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Foreword

Wetlands are among the most important ecosystems in Kenya. The 
integrity of the country’s water resources and agricultural productivity 
is sustained by our wetlands. They are nutrient rich and productive 
most of the year. During the dry seasons, wetlands are the only 
places where the local communities are able to access quality pasture 
and their edges support production of vegetables and other quick 
maturing crops for household consumption. They also control floods 
and clear water of pollutants through filtration. Wetlands are therefore 
a key resource for the achievement of Vision 2030. 

Despite the important role that wetlands play in sustaining 
livelihoods in Kenya, they have been subjected to severe pressure 
and rapid degradation. The results have been detrimental and even 
catastrophic in many areas of the country. For example, flash floods in 
western Kenya have become more common, severe and destructive 
as there are no wetlands to hold back any massive overland flow, 
leading to loss of property, destruction of infrastructure and damage 
to crops. This phenomenon is compounded by climate change and the 
increasing frequency of extreme weather events. In some parts of the 
country, this has now become an annual event and the resulting shock 
to the country’s national economy has been a major destabilizing 
factor to sustained economic growth. It is therefore apparent that the 
attainment of the Vision 2030 goals hinges on how well we manage 
our wetlands.

The government is mindful of the opportunities lost through 
wetland degradation and has embarked on a long term strategy 
to promote their protection. This strategy will, however, only be 
effective if all Kenyans embrace it through valuing the services 
rendered by wetlands. This demands that every Kenyan has access to 
reliable and up to date information on the dynamics playing out in 
wetland ecosystems and their value to the economic development 
of the country. This information should be especially clear and 
easily understood by all Kenyans who depend on wetlands for their 
livelihoods. The Ministry of Environment and Mineral Resources is 
therefore very pleased to release the Kenya Wetlands Atlas. It provides 
decision-makers, interested readers, and others who care about the 
integrity of Kenya’s wetland with invaluable visual information about 
the state of the country’s wetlands resources using satellite images, 
maps, graphics, ground photographs, and scientifically evidence based 

story lines to provide a succinct account of what is happening to the 
various wetlands in the country. 

The Ministry is grateful to UNEP for its support in preparing 
this Atlas and continues to treasure the close collaboration it has 
with this global institution which Kenya is honoured to host. We are 
also indebted to DANIDA for the generous support the agency has 
continued to extend to the environment sector in Kenya. 

 I would like to congratulate all the national and international 
experts, national institutions and development partners whose 
contribution has made this landmark publication possible. It is my 
sincere hope that this publication will inspire every Kenyan into action. 
I wish you an enjoyable reading.

Hon, AMB, Chirau Ali Mwakwere, EGH, FCIT, MP.
Minister of Environment and Mineral Resources
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preface

Wetlands occupy approximately 3-4 per cent of Kenya’s land area. 
Despite this seemingly small geographic extent, wetlands provide 
some of the most critical ecosystem services to a large number of 
communities in the rural areas and are indispensable to the very 
survival, health and welfare of human beings and biodiversity. They 
are therefore crucial to the attainment of the MDGs and the Vision 
2030 goals. Despite the critical functions wetlands provide they are 
constantly under threat and many continue to be degraded and even 
lost at an alarming pace.

The Kenya Wetlands Atlas provides visual evidence of the 
extent and severity of the changes taking place in Kenya’s wetlands 
spanning thirty years, mostly occasioned by intense detrimental 
human activities. The Atlas is the first major publication depicting 
the dynamics in Kenya’s wetlands using satellite imagery. The site-
specific, side-by-side display of “before and after” satellite images show 
different kinds of changes in wetland ecosystems all over the country 
such as: agricultural encroachment; urban growth into wetland 
areas; altered hydrology (dams, shrinking lakes, river diversions, and 
drained wetlands); modified and degraded coastal areas; and the 
impacts of climate change. The satellite images and the story lines are 
supported by graphs, maps, and photographs to provide complete 
and compelling scientific evidence. It is important to note that the 
different sites highlighted by the change pairs in the Atlas only serve 
as examples to illustrate that degradation and loss of Kenya’s wetland 
ecosystems is a widespread problem that needs to be urgently 
addressed. 

The visual story told by these images should spur action among 
all decision makers in the country and trigger concerted remedial 
action at all governance levels. The Atlas, among others;

• provides scientific evidence of environmental change in Kenya’s 
wetlands and raises decision-makers’ awareness about its causes 
and effects;

• depicts the links between wetland ecosystems and people by 
showing where and how human populations have interacted 
with the wetlands and how the population may be affected by 
the highlighted and anticipated changes;

• provides resource materials for educational purposes.

The Kenya Wetlands Atlas is a very valuable resource for all who 
have an interest in the sustainable management and conservation of 
Kenya’s wetlands. It is the result of collaboration among many partners 
of the Government of Kenya. I would like to express the gratitude of 
the Government of Kenya to our partners in this process, especially 
the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and the United 
States Government whose support through its technical agencies 
not only made the availability and analysis of satellite data possible 
but also made capacity building of our national experts possible. I am 
confident that this Atlas will raise the stature of the country’s wetlands 
and provide evidence-based information to support the process of 
formulating the National Wetlands Policy.

Ali D. Mohamed, CBS
Permanent Secretary
Ministry of Environment and Mineral Resources
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