
1 
 

* Policy Brief *  

 

Taita Hills cloud forest in south-east Kenya 

 

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

Joslyn Muthio Nzau & Jan Christian Habel 

 

Introduction 

 

Recent research shows that only a very small fraction of the original forest cover remained in 

the Taita Hills. These forest remnants suffer under intensive pressure from human activities 

and is predicted to further decrease if effective enforcement of environmental laws does not 

take place urgently. The remaining forest patches are still significant for biological 

conservation. They currently host various endemic and highly threatened plant and animal 

species. 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 of the cloud forest decreased slightly between 2003 and 2018.  

• Remaining forest patches are small and isolated, and the habitat quality is low. 

• Unused fallow land increased 

• Coverage of crop land decreased 

• Agricultural land is interspersed with many trees, but 80% of them are exotic. 

Characteristic forest tree species were not found outside the forest 

• There was a marked decrease especially of endemic forest bird species 

• The remaining species are under stress especially in small and ecologically low-quality 

fragments, like Susu and Fururu forest patches. Polluted and highly degraded soils and 

water sources. 

• Drying up of water sources. 

ii. Perceptions and attitudes 

• Local people had a medium score on awareness of endangered and endemic floara and 

fauna. The majority were pro-conservation, however acknowledged that small land-size 

restricted their willingness to adopt good conservation practices. 

• Land tenure uncertainties among young people because title deeds are still held by the 

aging population who are not able to look after their land. 

iii. Governance 

• There are hardly any forest patrols from responsible governmental agencies in the forest 

fragments. 

• There is a confusion between the mandates and responsibilities of the National and 

County Governments which, is mostly affecting one of the most intact fragments, 

Chawia forest patch. 

• Anti-logging and anti-poaching laws and rules are not enforced. 

• General lack of interest from government agencies concerned with environmental 

conservations especially Kenya Forest Service, Kenya Wildlife service and the County 

government Ministry of Environment. 

• The land register for the Taita Hills is not updated to reflect new owners especially for 

those who have inherited land in recent years.  

Potential drivers and challenges 
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i. Ecological: 

• High prevalence of exotic species 

• Soil erosion 

ii. Socioeconomic: 

• Decreased agricultural productivity due to unsuitable farming methods, soil 

erosion and land fragmentation practices has contributed to many people 

abandoning their land.  

• Lack of effective land management strategies 

• Out-migration of the young and able generation leaving behind only the old and 

children. 

• Intense use of pesticides during the years of agricultural peak at the Taita Hills. 

• The remaining forest patches are small, isolated and degraded;  

 Intensive, unregulated and unsustainable natural resource exploitation 

e.g. tree cutting / forest clearing, intentional forest fires, collection of 

firewood; selective cutting of young and old trees, presently pervasive 

in Chawia forest fragment, cattle grazing inside all forest fragments 

except Ngangao), planting of exotic trees inside of forest. 

 Misconceived transformation of pristine forest into plantations of 

exotic trees. Today these plantations provide little economic value 

especially to the community and are at the same time not suitable for 

typical forest birds and other indigenous flora and fauna. 

 

iii. Institutional gaps: 

• Limited interest by officials in this region, perhaps because it no longer boosts of 

the big five. 

• Limited capacity and expertise at the County government ministry of environment 

on ecological conservation. 

iv. Perceptions and attitudes: 

• Cultural reasons surrounding the chronic fires that often destroy some of the 

fragments e.g. Susu fragment. 

• 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. 

 

Policy recommendations 

i. Active rehabilitation and conservation of remaining cloud forest patches. 

ii. Inception and implementation of strategies towards forest patch re-connection. 

iii. Reduction of exotic trees in and around the forest patches and on agricultural land 

through policy adoptions for planting indigenous timber and non-timber trees. 

iv. Active restoration of fallow land with locally adapted fruit and high value indigenous 

timber trees. 

v. Rehabilitation of water sources, and the entire Taita Hills water tower system. 

vi. Establishment of long-term eco-forestry schemes and active education channels to the 

local people on sustainable land-use and agriculture. This involves the training of a 

new generation of officers with innovative and sustainable methods of farming, active 

reforestation of fallow land e.g. by planting Mellia focancis, and fruit trees and 

initiatives on community-driven riverbank protection, community land and traditional 

shrines as community nature hotspots. 
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vii. Establishment of regulations on sustainable land-use especially on fallow land 

management and the prevalent culture of land fragmentation. 

viii. Modernization and digitalization of land ownership records. 

ix. Active enforcement of forest laws and regular forest patrols. 

x. Introduction of more punitive measures for illegal logging and poaching not only for 

community members but also officials. 

xi. Introduction of 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. 

xii. Reintroduction 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. 

Creation of 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; Mail: Janchristian.habel@sbg.ac.at 
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