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ABSTRACT 
 

Decentralization refers to ‘any act by which a central government cedes rights of decision 

making over resources to actors and institutions at lower levels in a politico-

administrative and territorial hierarchy’ (Blaser et al, 2005; Meinzen-Dick and Knox, 

2001). Kenya’s history of a highly centralized forest governance regime has recently seen 

a shift in policy and legislation authorizing decentralization in the sector (Forests Act 

2005).  

But what is it that gets decentralized in the forestry and natural resources sectors? Is 

decentralization effective in meeting the goals of equity, sustainability and poverty 

reduction and climate change in an environment characterized by conflicting policies? 

This paper attempts to answer these questions. Agrawal and Ostrom (2001) suggest that 

to better understand the resource management outcomes of decentralized programs, it is 

worthwhile to examine the rights and capacities that are transferred to actors at lower 

levels. Using both primary and secondary data from two Kenyan forest resources, an 

analysis was done to find out key roles played by relevant institutions in understanding 

what is expected to be decentralized; and what policy environments are required to 

ensure the effectiveness of a decentralized forest resource management system.  

Results indicate that despite their similarities in ecology, prominence in local and 

national economies and conservation of biological diversity, significant institutional 

differences exist in their management regimes.  

The study concludes that heterogeneity of community stakeholders which includes: 

Government institutions (ministries), parastatals (KWS & KFS), International 

organizations and NGOs should contribute towards reducing their overlapping mandates 

and policies in common pool resource management. This will not only provide clear 

jurisdiction of governance but will also enhance transparency in decision-making and 

equitable benefits distribution, which has for long been wanting. 

Key words: Decentralization, common pool resources, policies, mandates, climate change 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Increase in emissions of CO² gas and other greenhouse gases (GHG) such as methane, 

nitrous oxide, chlorofluorocarbons (CFC), hydrochloroflourocarbons (HCFC) and 

halogens into the atmosphere has led to the overall rise in mean global temperature over 

the years and the resultant climate change. Key anthropogenic activities assumed 

responsible include fossil fuel combustion and landuse changes especially tropical 

deforestation. For most developing countries the dependence of agriculture has remained 

high.  Therefore, land use changes have devastating effects on agricultural production and 

consequently on livelihoods. Kenya is currently experiencing some major effects of 

climate change and of special consideration is the variation in weather patterns. 

Prolonged drought and famine has left over 10 million people faced with starvation 

(Barrow et al, 2002), while floods and resurgence of pests and diseases have been noted in 

other parts of the country. Widespread poverty, inadequate socio-economic resources and 

a large climate-dependent agricultural sector makes the country vulnerable to the 

consequences of climate change.  The country is also ill -equipped to adapt to the long-

term changes associated with climate.  In spite of these, Kenya has embarked on various 

measures to mitigate climate change such as adoption of clean development mechanism, 

reafforestation and spread of green technology.  

Forest conservation and management in Kenya history was guided by the forest policy of 

1957, which was revised in 1968, and then again in 1994. This later draft formed the 

basis for policy and legislative reform a decade later. The main legislation is the Forest 

Act Cap 385 of 1962 that has been revised thrice in 1982, 1992 and 2005. It was drafted 

in support of the 1957 policy and covers a broad range of activities from the gazettement/ 

degazettement of forests and Nature Reserves, licensing of use, prohibitions of certain 

activities and imposition of penalties, etc. Subsidiary regulations cover the rights of forest 

adjacent communities to utilize specified resources in specific ways. This Act had several 

crucial shortcomings. It covered only gazetted forest reserves, did not provide sufficient 

safeguards against forest excisions, provided only use rights to a narrow set of resources 

for communities, and did not recognize the importance of forests for environmental 

conservation.  
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A large number of reasons have been given for shifting the locus of decision-making and 

resource management away from central states to local governments or communities. 

State control was found largely unsuccessful, costly and financially unsustainable 

(Meinzen-Dick-Knox, 2001; Shackleton, 1999). Local communities, on the other hand 

have been shown to be effective managers of local resources (Arnold, 1990; Ostrom, 

1990; Bromley et al, 1992; Berkes, 1989). Local communities not only have greater 

knowledge of local resources, but also are better able to monitor resource use and rule 

compliance (Meinzen-Dick and Knox, 2001; Gibson, 2001; Peters, 1994; McKean, 

1992). They are often directly dependent on the resource and assumed to have the 

greatest incentives to maintain the resource base over time. The policy move towards 

greater local control is reflected in a wide range of community-based arrangements in the 

natural resources sector over the past decade (Barrow and Murphree, 2001; Barrow et al, 

2000; Hulme and Murphree, 2001; Shackleton, 1999).  

However, involvement of forest adjacent communities and other stakeholders in forest 

management and conservation in Kenya is a key feature in the Forests Act, 2005. The 

main objective of wider stakeholder participation in forest management as captured in the 

draft Forest Policy (Sessional Paper No. 7 of 2007) is “to promote the participation of the 

private sector, communities and other stakeholders in forest management to conserve 

water catchments areas, create employment, reduce poverty and ensure the sustainability 

of the forest sector.” For effective participation of communities in forest management, it 

became imperative that capacity building is done among the forest adjacent communities, 

key stakeholders as well as forest authority staff.  There are other national laws and 

regulations that impact on the forestry sector. This includes: The environmental 

management and co-ordination Act (EMCA) of 1999, The water Act, 2002, The wildlife 

(Conservation and management) Act, Cap 376, The Agriculture Act, Cap 318, The 

Antiques and monuments Act, Cap 215, The local Government Act, Cap 265, and The 

Fisheries Act, Cap 378. 
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Objectives of study 

The study investigated: 

1. What is it that gets decentralized in the forestry and natural resources sectors?  

2. Is decentralization effective in meeting the goals of equity, sustainability, poverty 

reduction and climate change in an environment characterized by conflicting 

policies? 

Rationale 

It is assumed that all lead institutions have a common goal in the management of 

common pool resources based on different policies and mandates aimed at both 

protection and conservation of the resources. However, this is not usually the case, 

especially in Kenya since the holistic approaches of management has no clear jurisdiction 

of governance and transparency in decision-making and equitable benefits distribution 

from natural resources.  

Methods 

1. Study Country 

The Republic of Kenya is a country in East Africa lying along the west of Indian Ocean 

and cut into half by the equator, Kenya is bordered by Ethiopia (north), Somalia 

(northeast), Tanzania (south), Uganda plus Lake Victoria (west), and Sudan (northwest). 

The capital city is Nairobi. The population has grown rapidly in recent decades to nearly 

38 million. Kenya has numerous wildlife reserves, containing thousands of animal 

species (MENR, 1994). 

Kenya’s weather and climate 

Meteorologically, Kenya lies in one of the most complex sectors of the African continent. 

Its climate is influenced by large-scale tropical controls which include several major 

convergence zones including the Inter-tropical Convergence Zone (ITCZ) that are 

superimposed upon regional factors associated with lakes, topography and the maritime 

influence. Thus, the climatic patterns within the country are markedly complex and 

change rapidly over short distances (Wandiga, 2006). Annual temperature range is 2 ºC – 



 5

35 ºC with the lowest value in March and April and the highest is in July and August. 

Diannual temperature range is in the order of 10-20 ºC, far exceeding the annual 

temperature range. Mean annual net radiation received on a horizontal surface is between 

450-550 cals/cm²/day. Mean annual bright sunshine amounts to over 7-8 hours per day in 

the highlands and 8-9 hours per day in the lowlands (Ibid). Rainfall is distributed in short 

and long rainy seasons with the former received in October to December and the latter in 

April to June while July and August are the coldest months. Rainfall is influenced by 

conventional and relief microclimates depending on location. In addition, the rainfall 

variability is closely linked to the El-Niño Southern Oscillation (ENSO) phenomenon and 

the Sea-Surface Temperatures (SSTs) fluctuations in the equatorial Indian and Atlantic 

Oceans. The rains are normally enhanced during the ENSO years that occur every 5 to 6 

years. Thus, such high climate variability is likely to enhance due to climate change in 

turn enhancing climate change impacts both at regional and local scales. 

2. Methodology 

This study is part of a global multi-disciplinary team, the International Forest Resources 

and Institutions research program (www.indiana.edu/~ifri). The IFRI research protocol 

was used to collect data from the forest site, from settlements around each forest and 

from among user groups and local organizations involved in forest management. Focus 

group discussions and key informant interviews were used to glean information on forest 

product use, actors and interactions in forest management, etc. Resource and recourse 

diagrams were additional tools developed to link and illustrate the flow of information 

and decisions across and between actors in management and conservation of forest. For 

each of the forest sites, researchers, user groups and others worked to diagram the flow of 

decisions, information, authority, responsibility, and financial and human resources 

before and after the decentralization reform. The purpose is to help identify process 

weaknesses and to evaluate impacts on user group incentives. In general, data collection 

was conducted by research teams together with individuals drawn from communities 

living in the forest sites. Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) tools including mapping, 

semi-structured interviews and historical institutional profile analysis were also used. 
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RESULTS and DISCUSSION 

Decentralization of forest sector 

Kenya’s reform of the forestry sector has recognition of the roles of local communities in 

resource management. The Forest Act of 2005 provides for the development of new 

institutions and partnerships for improved forest management. Kenya Forests Service is 

in the process of developing participatory forest management plans for all forest areas in 

the country in close consultation with Forest Associations and gender-balanced local 

forest management committees. This is a major break from prior policy and practice, 

which was authoritarian and failed to recognize the role of different actors. 

 
Institutions / groups Roles 

Government organizations Direct management 

Parastatals Research, Training and 
policy 

International organizations and NGO’s Fund raising and 
Information sharing 

Local organizations Conservation Issues 

Although KFS has not signed any agreement with any community forest association in 

Kenya, there have been some milestones in the devolution of forest activities in all 

natural forest in Kenya. To play a substantial role in decentralization, ratified the Kyoto 

Protocol of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) in 

August 1994 and has over the years actively participated in and hosted the Conference of 

Parties. The country has also operationalized the implementation of target objectives and 

agreements albeit at lower scale due to socio - economic challenges. In this regard, 

relevant ministries and state corporations in Kenya are in charge of major components of 

the CDM through licensing, inspection, monitoring and approval of related projects.  

Thus; 

1. National Environment Management Authority is the Designated National Authority 
of the CDM.  
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2. Kenya Forest Department is in charge of all CDM reafforestation and agroforestry 

projects. 

3. The Ministry of Energy is in charge of all energy conservation and alternative energy 

projects. 

However, institutions in Kenya have been operating on crossroads’ in resources 

conservation and curbing climate change. For example, NEMA a government parastatal 

established to exercise general supervision and co-ordination over all matters relating to 

the environment, have done little in enforcement and compliance of the Kyoto protocol 

aimed at reducing the levels of carbon emissions. The ultimate objective of UNFCCC 

Convention is, ″Stabilization of the greenhouse gas concentration in the atmosphere at a 

level that would prevent dangerous anthropogenic interference with the climate system”. 

Kenya Forestry Research Institute mission is to contribute, together with its partners, 

agricultural innovations and knowledge towards improved livelihoods and 

commercialization of agriculture through increasing productivity and fostering value-

chains while conserving the environment.  

The Kenya Agricultural Research Institute (KARI) bringing together research 

programmes in food crops, horticultural and industrial crops, livestock and range 

management, land and water management, and socio-economics. KARI promotes sound 

agricultural research, technology generation and dissemination to ensure food security 

through improved productivity and environmental conservation. 

Kenya Forest Working Group is a gathering of individuals and organizations 

(government and non-government, local, national and international) concerned with 

forests, their conservation and management. KFWG was formed in 1995 to provide a 

forum for exchanging and sharing information and experiences among members. 

Although it exists as a sub-committee of the East African Wild Life Society, it has done a 

commendable job by trying to bring on board various stakeholders in curbing climate 

change through forestry. This has been achieved through improving the status of Kenya's 

forests. 
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Equity, sustainability, poverty reduction and climate change 

Kenya declares that its national priority is poverty reduction. Incidentally, there are 

various sectoral programmes that support sustainable livelihoods, local food security and 

health care, especially for poor people. These include promotion of indigenous food crops 

and traditional herbal medicine. There are institutions such as Kenya Industrial Property 

Institute and the National Museums of Kenya that are mandated to protect traditional 

knowledge, innovations and practices. Regulations on access and benefit sharing 

mechanisms have been drafted and are awaiting adoption by the government. 

 

Aside from increasing the coverage of protected areas and establishing new special status 

sites, Kenya also intends, through its Strategy for Revitalizing Agriculture, to achieve by 

2014 comprehensive development of the agricultural sector at all levels for the benefit of 

the population. On the subject of conservation of species, specific targets and 

programmes have been established regarding, among others, mangroves, coral reefs, 

turtles, and black rhinos. There are closed fishing seasons for some fish taxa to avoid 

overexploitation of certain species. Furthermore, Kenya states that there is increased 

public awareness and access to information on habitat conservation. The Third National 

Report also declares that the Kenyan Plant Health Inspectorate Service has a system for 

controlling and monitoring the introduction of invasive alien species, including tighter 

control and surveillance at ports of entry (some programmes on specific species, such as 

the Water hyacinth, are mentioned). 

 
Anthropogenic impacts contributing to climate change in Kenya 

Major impacts contributing to climate change in Kenya include over utilization and 

degradation of natural resources; reduction in tree cover on farmlands, soil erosion and 

deforestation; industrialization; rapid urbanization with a projected 60 percent of total 

population bound to live in the cities by the year 2030 (Kenya, 2007); and all the 

foregone products and services are driven by rapid population increase. The impacts on 

the deforestation and wetland degradation are further illustrated since their conservation 

and management act as major opportunities for carbon sinks. 
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Fig 1. Forest plantation infected with Pest and diseases  

Impacts of climate change in Kenya 

Africa is one of the most vulnerable continents to climate change - a situation aggravated 

by the interaction of multiple stresses occurring at various levels and as a result of its low 

adaptive capacity (IPCC, 2007a). Kenya is already experiencing the impacts of climate 

change and these are likely to worsen with the anticipated increase in temperatures. 

Direct impacts include changes in weather patterns with decreased rainfall, increased 

temperatures and higher evaporation rates in the dry areas.  

 

Fig 2. Melting glacier in Mt. Kenya. 
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It is estimated that rainfall will increase by 5 to 20 percent during the months of 

December to March while a decrease of between 5 to 10 percent will occur in June to 

August (meteorological department). Under more rapid warming scenarios, Kenya and 

other East African countries may receive up to double precipitation while arid areas are 

likely to receive even less than they receive now (IPCCC, 2001). Indirect impacts of 

climate change concern socio - developmental strategies such as health, livelihood 

support, education and conflict. Frequent drought spells over the years have led to severe 

water shortage, increased risk of food shortage and expansion of aridity and 

desertification into marginal lands and changes in the planting dates of annual crops. 

There will be notable increase of fungal outbreaks and insect manifestations due to 

changes in temperature and humidity along with reduction in ecosystem integrity, its 

resilience and decline in biodiversity. 

 

Fig 3. Flooding of Bundalangi 

Other impacts include increase in human, crop and animal vector-borne diseases such as 

malaria, cholera and Rift Valley Fever; sea level rise resulting to inundation of low-lying 

areas along the coast and islands while increase in ocean acidity will result in coral reef 

bleaching along the Kenyan Coast. Melting of glaciers on Mount Kenya is already 

occurring while extreme weather events will increase; inter alia (Case, 2006; Githeko, et 

al, 2000; IPCC, 2007a; NEMA, 2008; Orindi and Murray, 2005; UN, 2001; Wandiga, 

2006).  The impact on the tourism sector (Kenya’s second foreign exchange earner) will 
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also be high due to loss of biodiversity; spread of disease margins and inundation of low-

lying coastal areas. 

 

Fig 4. Impact of drought as a result of climate change 

Impact on development and the economy 

The economic sector was found to be vulnerable to climate change. This vulnerability is 

exacerbated by existing developmental challenges of endemic poverty; complex 

governance and institutional dimensions; limited access to capital including markets; 

inadequate infrastructural and technological development; ecosystem degradation and 

complex natural disasters (IPCC, 2007a). In Kenya, the economic sector is mainly 

agriculture -driven thus sensitive to change in this sector. Climate change is and will 

continue to negatively affect food production especially tea production in the Kenya 

Highlands which is sensitive to temperature and rainfall.  This will affect income from 

the leading foreign exchange earner. 

Extreme events and natural disasters 

Over 70 percent of natural disasters in Kenya are weather-related and their frequency has 

increased over the years with drought and floods being the main disasters. The drought 

oscillation period in past years recurred every 5 years but has now reduced to every 2 to 3 

years. The worst drought since independence was in 1991-92 while the 1997-2000 was 
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the worst in the past 40 years. During the latter drought, nomadic communities incurred 

over 50 percent losses in livestock while food shortages were felt countrywide. 

 

Fig 5. Loss of livestock in Northeastern Province due to extended drought 

In 2008/09, Kenya faced one of the worst droughts that left over 10 million people 

without food and access to drinking water. This disaster was exacerbated by a 

combination of other factors including the 2007/8 post-election violence that affected 

agricultural production in Kenya’s bread basket areas, global economic recession that 

affected the purchasing power of the people, inadequate disaster response mechanism 

which is often disaster response rather than prevention and other governance issues. The 

worst floods in Kenya occurred in 1997/98 El - Nino rains that resulted in displacement 

of persons, damage of physical infrastructure such as roads, bridges and railways, spread 

of human and livestock diseases viz cholera, malaria and Rift Valley diseases 

respectively, damage to agricultural produce and economic fiscal inflation (Kenya, 1998). 

Climate change is predicted to enhance drought, flood, fire, ENSO and tropical storms 

within the country and along the Coastal zone. 
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Fig 6. Dry Kapiti plains 

 

Fig 7. Mau forest destruction from agricultural cultivation, fires and charcoal making 
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Initiatives in Protected Areas and curbing climate change 

Kenya has expressed its commitment to progressively increase forest cover from the 

current 2% to 10% of the country under a protected area system (this target is not time 

bound). There is also a generalized focus to increase the coverage of different biomes 

under protected areas to include spots not currently covered (including forests, heritage 

sites, national parks, game reserves, and marine parks and reserves). Several marine parks 

and reserves have been established, but the coverage for inland waters is still lacking. The 

integrated coastal zone management strategy may result in more marine parks and 

reserves being established. 

State actions relating to climate change are growing in sophistication and importance. 

They are redirecting their economies toward new energy development and job creation, 

using comprehensive climate change action plans to identify and implement cost-

effective measures that reduce greenhouse gas emissions and create other co-benefits. 

Some are requiring the direct reduction of greenhouse gas emissions while others couple 

greenhouse gas reduction as byproduct of other policies.  
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Conclusions and Policy Recommendations   
   

It is understandable that institutions have different strengths and capacities and this calls 

for networking.  Although multi – faceted strategies should be pursued to ensure 

collaborative interventions by the various institutions, there should also be efforts put by 

the government and other concerned institutions at strengthening linkages and networks 

to improve resilience.  More resources and actual budgets for disaster management have 

to be put in place which necessitates policy support. 

The other challenge is for Kenya to develop strategies, which would promote sustainable 

development, without compromising in increased emission of GHGs. It is necessary 

therefore to develop appropriate policies and response strategies to manage GHG 

emissions. Policies and strategies must be based on reliable inventory of GHG emissions 

and sinks. The First National Communication of Kenya is the main output of the enabling 

activity project. The Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources through the 

National Environment Secretariat (now NEMA) executed the Climate Change Enabling 

Activity. Four thematic areas need to be identified in accordance with the UNFCCC 

guidelines for the preparation of Non-Annex 1 national communication.  These includes: 

 

i. National GHG Inventory, Abatement, Sinks and Sequestration 

ii. Vulnerability and Adaptation to Climate Change 

iii. Research and Systematic Observation 

iv. Awareness and understanding of climate change issue 

i. Clean Development Mechanism 

ii. Transfer of Environmentally Sound Technologies 

iii. Synergy with other MEAs 

iv. Climate Change Mitigation Strategies and Policy Frameworks 

v. Convention Negotiation Capacity including issues of Equity
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