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Kenya is famous for its world-class wildlife viewing. Nineteen percent of Kenya’s land area is
protected through a network of more than 220 national parks, reserves and private and
community conservancies. However, the country is also changing rapidly as a result of
population growth, infrastructure development, extractive industries and agricultural expansion.
This is leading to multiple, overlapping demands for the limited—and fixed—amount of land
available in the country. This research aims to understand the economic and social factors that
are driving political decisions on the allocation, or removal, of protected areas in Kenya. This
will help to identify points of leverage to influence political decisions in support of conservation.
This research employs a political economy analysis approach informed by expert interviews and
case studies to map the stakeholders involved in decision making and understand the various
factors that help drive decisions around conservation outcomes. These factors are in three main
groups. First, the ‘foundational factors’ are the deeply embedded structures that shape the
character and legitimacy of the State, the political system and economic choices. Second, the
‘rules of the game’ are the formal and informal institutions that exist and the rules, norms and
incentives that determine actors’ behaviour, as well as the scope for collective action. Finally, the
‘here and now’ are the current, transitory factors such as the behaviour of individuals or groups

that may help to propel, or inhibit, change (USAID, 2016a).

! Dissertation submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirements for the MSc in Environmental Management for

Distance Learning Students of the University of London, Centre for Development, Environment and Policy
(CeDEP), School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS)
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Figure 1: Word map of issues threatening wildlife in Kenya mentioned in 2017 public consultations as
part of the development of the National Wildlife Strategy (GoK, 2018, p. 8).”

Well-managed, sustainable protected areas are Africa’s best chance for nature conservation
(Fitzgerald, 2017). However, conservationists are struggling to develop strategies that conserve
wildlife and the long-term viability of fragile ecosystems in ways that are politically acceptable
to national governments and local communities (Newmark and Hough, 2000). Land is an
inelastic resource with many competing uses (GoK, 2016). Land in Kenya is under particular
pressure from population growth, infrastructure development, extractive industries and
agricultural expansion. This results in multiple, often overlapping, demands for the limited—and
fixed—amount of land available in the country. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the extent and integrity
of many protected areas have suffered as a result. In fact, since independence there have been
145 separate instances where Kenyan protected areas have been downgraded, downsized or

degazetted, representing a loss of 19,014 square kilometres of protected land (WWF, 2018).
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The aim of this research was to understand the economic and social factors that are driving

political decisions on the allocation, or removal, of protected areas in Kenya with a view to

2 HWC refers to human wildlife conflict and IWT refers to the illegal wildlife trade.
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conservation approaches ever since (Jandreau, 2014; Petursson and Vedeld, 2015). In 1898 the
earliest regulations to control hunting were issued (GoK, 2018). The emergence of the national
park system can be traced back to the period of big game hunting expeditions between 1900 and
1945. This raised concerns about the implication of excessive destruction of wildlife for
continued game hunting. In 1939 the colonial government responded by appointing a committee
to advise on the administration of game parks in Kenya and elsewhere in East Africa (Akama et
al., 2011). The committee’s recommendations led to the creation of some of Kenya’s most
famous parks: Nairobi National Park (1946), Tsavo (1948), Mt Kenya (1949) and Amboseli
(1957).

Little attention, however, was paid to the indigenous inhabitants of these areas. Local people
were prohibited from entering the parks and using the existing wildlife, water or fuelwood
resources, thereby undermining traditional livelihood strategies (Akama, 2011). Norton-Griffiths
(1995) noted that conservation is often seen as something imposed from the outside. Akama et
al. (2011) argue that tourism in Kenya has privileged Western models of tourism development
and wildlife conservation (safari tourism) — predicated on the exclusion of indigenous
communities. Biischer (2015) argues that, at a continental scale, Africa’s political economy is
determined by its biodiversity and natural resources which are either extracted or conserved—in

both cases, the resources are consumed by high-paying outsiders.

Kenya, like other biodiverse rich countries, offers conservationists a high benefit-to-cost ratio in
terms of global biodiversity benefits. One obvious benefit is the large populations of charismatic
mammals that conservationists can protect — especially elephants, rhinos and several species of
big cat (Eklund, 2011). Unsurprisingly, conservation has become closely tied to land tenure
relations and property rights in Kenya (Norton-Griffiths, 1995). But at the same time the country
is changing fast. Rapid economic growth (between 4% and 6% since 2015), population growth of
2.6% in 2017 and urbanization rates at 4.5% each year are radically reshaping the country (GoK,
2018). As a result, land, and the use to which it is put, has become a major form of contestation.
This is particularly the case in and around urban areas but also in the northern parts of Kenya
where pastoral and agricultural groups often overlap (Greiner, 2013). The result is that a variety
of possible land uses - urban expansion, industrial activity, agriculture at all scales and transport

infrastructure - are increasingly competing for land that is rich in wildlife (Akama et al., 2011).






making over land allocation for conservation, and asked interviewees to rank which factors were,
in their opinion, the most significant. Collectively, these stages informed the development of a

typology of factors for the PEA analysis (Chapter 5).
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Clearly this research has just touched on a few of the most significant factors that could have
been mentioned in a more exhaustive analysis. The case studies were a small sample size and so
more illustrative than representative of the range of political factors driving conservation in
Kenya. Likewise, the interviewees were not a representative sample of the population or
decision-makers, but rather a sub-set of actors engaged in the conservation scene, and so
inherently biased towards the value of wildlife. In the same vein the literature on conservation
tends to be written by conservationists themselves and so often has an inherent pro-conservation

bias where the ideological starting point is the inherent value of nature and the importance of

preserving it.
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Nairobi National Park is a relatively small (117km?) park on the southern edge of Kenya’s

capital city (see Figure 2). It is the only national park to fall within the administrative boundaries

of a city anywhere in the world (Hyman, 2013). While the northern border is fenced, the park’s

conservation value is as a migratory park based on access to the wildlife coming in from the

Amboseli plain through the unfenced southern border (interviewee response). It was not

originally intended as an urban park but Nairobi, which has a population of 6.54 million in 2018

(World Population Review, 2018), has grown around it, giving rise to iconic images of wildlife

in front of the Nairobi skyline (see Figure 2).

Figure 2: The Nairobi skyline from Nairobi National Park © Ninara, Creative Commons

Rapid population growth and industrial developments on the southern border have eaten away at
the migration corridor, which is effectively enclosing the park along its southern edge and
severely impeding the previous migration routes (interviewee response). There have been
multiple attempts over the years to carve off sections of the park for development, but the

conservation community has mobilized strongly against any adjustments to its boundaries. They
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argue that any concessions of the park’s current territory would represent the ‘thin edge of the

wedge’ that would open the door to ever more claims (interviewee response).

In a controversial article, Hyman (2013) argued for ‘constructive pragmatism’ in defending the
borders of the Nairobi National Park, arguing for a reimagining of the parks’ boundaries given
that the surrounding landscape was changing in ways that already undermine the park as it is
currently laid out. In 2015, and despite sizeable protests, the Kenyan Wildlife Service agreed to
let the Highway Authority use 53 acres of the northern edge of the Park as part of the
construction of a southern bypass road designed to loop around Nairobi and relieve its legendary
traffic (Varagur, 2016).

Around the same time, plans were raised to route the extension of the Single Gauge Railway
(SGR) from Nairobi to Kampala through the Park. This was the second phase of a 600 km
railway from Mombasa to Nairobi, completed in 2017 at a cost of $3.6 billion dollars and
Kenya’s most expensive investment since independence (Kimanthi, 2018). The first proposed
routing of the SGR would have dissected the park, with potentially devastating consequences for
the wildlife (personal communication). Although National Land Commission chair Muhammad
Swazuri refuted allegations that the decision to cut through the park was taken to avoid more
costly compensation to private developers (Burrows, 2015), the view among the conservation
community was that this was exactly the reason for the proposed routing (personal

communication).
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a 50 km wide economic corridor for industrial and agricultural investments (Enns, 2017). It is
one of 32 major transport corridors either planned or under construction in sub-Saharan Africa

that have the potential to radically affect the use of land across the continent (Enns, 2017).

Figure 4: The proposed routing of the LAPSSET transport corridor © Heinrich Boll Foundation (2018)

Northern Kenya, through which the LAPSSET will pass, is a globally important biodiversity
hotspot, home to 75% of the country’s wildlife, as well as 18 national parks, reserves and
sanctuaries and 33 community conservancies (Enns, 2017). The exact route of the LAPSSET has
not yet been determined (see Figure 4) but may cut across or run alongside some world-famous
conservation areas such as Marsabit National Park and Samburu National Park (Enns, 2017).
Conservation actors have been active in questioning the long-term environmental costs of the
different proposed routes. Enns (2017) argues that the conservationists themselves have
effectively deployed scientific knowledge as political actors. The author notes how well-

informed and well-organized advocacy has helped to influence the delayed publication of the
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Figure 5: Aerial view of Lake Ol'Bolossat © A. Wamiti/ Naturekenya (2018)
The announcement was made at an event to mark the 2018 International Wetlands Day. At the
event the Cabinet Secretary for Tourism outlined the rationale for the gazettement as being the
value of wetlands in disaster risk reduction, their potential value as a site for tourism and the

biodiversity important of the endangered bird species in the area (Wetlands International, 2018).
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Conservation is a land-intensive exercise. In fact, the biggest single factor enabling large
mammals to survive and thrive in Kenya is the existence of large expanses of natural habitat
(Graham, 2012). Elephants can cover 80 kilometres in a day, and the home range of a cheetah
can exceed 150 km? (Lalampsa, 2017). Modern Kenya has a complex ‘ecosystem’ of approaches
to conservation and indeed one can find examples of all three of Vaccaro et al’s (2013)
conservation models within the country — fortress conservation, community conservation and
neoliberal approaches. The major national parks, such as the Masaai Mara, are heavily guarded
and patrolled, and are a classic example of fortress conservation (Bedelian, 2014). But around
their edges there are multiple examples of community led co-managed areas with a range of
integrated conservation and development style interventions. Meanwhile, the many high-end
private game reserves around the country speak to a move towards a neo-liberal
commodification of ‘wild’ nature through expensive and highly exclusive safari operations open
to a very select international demographic. This ‘conservation ecosystem’ is subject to numerous

pressures from a number of different actors.
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Stakeholders are those with power to participate in bargaining processes, whether they are
winners or losers from a particular decision. Drawn from an analysis of the literature, case
studies and interviews, Figure 6 is a map of the main stakeholder groups typically involved in
decision-making over land use for conservation in Kenya. Although every case is specific and
each location is different, it is possible to make some general analysis of the strength of
cooperation and the direction of influence between these stakeholders, as well as to highlight

potentially conflictual relationships (Figure 6).
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Different Sense of national identity: Strong national narrative about the

narratives of conservation and ‘wild Kenya’ is | need for economic growth as an
conservation part of the national language overriding priority

Public Conservation and ‘wild Kenya’ is | There is a small national
environmental part of the national language constituency for environment
awareness because of low public environmental

awareness in urban areas, and
human—wildlife conflict in rural

areas.

5.2.1 Foundational factors

There are numerous foundational factors, the deeply embedded structures that shape the
character and legitimacy of the State, the political system and economic choices, that shape the
availability of land for conservation in modern Kenya, including its rich endemic biodiversity,
but also its topography and democratic style of government. For reasons of space Table 1 does
not list all of these. However, a particularly prominent factor is the legacy of existing protected
areas inherited by the newly independent country in the early 1960s. As described in the
literature review (chapter 2), Kenya’s network of protected areas was created during the colonial
period by the British: it was pieced together from the forcible expropriation of land from
indigenous peoples. As such it created “structurally embedded wildlife conservation policies”
(Akama et al., 2011, p. 285) which have largely continued uninterrupted since Kenya gained its
independence from Britain in December 1963. Post-independence land allocations have
developed around the network of gazetted land that was created by the British, and which is still

recognizable today.

Conversely, the persistence of the colonial network has also embedded the perception among the
Kenyan population that wildlife is a preoccupation of ‘the whites’, and indeed the whole concept
of safaris has become imbued with the idea of remote, white privilege (interviewee response).
Even the language used to describe the consumptive use of wildlife — white hunter versus black
poacher — speaks to the cultural overtones that still colour conservation action in Kenya

(interviewee response). As Jandreau (2014, p135) notes, “The historical legacy of conservation
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The legislative framework has created a chain of complex and centralized steps to go through in
the event of a proposal to degazette a part of a national park, which raises the costs of boundary
changes in the national park system and ensures a certain amount of institutional inertia in the
system of the national parks (interviewee response). The corollary of this is that it can be equally
hard to create entirely new protected areas given the web of existing land claims across the
country. Case 4.3 on Lake Ol’Bolossat is an example of the government formally gazetting
previously protected land. Collectively this provides a legal framework within which the
government can be held to account, to a degree, in the event of proposals to degazette existing
conservation areas. One example of this was the success of campaigners in securing a temporary
halt to the construction of the SGR in Nairobi National Park (case study 4.1) until the court had

reviewed the Strategic Environmental Assessment.

That said, much of this declaratory primary legislation has not been backed up by detailed
regulations with appropriate penalties, so the net effect tends to be more limited than would
appear on paper (interviewee response). At the same time there are a number of competing
priorities which promote alternative uses for land, and so these build in tensions and possible
trade-offs that need to be negotiated. One of the most important of these is the “Vision 2030 -
an ambitious development blueprint for Kenya, recommended by Kenya’s National Economic
Council and formally adopted by the Government in 2006 - which aims to transform Kenya into
an industrialized, middle-income country by 2030 (Graham, 2012). One of the plan’s goals is
sustained growth in the country’s gross domestic product at a rate of 10% per annum. This helps
to set up a competing narrative (see section 5.3) of the country as needing economic growth at all

costs.

While the boundaries of national parks are relatively resistant to change (for either expansion or
diminution), the same cannot be said of the network of conservancies, whether private or
communal, that are scattered across 27 of the 47 counties of Kenya (Lalampsa, 2017). The 2013
Wildlife Act defines a wildlife conservancy as land set aside by an individual owner, group of
owners, or community for the purpose of wildlife conservation (Lalampsa, 2017). Over the past
25 years conservancies have become an important part of the Kenyan conservation landscape
and have more than doubled the land area under conservation — with 6.4 million hectares or some

10.9% of Kenya’s landmass in conservancies of some form or other (Lalampsa, 2017). Kenya
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value but that value takes money to maintain and the question is who is going to pay for it?
Fitzgerald (2017) calculates that between US$365 and US$930 are needed per square kilometre
per year for effective elephant conservation. In the case of habitat that can support lions, the cost
is roughly US$2,000 a year in unfenced areas and US$500 in fenced areas. However, the
majority of protected areas in Africa are managed on less than US$50 per square kilometre per
year (Fitzgerald, 2017). Given the need for 24-hour armed guards, rhino conservation has
particularly high costs — so much so that three rhino sanctuaries in the northern Kenyan area of
the Laikipia plateau decided to hand over their rhino populations to the Kenya Wildlife Service
for translocation to other sites in the country (Graham, 2012). The promise of tourism revenues
is often used as an argument for conservation, but, according to several interviewees, the idea
that tourism alone can finance Kenya’s conservation system is highly unrealistic (interviewee

response).

Tied in with this is a sense, expressed by several interviewees, that decision making in Kenya is
highly susceptible to elite influence and corruption (interviewee response). According to
Jandreau (2014), in theory 19% of park revenues should be distributed to surrounding
communities, but these resources are often lost to corruption or mismanagement, which
undermines local support for the conservation area. Meanwhile, one interviewee noted that
people involved in setting up tourist infrastructure in and around parks and conservancies tend to
have a short view of the future and assume high discount rates on their investments as there is a
lack of trust that corruption won’t lead to an outcome where one’s investment is diluted, such as

illegal tourist lodges being allowed to go ahead (interviewee response).

Meanwhile, population growth, agriculture and industrial expansion are massively increasing
demand for land, including land currently set aside or slated for conservation (e.g., case studies
on Nairobi National Park and LAPSSET). In Laikipia the greatest threats to wildlife habitat are
human population growth as well as the expansion of smallholder agriculture and livestock
production (Graham, 2012). One interviewee noted that the assumption has always been that
poor communities can bear the costs of forsaken opportunities that might have been possible on
land set aside for wildlife but the opportunity costs of using that land for conservation are

growing (interviewee response).
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noted, there is no such thing as marginal land with the right technology and water; it has only
been marginal in the context of low investment (interviewee response). Meanwhile, climate
change is altering the calculation around land use across the country in particular affecting the
availability of water and the likelihood of drought in ways that could have long-term

implications for land allocation and land competition in the country (interviewee response).

Qnu n S $*@) 4+ w $|||n|

This research sought to dissect the complex and dynamic political, economic and social context
in Kenya to understand how decisions are made around the allocation of land for biodiversity
conservation. This aimed to both identify the stakeholders involved in decision making over the
allocation of land for conservation in Kenya and to test the value of political economy analysis as
a vehicle for understanding the prospects for biodiversity conservation. As the analysis
demonstrates, the factors that determine how much land is allocated to wildlife conservation in
Kenya can be usefully subdivided into three broad dimensions — the ‘foundational factors’ that
paint the larger context, the ‘rules of the game’ that help to understand the institutional and
legislative framework in which decisions are made, and the ‘here and now’ of behaviours,
capacities and coalitions that determine whose voices are heard and how. The results show how
different factors interact across the three dimensions — for example, the colonial legacy of
conservation (a foundational factor) has helped to institutionalize conservation as a priority in the
national mindset (thereby influencing the rules of the game) and both create an overall narrative
of conservation (a here and now factor). Thus, Kenya’s colonial legacy of conservation both
supports today’s conservation efforts, insofar as it helped to embed the value of Kenya’s wildlife
deep in the national psyche and institutions, but it also hinders those efforts, because the wider

public perceives conservation as a priority imposed by outsiders.

Furthermore, the analysis helps to identify those factors, the foundational factors, that are
significant, but unlikely or impossible for individual stakeholders to change, such as Kenya’s
colonial legacy or current parliamentary system. This range of factors are less likely to yield
significant change and so should be second order priorities for conservationists’ action. The
analysis also helps to show the legislative framework that constrains and channels conservation

action, such as Kenya’s international environmental obligations and the processes for creating or
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degazetting protected land. These factors, the rules of the game, could be an important goal of
advocacy for policy change, particularly to ensure that Kenya’s international environmental
obligations are fully reflected, and adhered to, in domestic legislation. Meanwhile, the ‘here and
now’ factors such as the behaviour of individuals and groups and the economic calculations
around conservation are a second, important dimension of possible policy action by
conservationists, for example to reinforce public awareness of the importance of conservation
and to work to adjust the financial incentives in favour of conservation action. This research
demonstrates that a political economy approach is powerful way to ‘unpack’ the economic and
social factors driving political decisions on the allocation, or removal, of protected areas in
Kenya. Future research could build on this political economy analysis to investigate the different
points of leverage that conservationists have at their disposal to influence decision-making and
draw lessons from past experiences to do so. Ultimately, this may help conservationists in Kenya
develop strategies that conserve wildlife and the long-term viability of fragile ecosystems in

ways that are politically acceptable to national governments and local communities.
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