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Executive Summary

Transition to low-carbon, climate resilient 
society will bring benefits, but also risks, for 
Kenya

The livelihoods of many millions of Kenyans are 
at risk from climate change. Despite its relatively 
low contribution to global greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions, Kenya bears a disproportionate burden 
of climate change impacts. These impacts affect key 
sectors of the economy, on which many Kenyans 
depend for their livelihoods, such as agriculture, 
tourism, forestry, water, and transport. In many 
cases, the effects of climate change are most 
disruptive to vulnerable groups, including the poor, 
women, and children.

A Net-Zero Transition offers many new economic 
opportunities. It can create new jobs in green 
economy sectors, such as renewable energy and 
sustainable transport. It can boost agricultural 
productivity. 

However, if not carefully managed some Kenyans 
could be placed at risk by the necessary transition 
to a low-carbon, climate resilient society. The costs 
associated with transition are not automatically 
distributed fairly, and some of the socio-economic 
challenges that communities already face may be 
compounded if transitions are not designed to avoid 
this. Fundamental changes in sectors like energy, 
transport or agriculture could mean some job losses, 
or higher energy prices for some consumers, or 
require expensive investment by smallholder farmers. 

The social and economic effects of this transition – 
and the way these are distributed between different 
groups of people – will therefore depend on the way 
climate action is designed and implemented, and on 
the way the social and economic impacts of change 
are managed across Kenya’s development agenda. 

The effects of a transition will also be shaped 
by people’s underlying vulnerability and coping 
capacity. The COVID-19 pandemic demonstrated 
how vulnerable many Kenyans are to socio-economic 
shocks: Total employment (outside small-scale 
agriculture and pastoral activities) fell from 18.1 million 
in 2019 to 17.4 million in 2020. The impacts of falling 
employment are magnified by the fact that roughly 
80% (some 14.5 million people) of the working 
population is employed informally.

The concept of just transition highlights how risks 
and benefits are distributed, and emphasises 
the importance of engaging many different 
stakeholders in the process of planning and 
implementation change to ensure fair outcomes

The concept of “just transition” highlights that 
the transformation to a green economy should 
be designed and implemented in such a way 
that the costs are not borne by the poorest and 
most vulnerable groups. Those who today rely on 
extractive and carbon-intensive industries, and 
whose livelihoods are most at risk from the transition, 
need support to ensure they are not impoverished 
but rather empowered in the shift to a low carbon, 
climate resilient society.

A just transition also demands that the process of 
directing change should be genuinely inclusive. This 
means many different stakeholders – particularly 
those who are most at risk or most marginalised – are 
engaged in, and have influence over, decisions about 
how to manage the transition. 

At the same time, a well targeted transition to low-
carbon and climate resilient society offers a range of 
potential co-benefits. It is an opportunity to tackle 
historical injustices and ongoing inequalities, and 
can help Kenya make progress on some of its other 
sustainable development goals: reducing poverty, 
closing the gender gap, and uplifting marginalized 
communities. These benefits should be at the 
forefront for policymakers creating frameworks and 
financial incentives to drive the transition to a greener 
economy. 

Kenya has a sound climate change framework, 
but the objectives of a just transition are not yet 
mainstreamed into its wider development agenda

Kenya has a relatively robust climate change 
legal and policy framework, centred around the 
Climate Change Act (2016). Further, counties 
have established climate change units and climate 
change-related plans and policies through County 
Integrated Development Plans (CIDPs), national 
ministries, and departments to guide and mainstream 
climate actions into different sectors. Kenya also 
ratified the 2015 Paris Agreement, the preamble 
of which explicitly included the need to promote a 
just transition. The country’s revised NDC (2020) 
mentions just transition as an aspiration.
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However, despite the wide-reaching implications of 
pursuing a truly just transition, these objectives have 
not yet been mainstreamed into Kenya’s principal 
sustainable development policies and plans such as 
Vision 2030 or the Big Four Agenda (2018-22). 

In each sector, the unique risks and opportunities 
associated with change need to be recognised and 
addressed as part of promoting a just transition

The characteristics of key sectors differ, as does 
their exposure to climate change and climate policy. 
Thus, plans for a low-carbon development pathway 
must be sector-specific, and consider who may be 
most at risk from structural change. This will allow 
policymakers to adopt planning processes that are 
sensitive to these stakeholders. By involving a variety 
of stakeholders, policy leaders can ensure that 
transitions address the various social, economic, and 
environmental challenges that are likely to arise in 
different sectors, as well as the technical and market 
aspects of the transition. 

Agriculture
• Agriculture accounts for 54% of Kenya’s total 

employment, of which the vast majority (an 
estimated 8.3 million people) are informally 
employed. 

• Smallholder farmers produce over 80% of Kenya’s 
food, with women providing the larger share of 
labour on these farms. Smallholder farmers are 
already experiencing declining yields due to 
climate change. 

• To reduce climate risk and reduce GHG emissions 
associated with land use change and agriculture, 
food production systems and agriculture more 
broadly must move away from a carbon heavy, 
resource-intensive, and industrialized approach 
to more resilient, regenerative, and agroecology-
based modes. 

• Such a transformation risks creating significant 
negative effects on livelihoods within a sector 
that is already characterised by human rights 
violations, deep inequalities, social insecurity, lack 
of social recognition, and environmental harm, 
with women suffering these impacts most. Unless 
there is a clear framework to recognise and 
integrate just transition objectives into climate and 
development planning, structural change in this 
sector risks plunging millions of informal farmers, 
particularly women, into poverty.

• The transition must ensure the process – and its 
benefits – are inclusive of different stakeholders, 

such as rural farmers, low-income consumers 
(including in urban areas, who may be exposed to 
changing food prices for instance), farm workers, 
process workers, and rural communities broadly, 
including women. The just transition must ensure 
their livelihoods and social protection, should aim 
to tackle existing inequalities, and should facilitate 
a more equitable distribution of resources and 
benefits.

Energy
• Kenya’s energy consumption is dominated 

by biomass (from wood fuel, charcoal, and 
agricultural waste), which provides 68% energy 
nationally, but is of much higher importance 
among rural communities, the urban poor, and the 
informal sector. The remaining energy portfolio 
comprises electricity (9%, predominantly from 
renewables) and imported petroleum (21%). 

• 73% of the population could access electricity in 
2018, though in rural areas was only 65%. Many 
poor rural households struggle to afford electricity 
connection fees. 

• Women’s participation in the energy sector is 
hindered by cultural and social norms regarding 
gender roles, the double burden of work and 
family responsibilities, and the fact women lack 
or have limited land rights or access to finance. In 
rural areas, women continue to suffer due to the 
use of dirty cooking fuels. 

• It is crucial to build female workers’ capacity to 
participate in the future energy economy. This 
includes creating work environments that, for 
example, provide childcare services and family-
friendly spaces, and promote work-life balance. 

• The rural poor, especially women and girls, will be 
key stakeholders in the transition to clean cooking 
energy, and they must be active participants in all 
decision-making processes. 

• The linkages between gender inequality and 
energy vary depending on locality, economic 
status, culture, education status, and caste. The 
transition discourse must therefore be sensitive 
to these differences, to ensure marginalized and 
disadvantaged people are empowered as agents 
of change.

• By using the broader energy transition to promote 
these goals, the shift to sustainable energy can be 
seen as an opportunity to rewrite past injustices 
and engage in restorative justice.

• The Ministry of Energy’s 2019 Gender Policy 
aims to correct some of these gaps by raising 
awareness among communities on the 
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importance of gender inclusivity in energy 
issues, strengthening institutional capacity, 
and mainstreaming gender issues in policies 
and programmes at all levels. Its effective 
implementation could support the objectives of a 
just transition. 

Transport and Urbanisation 
• The government has identified various initiatives 

in the transport sector as priorities, including 
investment in sustainable mobility, and expansion 
(and electrification) of public transport. These 
changes could reduce green emissions, provide 
green jobs, and reduce urban inequality. However, 
they may also result in some of today’s transport 
workers losing their jobs; for example, one 
assessment concludes that the introduction of 
Bus Rapid Transit in Nairobi will result in job losses 
for thousands of workers, mainly in the informal 
transport economy.

• Unfortunately, current policies or plans for 
promoting more climate-friendly transport do not 
include clear mechanisms to deal with potential 
livelihood losses resulting from transition. There 
are already historical injustices in the sector, 
and thus care must be taken to avoid further 
marginalization during the transition process.

• Policymakers must recognize that workers in the 
transport sector include not only public transport 
drivers, but also maintenance staff, administration, 
ticketers, cleaners, conductors, and marshals 
(in both passenger transport and delivery). In 
Nairobi and other cities many of these workers 
are informally employed and hence have no 
access to social security, stable pay, safe working 
conditions, or union recognition.

• A just transition for transport workers in major 
cities in Kenya could promote: Access to formal, 
secure employment; Extreme weather pay; 
Access to social security; Improved health and 
safety in their working conditions; Recognition of 
their employment status for app-based workers; 
Formalization within the transport system for 
informal workers; Technological changes that 
benefit workers; and, Special attention being paid 
to the gender implications of the transition and 
the specific needs of women workers. 

• The fact that public transport workers are 
already organised into groups of savings and 
credit cooperative societies (SACCOS) provides 
a structure that can be engaged as part of an 
inclusive and participatory transition process. 

• Beyond workers, a comprehensive transport 

strategy promoting just transitions could also 
reduce inequalities. For instance, the new road 
system, bus rapid transport plan and bus parks, 
and loading points could be made more friendly 
for people with disabilities, safer for women and 
girls, and incorporate non-motorized transport 
alternatives (cycling and walking lanes), as over 
50% of city-dwellers in Nairobi walk daily to their 
destinations.

Industry
• Cement and steel are significant employers in 

Kenya, and rely on fossil fuels to power their 
operation. 

• The lack of a skilled labour force, the high cost of 
power, and the impacts of climate change are all 
factors affecting the viability of the sector. 

• The manufacturing sector contributed 7.6% of 
Kenya’s GDP in 2019, and created 293,800 formal 
jobs in 2020 (down from 329,000 jobs in 2019). 
Most employees are contractual and semi-skilled. 
As a result of economic contraction during the 
COVID-19 period, part-time and casual workers 
were most impacted by job losses. Employment 
conditions in these sectors have worsened as the 
number of informal workers has increased. 

• These industries tend to employ large numbers 
of workers in particular areas or towns, so the 
effects of any job losses associated with transition 
will be concentrated in specific areas of the 
country, and will have a significant effect on these 
areas.  

• A national strategy to green the industrial sector 
will likely focus on responsible production and 
consumption and the principles of a circular 
economy.

• A just transition must ensure that workers can find 
good quality jobs, and must address the various 
social and economic impacts at a local or regional 
scale of de-industrialisation. Workers’ contract 
security, personal safety, and wages should be 
prioritized as outcomes of the transition, as should 
the creation of an unemployment insurance fund 
to provide benefits for workers, including part-
time employees who may become involuntarily 
unemployed. Policies and programs are needed 
that support retraining, reskilling, and finding new 
jobs for workers affected by sectoral changes. 

• Since the sector employs many semi-skilled 
workers, proper care must be taken to include 
these people in the transition process and 
as beneficiaries, ensuring gender and social 
inclusion.
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Forestry
• The forest sector is vital for carbon sequestration, 

preserving biodiversity, and controlling the 
impacts of climate change. It is also a source 
of livelihood for different communities, and 
generates revenue for the government. 

• The sector employs many Kenyans directly and 
indirectly through linkages with other sectors like 
agriculture, manufacturing, tourism, and water. The 
charcoal industry employs 700,000 people and 
supports up to 2.5 million dependents. The formal 
forest sector employs an estimated 18,000–50,000 
people directly and 300,000–600,000 indirectly.

• Kenya’s forests are also important for cultural, 
ecological, and hydrological reasons. 

• To mitigate these challenges, the Ministry of 
Environment and Forestry has made some notable 
efforts to preserve, conserve and increase forest 
cover, including through the revised Kenya Forest 
Conservation and Management Act 2016 and draft 
Forest Policy 2020. However, challenges such as 
increasing demand for land and forest resources, 
inadequate funding, persistent rural poverty, 
and weaknesses in forest governance persist. 
Further efforts are thus required to improve forest 
resource management, conservation, and the 
sustainable extraction of forest resources, which 
involve reclaiming and protecting public forests, 
rehabilitating dilapidated forests, and encouraging 
communities to adopt agroforestry. 

• Overall, these actions should be beneficial, 
however some people, including traders and 
forest-dependent community members, could 
lose their livelihoods in the process. Close to three 
million people’s livelihoods could be at risk if the 
forest sector transition plan is not socially and 
gender inclusive. 

• Transition policies must consider rural households, 
forest-dependent communities, indigenous people 
like the Ogiek, and women. 

Waste
• Kenya’s urban population is increasing and 

will generate an estimated 5.5 million tons of 
waste annually by 2030, which is three times 
more than the amount of waste generated in 
2009. The waste sector contributes to climate 
change, accounting for about 3% of national GHG 
emissions in 2015.

• Nairobi, for instance, produces around 2,400 
tons of waste every day, of which only 38% is 
collected, and less than 10% is recycled (JICA, 
2010). The remaining 62% is disposed of at the 

uncontrolled Dandora dumpsite, illegally dumped 
in roadsides and waterways, or burned. Illegal 
dumping and burning are particularly common in 
low-income areas of the city, which are home to 
over 2.5 million people who cannot afford waste 
collection services. 

• Many people depend on the waste sector for 
survival, including garbage truck loaders, drivers, 
pickers, and sorters. Most of these workers 
are informally or self-employed, with no social 
insurance or job security, making them vulnerable 
to disturbance in the sector. They also work in 
hazardous conditions: informal waste pickers 
at uncontrolled dumpsites are exposed to toxic 
chemicals, air pollution, and pests that spread 
diseases. 

• A transition to more sustainable waste 
management involves promoting and adopting 
efficient production systems, a circular economy, 
and turning to renewable energy. Transitioning to 
a more circular, greener, and sustainable waste 
system will create greener jobs in recycling, 
refurbishment, and repurposing.

• These changes could, however, generate negative 
impacts for some people. The planned relocation 
of the Dandora dumpsite, for instance, will 
improve air quality and property prices but will 
jeopardize the livelihoods of over 3000 families 
directly, and many more indirectly. 

• As in many other sectors, the transition in the 
waste sector will require a consultative process 
involving all stakeholders and adopting a fair 
and holistic approach. Waste management 
strategies must focus on sustainable production 
and consumption patterns, as well as reducing, 
reusing, and recycling waste. 

Tourism
• The tourism sector contributes about 10.4% to 

GDP and employs 990,000 people directly, and 
millions more indirectly, with multiplier effects in 
trade, agriculture, construction, manufacturing, 
and transport. 

• The tourism sector is also almost entirely 
dependent on sensitive climate resources, from 
wildlife to coastal beaches. 

• Efforts to make tourism a more sustainable 
sector include actions by tourism operators to 
use solar water heating, energy-efficient lighting 
and appliances, and more efficient passenger 
vehicles, along with improved waste management 
practices, adopting eco-designs, and sustainable 
marketing, among others. 
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• Policies and actions must aim to strengthen the 
benefits and reduce the costs of tourism. There 
is also an increasing appreciation of the potential 
role of tourism in addressing poverty by bringing 
sources of income to the heart of some of the 
poorest communities

• If proper care is not taken to adopt a holistic, 
inclusive, and participatory approach, programs 
supporting this transition could inadvertently 
cause more job losses than they create. 

• Coastal communities, hotel industry players, 
communities adjacent to parks and reserves, 
tour companies, suppliers, and others will be 
key stakeholders in ensuring that decisions are 
socially responsible and economically inclusive. 

Overarching Concerns: 
• Gender: Mainstreaming gender needs into climate 

action will be an integral part of transitioning to a 
low-carbon economy. To mitigate existing gender 
inequalities, the country could introduce gender 
quotas in newly established green sectors, build 
inclusive work environments, ensure gender 
representation in stakeholder consultations, and 
account for women’s care and informal work in 
decision-making processes. 

• Youth: 29% of the Kenyan population is between 
18-35 years old. The transition will need to endow 
young people with the capacity to participate 
in decision-making and guarantee their right to 
participate in international and national processes. 
Kenya needs to invest in re-designed education 
systems that reflect the new low-carbon 
industries that are being established.

• Social Inclusion: Social protection policies can 
support those people experiencing deprivation, 
loss of livelihoods or income, or social exclusion. 
Social protection has been recognized as a human 
right and an essential pillar of just transition. As a 
result of low capacity and a lack of coordination, a 
gap exists in how social protection aspects will be 
incorporated into climate change action in Kenya. 
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Conclusion

While these transitions to more sustainable practices across sectors are inevitable, 
and hugely beneficial overall, they require careful management to ensure just 
outcomes. For example, stakeholder engagement found that many workers are 
concerned that the transition to a more environmentally-friendly economy (e.g., 
shifting from matatus to the new Bus Rapid Transport system) could have a serious 
impact on their livelihoods. Some workers also expressed a desire for government 
support in the form of re-training and social security. 

There is presently fragmentation and a lack of coordination among existing social 
security programs, schemes, and policies, as well as critical gaps in data and in the 
capacity to use information alongside other resources to create a robust just transition 
plan. 

It is critical that researchers and decision-makers work together to understand and 
address the distributional impacts of transitions. When doing so, they must recognise 
and account for the role of intersectional vulnerability in creating transition risks for 
some groups – including gender, youth, or other marginalized groups – and ensure 
that these sustainability transitions, and the country’s recovery from the COVID-19 
pandemic, are used as a window to bring about long-lasting improvements in social 
equity across Kenyan society. 

This is an executive summary of a longer report on just transitions in Kenya. Please find 
the full report available here. 
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https://climatestrategies.org/publication/incorporating-just-transitions-in-kenyas-low-carbon-economy-development-path/


Find out more about South to 
South Just Transitions and our 
work at: climatestrategies.org/
projects/south-to-south-just-
transitions

http://climatestrategies.org/projects/south-to-south-just-transitions
http://climatestrategies.org/projects/south-to-south-just-transitions
http://climatestrategies.org/projects/south-to-south-just-transitions

