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* Policy Brief * 

 

Arabuko-Sokoke dry coastal forest in south-eastern Kenya 

 

The DAAD Quality Network Biodiversity Kenya (TUM, SEKU, PU, TTU), compiled by 

Joslyn Muthio Nzau & Jan Christian Habel 

 

Introduction 

 

The ecological relevance of the Arabuko-Sokoke forest as a biodiversity hotspot and the need 

to conserve it cannot be overemphasized. The forest consists of three different forest types and 

provides unique habitats for highly threatened and endemic plant and animal species. At the 

same time, this forest offers valuable ecosystem services to the local human communities. 

While we appreciate the continued efforts to preserving this unique forest block, we wish to 

point some weak areas and offer policy recommendations on how they can be remediated. This 

policy brief summarizes four years of fieldwork and analyses of a multi-disciplinary team of 

Kenyan and German scientists and students. 

 

Current status 

i. Ecological condition 

• The forest cover remained relatively stable over the past decades.  

• However, vegetation ecology studies show evidence for selective logging in 

the depths of the forest than on the forest margins. This result into an illusion 

commonly referred to a `donut-effect´, where the forest edge is still intact, 

while the inside of the forest is empty. 

• This decreasing habitat quality has negative effects on species persistence, like 

on the endemic and critically endangered Sokoke Scopes owl, which needs 

large Cynometra trees. 

• There is a remarkable loss of vegetation cover, decreased plant heterogeneity 

and increased agricultural homogeneity on the landscapes close to the forest 

margins, which falls under private land. At the same time no equal increases in 

agricultural productivity have been recorded. Maize is the main crop grown 

despite inherent low soil fertility. Most of the agricultural land (70%) is 

covered by exotic species. Characteristic forest tree species are not found 

outside the forest. 

• Bird communities found on agricultural land display reduced body conditions 

when compared with typical forest birds, caught inside the forest or along the 

forest edge. 

• Ecosystem functions e.g. pollination is higher in the forest than on agricultural 

land but showing only little spill-over effects. 

ii. Perceptions and attitudes 

• Despite ASF being a global biodiversity hotspot, generally there are low 

awareness scores on local flora and fauna. Nonetheless, local people are pro-

conserving the forest.  

• The Waata people of Arabuko-Sokoke region, an ethnic minority (elsewhere 

referred to as the Sanya, Ariangulu, Langulo, Sanya, Sanye, Waat, Wasanye), 

showed significantly high scores on traditional ecological knowledge, 

willingness and personal responsibility towards forest conservation, in 

comparison to the ethnic majority, the Mijikenda. 

iii. Governance 
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• There exist confusions and conflicts of interest in the governance of the forest 

among the key governmental agencies i.e. KFS, KWS, KEFRI, NMK, various 

NGO’s and the local people under the Participatory Forest Management 

framework. 

• Illegal charcoal production, wood carving and logging is pervasive in the 

depths of the forest. 

 

Potential drivers and challenges 

i. Ecological: 

• Further decline of habitat quality throughout the forest, with negative effects 

on biodiversity and ecosystem functions. 

ii. Socioeconomic: 

• High human demographic pressure. 

• High level of poverty and food insecurity. 

• Lack of water to support sustainable agricultural livelihoods. 

• Rapid urbanization and a booming market economy for forest products. 

• Collapse of the tourism economy which has left many local people 

unemployed. 

• Low literacy levels mean that many of the young people are not absorbed into 

the larger market economy. 

• Insecure land-tenure which contributes to unsustainable land-use and 

management practices. 

• Many local houses being built with young forest trees, which entrenches 

illegal logging. 

iii. Institutional gaps: 

• Poor channels of communication between the agricultural / environmental 

officials and the local people. 

• Elite capture of alternative livelihood activities. 

• A tendency to over promise local people the benefits they can get from 

participatory forest management or alternative livelihood projects with the aim 

of persuading them. This initial illusion contributes to the eventual breakdown 

of these initiatives. 

iv. Perceptions and attitudes: 

• Conflicting attitudes by the local people and forest officials towards the forest. 

There is a pervasive notion among many local people that ‘the forest is the 

bank of the poor’. This is exacerbated because the local people are aware that 

some corrupt forest officials illegally benefit from the forest resources yet 

themselves are barred from it. In this sense, the current governance of the 

forest is largely seen as a means of excluding the masses so that a few elites 

can benefit. There are counterproductive effects of these attitudes because they 

cement a ‘don’t-care’ attitude towards the forests’ conservation and wanton 

destruction of its resources. 

• Forest trees are viewed as the best for building local houses because they are 

perceived to last longer than exotic ones. 

• Forest meat is perceived as more delicious than domestic meat.  

• Chronic land fragmentation through traditional and out-dated land inheritance 

regimes 

• Lack of awareness on the important role of small wildlife, insects, butterflies, 

birds etc. 
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Policy recommendations 

i. Streamline the mandates of the four governmental institutions (KFS, KWS, KEFRI 

and NMK) involved in the governance of the forest. 

• Establish a focal department among all stakeholders in-charge of consistent 

monitoring and evaluation, coordination, continuous feedback and 

communication flows among all stakeholders.  

• The local Pwani University in collaboration with KEFRI should take charge of 

all research activities in and around ASF to ensure long-term monitoring of 

social ecological trends and should be the point of entry of all researchers, also 

to avoid chronic data duplication.  

• Forest patrols by KFS, KWS and community guards should be coordinated. 

Currently they are sporadic and often lead to conflicts and tensions among the 

respective guards. 

• Equip the forest guards with modern patrol equipment and increase the budget 

for forest patrols.  

• Provide a monthly allowance for community guards. 

• Train foresters and forest guards on ecology, ecological conservation and 

community relations before deployment and thereafter regular refresher 

courses. 

ii. Define the Participatory Forest Management framework; 

• Have a common definition among all stakeholders of what PFM is at the ASF 

context and be honest about its strengths, weakness and adaptive nature. 

• Define clearly the legitimate users of the forest. At the same time, establish 

pathways of dealing with claims of legitimacy by those who are excluded as it 

may lead to resentment which can have detrimental effects to forest 

conservation. Redefine ASF community beyond geospatial boundaries and 

find innovative ways of involving the wider community. 

• Educate the community on the ecological significance of the forest as well as 

the ecological changes and processes. This can be done for instance by 

organizing regular community nature walks, regular reforestation exercises. 

• Explicitly communicate to the local people what the forest can sustainably 

support, when and how.  

• Establish clear rules and restrictions for the time, season and place of 

harvesting different forest resources as well as the quantity and quality.  

•  Communicate clearly the consequences of non-compliance of forest rules by 

both forest officials and local people. 

• Establish a standard (anonymous) procedure for local people to report 

offenders 

• Outline and communicate a clear standard procedure of prosecuting all 

offenders and a conflict resolution mechanism. 

• Introduce more punitive measures for illegal logging and poaching targeting 

all stakeholders 

• Streamline benefit sharing mechanism and transparency with the community 

among all the stakeholders that benefit from the forest i.e. the state organs, 

private sector, tourism industry and NGOs. For example, through the 

establishment of high impact community projects geared towards improving 

local attitudes towards conservation e.g. school rehabilitations and bursaries. 

iii. Regulations on the introduction of alternative livelihood strategies to include clear 

regulations on long-term capacity building to the local people. These will cushion 
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local people from prevalent exploitation and elite capture of the benefits accrued from 

these projects. 

• Any organizations or persons interested in introducing alternative livelihood 

projects should forehand present proof of their long-term goals to the authorities 

and the local people. Ideally, the plan should include quality end-product 

handling, processing skills/ infrastructure and marketing.  

• Exaggeration of the benefits that can accrue from alternative livelihood during 

their inception should be avoided because it creates unrealistic expectations 

which has negative impacts on the projects and long-term attitudes of the local 

people towards forest conservation. 

• Local socioeconomic dynamics e.g. local intra-ethnic and class divisions should 

be considered when engaging the local community in alternative livelihood 

communities and in formation of local governance institutions. 

iv. Establish regulations on sustainable land-use and management especially of fallow 

land and on the prevalent culture of land fragmentation. 

• Solve the issue of title deeds in the area. 

• Train and employ a new generation of with innovative and sustainable 

methods of farming, active reforestation of fallow land, long-term eco-forestry 

schemes and actively engage and train the local people. 

v. Introduce environmental education as one of the mandatory examinable subjects in 

the Kenyan school curriculum with a focus on the value of local flora and fauna to the 

ecosystem. 

vi. Reintroduce of a skill-based curriculum to foster alternative sources of income that 

are not directly reliant on the forest, weather conditions or white-collar jobs. 

vii. Recognition rights to the Waata people of Arabuko-Sokoke and engage them in a fair 

utilization of their forest indigenous conservation knowledge. 

viii. Create awareness among officials of conservation and general public on the important 

ecological roles played by small wildlife such as insects, butterflies and birds to 

provide ecosystem services that are crucial for human wellbeing. 

 

Further information and scientific publications: 

https://biodiversitynetworkkenya.wordpress.com/ 

 

Contact: Jan Christian Habel, Evolutionary Zoology, Dept. Biosciences, University of 

Salzburg, Austria, Email: Janchristian.habel@sbg.ac.at 
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