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Executive summary
Pastoralism offers a critical livelihood option for 
communities in Kenya’s arid and semi-arid lands 
(ASALs), which cover over 80% of the country. It 
contributes to approximately 13% of the national 
GDP and supports nearly half of the agricultural 
workforce. The sub-sector is estimated to directly 
employ 2.2 million people and another 9 million 
people indirectly in related sectors such as trade, 
leather, hotels etc. (approximately 20% of the 
country’s labor force). In addition to its economic 
significance, traditional pastoralism supports 
biodiversity conservation, preserves cultural heritage, 
and manages rangelands that are vital for wildlife 
conservation.

However, the sustainability of pastoralism is 
increasingly threatened by unsustainable practices 
such as overstocking, overgrazing, and land 
fragmentation. The problem is further compounded 
by increased climate variability, and the spread of 
invasive species in the rangelands. These pressures 
have resulted in land degradation, loss of biodiversity, 
and rising human-wildlife conflict. While policies 
such as the Community Land Act (2016) and County 
Spatial Plans exist, weak implementation and poor 
coordination hinder their effectiveness. 

Using data from secondary review of literature, 
key informant interviews and multi stakeholder 
engagements, we provide recommendations for 
policy improvements on aligning sectoral public 
policy instruments in pastoralism to biodiversity 
conservation and both global and national 
biodiversity targets. 

This policy brief developed by BIODEV2030 in Kenya, 
recommends enhanced security of community land 
tenure, operationalizing national and county spatial 
plans and associated Ecosystem Management Plans, 
and enhanced enforcement of sustainable grazing 
practices. Additionally, we recommend invasive 
species management, adoption of participatory 
decision-making, capacity building of communities 
on rangeland planning and management, improved 
stakeholder coordination, and promotion of incentive-
based conservation mechanisms.

Pastoralism offers a critical 
livelihood option for 
communities in Kenya’s arid and 
semi-arid lands (ASALs), which 
cover over

of the country.

80%
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Background information

Pastoralism plays a key role in Kenya’s 
economic development, especially within 
the arid and semi-arid lands (ASALs), which 
make up over 80% of the country’s land 
area (GoK, 2019). The sub-sector accounts 
for an estimated 13% of the national 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP), valued at 
approximately USD 1.13 billion (Life Africa 
Trust, 2020). Of this, livestock production 
(milk and meat) constitutes about 92% 
(USD 1.04 billion), with other value chains 
such as honey & firewood collection 
contributing the remaining 8% (USD 0.09 
billion) (Nyariki & Amwata, 2019). 

In terms of employment, pastoralism 
plays a significant role. The sector directly 
employs approximately 2.2 million people 
and another 9 million indirectly in related 
sectors such as ranching, trade, transport, 

leather, slaughterhouses, butcheries and 
eateries. This represents 50% of Kenya’s 
agricultural workforce and 20% of the 
country’s labor force. Within the ASAL 
regions, livestock-based activities account 
for approximately 90% of employment 
and contribute to about 95% of household 
incomes (Taylor & Elizabeth, 2014; Nyariki & 
Amwata, 2019).

Pastoral communities are also critical to 
national food security, supplying over 20% 
of Kenya’s milk and approximately 28% of 
the country’s annual meat consumption 
equivalent to 154.97 tonnes of meat per 
year. This makes pastoralism indispensable 
to both food availability and nutritional 
outcomes (Emali, 2023; Nyariki & Amwatta, 
2019).
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Beyond its economic impact, pastoralism 
supports environmental sustainability 
and cultural preservation (Cormack, 2016; 
Sharifian et al., 2022). Pastoralists manage 
rangelands that are vital for biodiversity 
conservation and serve as important 
habitats for wildlife, thereby enhancing the 
country’s tourism potential. Moreover, their 
cultural traditions and way of life contribute 
to Kenya’s heritage and attract tourism 
(Ndung’u & Nyariki, 2023).

Context and problem statement

Pastoralism, while essential to economic 
development and livelihood improvement 
in the Kenyan ASALs, has also been 
criticized for contributing to biodiversity loss 
and landscape degradation in these fragile 
ecosystems. Overgrazing, particularly in 
areas where pastoral mobility is restricted 
due to land fragmentation leads to 
vegetation depletion, soil erosion, and 
reduced rangeland productivity. Climate 
variability, insecure land tenure systems, 
and spread of invasive species have further 
compounded these challenges. 

These dynamics underscore 
the need for integrated land 
management strategies that 
balance pastoral practices with 
conservation efforts to restore 
and maintain the ecological 
integrity of Kenya’s ASALs.

Overgrazing, particularly 
in areas where pastoral 
mobility is restricted due to 
land fragmentation leads 
to vegetation depletion, 
soil erosion, and reduced 
rangeland productivity. 

Kunming-Montreal Global 
Biodiversity Framework

Through a multi-stakeholder consultative 
process including key informant 
interviews and extensive literature 
review, the BIODEV2030 project presents 
recommendations aimed at promoting the 
sustainability of pastoralism in Kenya. It 
emphasizes the need to align the relevant 
public policy instruments regulating the 
pastoralism sector in Kenya with targets 
10, 14 and 18 of the KMGBF as well 
as the national biodiversity targets for 
enhanced resilience and productivity of the 
pastoralism sub-sector in the country.

Relevant Kunming-Montreal Global 
Biodiversity Framework targets

Enhance biodiversity and 
sustainability in agriculture, 
aquaculture, fisheries, and forestry.

Target 10

Integrate biodiversity in 
decision-making at every level.

Target 14

Reduce harmful incentives by at 
least $500 billion per year and 
scale up positive incentives for 
biodiversity.

Target 18

Key insights on aligning public 
policy instruments in the livestock 
(pastoralism) sub-sector to 
biodiversity conservation 

Some key insights regarding alignment of 
public policy instruments to biodiversity 
conservation in pastoralism sub-sector are 
highlighted below:
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	 Pastoralism and biodiversity 
conservation: Pastoralism has been 
proven to be a sustainable land use 
system in the Kenyan ASALs that 
enhances biodiversity conservation. 
By herders moving from one region 
to another, they allow overexploited 
regions to rest and regenerate thus 
preserving biodiversity.

	 Community landownership: The 
Community Land Act of 2016 aimed at 
strengthening communal land ownership 
and securing communal lands. 
Pastoralists, however, felt that registering 
their lands communally would alienate 
them from their lands and decision 
making. It in turn led to massive 
conversion of community lands to 
private ownership through subdivisions 
and registration as private property, 
group ranches or conservancies.

	 The policy environment in Kenya can 
be leveraged to improve communal 
land ownership in the pastoralism 
sub-sector by fully operationalizing 
and implementing the Community 
Land Act, 2016, which provides a 
legal framework for recognizing 
and registering community land 

rights. This could be done through 
recognizing different land uses within 
the same title deed i.e. conservation, 
grazing, agriculture areas etc. One 
can then transfer the title but not the 
intended land use unless with express 
authority from community structures. 
Strengthening this framework 
requires developing clear guidelines 
for land adjudication, demarcation, 
and registration processes that are 
accessible, participatory, and sensitive 
to local customs and pastoral mobility 
patterns. 

	 Policies should also promote awareness 
and capacity building initiatives 
among pastoralist communities 
to understand their land rights 
and governance responsibilities. 
Furthermore, integrating community 
land management plans into county 
spatial planning and natural resource 
governance structures will ensure that 
communal land is protected from 
fragmentation, encroachment, and 
unsustainable exploitation, thereby 
enhancing tenure security, resource 
stewardship, and resilience among 
pastoralist groups.
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	 Grazing management: Unsustainable 
livestock stocking rates among 
pastoralist communities have led to 
overgrazing, rangeland degradation, 
and loss of ecosystem services. 
Furthermore, an increase in small 
ruminants (goats and sheep) vis a vis 
the large ones (cattle and camels) 
due to their resilience to drought and 
climatic shocks has not made things 
better. The small ruminants, which 
are mostly selective browsers, feed 
on young trees, bushes and grasses 
thus negatively affecting natural 
regeneration. The situation is further 
worsened by the increasing frequency 
and severity of droughts in ASALs, 
resulting in significant livestock 
losses, thus undermining the primary 
livelihoods of pastoral communities.

	 Communities in collaboration with 
county governments and Non-
State Actors have come up with 
Grazing Management Plans (GMPs) 
and Ecosystem Management Plans 
(EMPs) for transboundary resources 
to enhance sustainability and 
biodiversity conservation within the 
rangelands. Enforcement of the 
GMPs and EMPs, however, remains 
a challenge due to vastness of the 
rangelands and inadequate resources 
to monitor effective implementation. 
The situation is further exacerbated 

by frequent droughts that result in 
conflicts as herders compete for the 
limited pasture and water resources.  

	 There is need for participatory 
development of a comprehensive legal 
framework at both national and county 
levels to guide the implementation 
of GMPs and EMPs. This should 
include bylaws and the integration of 
customary institutions, with specific 
strategies aimed at reducing human-
wildlife conflicts.

	 County spatial and ecosystem 
management planning: A majority 
of ASAL counties in the country have 
developed county spatial plans to 
guide land and natural resources 
exploitation within their jurisdictions. 
Implementation and enforcement 
of the plans, however, still lags 
due to weak coordination across 
the land use and natural resources 
sector. Uncontrolled urbanization, 
unsustainable expansion of agriculture 
and infrastructure have hampered 
effective implementation of spatial 
plans. Increased land subdivision 
and fencing of previously communal 
lands interferes with free wildlife and 
livestock movements along traditional 
corridors. Furthermore, changing 
cultural practices, from predominantly 
pastoralism to crop production 
and sedentary lifestyles has made 
coexistence with wildlife more 
challenging thus leading to increased 
incidences of human wildlife conflicts 
(HWC) and biodiversity losses. 

	 There is need for customizing 
the county spatial plans through 
participatory development of 
integrated ecosystem plans leveraging 
on traditional and indigenous 
knowledge to enhance sustainability 
and biodiversity conservation in the 
livestock sub sector. In July 2023, 
the Kenyan Government issued a 
presidential directive to temporarily 
suspend land subdivision, change 
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of land use and issuance of licenses 
and permits to various projects in key 
wildlife conservation areas of Kajiado, 
Machakos, Narok, Laikipia, Taita-Taveta 
and Baringo counties. There is need to 
develop a comprehensive conservation 
policy and regulations to actualize the 
spirit of the decree and align it to the 
national laws.

	 Emergence and spread of invasive 
species: Invasive species such 
as Prosopis juliflora (Mathenge), 
Lantana camara, Opuntia spp, 
Ipomoea hildebrandtii and Mexican 
poppy in the Kenyan ASALs have 
led to a decline in pasture areas 
and biodiversity losses thus posing 
a significant threat to pastoralists 
livelihoods in Kenya.

	 There is need for the development 
of joint strategies, guidelines and 
action plans cutting across different 
landscapes to manage and control 
the spread of invasive species in the 
Kenyan ASALs.

Invasive plant species such as 
Prosopis juliflora (Mathenge) and 
Ipomoea hildebrandtii (Ipomoea) 
have aggressively spread across 
Kajiado’s rangelands, displacing native 
vegetation and reducing pasture 
availability. This has severely impacted 
livestock productivity by limiting 
forage, causing injuries to both 
livestock and humans due to poisonous 
thorns, and contributing to land 
degradation, ultimately threatening 
pastoral livelihoods.

	

	 Cultural beliefs and norms: Most 
pastoral communities believe that 
keeping a large herd size is a symbol 
of wealth, influence and status 
in society. The situation is further 
exacerbated by the communal 
nature of pastoralism where 
pasture and watering points are 
shared equally between members 
without considering the herd sizes 
for each individual. This  ( tragedy 
of the commons) has in turn led to 
unsustainable stocking rates and 
overgrazing, often accompanied by 
increasing HWC. 

	 There is a need for enhanced capacity 
building on sustainable stocking 
rates and alternative livestock feed 
production technologies to improve 
productivity and profitability of 
pastoral systems. Strengthening 
research in rangeland management, 
including carrying capacity 
assessments, invasive species 
management, as well as alternative 
livestock production systems would 
help address the norms.

	 Gender and social inclusion: The 
negative effects of biodiversity losses 
on productivity of the rangelands 
affect men and women differently.  
Public policy instruments should be 
aligned to address the differentiated 
roles, needs and knowledge 
systems of men, women, youth and 
marginalized communities. 

	 Integrating gender responsive and 
socially inclusive provisions into 
national biodiversity strategies, land/ 
resource governance frameworks and 
climate adaptation policies that affect 

There is a need for enhanced capacity building on sustainable 
stocking rates and alternative livestock feed production 
technologies to improve productivity and profitability of pastoral 
systems.
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pastoral livelihoods is critical. Decision 
making on rangeland management and 
planning should be participatory and 
ensure equitable representation of all 
social groups. Furthermore, targeted 
investments in capacity building, access 
to credit, and extension services for the 
underrepresented groups can foster 
more inclusive, sustainable biodiversity 
conservation outcomes in pastoral 
areas. 

	 Insufficient coordination of 
biodiversity conservation and 
rangeland restoration efforts in 
the Kenyan ASALs: Biodiversity 
conservation and rangeland 
restoration efforts in the Kenyan 
ASALs are implemented by 
various stakeholders ranging from 
national and county governments, 
pastoralist communities, civil society 
organizations, Non-Governmental 
Organizations, research institutions, 
and private sector actors. 

	 Integrating biodiversity conservation 
objectives into pastoralist-related 
legislation such as the Community 
Land Act (2016), Wildlife Conservation 
and Management (Amendment) Act 
(2025), and the Range Management 
and Pastoralism Strategy 2021 can 
promote inter-agency collaboration 
and reduce policy fragmentation. 
Moreover, the development and 

maintenance of inclusive, multi-
stakeholder platforms at both national 
and county levels, mandated by policy, 
can institutionalize dialogue and joint 
planning processes. Such platforms can 
facilitate information sharing, conflict 
resolution, and co-management of 
rangeland resources, while ensuring 
that pastoralist voices particularly those 
of women, youth, and minority groups 
are adequately represented. These 
policies should encourage data driven 
decision making through investment 
in indigenous knowledge systems, 
participatory mapping, and biodiversity 
monitoring tools relevant to pastoral 
areas. Finally, the policy environment 
should provide clear guidelines and 
incentives for stakeholder roles, 
accountability mechanisms, and 
coordinated funding streams to avoid 
duplication of efforts. This will not only 
streamline biodiversity conservation 
interventions but also foster resilience, 
sustainable land use, and equitable 
resource governance across Kenya’s 
pastoral landscapes.

	 Incentivizing biodiversity 
conservation in the livestock 
(pastoralism) sub sector: The 
policy environment in Kenya can be 
improved to incentivize biodiversity 
conservation in the pastoralism sub-
sector by embedding clear, enforceable 
provisions that recognize and reward 
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sustainable rangeland management 
practices and ecosystem stewardship 
by pastoralist communities. 

	 This can include the establishment 
of incentive-based mechanisms 
such as Payments for Ecosystem 
Services (PES), biodiversity friendly 
certification schemes, and tax relief 
for community conservancies. 	
Policies should also facilitate secure 
land tenure through implementation 

of the Community Land Act, which 
empowers communities to sustainably 
manage their resources. Additionally, 
integrating biodiversity objectives 
into national livestock, land, and 
climate policies while ensuring access 
to conservation funding, capacity 
building, and technical support can 
motivate pastoralists to adopt practices 
that preserve biodiversity and enhance 
ecosystem resilience.

Recommendations for enhancing the role of pastoralism in biodiversity 
conservation in alignment with targets 10, 14 and 18 of the KMGBF.

i.	 Fully implement the 2016 Community Land Act to strengthen communal land use and secure 
pastoralist’s land ownership. This could be done through developing regulations that guide multiple land 
uses within the same title deed. The ownership could be transferrable but not the intended land use 
unless with express authority from community structures.

ii.	 Participatory development and operationalization of county spatial plans through development of 
customized ecosystem management plans for specific landscapes, identifying key wildlife and livestock 
corridors.

iii.	 Develop a comprehensive legal framework at both national and county levels to guide the 
implementation of grazing management plans. This should include bylaws and the integration of 
customary institutions, with specific strategies aimed at reducing human-wildlife conflicts.

iv.	 Decision making on rangeland management and planning should be participatory and ensure equitable 
representation of all social groups. 

v.	 Strengthen research on rangeland management, including carrying capacity assessments, invasive species 
management, as well as alternative livestock production systems.

BIODEV2030 is an 
experimental approach 
to biodiversity 
mainstreaming 
implemented in 15 pilot 
countries with multiple 
socio-economic, 
environmental and 
geographical contexts.

15

About BIODEV2030
Building on the results achieved during the first phase of 
BIODEV2030 (2020-2022), the objective of BIODEV2030 
Phase 2 (2024-2026) is to contribute to the implementation 
of the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework 
in 15 countries (including Kenya) by promoting changes 
in production practices that reconcile biodiversity and 
economic development. The approach includes supporting 
multi-stakeholder platforms at national and landscape 
levels, identifying key policy instruments to change or 
introduce, helping to design nature-positive projects at 
landscape level and supporting resource mobilisation. The 
BIODEV2030 project is funded by French Development 
Agency (AFD) coordinated by Expertise France and 
implemented by WWF in 7 countries and by IUCN in 8 
countries. To learn more, please visit BIODEV2030 website: 
https://www.biodev2030.org/en/ 
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vi.	 Develop a framework to better coordinate all stakeholders relevant to biodiversity conservation in the 
livestock sub sector.

vii.	Promote incentive frameworks such as Payment for Ecosystem Services (PES) schemes that adhere to 
recommended carrying capacity and biodiversity conservation efforts.

viii Enhance capacity on sustainable stocking rates and alternative livestock feed production technologies to 
improve productivity and profitability of pastoral systems.

Conclusion
Transitioning to sustainable pastoralism offers a powerful lever to achieve biodiversity 
conservation and resilient livelihoods. Aligning livestock policies with NBSAP the KMGBF 
targets 10, 14, and 18 ensures a rights-based, inclusive, and ecosystem-sensitive approach 
to rangeland management. Communities, government, civil society, and development 
partners must work together to implement enabling policies and unlock investment for a 
more sustainable and equitable pastoral future.
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