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In Kenya, 12 million people live
in areas with degraded soils. The
increase in crop productivity has not
met the population growth, as it
is constrained by soil erosion, soil
nutrient depletion and loss of agro-
biodiversity.

The costs of land degradation due
to changes in land use and land
cover changes were 1.3 billion USD
per year between 2001 and 2009.
The costs of rangeland degradation
reached about 80 million USD per
year.

60% of surveyed households do not
apply any sustainable land manage-
ment technology or practice, and
are thus potentially intensifying land
degradation.

The costs of taking action to reha-

bilitate degraded lands is found to be
lower than the costs of inaction by
four times - calculated over a 30 year
period. This means that each dollar
invested in land rehabilitation is likely
to yield four dollars of returns.

Kenya actually has a comprehensive
Sustainable Land Management Poli-
cy. With devolution gaining momen-
tum, capacities of Counties should be
built up now in order to mitigate land
degradation. Counties should under-
stand the Sustainable Land Manage-
ment policy and align it to the differ-
ent ecological conditions. Reviewing
and harmonizing other agricultural,
environmental and forestry policies
should be prioritized. Equally impor-
tant is the need for reviewing and
implementing Disaster Risk Manage-
ment strategies to shield communi-
ties from the adverse effects of land
degradation.

Introduction

Kenya is an agricultural nation with
12 million people living in areas with
degraded soilsl. Population growth is
exceeding the increase in agricultural
output. Agricultural practices have led
to soil “nutrient mining” which has
substantial impacts on rural livelihoods
and the economy as a whole. To
date, no adequate monitoring of land
degradation in Kenya exists and the
growth of agricultural output continues
to be constrained by soil erosion, loss of
agro-biodiversity and nutrient depletion
in soils2. As a matter of concern,
wide-spread land exploitation is not
compensated with investments into soil
fertility.

State and of extent Land
Degradation in Kenya

In general, soil fertility is lost through soil
nutrient mining, wind and water erosion,
deforestation and desertification. Soil
and water erosion are said to have led
to an annual loss of topsoil of 72 tons
per hectare3. Salinization is estimated
to occur on 30% of all irrigated lands?.
Land degradation affects 30% of the
country’s croplands3. The eastern parts
of the country are most affected by
degradation. The vegetation data implies
that deforestation, shifts to shrublands
and an increase in human settlements
have led to a decrease in biomass, while
water bodies have shrunk too.

Drivers and Impacts of Land
Degradation

The major part of unsustainable land
use in the country land is related to
changes in land use and land cover, for
example deforestation or loss of natural
vegetation cover. This development is
mainly caused by extraction of wood
for fuel or charcoal, clearing land for
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Figure 1. Potential Land Degradation in Kenya
Source: The authors.

agriculture and overgrazing. Drivers of
deforestation include illegal logging,
excision of natural parks and the outbreak
of forest fires. Underlying causes of
land degradation include population
growth, which has led to an increasing
share of marginal land being cultivated.
Furthermore, the pastoralist population
has increased as well, leading to a
growing number of livestock. Remotely-
sensed and other datasets show that
Kenya has experienced considerable
changes in land use and land cover:

- Between 1981-2003, the produc-
tivity of croplands has declined by
40%, which is a critical development
keeping in mind that the population is
growing®.

- Soil erosion has led to irreversib-
le productivity losses by 20% in large
parts of the country.®

- In addition, about 27% of irriga-
ted lands have been lost due to salini-
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zation.”

- Land degradation also leads to
sedimentation of water bodies and
thus reduces their surface areas.8

- Deforestation leads to decreases
in infiltration rates and deteriorating
water quality.

- Changes in land use and land
cover create escalating conflicts and
friction over resources between the
population, livestock and wildlife. This
is associated with a loss of bird spe-
cies, plant biodiversity and an overall
decline in soil productivity.?

Drivers of Sustainable Land
Management

Land degradation is reinforced by the
unsustainable management of land.
Yet, about 40% of households in Kenya
do apply some practices of sustainable
land management. This may include cut-
off drains and drainage, terraces with
fodder species, contour ploughing or
tree planting, use of manure, and the
use of inorganic fertilizers. However,
the remaining 60% of the households
do not use such techniques. Agro-
dealers are the major provider of
agriculutral extension services, followed
by governmental agencies, private
companies, and research institutes.
Yet, high costs are often mentioned
as hindrance of properly conducting
sustainable land management practices.
We found out that with better access to
market information, agricultural dealers,
and credit facilities, Sustainable Land
Management measures are more likely
to be carried out.

Costs of action and costs of inaction
of land degradation
Measured by land use, the costs of land

degradation have risen to about 10.6
billion USD in total between 2001-2009,
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with the biggest losses in the Rift Valley
and the Coastal and Eastern provinces.
Over a 30-year planning horizon, the
costs of restoring and rehabilitating
the lands that degraded between 2001
and 2009 would equal 18 billion USD,
whereas the losses of inaction are four
times higher and amount up to 75
billion USD. Similarly, the costs that land
degradation causes in terms of vyield
loss in maize, wheat and rice could be
about 270 million USD annually. This
equals 1% of Kenya’s GDP. With regard
to animal husbandry, results show that
land degradation causes a loss in milk
production of 49.5 million USD losses
annually.

Main conclusions

About 30% of land in Kenya is affected
by degradation. Considering the high
population growth, it will continue to be
a pressing problem. Access to extension
services, research and local NGOs all
facilitate the adoption of sustainable
land management practices. Using the
Total Economic Values framework, the
economic costs of land degradation
equal 1.3 billion USD per year, equaling
4.9% of the GDP (all figures in constant
2007 values for comparability).

Recommendations. We need:

- more research and extension ser-
vices to increase crop yields and meet
a growing demand for food, energy,
fiber and timber in Kenya;

- Protection of biodiversity and
ecosystems to abate pressure to turn
remaining natural lands into crop-
land.

- more public investment to pro-
mote sustainable land management
practices and slow down degradati-
on.
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