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Leona Leong (back row, 3rd from left), with the Aii Singapore team.
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Gabriel Teo is seeking to lift the people of the Tana Delta in Kenya out of poverty, one 
step at a time with help from outside donors and volunteers.

JOURNEY TO THE 
TANA DELTA

B Y  J O A N  W A N G

T he Tana Delta in Kenya covers 
the extensive delta where the 
river Tana fans out into the 

Indian Ocean to the plains of the Tsavo 
National Park on the east, and the semi-
arid hinterland towards the north in the 
direction of Somalia. It is a fertile basin 
rich in natural resources and wildlife. 
Equally rich is its cultural diversity which 
is home to more than 10 tribes with their 
very distinctive cultures, languages and 
lifestyles. 

Paradoxically, it is also one of the 
poorest regions in Kenya with over 
70% of the population living below the 
poverty line. The vast majority derive 

Gabriel invites you to join him 
on a journey of empowering the 
marginalised and economically 
disadvantaged. Please visit http://
tanariverlife.wordpress.com/ to find 
out more. You may email him at 
tanariverlifefoundation@gmail.com or
gabrielteo@yahoo.com, or contact 
Iris Tay (ris8059@gmail.com), Karen 
Tan (ahtiang888@gmail.com) or Joan 
Wang (joan8wang@yahoo.com) to 
find out more or discuss ways to 
help TRLF.

their livelihoods from the land and the 
river through the raising of livestock, 
subsistence farming as well as fishing
and hunting. 

It is here in a small village of Idsowe 
that you will find Gabriel Teo living among 
the villagers and determined to help them 
make a better life for themselves. A former 
Asean scholar and an alumnus of Raffles 
Institution and Hwa Chong Junior College, 
he first came to Kenya for a holiday in 
1990 after graduating from Nanyang 
Technological University.

It opened his eyes to “a whole new 
world.” The experience also evoked 
serious questions about the direction he 

was taking in life. While his career as a 
tax accountant flourished over the next 
five years, the feeling that something was 
missing remained. Kenya kept beckoning 
and in 1995 Gabriel sold his car, gave his 
furniture to the Good Shepherd Sisters 
and made a return journey to the delta. 

Giving hand-outs would be the 
easiest solution but to Gabriel the 
better way is to empower people to 
independently make a better life for 
themselves. He consolidated his work in 
2005 by establishing the Tana River Life 
Foundation (TRLF), to be eventually run 
and managed by the people of Tana Delta 
themselves.

Education often presents the best 
way towards a better life for a child living 
in poverty. Tana River County scores 
lowest in the national exams and literacy 
level. Fees at public secondary schools 
start from US$200 per year. Providing 
bursaries to students was the first step 
Gabriel took and remains a key project of 
TRLF. Other projects include subsidised 
sanitary napkins, bus service and a mobile 
library. 

TRLF went further by helping to create 
good schools. It worked with Garsen High 
School from its inception in 2004 to build 
a model school. It has since emerged as 
the top school in Tana Delta in the 2012 
national exams. TRLF established the 
Delta Mustard Seed Academy, a private 
nursery and primary school in 2012 where 
children from all tribes across the delta 
can learn mutual respect. Gabriel hopes 
that both model schools can be replicated 
across the delta. 

TRLF bought 15 acres of land in 2012 
for its sustainable agriculture project. 
Banana trees, bees, poultry and livestock 
are now thriving on the farm. The farm 
project is managed by youth interns who 
are learning management, responsibility 
and self-reliance. It serves as a model for 
local farmers to emulate and generate 
income from their farms.

Gabriel who draws a subsistence 
salary of $250 a month ensures that TRLF 
is run on minimal overheads with total 
indirect expenses averaging just 10% of 
total project expenditure. That is made 
possible by the number of volunteers 
including friends of TRLF in Singapore
and Malaysia. 

The changes Gabriel brought to 
the people of Tana Delta were made 
possible by the generous contributions 
of individuals, charitable trusts, schools, 
churches and corporations. Donors have 
given financial contributions, books, 
classroom furniture, IT equipment and 
used clothing. They have shared their 
professional skills as was in the case of 
Aedas Singapore, a global architectural 
firm, who designed the Emmaus Centre 
pro bono. Aedas went on to organise a 
dinner and art auction to raise funds for
its construction.

Universiti Tunku Abdul Rahman 
(UTAR) in Malaysia has kindly awarded 
full tuition scholarships to 10 students 
nurtured by TRLF to pursue undergraduate 
studies at UTAR. One of the students 
recently made it to the Dean’s List and 
Gabriel is looking forward to the first 
graduate in 2014.

Many of Gabriel’s donors have 
visited Tana Delta and offered hands-on 
assistance. Several youths who visited, 

some rather reluctantly, wrote to Gabriel to 
express how their visits had opened their 
eyes to the disparities of the world and 
that they have been enriched far more by 
those they sought to help. All have offered 
to further assist TRLF with its work.

TRLF is in the process of building 
the Emmaus Centre, for its future 
programmes. To be built on a 12-acre plot 
of land donated by the local community, it 
will be owned and run by TRLF. 

Phase 1 is the Delta Mustard Seed 
Academy; Phase 2 is a community 
development centre with a library, IT 
resource centre, conference facilities, 
sports facilities and cafeteria while Phase 
3 is a guest house. The goal is for the 
income from facilities rental and the guest 
house to make the centre self-sustainable. 

Construction of the first two phases 
should be completed by end 2014. Funds 
have yet to be raised for Phase 3. Gabriel 
hopes the Emmaus Centre will be the 
fountain from where the river of knowledge 
flows out to the rest of Tana Delta and 

perhaps beyond, the way Tana River fans 
out into the ocean. 

When once asked if he was always 
altruistic, Gabriel said, “I was very 
ambitious and competitive, and a little vain 
and proud. But that said, I was a person 
who felt a lot, who thought a lot; someone 
who always wanted and still wants to 
understand the meaning of love and how 
to live by it.” 

Gabriel (third from right) with Tun Dr Ling Liong Sik (on left), council chairman of UTAR and
former Malaysian Minister of Transport, with scholarship recipients from UTAR.
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