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KENYA PREPARES TO ADDRESS URBAN DISASTERS 

The 2010 World Disaster Report (WDR) rates 
Kenya among the low income countries most 
vulnerable to disasters. Vulnerability espe-
cially in urban areas is rife because of the state 

of slums [informal 
settlements] which 
exposes residents to 
daily risks of fire, epi-
demics, sexual vio-
lence especially 
against girls, women 
and boys, and in-
creased food insecurity 
because of unstable 
maize prices influ-
enced by effects of 
drought and market 
failures. 
Kenya’s slums have 

often been left out of 

preparedness efforts for disasters yet urban 
informal settlements are usually the most af-
fected  
by the country’s seasonal and episodic hazards 
like drought and floods. As humanitarian and 
disaster management actors in Kenya prepared 
to reduce the humanitarian impact of an im-
pending El Nino - a change in the atmosphere 
and ocean of the tropical Pacific region that 
produces heavy rains leading to floods,– in 
September 2009,  it became clear that attention 
was focused mostly in the rural areas with 
minimal attention to potential impact in urban 
informal settlements. 
When the floods finally arrived a month later 
in October 2009, two weeks of heavy rains 
unleashed significant emergencies in Kenya’s 
slums leading to 11 deaths from cholera  in 
Nairobi’s Mukuru kwa Njenga slums alone in  
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Chronic poverty in urban informal settlements (slums) in Kenya is emerging as a critical area of humanitarian need 
in the country. Urban Margins highlights the humanitarian consequences of urbanization in Kenya. The bulletin 

also presents current initiatives and strategies to respond to these needs. 
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URBAN SECTOR DYNAMICS WITHIN THE NEW CONSTITUTIONAL 
DISPENSATION IN KENYA: By Professor Paul M. Syagga,PhD University of Nairobi  

Urbanisation refers to the increase in the pro-
portion of the population residing in urban  

centres,and a change of employment structure 
from agriculture to mass production and  ser-
vice industeries. It is the inevitable result of 

economic growth, with the rise of specialized 
crafts, merchants, and administrators. Urban 

centres thus offer markets, 
labour, and capital with a 
well-developed infrastruc-
ture, all of which increase 
their comparative advantage. 
Urbanisation increases with 
rural migration  patterns and /
or the higher urban levels of 
natural increase when a 
greater proportion of people 
of childbearing age live in 
these centres. Urbanization 
therefore results from, rather 

than causes, social change. Effects of globaliza-
tion will inevitably ‘compound, rather than 
replace, local processes of urban development.  

Picture courtesy of BBC News  

Fire ravages through  homes in a slum 
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the month of October. Some 949 
people — most of them pregnant 
women and children under five 
years — were treated for cholera 
and other water-borne diseases like 
diarrhea, vomiting and dysentery in 
Kenya’s slums. The impact of 

Kenya 2007/2008, post election 
violence was also concentrated in 
slums- where access by humanitar-
ian actors was limited. 
For the first time however in na-
tional contingency planning, prepar-
edness efforts for the August 2010 
constitutional referendum, included 
urban areas. The Director of the 
National Disaster Operations Centre 
(NDOC), Colonel Vincent Anami 
speaks on the state of preparedness 
in urban areas of Kenya. 

OCHA: What is the role of 
NDOC in managing disasters in 
Kenya? 
 

Col Anami: The NDOC monitors 
disaster occurrences across the 
country on a 24 hourly basis. We 
coordinate actors both within the 
government and humanitarian 

actors to plan response and ensure 
that beneficiaries are reached 
within a minimum time we can 
mobilize resources for response to 
ensure lives are saved. NDOC 
operates through its head office in 
Nairobi and links to real people 
and affected places through coor-
dination structures within the Gov-
ernment. Focal points are the Pro-
vincial Disaster Committees and 
District Disaster Committees, who 
in turn work with local chiefs and 

ultimately with communities. 

 
OCHA: What are the common 
disasters in urban areas?  
 
Col Anami: Fires rate as the most 
common major disaster in infor-
mal settlements. But that is not 
the only problem- structural col-

lapses, epidemics like cholera, 
floods, crime, political clashes 
and drought form the disaster 
profile for urban areas. Sexual 
violence especially against 
women, girls and even boys has 
become a predominant protection 
concern in Mathare slum 
[Nairobi] for instance. We are 
grappling with how to address 
this problem. Women are afraid 
to use toilets at night, as you 
know sanitation facilities in 

Colonol Vincent Anami; Director National Disaster Operation Centre (NDOC)  Photo/OCHA  
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slums are normally outside homes. Poor 
housing infrastructure and lack of secu-
rity compounds the vulnerability of resi-
dents. In Mathare for instance, there is no 
police post- so victims of sexual crimes 
have to walk at least seven kilometers to 
access the nearest Police Post, so most 
often these crimes are unreported. It is an 
urgent matter of concern to us and we 
working with various arms of the Minis-
try of Internal Security to ensure that 
safety of Mathare residents is addressed. 
 
OCHA: Who are your main partners in 
responding to disasters?  
 
Col Anami: NDOC works with line minis-
tries to ensure that cross-sectorial re-
sponse is effectively planned to ensure 
linkages between related fields of work.  
We liaise closely with the Ministry of 
State for Special Programmes which 
mandated to provide humanitarian assis-
tance to affected populations. We also 
work closely with the Provincial and 
District Disaster Management Commit-
tees, Police, Military, National Youth 
Service, Ambulance and Fire Brigades, 
and operational response agencies like 
the Kenya Red Cross Society, UN and 
NGOs. All these actors bring compara-
tive advantages and are all critical in 
disaster preparedness and response. 
 
OCHA: What coordination structures 
support your response and prepared-
ness efforts and what are some chal-
lenges you face? 
 
Col Anami: There is a wealth of structures 
as I have described earlier- but what the 
challenge is the funding and limited/lack 
of equipment to help us effectively re-
spond to disasters.  In informal settle-
ments, the manner the slums have sprung 
up or developed poses a major challenge 
to practically facilitate response when 
rapid disasters occur. In Kibera for in-
stance, access is a major problem because 
Juakalis [informal traders] are sprouted 
all over the place, along the river, on the 
small tight roads available, along the rail 
line to the extent that when disasters hap-

pen, and even when equipment is mobi-
lized- we are blocked from accessing 
affected areas because there is simply no 
way of getting through all the human 
made unintentional barriers.  
On 21st  December 2009, a train de-
railed in Kibera, and we organized a 
heavy lift  crane from the Kenya Air 
Force to go and lift the wreckage, how-
ever the cranes could not go through 
because they are big and it meant that 
along the way several hundreds of 
houses would have to be demolished to 
get to the wreckage- which would mean 
hundreds of families would have been 

left homeless- and present us with a 
another disaster. In Gikomba [ the larg-
est open air market in east Africa], there 
was a fire on the 8th of September 2010, 
and again the fire engines could not ac-
cess the centre of the market because of 
congestion of people , hand carts and 
goods concentrated on the roads leading 
to the fire.  There was no casualty but 
property worth millions of shillings was 
lost for these families whose livelihoods 

depend on this ‘dead capital’ which is 
uninsured in terms of property and assess-
ment management as legal and trade in-
struments are far from recognizing these 
small businesses in regards to their worth. 
There has to be some thinking of redes-
igning the informal settlement layout, 
develop emergency exits and display 
them. 
 

Policies and By-laws unenforced  
The laxity by City Councils to enforce by
-laws has led to the structural problems 
facing urban centres today.  City Council 
Planning should ensure that the reinforc-
ing of the mandatory and regulatory re-
quirements and laws when putting up new 
buildings in the city.  
 
 The new constitution offers new opportu-
nities for County Governments to take 
charge of business even though the cen-
tral government will still have a critical 
role to provide policy guidance. Disaster 
management will be under the purview of 
county government and hopefully its 
management will be more effective. The 
Counties will be having their own assem-
blies will be able to bring effective by 
laws in line with the central government 
that can be adopted at the county level. 
But on the other hand, the provincial ad-
ministration that has been in existence for 
a long time, and been a crucial compo-
nent of the Government to manage secu-
rity issues must be transitioned gradually 
and with caution. This is because instant 
disbandment of the Provincial Admini-
stration will create disorder and uncer-
tainty due to the kind of work that has 
been done especially by chiefs and dis-
trict officers. 
In view of the new Constitution and dis-
aster management, there is a Committee 
has been formed already to start review-
ing the draft National Disaster Policy and 
ensure that it is re-aligned with the think-
ing process of the new constitution.  
NDOC, MoSSP, OCHA, KRCS, Arid  

Map showing slums in kenya 
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Lands Oxfam GB, UNICEF, St John’s Ambulance, 
UNDP, UNISDR, Action Aid, European Commis-
sion, Cord Aid, WorldVision, and the Kenya Mete-
orological Department (KMD) are among the part-
ners in the Committee established during the quar-
terly meeting of the National Disaster Risk Reduc-
tion Platform on 21st September 2010. 
 

Preparedness and Coordination  
And so for effective preparedness to take place- 
there is a lot that needs to happen starting from 
policy development to by-law enforcement. Sec-
ondly, we cannot hide from the current challenges 
our cities are facing- so regardless of the policy 
lapses, we have to continue to do preparedness 
work to mitigate against further extreme risks. 
 
The NDOC has been working actively the past year 
with partners to prepare Contingency Plans ahead 
of disasters such as El Nino and the August 2010 
referendum. For instance, after the KMD issued the 
La Nina warning in June this year, it was in the 
midst of our preparedness planning for the referen-
dum, so shortly after the successful hosting of the 
referendum, we moved quickly to develop the La 
Nina Contingency Plan in September 2010. Our 
preparedness efforts have definitely gotten better 
and continue to improve if I compare where are 
now to two years ago. 
 
Coordination remains a challenge. It is positive that 
there are many platforms out there to coordinate 
efforts, but to ensure that our work has more value 
impact on the communities we are targeting, it is 
important that efforts are streamlined and coordi-
nated. In Kibera slum, for instance has the largest 
number of NGOs in the world with the NGOs ratio 
to the population being 1to10 however the impact 
is very minimum and the people’s suffering is not 
being alleviated in proportion to the number of 
actors there. We are in the process of carrying out 
an audit and interrogating some of these activities 
to ensure our people’s suffering is not being used 
for fundraising by some NGOs with unclear  
agendas. 
 

 

I commend the Naivasha Urban Vulnerability 
Workshop held in April this year that was hosted 
by UNOCHA and UN-Habitat with support from 
the Ministry of Local Government, Ministry of 
Planning and Ministry of State for special Pro-
grammes.  The outcomes on strengthening coor-
dination for urban vulnerability, improved advo-
cacy on mainstreaming DRR activities for urban 
response and improving assessment and monitor-
ing tools are imperative in the urban agenda. If 
these outcomes can be implemented, we will go 
a long way in addressing urban issues. The 
NDOC is ready to continue supporting such 
great initiatives that bring value to the work the 
Government is doing to mitigate risks for its 
population.  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“In Mathare for instance, there is no 
police post- so victims of sexual 
crimes have to walk at least seven 
kilometers to access the nearest Po-
lice Post, so most often these crimes 
are unreported. It is an urgent mat-
ter of concern to us and we working 
with various arms of the Ministry of 
Internal Security to ensure that 
safety of Mathare residents is ad-
dressed,” Col Anami. 
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At 38 years of age, Milkah Wanjiku had 
never in her wildest of dreams imagined 
that she could be living from hand to 
mouth in orogoco, one of Kenya’s larg-
est informal settlements. She is part of 

Kenyans who fled Molo district, a con-
flict hotspot that has repeatedly experi-
enced violence and displacement every 
election year. In 2007, she anticipated 
violence, but not in the magnitude that it 
occurred. Milkhah explains that the vio-
lence witnessed in 2007 resulted in her 
being displaced to date and having no 
recourse for justice. “My house  was 
razed to the ground and together with 
all the children, we found ourselves left 
with  nothing except our dear lives and 
the clothes we were wearing”, she ex-
plains. The farm on which she toiled 
over the years, was her only source of 
income. She and her children were tem-
porarily sheltered in an internally dis-
placed person camp. When asked why 
she could not return after the camp was 
closed, she responds by saying that “The 
owner of the land I tilled never allowed 
me back for fear of reprisal by other 
members of the community. They were 
afraid of being chastised for welcoming 
and hosting us after we had been 
evicted”. With no home to return to, she 
found her way to Korogoco slum where 
rent was considerably low and had the 
potential for employment in the city. 
 
Today, Milkhah is a causal laborer, 
without a consistent income. For her, life 
in the slum is a lot tougher than she ini-
tially expected it to be. On average, she 
spends Ksh800 every month on rent, 
Ksh84 for water, sh1400 on food and 
sh500 on kerosene. She seldom has 
money to take care of medical bills, de-
spite having high blood pressure. She 

left with memories of what used to be a 
better life and hopes that she and others 
living in the area can have the opportunity 
to be self reliant and be able to serve a 
decent meal every day for their children.  
 

Real life interventions  
Korocogo is one of the slums where the 
Kenya Food Security Group recently con-
ducted an assessment on food security 
and nutrition. The outcomes of the assess-
ment are expected to be published in Oc-
tober 2010. Sustainable recommendations 
are expected to address food security and 
nutritional concerns. Like many who par-
ticipated in the assessment, Milkhah 
hopes that her recommendations will be 
advanced in order to empower them and 
reduce dependency. She points out that a 
few non-governmental organizations are 
providing food aid in the area, but which 
is not sufficient compared to those in 
need. She is also quick to point out that 
long-term interventions as opposed to 
giving food aid should be explored, as 
free food cannot be provided forever. 
 

Providing livelihood sup-

port is a measure that Milk-
hah points out, will ensure 
a better life not only for 
today but for tomorrow. 
With livelihood support 
interventions, Milkhah can 
feed and educate, her chil-
dren, move to a more de-
cent area and afford to pay 
for her medical bills. She 
says that she is yet to see a 
single intervention that will 
comprehensively address 
the myriad of challenges 

facing those living in informal settle-
ments. Julius Nyerere, Tanzania’s first 
President said a phrase that it applies to 
Milkhah’s situation: It takes someone 
who worries about his/her next meal to 
talk sensibly about food.  
 

has to contend with no medication and 
proper diet that was once recommended by 
the doctor. As such, a budget for recreation 
and leisure is non-existent in her present 
life. Milkhah lives in a single room with her 
three children. Her life is a daily struggle 
trying make ends meet through casual work. 
Despite the many challenges confronting 
her, Milkhah, is quick to note that while her 
life in Molo was not one surrounded with 
wealth, she could comfortably afford to buy 
food, educate her children and pay for her 
other basic needs. The situation is no more 
as she can hardly afford to put a decent meal 
on the table and has to rely on well wishers 
to educate her children. 

 
Not giving up hope:  
Milkhah and her children are part of those 
who survived the violence which broke out 
following the announcement of the 2007 
general election results. When asked about 
her husband, tears well in her eyes and she 
looks aside as she requests, “Please, do not 
reminded me about issues that I am strug-
gling to forget,” an indication that she has a 
painful past and wounds that have not 

healed. As she tightens the ‘leso’ covering 
her legs, she indicates in a firm voice that 
justice cannot be fully achieved and that 
those who perpetrated the violence should 
be brought to book. She also adds that she 
has hope, for a better life, but that it keeps 
diminishing with each passing day. She is 

“My house was razed to the 
ground and together with all 
the children, we found our-
selves left with nothing except 
our dear lives and the clothes 
we were wearing”, 

Pictures courtesy of cozay / hunger in Africa) 
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UNTOLD STORIES FROM LIFE IN KENYA’S SLUMS 
By DANIEL  OWINO .  

In the midst of mounting and some-
times in insoumantable humantiairan 
challenges and needs, stories of hope, 
resilience and courage flow from 
Kenya’s informal settlements and 
slums. Here is one of them. 
 
Transforming Kenya’s slums into 
communities of hope:  
I was born 32 years ago in Huruma 
Corner area of Kiamaiko village in 
Starehe constituency-central Nairobi. 
My family consisted of six siblings 
including three girls and three boys 
My twin brother died in the year 2000 
after a disco night out in town turned  
into a quarrel between him and the 
club’s security who beat him to death. 
Starehe constituency is in the heart of 
Nairobi Province and it can be defined 
as very cosmopolitan in nature. This is 
because it encompasses Nairobi’s 
Central Business District (C.B.D) and 
its surroundings including Mathare 
slums, Ngara, Kariokor and Huruma 
slums where Kiamaiko is a sub loca-
tion. Being the home to various large 
and small scale businesses and gov-
ernment offices, the area is character-
ized by large population from various 
cultural, religious and economical 
backgrounds. But despite being host 

to the C.B.D. and numerous busi-
nesses, most Starehe residents live in 
abject poverty. A majority of the areas 
are plagued by lack of proper housing 
and basic social services amongst 
other problems. Kiamaiko, barely 500 

meters squared and with a 
population of approximately 

35,000 people is a sub location 
within Huruma location. 
Back in the 1990s, this was one 
of the most notorious slums in 
Kenya, although it is not even 
the largest in Nairobi. It is infa-
mous for its deplorable condi-

tions and violent 
crime. 
This is where I 
was born and 
brought up. But 
after finishing my 
school studies 
and having been 
brought up in an  
e n v i r o n m e n t 
w h e r e  g a n g  
groups  were the  
driving force,  
together  with my 
peers  we raided 
t h e  M a t a t u 

(public transport)  touts who 
were not from our villages. We 
took charge of the bus terminus 
(what is currently referred to as 
illegal collection of monies or 
manning bus route or transport 

cartels). This we did under the 
banner of ‘kamjesh’ or illegal 

army of Huruma. 
The takeover was not an easy task 
but equivalent to a coup, it in-
volved bloodshed and act of 
crimes in the name of fighting for 
space and job creation for our-
selves. At the same time I also 
played  soccer   in  the local teams  
where I featured for  Makini  
School Football  Club, Second 
Division  of  the   Kenyan  
League, featured  for Standard  
Chartered  Bank  then first  divi-
sion of the Kenyan League as 
well as for Supkem (Supreme 
Council of Kenyan Muslims)  
football club.  After some time the 
soccer career was not promising 
and I made a stop to concentrate 
on   the Matatu industry. To be 
honest, it was  a paying job be-
cause it was less tiring  and at the 
same time I was able to undertake 
mechanic lessons as part time 
activity in ‘jua  kali’ ( ‘under the 
hot sun’ - referring to garages in 
the open air spaces) 
 
Overtime, the rise of Mungiki, a 

 

DANIEL OWINO( Author), is one of the youths who roamed the streets in Kiamaiko, 
Mathare NORTH and formed a community theatre group known as Fahari Africa, 
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dreaded militia gang and cult, and their 
subsequent take over of  Matatu pushed 
us out of the Matatu industry. This is 
because there were frequent arrests by 
the police and we had to bribe with 
money most of the times to buy our free-
dom. Not all of us quit, some were em-
braced into the new cult culture and to 
survive in the Matatu business they had 
to under-take rituals and oaths for loy-
alty purposes to the cult. After quitting 

the roads, life became unbearable. Hav-
ing gotten used to earning from the daily 
collections where an average of Ksh 800 
or $10 per day would be collected, I had 
no choice but to turn into crime together 
with my peers who could not remain in 
Matatu industry. Sooner, I  found  my-
self  handling  stolen  commodities, 
mugging  people,  snatching  and even 
house  breaking  to  make  ends  meet. 
Along  the way some  of  us were ar-
rested and some  are still  serving their 
jail terms, some were been killed  and 
the number  grew  until  we  started  
getting worried  that our  generation 
would  become extinct. Luckily, I never  
got  arrested and  my parents  never  

them to stop their negative deeds and 
embrace better and safer lifestyles. 
 
Currently, I am proud of those who 
heeded the call to change.  I was able to 
start the FAHARI AFRIKA DANCE 
GROUP. Being  the leader  of  the group  
has  given  me and other members an 
opportunity  to gain wide experiences 
during several trainings  and courses. The 
impacts of change we have had on the 
lives of many youths have been remark-
able. 
 
Our group FAHARI AFRIKA DANCE 
GROUP has been able to travel to differ-
ent parts of the world exhibiting our work 
and promoting the Kenyan culture. The 
group that was started with no capital 
apart from hope and courage is now 
among the best in kenya and East Africa.  
The group earnings is being pooled to-
gether to start sustainable projects. One of 
these projects is the purchase of a Matatu 
(public transportation). This means we 
have moved “from Matatu cartels to 
Matatu owners”. This is a success to me 
and the young people in this group are 
sustaining themselves comfortably 
through their creativity and innovative-
ness. There is still need for more action 
towards alleviating suffering in the slums. 
If the youths are offered alternative ways, 
the rate of crime will go down tremen-
dously.  The youth projects need to be 
supported so that they can continue to be 
innovative unlike projects that are started 
for them.   
 
 

knew  my  involvement  in  crime apart  
from the  Matatu  industry. This was a com-
munity that every young person was consid-
ered a criminal or potential suspect and 90 
percent of the youths must have been in-
volved in criminal acts in one form or an-
other. 
 
Change  is  really  inborn,  I came  to be-
lieve, and  I realized that I had better op-
tions in life even in the slums. I needed no 

counseling to change my lifestyle; all along 
I involved myself soberly and knew what I 
was doing. Growing in the slums has never 
been a reason enough for me to abuse drugs, 
never have I tried any drug, substance or 
alcohol and that has kept my health great. 
A time came when I decided to revitalize 
the talent that was disappearing in me. 
Apart from soccer, I had been the head of 
the drama club at school and this memory 
drove me to start a dance group.  It began as 
a small group with lots of challenges which 
required more time, patience and dedication. 
At some point I almost gave up because it 
became impossible to convince the youth, 
both boys and girls, to be patient since each 
had to make a living. I could only encourage 

Daniel Owino at an education center in Mathare North informal settlement in Nairobi-Kenya. He co-founded 
the education center to provide schooling to pupils in Mathare informal settlement. Children in informal settle-
ment do not have access to formal schools in urban Kenyan informal settlements.  

“Growing in the slums has 
never been a reason enough for 
me to abuse drugs, never have I 
tried any drug, substance or 
alcohol and that has kept my 
health great. 
A time came when I decided to 
revitalize the talent that was 
disappearing in me,” Daniel 
Owino 



P A G E  8  
URBAN SECTOR DYNAMICS WITHIN THE NEW 

CONSTITUTIONAL DISPENSATION IN KENYA 
disastrous negative effects that 
include the loss of agricultural 
land coupled with problems of 
urban food supply, the destruc-
tion of habitats, and urban dis-
economies. 
 
Character of urban cen-
tres in Kenya:  
The 2009 census revealed that 

the newly urban-
ised populations 
in Kenya are aged 
between 15 and 
34 years, and 
mainly made up 
of primary and 
high school leav-
ers looking for 
jobs in towns. 
This is the seg-
ment of the popu-
lation that econo-
mists refer to as 

constituting the "demographic 
dividend" that will open huge 
opportunities in the consumer 
goods and services markets. 
This is the population that 
greatly hungers to realize the 
aspirations of Vision 2030, 
whose overall objective is to 
realize a higher and sustainable 
growth of the economy  in a 
more equitable environment, 
accompanied by increased em-
ployment opportunities. A no-
torious characterization of 
Kenyan urban centres is their 
spontaneous growth and hap-
hazard development, which has 
in the main taken place outside 
the purview of conscious urban 
planning intervention. In addi-
tion the performance of even 
those urban centres for which a 
series of plans have been pre-
pared is stifled due to the ab-
sence of an integrated urban 
development policy that will 

otherwise facilitate the implemen-
tation of these plans. It is also 
worth noting that the urbanization 
process has been uneven and 
dominated by the one primate city 
of Nairobi that is about four times 
bigger than Mombasa, the next 
largest urban centre. There are 
thus wide discrepancies in terms 
of levels of urbanization and the 
distribution of urban centres 
across the regions and counties. 
 
For the urban centres then to con-
tribute towards the realization of 
Kenya Vision 2030 there is urgent 
need for improvements in infra-
structure(water, roads, power, 
ICT, schools, etc) and housing in 
order to stimulate manufacturing, 
wholesale and trade as well as 
tourism. This requires a good 
urban development policy to 
guide urban developments coun-
trywide among other things on 
issues of development planning, 
land management, urban invest-
ment and delivery of infrastruc-
ture services. The development of 
such a policy is invariably consul-
tative, participatory, inclusive and 
innovative. The civil society or-
ganizations, the private sector, 
professional associations and 
private individuals have as much 
a say in the process with the pub-
lic sector playing host to the proc-
ess. 
 

What is the future of ur-
banization in the Counties:  
The new Constitution has created 
47 counties throughout the coun-
try, and each county is expected 
to decentralize its functions and 
provision of its services to the 
extent that it is efficient and prac-
ticeable to do so. Each of these 
counties has one or more urban 

 

 
They introduce reasons for urban 
growth and urbanisation which add to 
the traditional attractions of cities as 
central places’. Urbanization though a 
relatively recent process in Kenya in 
comparison to other places,it is here 
more rapid than population growth so 
that the largest urban centres are 
growing most rapidly. The country’s 

urbanisation has proceeded at a tre-
mendous pace over the past four dec-
ades and projections indicate that it is 
set to grow even further in the next 
decade. In 1962 for instance, it was 
estimated that only one Kenyan out of 
every twelve lived in urban centres, 
and this has continued to grow so that 
in 1999 the rate of urbanization was 
19.4%. In the recent 2009 census one 
out of every three Kenyans lived in 
urban areas, so that out of the 38.6 
million total population,32.3%  or 
12.5million Kenyans lived in some 
108 designated urban centres. Out of 
these centres 62 are designated as 
cities, municipalities and town coun-
cils with populations ranging between 
20,000 and 3 million.  
 
Kenya’s development blue print, Vi-
sion 2030 estimates that by the year 
2015, the level of urbanisation will 
have reached 44.5% ,and eventually 
the percentage is set to reach 54% by 
2030 with nearly 30 million people 
living in urban areas .This rate of ur-
banization if not properly managed 
has been shown elsewhere to have 
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centres of varying size and      sig-
nificance which are currently man-
aged by various urban municipal  
and town councils. Without any fur-
ther reference to the local authorities, 
Article 184 of the Constitution re-
quires Parliament to enact legislation 
to provide for the governance and 
management of urban areas and cit-
ies. This Article does not also make 
reference as to the relationship be-
tween the counties and the manage-
ment of the urban areas and cities. 
County governments are political sub
-divisions of state government, re-
sponsible for basic services to citi-
zens who live outside city bounda-
ries. Many of these services are 
themselves the same as those pro-
vided by the cities. As political sub-
divisions of the state, counties are at 
the mercy of the state legislature for 
funding. This forces the county gov-
ernments to be more aggressive in 
their economic development efforts 
to bring in more industry and jobs in 
competition with cities. 
Experiences elsewhere in USA, 
Europe and Asia show that there is 
always a third level of government at 
the municipal level after central and 
state/provincial/county governments. 
Municipal government has the power 
to collect taxes (in the form of as-
sessment tax), to create laws and 
rules (in the form of by-laws) and to 
grant licenses and permits for any 
trade in its area of jurisdiction, in 
addition to providing basic ameni-
ties, collecting and managing waste 
and garbage as well as planning and 
developing the area under its juris-
diction. 
The municipal council is the highest 
authority in the municipality in all 
countries where the system operates, 
and its members are elected. The role 
of the municipal council is compara-

ble to that of the board of an 
organisation or institution. Its 
main job is to decide the mu-
nicipality's broad policies and 
to oversee their implementa-
tion. However, the day-to-day 
administration of the munici-
pality is in the hands of the 
municipal executive made up 
of the mayor and the aldermen. 
The mayor is appointed by the 
state, while the aldermen are 
appointed by the council. May-
ors chair both the municipal 
council and the executive. In 
other countries the council 
appoints the executive as has 
been the case in Kenya. 
Whichever method of electing 
the council executive, the ma-
jor role of the council remains 
to define the local needs which 
other providers including the 
central and county govern-
ments, private sector, civil 
society organizations and indi-
viduals. Thus rather than com-
pete for resources there is a 
need to adopt innovative and 
co-operative approach to bring-
ing industry and jobs to the 
region, and where necessary 
agreeing on revenue sharing 
agreement between the state 
and the municipal councils. 
The state retains an advisory 
role in administrative and fiscal 
matters, and it provides techni-
cal support, coordination, and 
legal recourse to these levels. 
This poses challenges for both 
urban policy development and 
the creation of urban and city 
management structures as to 
who between the national and 
county  governments will be 
responsible for urban authori-
ties in Kenya, both in terms of 

 

funding and supervision. These 
are matters of interest to any ur-
ban development forum such as 
the Civil Society urban Develop-
ment Programme because, in-
variably they are weighty to affect 
the nature of city governance.  
 
Way forward:  
It is necessary to appreciate the 
complexities likely to arise in the 
creation of structures to undertake 
urban management in the light of 
new constitutional dispensation, 
and to be proactive enough to 
make positive contributions in the 
process. The role of Civil Society 
Organisations in urban communi-
ties is to engage in and foster 
education and research for the 
advancement of physically and 
socially sustainable urban areas. 
This is about  understanding, ar-
ticulating and disseminating infor-
mation about the unique and im-
portant challenges and opportuni-
ties of urban develop-
ment .Operationally, it involves 
collaboration, with a variety of 
stakeholders including local uni-
versities, private sector and  indi-
viduals to engage the public sec-
tor in constructive dialogue, offer 
tested innovations that can readily 
translate to inventions and/or 
good practices in the realization 
of service provision and good 
governance in the urban scene. 
 
 
 
For more information contact: 
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Phone: +254-20-762 4443                          
E-mail:cooper1@un.org,  
okoroc@un.org                                           
http://ochaonline.un.org/kenya 
 

 


