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SOLVING THE GREAT FOOD PUZZLE:
SCALING FOOD SYSTEMS  
TRANSFORMATION IN KENYA
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Kenya will need to make significant transformations 
throughout the country’s food system to meet climate, biodiversity and 
health objectives.

Kenya is a biodiversity hotspot which requires the country to 
integrate actions to reduce land conversions and scale nature-positive 
food production systems for global climate and biodiversity goals to be 
met.

Kenya is a signatory to various food, biodiversity, climate and other 
development commitments, hence the need to leverage strong 
national-level commitments for successful integration and 
implementation of key food system transformation levers. 

The country has varied food systems spanning the environment, 
economy, and society implying the need for both broad based and 
targeted actions to transform food systems at the national level. 

Transforming the Kenya food system requires supporting 
smallholder farmers, improving land tenure rights, developing 
research and development and, redirecting subsidies towards nature-
positive food systems. 

Required stakeholders: Beyond state and non-state actors, 
smallholder farmers, women, youth, indigenous people, local 
communities and other historically-marginalized and vulnerable 
people need to be involved in shaping transformations.

INTRODUCTION
Kenya, like any other developing country, is faced with the triple challenge of food 
security, nature loss and climate change. Yet it is home to rich wildlife and biodiversity, 
implying the need for any food systems transformations to consider diverse community 
needs, biodiversity and climate goals. Kenya is a signatory to several global commitments 
aimed at achieving global development targets and goals that are necessary to provide a 
roadmap for its food system transformation. Significant transformations are therefore 
needed throughout the Kenya food system to meet climate, biodiversity and health 
objectives. Although information on global food transformations towards sustainability 
exists, there is a knowledge gap on how transformations towards more healthy and 
sustainable food systems might play out at the national level, hence the need for country-
level analysis. Such an analysis entails identification of challenges and opportunities while 
providing a better understanding of how food system transformations may take place 
at the national level.  As part of the WWF Solving the Great Food Puzzle report Kenya 
was analysed in comparison to Brazil, Colombia and the UAE. This synthesis is focused 
on Kenya and provides information on the Kenya food system from a conservation 
lens, provides the typology of the Kenyan food system, identifies key levers for the 
transformation of the food system, and further provides recommendations on the critical 
levers for transforming Kenya’s food system. The report demonstrates myriad ways in 
which food system transformations could be achieved in Kenya.

ANALYSIS OF THE KENYA FOOD SYSTEMS FROM A 
CONSERVATION LENS 
Kenya is a signatory to a number of global commitments focusing on food and 
environment and has translated these commitments into policy frameworks that include 
the Agriculture Sector Transformation and growth strategy 2019-2029; the green 
economy strategy and implementation plan 2016 to 2030; the Kenya climate-smart 
agriculture strategy and implementation framework (2017 to 2026); and the Kenya 
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Nationally Determined Contributions (2020). All these policies identify a number of 
actions that aim to shift the country to a nature-positive food system. To analyse the 
Kenya food system, Solving the Great Food Puzzle proposes a food systems typology 
based on six variables that may have a disproportionate impact on a country’s ability to 
achieve climate and biodiversity goals and can also influence the trade-offs that a country 
must contend with when implementing policy (Table 1). 

Table 1. Overview of the characteristics of a TYPE II food systems (of which Kenya is an example)  

The analysis shows that the environmental impacts of the Kenya food system are 
relatively low, with lower greenhouse gas emissions and biodiversity loss per capita than 
other countries analysed.  However, at the local level, there is need to diversify food 
production so as to guarantee nutritious and sustainable diets, reduce food loss and 
waste, and adopt nature-positive food production practices at scale. Only by applying a 
food systems approach that incorporates actions in all three of these areas, can we meet 
global climate commitments, stem biodiversity loss and ensure food security and healthy 
diets for a growing population.

IDENTIFICATION OF KEY LEVERS FOR TRANSFORMATION 
OF THE KENYA FOOD SYSTEM
To allow for meaningful identification of policy actions required to transform the 
country’s food system, 20 transformation levers were identified. The transformation 
levers were developed through an in-depth analysis which included interviews with 
stakeholders across each of the national food systems studied, consultation with food 
systems experts and an extensive literature review.  The 20 levers were clustered in six 
thematic areas namely: Natural resources management, Governance and institutions, 
Education and knowledge, Technology, Trade and Finance. These were used to effectively 
analyse the similarities and differences in actions needed, across all three action areas 
(nutrition and diets, food loss and waste, and production). 

Based on the six major clusters, a number of levers provide higher potential to help 
develop the policy actions required to transform the Kenya food system as shown below;

• Natural resources governance: Kenya will need to optimise land use while 
increasing diversity to allow for increased production and resilience in food systems.

• Governance and institutions:  Governance is a critical lever for the transformation 
of Kenya’s food system, key actions entail supporting smallholder farmers, improving 
land tenure rights and strengthening national-level commitments.

• Education and knowledge: Of utmost importance is to strengthen research and 
development. This would, however, be supported by other levers such as increasing 
public awareness through extension delivery and promoting traditional indigenous 
knowledge including traditional foods.

• Technology: Kenya needs to develop green infrastructure and adopt tech to support 
production and food loss and waste management.

• Trade: Kenya being a food insecure country, needs to redirect subsidies towards 
nature-positive production, provide an enabling environment for the importation of 
healthy foods, and to some extent develop nature-positive supply chains.

• Finance: Kenya needs to redirect subsidies to improve production, and finance 
school food and public procurement programs

Production System

Self-Sufficiency

Food Security

Consumption Patterns

Biodiversity Hotspot

Irrecoverable Carbon

Variables

Most of the land/waters are farmed/fished by smallholders and 
artisans, although some industrial food production may exist. 

Sufficient land and water resources exist to produce enough 
food to meet domestic demand. Food may still be imported but 
this is not driven by land and resource constraints.

Although enough food can be produced domestically, a large 
percentage of the population remain food insecure due to 
agricultural inefficiencies and internal problems related to 
access, availability, and affordability of food. 

The per capita impacts from food consumption are below 
planetary boundaries. Intake of certain foods may need to be 
increased to tackle burdens of undernutrition.

High levels of biodiversity richness are found in much of the 
country, with large areas considered biodiversity hotspots.

Moderate levels of carbon reserves can be found in the country 
with little to no areas containing high density reserves of 
irrecoverable carbon.

Type II
Kenya
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Since significant resources are needed to invest in full 
implementation of the all levers, the country needs to use 
available tools to select a handful of manageable levers 
that are useful for policymakers as they develop national 
roadmaps for action. 

BEWARE OF TRADE-OFFS 
Even if some levers advance nature, climate and health 
goals, there could be trade-offs in areas including culture, 
tradition, food security, jobs, livelihoods, equity, and 
wellbeing.  For instance, the use of technology could 
increase emissions, a reason for the emphasis on green 
infrastructure. Increasing production and consumption 
could lead to food loss and waste requiring that circular 
food systems be adopted to facilitate recycling and reducing 
emissions related to food waste. As producers shift towards 
nature-positive food systems, this could come with reduction 
in food supplies and income losses, requiring that the 
country has appropriate safety nets to cater for short term 
food reductions.

STAKEHOLDERS SUPPORT 
A full range of stakeholders will be required to implement 
national-level food systems transformation - including 
policymakers, the private sector, scientists, non-
governmental organisations, the private sector, and 
individuals. Explicitly, smallholder farmers, women, youth, 
indigenous people, local communities and other historically-
marginalized and vulnerable people need to be involved in 
shaping transformations.

Synthesis by Nancy Rapando, 
WWF Africa Food Future Initiative Lead
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