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Abstract 
This paper examines climate variability and its impact in Kenya, identifying the different 
types of institutions shaping natural resources use, the driving forces that foster or hinder 
the emergence of institutions favourable to sustainable development and the various ways 
that they can be designed. There is a growing international consensus that good 
governance is fundamental for achieving sustainable development. What does this mean 
in policymaking? Good governance in the context of climate change here calls for the 
design and implementation of sound and coherent approaches that promote sustainable 
development and socioeconomic progress. Decisions of what should be done to address 
climate change goes beyond the reach of individual, and requires developing governance 
mechanisms and institutional capacity to support sustainable development. The article 
draws on ethnographic fieldwork material collected in two villages in Western Kenya, the 
Suari Millennium Village and the World Agroforestry Centre site in Nyando District, 
which examined challenges to food security in areas especially vulnerable to the effects 
of climate variability. In these cases, it was evident that building local institutional 
capacity is key to facilitating the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals and 
fostering society’s sustainability through empowerment of the local community and 
actors. The paper concludes that there is an urgent need to promote sustainable 
development at multiple sites with a focus on strengthening institutional capacity and 
inter-linkages, fostering coordination between local and global forms of institutions, 
including sharing of good practices and facilitation of knowledge sharing at local, 
national, regional and global levels. 
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1. Background and Context 

Food security and sustainable agriculture remain daunting challenges in many areas of 

the world, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa  (FAO 2008). In recent years, good 

governance is recognized as an essential ingredient for sustainable development in Africa 

(Bank 1989; UNECA 1997; Santiso 2001). Governance according to the World Bank 

encompasses the form of political regime; the process by which authority is exercised in 

the management of a country’s economic and social resources for development; and the 

capacity of the government of a country to design, formulate and implement policies and 

discharge functions. However, for good governance to happen, governments must create 

institutional capacity and environment that is conducive to the participation of its citizens 

in decision-making processes that foster sustainable development. In terms of natural 

resource management, citizen participation in decision-making governing sustainable 

development remains a key component of good governance. This paper examines climate 

variability and its impact in Kenya’s agricultural sector, identifying the different types of 

institutions shaping natural resources use, the driving forces that foster or hinder the 

emergence of institutions favourable to sustainable development and the various ways 

that they can be designed.  

Changes in the climate system are having dramatic effects on food production, human 

health, environment and ecosystem health. The impacts of climate change are projected 

to be unevenly distributed—with Africa bearing the brunt of the negative effects. Africa's 

vulnerability to climate change is acknowledged in the recent IPCC Fourth Assessment 

Synthesis Report (2007) , which describes Africa as one of the most vulnerable 

continents to climate change and variability. A recent Consultative Group on 

International Agricultural Research (CGIAR) report shows that projected temperature 

increases and shifts in rainfall patterns are likely to decrease crop growing periods in sub-

Saharan Africa by more than 20 %, with East and Central Africa at greatest risk.2 This 

will have negative impacts on food production and will likely hinder the progress towards 

achieving food security and poverty alleviation across much of the continent.  

                                                 
2  Pegg, J.R “Climate Change Increases Food Security Concerns”. Environment News Service (ENS), 

Washington, DC, December 5, 2006 (http://www.ens-newswire.com/ens/dec2006/2006-12-05-01.asp) 
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In recent years, extreme events such as drought and floods have become more 

frequent and more severe (UNEP 2004). In 2007, there were 874 weather-related disas-

ters worldwide, a 13% increase over 2006 and the highest number since the systematic 

recording of natural perils began in 1974.3  In Kenya, the 2008/9 devastating drought 

situation is a severe warning and a test of what to expect from climate change.4 Water 

supply is already a serious concern in many parts of the region, especially Western Kenya 

and North-eastern regions. Agricultural production to keep pace with the burgeoning 

population is threatened by climate variability and frequent extreme climate events. 

Failure to manage for climate variability has been a major source of land degradation as 

evident from Katuk-Odeyo Gulleys in Nyando District (See Figure 2 below). The health 

of millions of people will be affected as diseases associated with floods and droughts 

become more prevalent—malaria, water born disease etc. Rural poverty is likely to 

increase rural-urban migration as well as migration to other countries, which could 

trigger conflicts over scarce resources such as water.  

Climate change challenges are compounded by extreme poverty levels. Poverty here 

refers to people living on less than $1 per day based on a standard set by the World Bank. 

The situation in Western Kenya with an extremely stressed environment and high levels 

of poverty and food insecurity is exemplary. The region is one of the most densely 

populated areas in the country. Population density ranges from 500 to 1200 people per 

km2, with the highest in Vihiga and Kakamega District of Western Province (Smestad et 

al. 2002; Amadalo et al. 2003). This high population has resulted in a diverse mosaic of 

small farms, ranging from 0.2 to 2.5 acres, and mean household of seven people with 

varying land use patterns (CIESIN 2006). Most households are subsistence farmers 

relying on maize as their main food crop. Unsustainable agricultural practices such as 

over-cultivation, deforestation and overgrazing aggravate land degradation, and remain a 

barrier to the achievement of sustainable development.  

 

                                                 
3 Peter Löw (2008) “Weather –related Disasters Dominate.”  The World Watch Institute. 
(http://www.worldwatch.org/node/5452?emc=el&m=152155&l=4&v=ad6aa139d6) 
4 On 16th January 2009, the Kenya government declared the drought situation a national disaster and called 
for international assistance to support 10 million people (Daily Nation, January 16,  2009) 
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This paper looks at the concept of good governance, the link between good 

governance and sustainable development in Kenya. At the recent G8 meeting in Japan, 

for example, member nations pledged support for good governance, including anti-

corruption measures, as essential for economic growth in Africa and achievement of its 

Millennium Development Goals (Cincotta 2008). What does this mean in policymaking? 

The term ‘good governance’ was originally articulated in a World Bank publication in the 

1980s (World Bank 1989). According the World Bank, sub-Saharan African countries 

have been held back by not only financial gap, but also institutional and policy gaps. 

Confronted by the concerns of effectiveness of Aid, the World Bank introduced the 

concept of ‘good governance’ as core element of its development strategy (Santiso 2001). 

Some commentators argue that many of the IMF and World Bank reforms ignored 

institutional differences across countries, thereby recommending identikit policies, in 

what has come to be known as the ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach to economic policy (Chang 

2007). How can sustainable development be achieved? This paper argues that sustainable 

development is dynamic and multi-dimensional phenomena that have multiple causes and 

consequences, and so are its solutions.  

Good governance here constitutes political, economic, institutional, and social 

processes that interact to shape decision-making and implementation in natural resource 

management.  Principles of  ‘good governance’  include openness—institutions that work 

in an open manner and with access to information, participation—proactive engagement 

of diverse stakeholder in decision-making , accountability—governments  must explain 

and take responsibility for what it does, and eradicate corruption,  effectiveness—policies 

must be effective and timely  delivering of set clear objectives and  expected outcomes, 

coherence—require political  leadership and strong institutional frameworks, with good 

communications (CEC 2001). Such processes entails participation of diverse 

stakeholders—government, civil society, donors, research institutions, NGOs, farmers—

in the formulation of management strategies and the implementation thereof. Good 

governance will require national governments to take responsibility to enforce clear and 

effective and coherent policies, laws and regulations that promote sustainable 

development and socioeconomic progress. Concerns remain, however, with regard to 
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adequate institutional capacity within the government institutions to ensure that existing 

or new formulated policies will be effectively implemented so as to ensure sustainable 

development and socioeconomic growth. 

The rest of the paper is divided into four parts. The first part describes research site 

and data sources. The second part identifies institutions shaping natural resource 

management in Kenya. The third part maps out the contexts in which policy reforms have 

taken place in Kenya’s agricultural sector. The fourth part analyses the link between good 

governance and sustainable development.  The final part presents recommendations 

regarding priority areas for policy intervention and highlights some specific steps 

required to make progress towards sustainable development. 

 

2. Research Site and Data 

Primary data were collected from two sites in the Lake Victoria Basin, Western Kenya: 

the United Nations Millennium Village Project in Sauri, Siaya District and the World 

Agoforestry site in Katuk-Odeyo area of Jimo East location, Lower Nyakach, Nyando 

District (see Figure 1 below). Lake Victoria (lying 00 21’N-300’S) is the second largest 

fresh water lake in the World and Africa’s largest fresh water lake. Lake Victoria is of 

great economic and environmental importance in the eastern and central region of Africa. 

The Lake Basin, covering an area of 184, 200 km2 of Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda, Rwanda 

and Burundi, supports one of the densest and poorest rural populations in the world. Sauri 

site is located in the Kenya highlands, 1400-1500 meters above sea level, west of the Rift 

Valley and 30 km north of Lake Victoria. The equator lies just to the south of Sauri (00 

06N). Whereas, Nyando site touches the Lake Victoria shoreline to the southwest. It lies 

between longitudes 340 4’ east and 00 23’ south and 00 50’ south. Due to poor drainage 

capacity of Nyando District, it is prone to floods when it rains. Frequent floods in the 

region have resulted in huge gullies like the Katuk Odeyo in Jimo East (see Figure 2 

below). Secondary data were collected from government agencies, the meteorological 

department, the Ministry of Agriculture and policy documents. Data collection techniques 

used included semi-structured interviews and open ended discussions with key 

informants, participation in conferences and local community meetings (Chief’s barazas), 
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meetings with groups of farmers, home visits, farmers’ field schools, and farmers’ field 

days, and participant observation.  

 

Figure 2. Map of Research Sites, Western Kenya 

 

Source: George Aike, GIS Lab-ICRAF (2006) 
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Figure 2. Degraded Ecosystems—Katuk-Odeyo Gulley. Nyando District 

 

Photo: Marie Rarieya, 2006 

 

3. Institutions Influencing Natural Resource Management (NRM) in Kenya 

In this section, I will describe briefly the different types of institutions shaping the 

management of natural resources in Kenya.  The term institution refers to systems of 

rules, decision-making procedures, and programs that give rise to social practices, assign 

roles to participants in these practices, and guide interactions among the occupants of the 

relevant roles (Young 1994; 1999; 2002). Unlike like organizations, which are material 

entities that typically figure actors in social practices, institutions may be thought of as 

‘rules of the game’ in a society that determine the character of these practices. Institutions 

governing natural resource management in Kenya and elsewhere in Africa can be 

categorizes as formal—property rights systems or laws developed by the state or 

informal—customary laws developed by local groups in order to regulate natural 

resources held in private (land) or in a common-pool such as grazing land. Decision of 

resource use, allocation and management are based in the framework of these two 

systems. To fully understand institutional framework for natural resource management in 
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Kenya and the role of the local government in agricultural development, it is important to 

examine its structures and colonial history. 

Administrative structure: In Kenya, natural resource management and conservation 

measures have historically been a political process and a responsibility of the government 

(Stamp 1986). The administrative structure of the Kenya government evolved in the 

nineteenth century (in 1895) with British rule (Stamp 1986). The government structure 

was designed with more power at the centre, with local participants deprived of both 

authority  to make decisions and financial resources (Stamp 1986:18). The present 

government administrative structure is a product of, and a continuation of the structure 

under the colonial era. The local government provides services and functions such as 

health, education, water and sanitation, and refuse collection, among others  to the 

society—from the provincial, district to locational levels. It has the decision making 

power and economic power to effect development activities. At the national level,  the 

Ministry of Agriculture plays an important  liaison and coordination role in agricultural 

research and rural development (GoK 2005). The Ministry is the major public institution 

charged with the responsibility for promoting agricultural development in Kenya 

(Mureithi and Anderson 2005). The Ministry through its administrative units: provinces, 

districts, divisions, locations, and sub-locations remain an important force in enforcing 

the implementation of natural resource management and sustainable development agenda. 

The Ministry takes lead in setting the policy framework for the sector, but also is 

expected to provide guidance on policy issues (Argwings-Kodhek 2005). 

At the Provincial level, Provincial Agricultural Officers (PAOs) act as the link 

between the Ministry head office and the Districts, and also coordinate the Ministry’s 

activities in the field—at the provincial and district levels. At the District level, District 

Agricultural Officers (DAOs) play an important role in fostering agricultural 

development.  At the Divisional level, Division Agricultural Extension Officers (DEOs) 

and Frontline Extension Workers (FEWs) are responsible for the day to day delivery of 

extension services. Agricultural extension agents provide farmers with information (on 

seed varieties, land use practices, crop and animal husbandry, among others), including 

training.  
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Land Tenure Systems: Equally important is the identification of policies and regulations 

governing the management of natural resources, especially agricultural land. In Kenya, 

land is critical to the cultural and socio-economic development, and remains a principal 

source for rural livelihoods. Since Kenya’s independence in 1963, it has maintained two 

land tenure systems: customary (community or group based ownerships) and statutory, 

which is based on English property law. The two systems compliment each other. Land 

tenure refers to the terms and conditions, under which rights to land and land based 

resources are acquired, retained, used, managed, disposed of, or transmitted (GoK 2007).  

Customary system refers to the informal and unwritten rules/rights held through 

traditional systems, whereas statutory system refers to the formal and written rules/rights 

maintained through laws enacted by the state (colonial regulations and post-colonial 

legislation). 5 Kenya has not had a single and clearly defined and codified National Land 

Policy since independence (GoK 2007). The problem posed by lack of coherent land 

policies has been exacerbated by existence of many land laws some of which are  

incompatible (GoK 2007). The many laws coupled with population growth has led to 

uneconomic sub-division and fragmentation of land. In the Sauri Millennium project, 

Siaya District, for example, the landholdings are less than 0.5 hectares per household. 

Land holding size has direct bearing on the adoption of agricultural innovations, 

especially soil conservation practices by smallholder farmers. As Lou Verchot, Lead 

Scientist for Climate Change and Land Degradation, the World Agroforestry Centre 

explains, 

Land size is a constraint for improved fallows. If you have a 
population density of 1000 people per square kilometre, then land 
becomes a limiting factor for improved fallows. This is because 
fallows require land to be set aside for at least a whole season… In a 
place where the population density is 3,000 persons per square 
kilometre, you need alternatives to farming.  We have worked in some 
areas where improved fallows are not appropriate. Improved fallows 
are more appropriate in a place such as lower Nyando where people 
have large parcels of land than Siaya or Vihiga Districts where plots 
are small (September 2006 

 

                                                 
5  See also http://www.fig.net/pub/proceedings/nairobi/waiganjo-ngugi-TS6-2.pdf 
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  Pamela Agunda of Africa Now adds,  

small farm sizes are a great impediment to our soil and water  
conservation activities in Vihiga District such that when asking a farmer to 
construct a soil conservation structure (terraces), we have to look at the 
implications on the neighbouring plots. No farmer wants water to be 
diverted to his/her plots. We have a serious problem in soil conservation 
especially in Tambua location. Unlike our site in Nyabondo in Nyando 
District, where farmers have big plots, controlling water is not a big issue. 

 

The Kenya government needs to put in place laws that restrict subdivision of individual 

farms into uneconomic units for sustainable agricultural production. To optimize land use, 

the Ministry of Lands need to review and harmonize existing land laws and regulations.   

Another aspect of institutions governing NRM is discriminatory rights in community 

based land tenure system.  Though women constitute more than half of the agricultural 

workforce, provide the basis for household welfare in rural areas, they are particularly 

disadvantages with respect to land tenure security.  In Western Kenya, findings show that 

women depend on secondary property rights—under customary laws, women are 

excluded from inheriting or owning land. Such unequal land tenure rights places greater 

constraints to women’s access to land and decision-making abilities on sustainable 

management natural resources, on which their livelihood relies. Discriminatory and 

unequal land tenure rights need be streamlined. A key governance element requires 

national governments to take responsibility to enforce clear and effective laws and 

regulations that are gender-sensitive—laws should be enacted to reflect fairness, giving 

both men and women equal rights to land.  

Laws and legislations: There are several pieces of legislation and statements of policy, 

some of which are inconsistent and incompatible that still underpins resource 

management and allocation (GoK 2007). Of particular importnace are: 1) the Agriculture 

Act (Chapter 318), which contains provisions for promoting agricultural development 

and progress towards sustainable utilization of land resources 2) Land Planning Act 

(Chapter 303), which establishes the legal and institutional framework for land-use 

planning and zoning.  
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The Agricultural sector, for example, is presently governed by 131 pieces of 

legislation, some of which are obsolete and requires updating, amendment, and repeal. 

The existence of many pieces of legislations has resulted into fragmented interventions. 

In examining agricultural production, the continuing legacy of colonialism must be 

factored in the development agenda.  Food security today is affected by the fact that 

investments in the agricultural sector throughout the colonial period were oriented toward 

production of export crops, in total disregard for the more drought-tolerant crops, such as 

cassava, sorghum and millet. Polices governing budget allocation for the agricultural 

sector also need to be reviewed. In recent years, the expenditure in the agricultural sector 

as a percentage of the government budget has declined from 8-9 % of the budget in the 

1970s and 1980s, 6.2% in 2006/2007 to 4.1% in 2008/2009 (Argwings-Kodhek 2005; 

GoK 2008). Yet, the Maputo declaration in July 2003 recommended 10 per cent of the 

government fiscal budget to be dedicated to agriculture and rural development. To 

achieve sustainable development, the government must embarked on the formulation and 

implementation of  policies that address not only the agricultural budget deficit, but also 

the massive land degradation  as in the case of Katu-Odeyo Gulley in Nyando, the 

burgeoning population, and climate related diseases among others. This will be a project 

in itself.  

 

 

4. The Context of Policies and Institutional Reforms in Kenya’s Agricultural 
Sector  

The inextricable link between good governance and natural resource management in the 

context of sustainable development has brought profound challenges, requiring redefining 

and strengthening of national policies. Specifically, the Kenya government recognizes 

that decisive measure need be taken to achieve the full potential of the agricultural sector.   

The government acknowledges that harmonisation of the 131 pieces of agricultural 

policies and legislations is central to poverty reduction and the achievement of 

sustainable development. In this context, there has been distinct efforts by the 

government to consolidate  policies and legislations, however, the process of updating 
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these policies have been very slow (GoK 2005).  The Kenya government’s commitment 

is implicit in the Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP); explicitly stated in the 

Economic Recovery Strategy for Wealth and Employment Creation (ERS); and 

elaborated in the Strategies for Revitalizing Agriculture (SRA).  

 

The Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP): In 2000, the Kenya government 

embarked on the preparation of the Kenya Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper and an 

interim paper was released in 2001.6 The PRSP is one of the policy papers arising from 

the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank confessional lending policy, 

which extends policy changes [conditionality] in the agricultural sector in the developing 

countries. In December 1999, the World Bank and IMF approved the PRSP as a new 

framework for poverty reduction and economic growth. This policy paper is linked to the 

long-term objectives of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and National 

Poverty Eradication Plan (NPEP), which was launched in 1999 and has a 15 year time 

line (1999-2015), for reducing the proportion of people living on less than 1 dollars a day 

to half by 2015 (GoK 2001). The principle objective of this policy paper is to link and 

harmonize policy, planning and budgeting (GoK 2001). The PRSP is a short-term policy 

paper which seek to implement the National Poverty Eradication Plan  in a three-year 

time series (Kiringai and  Manda 2002). It is intended to be a national strategy to 

integrate poverty reduction into the macro-economic policy. 

The PRSP has been received with mixed feelings. On the one hand, it has been 

praised for broadening participation and increasing transparency of national planning; 

increasing the emphasis on poverty alleviation among various government agencies, and 

enhancing synergies between government and civil society (Swallow 2005:302). On the 

other hand, criticized for reporting the incidence of poverty in a way that conceals 

important differences by region, population group, or gender; not clarifying the causes of 

poverty; not proving information on quality and quantity of public services provided to 

different groups or regions, concentrating on expenditure measurers of poverty (Swallow 

                                                 
6  The PRSP preparation involves consultation at a three-tier approach: National, Provincial and District 

levels. See The World Bank Report , March 12, 2004. 
http://imf.org/external/pubs/ft/scr/2005/cr0511.pdf, Accessed January 20, 2009 
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2005: 302). Some commentators argue that institutions promoted by the IMF and the 

World bank failed in the past because they ignored differences across countries, thereby 

recommending identikit policies, in what has become to be known as the ‘one-size-fits-

all’ approach to economic policies (Chang 2007).  

 

Economic Recovery Strategy (ERS) for Wealth and Employment Creation: In 2003, 

the Kenya government launched the Economic Recovery Strategy (ERS) for Wealth and 

Employment Creation (2003-2007).7 This is the government’s blueprint for addressing 

the major challenges that face the country, including hunger and poverty reduction, 

providing universal primary education, enhancing access to health, and creating jobs. The 

ERS seeks to ensure strong, equitable and sustainable economic growth and to provide 

for a lasting eradication in poverty and unemployment. The Economic Recovery Strategy 

for Wealth and Employment Creation  places particular emphasis on revitalizing 

agriculture as the engine of growth for the Kenyan economy, in which agriculture and 

related agro-industries account for over 50% of GDP and about 60% of export earnings. 

Under ERS policy framework, the government is committed to pursue strategies that 

enhance good governance, raise agricultural growth, reduce poverty and create 500, 000 

jobs annually. 

 

Strategies for Revitalizing Agriculture (SRA): In March 2004, the Kenya government 

launched Strategies for Revitalizing Agriculture ( SRA) as a National Strategy document 

for steering development in the agricultural sector for the period 2004-2014 (GoK 2004; 

2005).8 One of the objectives of SRA is to enhance the achievement of the Millennium 

Development Goals with respect to reducing extreme poverty and hunger. The SRA is a 

response by the agricultural sector towards the implementation of the Economic 

Recovery Strategy for Wealth and Employment Creation (ERS). It represents the national 

policy document for the agricultural sector for the period 2004 to 2014.  It is positioned 

                                                 
7   The World Bank Report , March 12, 2004. http://imf.org/external/pubs/ft/scr/2005/cr0511.pdf, 

Accessed January 20, 2009 
 
8  The Ministry of Agriculture, the Ministry of Livestock and Fisheries, and the Ministry of Cooperation 

Development and Marketing are working synergistically in the implementation of  the SRA. 
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as a tool for actualizing ERS. SRA policy recognizes that increased growth and 

development in agriculture is crucial in the achievement of these targets, which include:  

Reducing the proportion of population below the basic poverty line from 56% in the year 

2000 to 26% by 2010 (ERS Target 1); reducing the number of people who are food-cum-

poverty stricken from 48.4% to 23.5% in the year 2008 and below 10% in 2015 (ERS 

Target 2). SRA focuses in putting in place initiatives (policies and institutional changes) 

that would reverse the declining agricultural performance and revitalize the economy. 

Though agriculture is at the centre of Kenya’s economy, generating one-quarter of GDP, 

providing two-thirds of employment, and accounting for 70% of export earnings 

(Bradshaw 1990; GoK 2002), the performance of the agricultural sector has been poor. 

Under SRA, the agricultural sector is projected to grow on average by 3.1% during 2003-

2007 and to reach 5 % by 2007. 

Along the three agricultural policies discussed above, the Kenya government also 

recognizes that natural resource management are central to fostering economic growth 

and poverty reductions.  The Kenya  government’s position on environmental 

management is well articulated through a set of sessional papers, policy statements, 

government directives and pronouncement and development plans (GoK 1999:1). At the 

Earth Summit in  Rio in 1992, for instance, the Kenyan President Daniel Arap Moi said: 

“the integration of development and environment is the only viable path to sustainable 

development” (GoK 1999:1). This commitment has been demonstrated by the adoption of 

the National Environment Action Plan (NAEP) in June 1994 and the enactment of the 

Environment Management and Co-ordination Act  (EMCA) of 1999 (GoK 1999; 

2000:43; 2002), which is an attempt to create an appropriate institutional framework for 

the management of the environment.9 These two strategy documents provide a basis for 

translating the Global Programme for Action on Environment and Development as 

articulated at the Earth Summit in 1992 and the resultant Global Environment under 

Agenda 21 (GoK 2002).  NAEP calls for measures that promote sustainable use of 

natural resources while ensuring environmental conservation and economic development. 
                                                 
9  They include: the Ministry of Environment Conservation and Natural Resources, National 

Environment Secretariat, the Kenya Wildlife Services, and the Permanent Presidential Commission in 
Soil Conservation and Afforestation.  At District level, the government has established the post of 
district environment officer and revitalized district environment committees. 
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It attempts to address environmental issues in an integrated cross-sectoral manner (KLA 

1999). NAEP marks a significant step towards integrating environmental matters in the 

development planning process (GoK 1999).  The Environmental Management and Co-

ordination Act (No. 8 of 1999), on the other hand, provides for the regulation of 

biological resources and genetic resources for ensuring sustainable management and 

protection of such resources 

The government has also formulated through the Office of the President, a national 

policy on disaster management. The national policy on disaster management seeks to 

address increasing incidences and emergencies due to extreme climate events—floods 

and drought. This policy aims to harmonize efforts of the different ministries, agencies, 

international organizations, non-government organizations (NGOs), and civil society in 

disaster management and response. It is also aimed at increasing the production and 

distribution of basic foodstuff to ensure self-sufficiency. The policy paper has weather 

and climate information integrated into disaster management policy. In this policy, the 

importance of effective communication at all levels and among all participating 

institutions is well acknowledged.10 The implementation of this policy has been realized 

through the support of the United Nations Development Programme funding (UNEP 

2004). The United Nations Development Programme has funded three projects: the 

Drought Monitoring Centre in Nairobi— IGAD Climate Prediction and Application 

Centre (ICPAC), the Kenya Meteorological Department (KMD) and the Office of the 

President (UNEP 2004). With respect to drought-induced food shortage, one major 

government drive saw the formulation of sessional paper No.1 of 1981 on a National 

Food Policy (Smith et al.  2004).  

The key question remains to what extent are these policy reforms going to address the 

development bottlenecks observed in Western Kenya and elsewhere in the country 

revolving around declining agricultural production, severe land degradation, poor market 

infrastructure, recurrent famine, high levels of poverty and unemployment; and what can 

we learn from these experiences? 

                                                 
10    See “The Status of Disaster Management in Kenya: the Need for Training Programmes” 

http://www.itc.nl/unu/dgim/unedra/workshop/_docs/session3/onywere_paper.pdf (Accessed January 
2007). 
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5. Discussion: Linking Good Governance and Sustainable Development 

 Although the Kenya government has taken great steps to articulate comprehensive 

agricultural and disaster management policies for revitalizing economic growth and 

poverty reduction, it falls short of meeting their intended outcome. Issues of 

environmental degradation, food insecurity, extreme poverty and hunger remain as 

compelling as it was forty years ago. Any attempt to create new policies or strengthen 

existing ones should take into account, and be informed by policy failures that have 

necessitated their creation. The revival of the agricultural growth will require significant 

improvements that can only be achieved when a number of critical issues that impede its 

growth are addressed. This section describes the types of institutional development that 

would allow local communities to be less vulnerable to climate change. They include (but 

not limited to): principles of good governance (effectiveness, accountability, participatory, 

coherence, openness) and building institutional capacity. 

First, the concept of governance can be seen as a process of decision-making and a 

process of implementing that decision.  Livelihood crisis in Western Kenya and 

elsewhere in the country, which is presently marked by extreme poverty and hunger, can 

partly be attributed to poor governance and institutional failures as reflected in weak 

institutions and outdated policies. This is evident from the recurrent famine situation in 

the country that often finds the government unprepared for the consequences.  In the last 

decade alone, Kenya declared six national disasters due to droughts (1992/3, 1996/7, 

1999/2001, 2005/6, 2008/9) and the 1997/98 El-Niño related floods. Poor governance 

combined with corruption and extreme climate events have contributed to the 

development failures. This is explicit in the recent East African Standard article on 

January 19, 2009 that reported that the Government has made public the successes and 

failures of the Economic Recovery Strategy (ERS) that ended in 2008. The report states 

that “poor governance remains a problem, with perception indices showing that the vice 

is yet to be eradicatedand. If not adequately addressed, corruption may mutate into other 
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subtle forms of extortion." 11 The recent social and political unrest in Kenya adds another 

dimension to the challenge of ensuring good governance. In late 2007 and early 2008, 

post-election violence in Kenya affected much of Western Kenya, the grain basket region. 

A recent report says, “In many regions, farmers evacuated to camps and did not return 

until late April. By then, it was too late to plant a successful crop, said the U.S. 

Department of Agriculture’s Foreign Agricultural Service. Some farmers planted corn, 

and others planted wheat instead of corn because wheat has a shorter growing season. 

The season shortened by violence resulted in a smaller harvest in the east, while drought 

reduced the harvest in the west.” 12  The net effect is Kenya is currently facing food 

emergency.13 The food crisis is projected to get worse with the prevailing drought and 

famine situation in the country that has rendered nearly ten million Kenyans food 

insecure.  

The situation is exacerbated by corruption, which is a deterrent to economic growth. 

The government has the power to implement anti-corruption policies, but seems to lack 

the political will to effectively tackle corruption. In the agricultural sector, 

“Investigations indicate that close to a billion shillings has been lost through corruption in 

the maize sub-sector, with reports that more than 100,000 bags disappeared from the 

strategic grain reserves manned by the NCPB” (The East African Standard, January 26, 

2009). On January 26, 2009, the Minister for Agriculture, William Ruto dissolved the 

entire National Cereals and Produce Board which has been at the centre of controversy 

following irregular purchase of maize. The move according to the Minister was aimed at 

stamping out corruption. The announcement came at a time when investigations into a 

Sh825 million maize scandal are under way.  In the wake of widespread starvation and 

rising costs of living standards, corruption remains a big challenge. As Mugabe et al. 

(1997) underline, weak institutions, fragile ecosystems, and limited capacity have 

                                                 
11   See “ State releases own report on its performance”,  The Standard Nairobi, January 23, 

2009.http://www.eastandard.net/archives/InsidePage.php?id=1144004734&cid=4& Accessed January 
24, 2009,. 

12   AP (2009) Kenya,: 10 million risk hunger after harvests fail 
(http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/28579290) Associated Press. January 9). 

13   On 16 January 2009, President Mwai Kibaki declared the current food crisis a National Disaster and 
launched a campaign to raise over 37 billion shillings required to address the urgent situation.  
(http://www.reliefweb.int/rw/rwb.nsf/db900SID/CJAL-7NCRNL?OpenDocument, accessed January 
24, 2009) 
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hampered the development, implementation, and enforcement of national polices in 

Kenya. 

Effective management of natural resources require timely and reliable information—

scientific, economic, social—for policymakers and farmers in order to make informed 

decisions. Reliable rainfall information remains extremely valuable to farmers. Field 

observations indicate that climate information has not been effectively disseminated to 

reach the wider public on time. As a consequence, application of seasonal weather 

forecasts is limited. Well-designed information systems will certainly be a critical 

component of future food security and sustainable development. In the United Nations 

Sauri Millennium Village Project, for example, the need for robust information systems is 

well recognized by both farmers and the Millennium project team, and plans have already 

been made to construct a community communication centre. 

Decision-making process and implementation should be participatory. Participatory 

approach to natural resource management recognizes the importance of effective 

representation, transparency and accountability in decision-making process. A 

meaningful participation is not only a right to participate in decision-making, but also a 

right to have local values and voices integrated in resource management, especially of the 

invisible groups such as women and the elderly. Women who represent the majority of 

the poor, whilst at the same time carry a heavier work-burden than men; are likely to 

suffer the most from the effects of climate change. Participatory approaches need be 

tailored to suit specific projects and locality. The “Integrated Rural Development 

Approach” of the Millennium Village Project (MVP) in Sauri serves as a strong test case 

to illustrate the importance of participation. This approach involves the local community 

in project planning and implementation right from the outset.   At the community level, 

the project has set up eight sub-locational committees—Agriculture, Health, Energy, 

Environment, Roads and Communication, Water and Sanitation, Education and Business, 

which correspond with the Millennium Development Goals. Through these committees, 

the project strives to coordinate extensive participation, involving diverse stakeholders. 

All the eight sub-locational committees and members of the community have received 

training in aspect of agriculture, health, energy, environment roads and communication, 
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water and sanitation, education and business. They have also been trained in the aspect of 

problem identification, resource mapping and on how to design community action plan 

that can address their specific needs and resources they have at hand.  In 2005, the Sauri 

community wrote a community constitution that guides and shapes the outcome of the 

project activities.  

A critical aspect of this approach is the cultivation of community participation. The 

approach is pluralistic in framework—works in close partnership with national and 

international agricultural research institution, NGOs and others; integrated—addresses 

development from a holistic standpoint—interventions measures takes into account 

health, agriculture, water and sanitation, education, energy, business, environment, and 

roads components; and bottom-up— farmers are actively involved in the realization of 

the Millennium Development Goals. The MVP approach also recognizes that decision 

regarding use and management of natural resources is better implemented through 

collaborative efforts and effective partnership. At the national level, the Millennium 

Village Project team works in close partnership with different government ministries and 

departments—agriculture, water, energy, health,  etc—a process that is meant to generate 

dialogue between the various stakeholders.  At the international level, the MVP team 

works in partnership with a number of stakeholders— the Food and Agricultural 

organization (FAO) on farmers’ field school, the World Agroforestry on agroforestry 

innovation and the International Research Institute for Climate and Society (IRI) on 

climate change.  

Another aspect of fostering sustainable development entails building institutional 

capacity. Institutional capacity building need to be developed at various levels, 

acknowledging the impacts of the changing climatic conditions, government roles, 

including socio-political and economic situation of a particular region or locality.  

Different kind of expertise need be developed. Capacity in agricultural development 

encompasses human resources development—empowerment of the local community, 

development of skills and knowledge required for a sustainable society, changes in 

attitudes and values, commitment and confidence in sustainable resource use. This 

implies building institutional capacity in many different sectors—agriculture, energy, 
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water, transport, forestry etc., which may have significant impact on the success of 

climate mitigation and adaptation measures. In the agricultural sector, both formal and 

non-formal institutional arrangements remain essential for improving resource use and 

food security. In the past, solutions to environmental problems have tended to focus on 

technical and economic instruments, giving insufficient attention to the underlying 

political and institutional factors (Mugabe et al. 1997). Appropriate institutional capacity 

building strategies aimed at improving research and extension services is necessary. 

 

6. Conclusions and Policy Options  

As argued above, addressing the challenges posed by climate change do merit policy 

response options that best enable society to cope with, and adapt to the changing climatic 

conditions. Such policies must take into consideration the socio-economic and political 

context, in which they operate. Many of the communities in Western Kenya and 

elsewhere in Africa, are vulnerable to the impacts of extreme climate events. These same 

communities lack the resources and adaptive capacity to recover from the negative 

impacts of climate change. This paper suggests that sustainable development requires 

multiple points of intervention—political, institutional, communicative, ecological, 

climatic, cultural, social, economic and multiple levels of action, from local to 

international. Specific priority areas for improvements include (but are not limited to): 

governance, strengthening partnership and coordination, and building institutional 

capacity. 

First, principles of good governance (already mentioned above) are essential 

ingredients for achieving sustainable development in Kenya and elsewhere in Africa. 

Decisions of what should be done to address climate change require governance 

mechanisms and processes that provide the necessary framework for socioeconomic 

progress. From a political standpoint, eeffective management of natural resources 

primarily requires commitment, good governance and a political will from the 

government to take lead and guidance on national policy formulation and implementation. 

The inspirational work of scholars such as Professor Wangari Mathai, a former Assistant 

Minister in the Ministry for Environment and Natural Resources, an environmentalist is a 
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showcase. 14  Her effort through the Green Belt Movement (GBM), which was launched 

in 1977, seeks to help Kenyan population become self-sustaining in natural resources use. 

The Green Belt Movement promotes environmental conservation through participatory 

tree planting. Such efforts benefit the rural communities by showing how they can 

reverse the trends of land degradation through improved land use practises. Natural 

resource governance also requires institutions that can bring together different 

stakeholders—civil society, local communities, private sector, non-governmental 

organizations—to get actively involved in the management and decision-making 

pertaining to resources use. Strengthening and expanding initiatives such as the Green 

Belt Movement, the United Nations Millennium Village Projects and the World 

Agroforestry Centre will have enduring long-term effect on climate mitigation and 

adaptation measures. 

Second, effective implementation of natural resource management will require 

strengthening partnership and unprecedented cooperation  at various levels (from local to 

global) and forging meaningful collaborative efforts between diverse stakeholders, 

including farmers, civil society, scientific community, private sector and the various 

government Ministries and Departments— meteorology, agriculture, water, health etc. 

Today, many African countries acknowledge the need for greater coordination and 

collaboration among the international community in support of their efforts to promote 

good governance (UNECA 1997). Support for regional and international cooperation is 

crucial. Climate Prediction and Applications for Disaster Risk Reduction in the Greater 

Horn of Africa, for example, is collaborative endeavor between a regional center, the 

IGAD Climate Prediction and Application Centre (ICPAC) based in Nairobi and 

international organizations engaged in climate modeling. They include (but are not 

limited to): the World Meteorological Organization (WMO), International Research 

Institute for Climate and Society (IRI) and United Nations Environmental Programmer.  

ICPAC provides sector relevant climate information for ten participating countries – 

Rwanda, Burundi, Djibouti, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya, Somalia, Sudan, Uganda and 

United Republic of Tanzania.  Partnership approaches to the regional climate forecast and 

                                                 
14  See The Green Belt Movement  http://www.greenbeltmovement.org/ (February 21, 2005) 
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prediction in the GHA region provides many opportunities for increasing the scientific 

foundation for climate change predictions to support adaptation and mitigation measures.   

Third, successful implementation of the national polices requires building 

institutional capacity between and among local and global forms of institutions, including 

sharing of good practices and facilitation of knowledge sharing at local, national, regional 

and global levels. Effective and efficient institutional framework matters in promoting 

poverty eradication and sustainable development strategies in rural areas. Since climate 

change is a cross-cutting issue, most institutional capacity that is likely to be needed for 

climate actions is not climate-specific, but rather climate-relevant. Institutional 

enforcement will require engagement of, and support by government administrative 

agencies at the provincial, district, and divisional levels. At the political-economic level, 

it will be necessary to establish institutional mechanisms such as markets and information 

infrastructure to ensure that the resources needed to act on climate forecasting are 

actually and equitably available at the community level.  

 More importantly, investment in enhancing adaptive capacity to deal with climate 

threats and challenges will be critical. Climate prediction centres such as ICPAC (already 

mentioned above) need be supported through building regional capacity in climate 

modelling in order to enhance the climate prediction and information services for the 

region. There is a need  for strengthening the capacity of African Universities and 

research institutions to offer training or conduct research in climate science in order to 

improve weather forecasts and climate predictions, particular to serve the rural areas. 

Investment in research and collaborative activities that build and strengthen the local 

institutional capacity will have long-term effects of climate mitigation and adaptation 

measures.  

With specific regard to food security and poverty reduction, capacity building in areas 

of mitigation and adaptation to climate change include: 

·  anticipating and planning for climate change so that farmers in poor countries are able 

to avert forecast declines in crop yields 

·  developing new varieties of indigenous and exotic crops more adapted to changing 

climatic conditions 
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·  launching programs to encourage more efficient use and management of natural 

resources  

·  improving the capture and storage of rainwater for use in dry spells and also to boost 

crop production 

·  promoting and supporting more efficient farming techniques to adapt to climate 

change and curb agricultural greenhouse gas emissions.  

·  supporting communication and information infrastructure to enhance information 

circulation to the various socio-economic sectors. 
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