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Preface  

The UNCCDɅs Global Land Outlook Report estimates that between 20 and 40 percent of the 

EarthɅs total land area is degraded. Land degradatio n affects nearly half of the worldɅs population 

and impacts  croplands, drylands, wetlands, forests, and grasslands  (UNCCD, 2022). The report 

identifies land restoration (the process of rehabilitating  natural landscape s and habitat s) as Ɉa 

proven and cost-effective solution to help reverse climate change and biodiversity loss caused by 

the rapid depletion of our finite natural capital stocksɉ and recommends it as a strategy to 

reverse past land and ecosystem degradation.  The UNCCD views land restoratio n as an activity 

that is best implemented by communities, and consequently as an opportunity to create and 

support meaningful, sustainable livelihoods. The report emphasizes the need for countries to go 

beyond national planning and development frameworks a nd identify pathways that can 

full y realiz e the potential of restoration .  

Activities to achieve t he UNCCDɅs objective of combating land degradation and desertification are 

executed at national level through the respective Land Degradation Neutrality (LDN) 

programmes of UNCCD member states. KenyaɅs national LDN programme  prioritize s protection 

and conservation of forests  ɀ three of the countryɅs five sub-national targets involve measures 

related to  forests . The Forest Conservation and Management Act , 2016, establishes an 

institutional framework for the countryɅs forest protection and conservation. It stresses the 

importance of public forests and prioritizes the ir  protection through a co-management 

framework that provides roles for the Kenya Forest Service (KFS) and the respective Commun ity 

Forest Association s (CFAs). However, community forests , unlike public forests,  do not feature as 

prominently  in the Act. The Act limits  the role of the state (i.e., KFS) in managing  community 

forests to  assisting in the preparation of management plans at the request of the community, 

assisting county governments in build ing capacity in forest management , and promoting forestry 

education and training .  

This case study of Taita Taveta County was conducted as part of TMG ResearchɅs Global Soil Week 

project . It set out  to examine how community forests can contribute to achiev ing KenyaɅs national 

LDN targets  in a manner that integrates  issues of  land tenure  and land use  as recommended by 

the UNCCDɅs land tenure decision  (Decision 26/COP.14). TMG Research partnered with Kenya 

Land Alliance (a national NGO) and Cadasta Foundat ion (a mapping partner) in a study that 

targeted community forest parcels in the village of Msidunyi near the town of  Wundanyi in Taita 

Taveta County . This study included a household survey to establish which resources the 

communities living in the target area obtain from the ir forest parcels , a community -led tenure 

mapping exercise, and focus group discussions to collect additional data. The outputs of these 

processes were analysed  against the national LDN and land restoration framework s and tar gets 

and recommendations were made  for  how community forest s can contribute to KenyaɅs LDN 

programme, and how issues of land tenure can be considered in this process .  

  

https://www.unccd.int/sites/default/files/2022-04/GLO2_SDM_low-res_0.pdf
https://www.unccd.int/sites/default/files/ldn_targets/2020-09/Kenya%20LDN%20TSP%20Final%20Report%20%28English%29.pdf
https://www.unccd.int/sites/default/files/sessions/documents/2019-11/26-cop14.pdf
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The findings of the study  highlight the potential of community forests to contribute to national 

LDN and land restoration targets . This potential is b est realized when community tenure rights  

are formalized  in accordance with national legislation ( KenyaɅs Community Land Act, 2016) and 

when community institutions are established to manag e community forests  in a manner similar 

to public forests.  The ideal scenario should be communities, as (documented) custodians of 

community forests, leading restoration efforts at the local level , and government entities (KFS, 

county governments),  as custodians of multilateral environmental agreements and national  or 

sub-national  LDN plans, supporting th ese efforts by providing overall technical directio n.  

There is an opportunity to promote land  restoration beyond public forests by supporting 

well -coordinated community -level contributions to LDN and restoration targets in 

community fore sts in Kenya . In order to  protect the  sustainable livelihoods of communities that 

act as custodians of these for ests the state must first  recogniz e and document  the communitiesɅ 

tenure rights in conformity  with the UNCCD land tenure decision (i.e., registering these forests as 

community lands ) and establish community institutions under the guidance of KFS. Doing so will 

ensure consistency with national and sub -national LDN and restoration targets.  
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Key M essages  

 
1  Gazetting  refers to the process of mapping and legal recognition of a forest by the state. Gazetted forests are 

reserved and protected under forestry and environmental laws.  

1 Communities living in Msidunyi village in Taita Taveta County, Kenya 
rely on resources from community forest parcels for their household 
subsistence.  

 These communities undertake subsistence farming on their farm plots outside the  

community forest parcels but rely on forest resources, mainly fuelwood and livestock 

fodder, for household subsistence. Community members who own private land outside 

forest parcels rely less on resources from the forest, with a significant number able to  

fully meet their household needs without accessing the forest, indicating that private 

land ownership and diversification of livelihood sources are important factors in 

reducing dependency on forest resources.  

2 The national forest protection and LDN measures have limited impact 
on communities ô access to resources within community forest 
parcels.  

 National forest protection and Land Degradation Neutrality (LDN) measures are 

developed by the national Ministry of Environment and implemented by governme nt 

agencies such as the Kenya Forest Service. These measures focus on, and are 

implemented more strictly for, public forests which have been delineated and gazetted 1. 

However, due to the legal status of forests that are owned, used, managed and 

administer ed by communities, there are limitations to the extent to which government 

agencies can implement forest protection directives.  

3 Without clear definition and (documented ) recognition of tenure 
rights, communities have fewer incentives to implement SLM 
practices within the forest parcels they communally use.  

 Similar to the communities studied in other Global Soil Week project site s, farmers in 

Msidunyi, Taita Taveta County invest more in Sustainable Land Management (SLM) 

practices on the lands they own outside the protected areas than within forest areas. The 

recognition of tenure rights for community forests can incentivize commun ities to 

implement more SLM practices and forest protection and conservation measures.  
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4  The policy and legal framework of LDN (including Kenya ôs LDN TSP ) 
emphasizes activities that target public forests but overlooks the 
potential contribution of co mmunity forest to the achievement of 
national LDN targets.  

 KenyaɅs national LDN targets prioritize measures to be implemented in forest areas ɀ 

three of the five targets designed to avoid, reduce and reverse land degradation refer to 

action on forests. T hese measures are being implemented in public (gazetted) forests, for 

which the legal roles of different stakeholders are more clearly defined than for private 

and community forests.  

5 Strengthening the capacity of community - level institutions and 
structures that manage community forests can contribute to the 
attainment of national LDN targets.  

 
Technical and coordination support provided by the government agencies responsible for 

protecting and conserving forests is key to ensuring that communities contribute to 

achieving national LDN targets. However, without formal institutions that are legally 

mandated to manage community forests, the support provided by KFS is n ot regularized. 

Kenya has undertaken an important first step towards recognizing tenure rights in 

community forests by defining community forests in relevant legal provisions (the 

Constitution, the Community Land Act and Forest Conservation and the Managem ent Act). 

The next step must be to implement these laws to enable the establishment of 

community -level institutions that can manage and administer community forests and 

implement forest protection and conservation measures. Implementing these legal 

provisi ons will also present an opportunity to delineate community forests  and thus more 

effectively monitor and regulate human activities within them. Another way to bolster 

community -level contributions to national LDN targets is by consolidating smaller parcel s 

to establish larger community forests, making protection and conservation more effective.  
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1 Introduction  

In 2019, the parties to t he United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD) agreed 

on the Land Tenure Decision  (Decision 26/COP.14). This decision  recognizes the importance of 

responsible land governance for sustainable land management and restoration, and  for 

combatting desertification, land degradation and drought  (UNCCD, Decision 26/COP.14, 2019). 

The decision  encourages parties to recognize legitimate tenure rights, including customary 

rights, consistent with the national legal framework, and to follow the principles of the FAOɅs 

Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of Tenure (VGGT)  in implementing 

activities to combat desertification/land degradation and drought , and to achieve land 

degradation neutrality  (UNCCD, Decision 26/COP.14, 2019). The parties further strengthened the 

Land Tenure Decision i n the subsequent UNCCD COP (COP 15), thro ugh Decision 27/COP.15, by 

agreeing to continue integrating land tenure in to  activities to combat desertification/land 

degradation and drought, to review their plans and activities, and to proactively collect data on 

legitimate land tenure rights in voluntary LDN plans  (UNCCD, Decision 27/COP.15, 2022). 

The Global Soil Week (GSW) project seeks to identify how responsible land governance  can be 

included  in national  LDN programmes , with a focu s on tenure security for smallholder farmers 

and other marginalized  resource users.  The project does this by conducting research to 

determine  the impact of LDN measures on legitimate tenure rights of local communities , and by 

linking knowledge sourced at t he local level to international policy -making  processes.  

KenyaɅs LDN targets, as detailed in the LDN Target Setting Programme (LDN TSP) , emphasize  

forest protection and conservation. The targets include  increasing forest cover through 

afforestation  and agroforestry in existing forests , conversion  of shrub - and grassland  to forest,  

protection of wetlands , restoration of  5.1 million hectares of degraded croplands , and halting the 

conversion of forests to o ther land cover classe s (GoK, Land Degradation Neutrality Target 

Setting Final Report, 2018) .  

Kenya LDN TSP  

LDN at the national scale  

u LDN is achieved by 2030 with a 9% net increase in land restoration (above the 2015 baseline) 

throughout the national territory  

LDN at the sub -national scale  

u LDN is achieved in Ewaso Ngiro North (Lak Dera 2) by 2030 with 0% net loss in land restoration 

compared to 2015  

u LDN is achieved in the Tana River catchment zone by 2030 with 16.7% net increase in land 

restoration compared to 2015  

u LDN is achieved in the Athi River catchment zone (Galana, Pangani, South -East Coast) by 2030 

with 0% net loss in land rest oration compared to 2015  

u LDN is achieved in the Rift Valley catchment zone (Lake Turkana, Naivasha, Natron) by 2030 with 

9% net increase in land restoration compared to 2015  
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u LDN is achieved in the Lake Victoria region (Nile basin) by 2030 with 9% net incr ease in land 

restoration compared to 2015  

Specific targets to avoid, minimize and reverse land degradation  

u Increase forest cover through afforestation and agroforestry in existing forests, convert shrub - 

and grassland to forest, protect wetlands, and resto re 5.1 million hectares of degraded 

croplands  

u Increase net productivity of forest, shrub -/grassland and cropland by 16% through SLM practices  

u Increase soil organic carbon in cropland by 319,626 tonnes through SLM practices  

u Halt the conversion of forests to other land cover classes by 2030  

u Rehabilitate all abandoned mines and quarries through enforcement of regulations  

1.1 Taita Taveta case study  

In Kenya, the GSW project conducted a n initial case study in Kereita Forest , a public (gazetted) 

forest in Kiambu County. The second and third case study areas were selected by engaging 

government stakeholders (UNCCD Focal Point and the REDD+ Coordinator at the Ministry of 

Environment and Forestry) and TMGɅs implementing partner at the national level, Kenya Land 

Alliance. In selecting these case studies, the project sought to diversify the data informing the 

GSW findings by prioritizing community (ungazetted) forests over  public forests for which KFS is 

responsible . Following  discussions with the different stakeholder s, the project opted for 

community forest  parcels near  Msidunyi in Taita Taveta County and Loita Forest in Narok County  

in KenyaɅs Rift Valley.  

 

Image 1: Map of Kenya highlighting Taita Taveta County  (GoK C. G., 2018). 

https://assets.ctfassets.net/rrirl83ijfda/4f8gciGCVuIn1LHhjtV7EH/962c89a912d66110856f787c5ddc4734/220505_GSW21_Synthesis-Report_final.pdf
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Taita Taveta County is located within the Athi catchment zone, and Narok County is located  in 

the Rift Valley catchment zone. Both zones are targeted for LDN intervention at the sub -national  

scale in KenyaɅs LDN TSP (GoK, Land Degradation Neutrality Target Setting Final Report, 2018) .  

 

Image 2: Land degradation hotspots in Kenya  (GoK, Land Degradation Neutrality Target Setting Final  

Report, 2018) . 

Taita Taveta County has a total of 78 forest parcels, of which 25 are gazetted and co-managed by 

the Kenya Forest Service (KFS) and respective Community Forest Associations (CFAs). Fifty-two  

forest parcels have yet to be gazetted , and one forest parcel was undergoing the process of 

gazettement as of 2018  (GoK C. G., 2018). The county experienc es varying levels of  degradation , 

with medium to high degradation concentrated in the cent re in Wundanyi and Mwatate sub -

counties  and  in the northern part of Voi sub-county  (GoK, Land Degradation Neutrality Target 

Setting Final Report, 2018) . While the larger forest parcels in the county are either gazetted or 

under consideration for gazettement, several smaller forest parcels  (referred to as mitengo in the 

local language, singular : mtengo) are managed by adjacent communities through village 

committees  (see below for more detail) . 

1.1.1 Community forest  parcels in  Msidunyi  

The forest parcels that were the focus of this study are located in Msidunyi, Wundanyi sub-

county . These forest parcels are ungazetted and managed by the adjacent community. The two 

largest parcel s measure  74.58 hectares and 20.83 hectares respectively , with smaller parcel s 

ranging in  size from 0.5 to 5 hectares  (source: mapping data) . The community in Msidunyi mainly 
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practice s crop farming, with some community members raising  livestock . Some community 

forest parcels are adjacent to private crop plantations and private farms where the owners have 

planted trees.  The forest parcels have existed since the pre -colonial period in Kenya . Community 

members reported that the number of community f orest parcels has neither decreased nor 

increased , however the size of the  parcels has decreased  due to pressure from population 

growth which  has resulted in  some community members convert ing sections of community 

forest s to farmland.  

 
Image 3: Study area (Msidunyi) in Wesu, Wundanyi sub-county , Taita Taveta County . 

(Source: Kenya Land Alliance) 

Village committees are responsible for the management of community affairs, including access  

to  and use of resources from the community forest parcels. The committee s comprise seven or 

eight  community members , including a chairperson (i.e., the village elder), a vice -chairperson, a 

secretary, a vice -secretary, a treasurer, and one or two mobilizer s. Women are represented in all 

committees.  An odd number of members is preferred for ease of decision -making  and to ensure 

that votes are not tied . The comm ittee also sets the fees  charged by the community for 

gathering fuelwood and building materials from the forest parcels . This money is used to 

purchase items that can be used by the community for other purposes, such as plastic chairs for 

use in  community meetings . There is a larger committee responsible for managing forest parcels 

within Msidunyi that  comprises members from Msidunyi, Mwatungu and Ruma village s. This 

committee holds monthly meetings at the ChiefɅs camp.  
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The community members obtain various resources for household use from the community 

forest parcels. These include water from springs, fuelwood, livestock fodder, and building 

materials (stone, sand, timber, and wooden poles). The community members also use  some 

sections of forest s as meeting grounds and beekeeping sites,  and maintain these parcels for 

their aesthetic and heritage  value. No community members are allowed to live in the forest 

parcels, except  in rare cases where a member is landless and homele ss. In this case, the 

committee may permit  the member to erect  temporary structures within the limits of the forest 

parcel until the community comes up with a long -term solution.  

 

Image 4: Taita Taveta County land cover in 2020  (Abera, Vuorinne, Munyao, Pellikka, & Heiskanen, 2022) . 
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1.2  Community land management in Kenya  

ϥn Kenya, Ʉcommunity land Ʌ refers to one of the following: land registered in the name of group 

representatives under the repealed Land (Group Representatives ) Act of 1968 ; land transferred 

to a specific community by a process of law ; ancestral lands and lands traditionally occupied by 

communities; or lands lawfully held, managed or used by specific communities as community 

forests, grazing areas or shrines  (GoK, The Constitution of Kenya, 2010) .  

Kenya enacted  the Community Land Act  (CLA) in 2016  to guide  the recognition, protection and 

registration of community land rights and to provide for the role of county governments in 

relation to unregistered communi ty land  (GoK, Community Land Act, 2016) . The CLA details the 

steps required to register  a community as a  legal entity, and thereafter surveying, adjudicating 

and registering community land. County governments are mandated to hold unregistered 

community lan ds in trust on behalf of communities  (GoK, Community Land Act, 2016) . Upon 

registration of communities as legal entities, a community is expected to  elect a Community 

Land Management Committee comprising seven to fifteen members to oversee the  day-to -day 

functions of the community  and to administer the registered community land on behalf of the 

community  (including developing regulations for  the use and management  of the land).  

Community forest  parcels in Msidunyi are  categorized as community land , though t he 

community has yet to initiate the process of community land registration . Thus, the County 

Government of Taita Taveta holds th ese parcels  in trust for  the community .  

 

Image 5: Terrace farming in Msidunyi, Wundanyi, Taita Taveta County . 

Image source: Washe Kazungu, TMG 
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2 Methodology  

The project consisted of  a household survey, community -led participatory mapping of tenure 

rights  and land use zones within community forest parcels , and focus group discussions (FGDs) 

to gather  qualitative data on the impact of forest conservation measures on the legitimate 

tenure rights of forest -adjacent commun ities.  

2.1 Household survey   

The household survey gathered quantitative data on issues of  access, use and management of 

resources in community forest parcels in the study area . This step was important in ascertaining  

the  communityɅs tenure rights  with respect to forest resources . A total of 245 respondents ( 123 

female and 122 male) were interviewed.  

 

Image 6:  Gender of respondents.  

Source: Household survey data.  
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2.2  Participatory mapping of tenure rights  

The second step involved  mapping forest parcels within Msidunyi . This was a participatory, 

community -led process. Data collection was conducted  in teams comprised of community 

members and volunteers from Taita Taveta Human Rights Watch  (a local CBO). Cadasta 

Foundation provided the mapping platform and trained the data collection team s. 

 

Image 7: Map showing respondents, forest parcels and other features . 

Source: Community Mapping conducted by KLA, TMG with support from Cadasta software. 

The data from the household survey and the mapping exercises were analysed  by the project team 

(KLA and TMG) to determine the impact of national and community forest conservation m easures, 

and national LDN targets, on the tenure rights of forest -adjacent communities in Kenya.  
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Image 8: Project team during the site visit to  a harvested section of community forest parcel in Msidunyi on 

Saturday 26  November , 2022. 

Photo credit: Washe Kazungu, TMG 

2.2.1  Focus Group Discussions (FGDs ) 

The project team conducted FGDs to collect additional qualitative data to augment  the data from 

the household survey and the mapping exercises . The project also  presented draft  maps  that 

had b een produced by Cadasta  for the community to review as part of the validation process.  

During the map ping  validation  process, the community recommended additional forest parcels 

for mapping and provided clarity on the separation of community forest parcels from private 

forest plantations . 

 

Image 9: Community members inspect ing the map of forest parcels and other resources in Msidunyi on 

Tuesday 4 April 2023, Wundanyi sub-county, Ta ita Taveta County .  

Photo credit: Juspah Mwaisaka/ KLA  
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