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Country Note 6.2 
Kenya

Headline facts
The MDGs are strongly interdependent and 
programme interventions must reflect this. 
Water, sanitation and hygiene deliver outcomes 
across the MDGs.

 Child Health
 Children are the most vulnerable to the 

effects of unhygienic environments, including 
disasters and conflicts over resources, such as 
water.

 Environment
 Water pollution, which to some extent is 

caused by indiscriminate disposal of solid 
and liquid waste particularly faecal matter, 
is a major environmental concern in Kenya. 
Wastewater from burst sewers contributes 
to environmental contamination by creating 
pools of water which are conducive to the 
proliferation of insect and other disease 
vectors.

 Gender
 Improving access to water and equipping 

women with the necessary resource 
management skills can empower them to 
use water for afforestation activities. This 
is particularly critical in ensuring better 
management and sustainability of the environment in rural Kenya.

 Poverty
 The majority of Kenyans live below the poverty line. Using appropriate 

technology to provide water promotes agricultural activities as a means 
to address poverty for those who depend on subsistence farming for their 
livelihoods. This is essential in ensuring environmental sustainability.

The ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY 
Millennium Development Goal
What water, sanitation and hygiene can do 
in Kenya

The Millennium 
Development Goals
In September 2000, the United 
Nations Millennium Summit 
agreed a set of time-bound 
and measurable goals aimed 
at combating poverty, hunger, 
illiteracy, environmental 
degradation and discrimination 
against women.

The seventh Millennium 
Development Goal (MDG) 
is to ensure environmental 
sustainability. One of 
the targets is to halve the 
proportion of people without 
sustainable access to safe 
drinking water (1.1 billion) 
and basic sanitation 
(2.4 billion) by 2015.

Target 11 of this MDG is 
to achieve a significant 
improvement in the lives 
of at least 100 million slum 
dwellers.
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The facts
 Access to safe water and sanitation is the foundation of a healthy childhood, 

and is central to the survival and development of children.

 Appropriate environmental management through improved sanitation is 
critical in the prevention and control of major child killer diseases in Kenya 
such as malaria.

 Young children are at the highest risk of dying from water- and sanitation-
related illnesses including diarrhoea resulting from unhygienic disposal of 
faecal matter, which leads to pollution of water sources.

 In slum areas of Kenyan cities, morbidity and mortality rates stemming from 
environmental conditions are significantly higher than those in non-slum 
areas of cities due to poor sanitation and lack of safe water.

 Unsanitary conditions and practices at the household level such as the 
absence of sanitary facilities, unsafe waste disposal practices and unhygienic 
food preparation, expose children to an unsafe environment with consequent 
health risks.

 Water scarcity makes it difficult to maintain domestic and personal hygiene, 
which can result in an outbreak of water washed diseases such as scabies and 
trachoma. Both have debilitating effects especially in children.

 Indiscriminate disposal of wastes and use of ‘flying toilets’ for human wastes 
disposal is both a health risk and is unsightly.

Why water, sanitation and hygiene?
 Lack of water supplies in informal settlements means that residents purchase 

water from private suppliers which is often expensive. This reduces the 
amount of disposable income available for other household needs e.g. buying 
foodstuffs.

 Appropriate sanitation reduces the transmission of faecal-oral diseases and 
parasitic infections by preventing faecal contamination of water and soil.

 The act of washing hands with water and soap can reduce diarrhoea 
transmission among children by one third. If this simple act were coupled 
with hygienic environments the result would be significant improvements in 
health.

Child Health

The facts
 Kenya is characterized by a limited 

natural resource base often exploited 
using inappropriate technology. This 
leads to the unsustainable use of 
resources creating an imbalance in the 
ecosystems.

 The primary source of water 
contamination in informal settlements 
in Kenya is human faeces due to the 
lack of adequate sanitation facilities.

 Improper and indiscriminate 
waste disposal is unsightly, leaves 
unpleasant smells and is hazardous to 
those living nearby.

 Most households in rural Kenya lack 
appropriate technologies to practice 
environmentally sound economic 
activities.

Why water, sanitation and 
hygiene?
 Appropriate solid and liquid waste 

management particularly in peri-
urban areas of Kenya allows reuse 
of resources through recycling. This 
is a source of income for community 
groups and reduces pressure on the 
natural resource base leading to 
sustainable livelihoods.

 Improved access to water, sanitation 
and hygiene among communities 
living in informal settlements 
such as Kibera, empowers the 
residents to invest time and effort in 
environmental conservation efforts.

 Improved sanitation through provision 
of latrines for human waste disposal 
is an important step towards curbing 
the widespread use of plastics for 
‘flying toilets’ in slums. This mitigates 
environmental degradation in these 
settlements.

 The construction of latrines and 
earth dams as integral components of 
water and sanitation interventions is 
essential in mitigating the negative 
impacts of natural disasters such as El 
Nino in Kenya.

 Improved water management 
activities reduce mosquito breeding 
sites and consequently the incidence 
of malaria.

Environment
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The facts
 Women bear the brunt of the burden of fetching water and are most affected 

by low water security.

 Gender mainstreaming in interventions aimed at promoting environmental 
sustainability is key as women play a major role in the provision of water, 
food and firewood for domestic use.

 Environmental degradation impacts on the most socio-economically 
disadvantaged members, who are often women. Specifically, more women 
than men are sole parents and work part-time.

 Women grow a substantial proportion of the world’s food, and there is 
considerable evidence that their labour intensive food production practices 
tend to be environmentally sound, and contribute substantially to food 
production, while at the same time protecting the resource base.

 Women are mainly responsible for ensuring that the environment around the 
home in which children live and play is safe.

Why water, sanitation and hygiene?
 Improved water and sanitation facilities within reasonable distances enhance 

women’s dignity, status and opportunities in Kenya.

 Access to a safe water supply reduces the time women spend collecting water 
and therefore enables them to engage in other productive activities.

 Where there are working and well maintained sanitation facilities for girls, 
school enrolment and performance increases.

 Improved water and sanitation facilities will reduce the burden of domestic 
tasks releasing women to engage in for example, environmental conservation 
activities, especially in arid regions.

 Improved access to water, sanitation and hygiene contributes to appropriate 
environmental management to promote people’s health and to greater hope 
and better opportunities for the future generations in Kenya.

Gender

The facts
 In Kenya about 70% of the land is 

classified as arid and semi arid. The 
poor communities living in these areas 
are most vulnerable to the effects of 
environmental degradation including 
frequent droughts.

 The poor bear the brunt of water 
scarcity, pollution, droughts and 
flooding resulting from inappropriate 
environmental management practices.

 In Kenya there is a need to improve 
water security, sanitation and hygiene, 
especially for poor peri-urban and 
rural dwellers who often live in harsh 
environmental conditions.

 Pollution control can enhance 
environmental sustainability leading 
to better health among the poor who 
are most vulnerable.

Why water, sanitation and 
hygiene?
 Increased access to water and its 

management, especially in small 
scale farming using appropriate 
technologies such as drip irrigation, is 
essential in boosting economic growth 
and the reduction of poverty among 
the rural poor in Kenya.

 The provision of safe water and 
adequate sanitation contributes to 
better human health thus enabling the 
populace to fully engage in income 
generating activities.

 Increased access to safe water and 
sanitation, especially among the poor, 
saves household income which can 
be used to purchase other household 
needs.

 Improved water, sanitation and 
hygiene are essential in mitigating the 
effects of natural resource degradation 
and contribute to the enhancement of 
people’s livelihoods and health. This 
is critical in promoting sustainable 
economic growth.

Poverty
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This Country Note presents evidence for 
the impact of water supply, sanitation 
and improved hygiene on environmental 
sustainability.
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Why Kenya should Focus on  
Environmental Sustainability

The facts
 Without appropriate environmental management, sustainable health and 

development cannot be achieved in Kenya.

 With improved access to water, communities could, for example, be supported 
to initiate tree nurseries for eventual afforestation of depleted vegetation 
cover.

 Significant burden of diseases affecting Kenyan population emanate from 
poor environments. 
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