
economic consolidation, aimed at bringing about a
balance between rural and urban growth (GOK 1993:6).
However, while demographic projections show that
rural migration will also slow down, the position in
respect of the economy has not been good. Economic
growth has slowed from an average of 3.8 per cent per
annum in 1986-90. It further continued to decline, from
1.8 per cent in 1998 to 1.4 per cent in 1999, -0.2 per
cent in 2000 and increased marginally to 1.2 per cent in
2001 (GOK 2002). As is clear from Table 1, Nairobi
continues to have the dominant share of the national
urban population. With an urban primacy index of 2.6,
Nairobi has continued to develop as a primate city in
Kenya, based on the “Eleven-City Index” on urban
primacy (GOK 2002:236).

2 History of Nairobi3

The City of Nairobi owes its birth and growth to the
Kenya Uganda Railway (KUR). The railhead reached
Nairobi in May 1899 “enroute” to the present day
Kisumu part of what is now Uganda. The moving of the
railway headquarters from Mombasa to Nairobi by its
chief engineer, Sir George Whitehouse resulted in the
subsequent growth of Nairobi as a commercial and
business hub of the then British East Africa protectorate
(Situma 1992:167). By 1900, Nairobi had already

I INTRODUCTION: THE CITY

A. THE URBAN CONTEXT

1. National Overview 
Urbanisation in Kenya has a long history with urban

agglomeration in the form of trading centres being found
along the Kenyan coast as early as the 9th Century AD
(Obudho 1988: 3) . However, the growth of many urban
centres can be traced to the pre-independence period
when they were used as centres of administrative and
political control by the colonial authorities (UNCHS
1985). Table 1.0 shows that the process of urbanisation
in Kenya, which had been rapid in the 1979-1989
period, seems to be declining. The proportion of
Kenyans living in urban centres1 increased from 5.1 per
cent in 1948 to 15.1 per cent in 1979, to 18.0 per cent
in 1989 and 34.8 per cent in 2000. There are currently
194 urban centres, with 45 per cent of the urban popu-
lation residing in Nairobi (GOK 1996:35; GOK 1989:74;
GOK 2001).

The growth of the urban population, which has
resulted from both natural population growth and rural-
urban migration, has led to an increased demand for
resources required to meet the consequent demand for
infrastructure services (Olima 2001). Statistical analysis
shows that the rank size distribution of the urban places
that comprise this urban population is and will be well
distributed, corresponding to what regional geographers
would consider as balanced (GOK 1993:7) 

The evident slowing2 of growth of the urban popula-
tion in Kenya opens up possibilities for social and
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become a large and flourishing place with the settle-
ment consisting mainly of the railway buildings and
separate areas for Europeans and Indians, the latter
being mainly the labourers employed on the construc-
tion of the railway. There was practically no African
Settlement. In the same year, 1900 Nairobi assumed
the function it was to perform as the capital of Kenya,
with the boundary of the urban centre being defined.

In 1907, Nairobi became the
capital of Kenya. In 1950, it
became a city. The population
density in Nairobi has shown an
increasing trend as Table 2
clearly shows.

3. The Physical City
Nairobi4 lies at the southern

end of Kenya’s agricultural heart-
land, 1.19 degrees south of the
Equator and 36.59 degrees east
of meridian 70. Its altitude varies
between 1,600 and 1,850 metres
above sea level. The climate is
generally a temperate tropical
climate, with cool evenings and
mornings becoming distinctly
cold during the rainy seasons.
There are long rainy periods
between April and June, while the
short rains come in November
and early December. There is a
constant of 12 hours of daylight.
Average daily temperatures

range from 29º C in the dry season to 24º C during the
rest of the year.

4. Spatial Development of Nairobi 
From its earliest times, emerging spatial patterns in

Nairobi showed segregation between the Central
Business District (CBD) and European, Asian and
African residential areas. Map 1 shows the extent of
Nairobi around 1906. By 1909 much of the internal struc-
ture especially the road network was developed. The
boundary of Nairobi was extended in 1927 to cover 30
square miles (77 km2) as a result mainly of the rapid
growth of the urban centre both in terms of population
and infrastructure. 

From 1928 to 1963, this boundary remained the same
with only minor additions and excisions taking place. In
1963, the boundary of Nairobi was extended to cover an
area of approximately 266 square miles (686 km2).
There have not been any boundary changes since then.
From this early growth, the city’s functions have devel-
oped and expanded such that today it has achieved an
overwhelming dominance in the political, social, cultural
and economic life of the people of Kenya and the whole
of the Eastern Africa region.

The Nairobi Municipal Committee Regulations of 1960
defined the initial boundaries for the then Nairobi town
as:

“The area within a radius of one and a half miles
[about 2.25 km] from the offices of the sub-commis-
sioner of the then Ukambani Province” (Morgan,
1967:102 in Obudho and Aduwo, 1992: 51).

Source: GOK (2002), p235

Table 1: Kenya: Trends and Patterns of Urbanisation by Province, 1962 to 1999

Prov-
ince

Urban Population

Share as % of
National
Urban

Population

Intercensal
Growth Rate

(%)

1962 1969 1979 1989 1999 1989 1999 1979-
89

1989-
99

Nairobi 343,500 506,286 827,775 1,324,570 2,087,668 34.1 38.9 4.7 4.5

Central 35,407 45,955 128,932 309,821 354,017 8.0 6.6 8.8 1.3

Coast 195,834 283,652 406,991 588,470 894,311 15.2 16.7 3.7 4.2

Eastern 28,746 37,965 233,316 354,359 265,280 9.1 5.0 4.2 2.9

Nyanza 28,068 43,829 207,757 352,527 423,183 9.1 7.9 5.3 1.8

Rift
Valley 112,517 148,576 341,696 672,177 940,311 17.3 17.5 6.8 3.4

Western 3,939 10,645 105,743 186,049 270,503 4.8 5.1 5.6 3.7

North
Eastern 63,486 90,724 125,644 2.3 2.3 3.6 3.3

Total 747,651 1,079,908 2,315,696 3,878,697 5,360,917 100.0 100.0 5.2 3.2

YEAR AREA
(hectares) POPULATION % INCREASE IN

POPULATION

DENSITY
(persons

per
hectare)

1906 1,813 11,512 6

1928 2,537 29,864 159.4 12

1931 2,537 47,919 60.5 19

1936 2,537 49,600 3.5 20

1944 2,537 108,900 119.6 43

1948 8,315 118,976 9.3 14

1963 68,945 342,764 188.1 5

1969 68,945 509,286 48.6 7

1979 68,945 827,755 62.5 12

1989 68,945 1,324,570 60.0 19

1999
68,945 2,143,254 61.8

31

Table 2:  Population of Nairobi Between 1906 and 1999

Source: Compiled from Olima 2001
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of incomes as well as population densities. The people
living in the western suburbs are generally the more
affluent while the lower and middle-income elements of
society dominate the eastern suburbs. Nairobi displays
a complex surface structure, making it difficult to deci-
pher the distinct land uses of the city surface. Inevitably,
there are wide variations in population density reflecting
different land use patterns within what Obudho and
Aduwo (1988) see as six distinct and different land use
divisions, namely; the Central Business District (CBD);
Industrial Area; public and private open spaces; public
land; residential areas; and undeveloped land. The
spatially divided internal structure is based on land uses
and income levels (Olima 2001).

5. Demographics of Nairobi 
Apart from both the CBD and industrial areas which

contain low population densities and a low incidence of
housing Obudho and Aduwo (1988) indicated five resi-
dential areas of varying population density and social
mix, also depicted in Table 3. These are:

Â Upper Nairobi lying to the west and north of the CBD.
This is an area of low density, high-income population
(2-25 people per hectare in 1980) and comprises many
of the former well-known expatriate residential areas
such as Woodley, Kileleshwa, Kilimani, Lavington,
Bernard, Thomson and Muthaiga.
Â Parklands, Eastleigh and Nairobi South, an area of
medium income, medium density population (30-40
people per hectare in 1980) and consists of mainly
owner-occupier housing (many owned by Asians).
Â Karen and Langata, to the south and south-east, are
also high income, low-density residential areas, typified
by large housing, gardens and paddocks. These areas
are in transitional phase in that several mid-income
estates often owner-occupied by civil servants are grow-
ing to absorb the population spilling from the other
areas.
Â Eastlands in the marginalised urban fringe to the east
of and away from the CBD, is a low-income densely-
populated area (50-300 people per hectare in 1980)
with the core region of old NCC housing areas and new
institutional housing estates (Race Course, Ngara,
Shauri Moyo, Pumwani, Mathare Valley, Eastleigh,
Kariobangi, Kaloleni, Bahati, Jericho, Mbotela, Dandora
- bywords for urban deprivation and disadvantage)
reaching densities of 200-300 people per hectare in
1980).
Â Mathare Valley to the east of the city and Kibera to
the west form the most famous, largest uncontrolled
urban settlements in the city, reaching staggering densi-
ties of 1,250 people per hectare in 1980. The popula-
tions of these (and other areas like Korogocho and
Kawangware) grew by 220% between 1969 intercensal
period. They are characterised by the uncontrolled,
spontaneous mushrooming of squatter settlements5

UNDERSTANDING SLUMS: Case Stud ies  fo r  the  G loba l  Repor t  on  Human Set t lements  2003

Map 2.0 illustrates the boundary changes that took
place from 1900 until 1963 after which they have not
changed. The population of the town has also changed
significantly. Its main sources of growth have been
immigration especially from Central Province. The long
distance sources have been mainly the Eastern,
Nyanza and Western Provinces of Kenya (Obudho and
Aduwo 1992:58). Other sources of population growth
have been the boundary changes and natural growth
factors.

By 1963 the Africans, who formed a major part of the
population, lived in the eastern parts, while the
Europeans and Asians lived in the western suburbs
with access to better services. This position is reflected
today not so much in terms of race, but rather in terms

Map 1: The City of Nairobi Circa 1906

Source: White et. al. 1948:11

Map 2: Nairobi Boundary Changes 1906 to 1963

Source: Obudho, R.A and G.O. Aduwo (1992:53)
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created by low-income migrants fleeing from the rapidly
rising costs of living in the city but fleeing into cardboard
cities along valleys close to the CBD itself. Here there
are rapid shifts and movements of the population, short-
ages of accommodation, high rents and overcrowding.
Here is to be observed the starkest interrelationship
between income structures and housing and schooling
opportunities and the inadequate distribution of school-
ing and educational opportunities despite the high profile
of social demand for education in the country as a whole.
It is a sharp illustration of “subsistence urbanism”.

6. The Urban Economy of Nairobi
In Nairobi, 86.3 per cent of the people aged between

15 and 64, are economically active (GOK 2002: 210).
Since independence, there has been considerable
growth in wage employment in the modern sector. As
illustrated in Figure 1.0, access to formal sector employ-
ment declined marginally by -0.43 per cent between
1998 and 2001. In spite of this decline, Nairobi still
dominates urban formal sector employment, contribut-
ing 29.3 per cent of the active population.

However, there has been a decline in wage employ-
ment in the public sector in Kenya owing to the restruc-

turing and privatisation programme introduced in 1990.
Wage employment in Nairobi includes the following: in
1998 67,900 individuals in Nairobi’s labour force were in
manufacturing industry; 39,700 in building and
construction; 57,300 in trade, restaurants, and hotels;
42,200 in finance, insurance, real estate and business
services; while community, social, and personal serv-
ices employed 155,900 people (Government of Kenya
1999a. 48).

The livelihood of most inhabitants of Nairobi comes
from informal economic activities, and formal wage
employment has been decreasing, as the public sector
continues to retrench its employees. The informal
sector where most of the poor belong has been noted to
generate more employment than the formal sector.
Estimates of the size of the informal sector vary. The
2002 Economic Survey, (GOK 2002), as illustrated in
Figure 1 shows that the contribution of informal sector
employment has grown by 176 per cent compared to
–0.43 per cent from the formal sector.

Those with relatively little capital can accede to infor-
mal income-generating activities as the unregulated
and unprotected production of goods and provision of
services. Earnings from many informal sector activities
in Nairobi compare favourably with those from urban



zones. Some sell in large quantities and regulate the
major supplies to urban areas. The majority engages in
retail trade in small kiosks that sell consumables.
Others are engaged in distributing sisal products such
as ropes for making “kiondos,” a type of local basket.
The second category comprises urban women who sell
a variety of goods ranging from food and jewellery to
imported new and old shoes and clothing. Such women
live within low and medium-income zones in Nairobi
(Mwatha 1988).

The informal sector contributes significantly to
Nairobi’s economy and has strong backward linkages
with commercial and public enterprises. The creation of
employment opportunities in this sector is not neces-
sarily dependent upon direct public expenditure and
commitment of public investment in advance. The
other advantages of the informal sector are that it uses
simple technology appropriate to the resource base of
the communities and that it produces jobs at lower
costs. Despite the growth of this sector, unemployment
is particularly widespread among young urban dwellers
and women.

7. Governance
In terms of governance, the City of Nairobi falls under

the Nairobi City Council (NCC), which is composed of
elected members who form the council and the execu-
tive staff who run the day-to-day activities of the coun-
cil. The Nairobi City Council is governed in its opera-
tions by a variety of legal statutes and administrative
decrees from the Office of the President (OP) and the
Ministry of Local Authorities (MOLA). The Local
Government Act, Chapter 265 of the Laws of Kenya is
the main legal statute that governs the operations of
the NCC. Currently the statute is under review. 

In effecting its mandate, the NCC is divided into
operational departments, which are supervised by
overseeing committees made up of councillors, as
shown in Figure 3.

The full council consists of 55 elected councillors and
18 nominated councillors, giving a total number of 73
councillors in the Nairobi City Council. These councillors,
for purposes of policy making and overseeing are organ-
ised into committees as is shown in Table 4.

The Nairobi City Council (NCC) provides a wide
range of services, through the various departments
shown in Table 4. In this role, the NCC’s efforts are
augmented by a number of government agencies and
private sector organisations, which are active in the
process of infrastructure delivery and management as
illustrated in Figure 4. Figure 4 shows the partnerships
and interactions between these various agencies.
These partnerships have been characterised by a lack
of co-ordination, and at times outright hostility in their
actions. The sufferer has increasingly been the urban
resident, and more so those who live in the informal
settlements.

UNDERSTANDING SLUMS: Case Stud ies  fo r  the  G loba l  Repor t  on  Human Set t lements  2003

With the advent of multipartyism and an era of more
openness and transparency in the conduct of public
affairs, new multi-stakeholder partnerships have
evolved. Examples of these include the Nairobi Informal
Settlements Co-ordinating Committee (NISCC), the
Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs) and the
Local Authority Transfer Fund (LATF). These partner-
ships have evolved out of a number of concerns,
namely:
Â The increasing poverty in the informal settlements
Â The need for increasing the resource base of local 

authorities
Â The deteriorating housing situation in the informal 

settlements
Â Recognition of the need to incorporate local 

communities in prioritising poverty reduction inter
ventions

The partnerships have included the private and public
sectors, civil society and donors in their efforts aimed at
facilitating sustainable access to affordable and decent
shelter for all, particularly vulnerable groups such as
women and children. The principle of multi-stakeholder
partnerships in addressing economic development
issues has been embedded in the national planning
process. Consequently, the principle is also being
applied in addressing urban problems, including slums.
It is still too early to make a definitive statement regard-
ing the efficacy of these partnerships. 

However, it suffices to say that one of the benefits that
they have brought to the whole process has been that
of expanding opportunities of residents of informal

Table 4: Committees and Departments of the City
Council of Nairobi

COMMITTEE DEPARTMENTS

Finance, Staffing & General
Purposes Town Clerk

Education City Treasurer's Department

Water & Sewerage/Sanitation Water and Sewage Department

Public Health Educational Department

Environmental Public Health Department

Public Works City Engineer's Department

City Planning City Inspectorate Department

Social Services & Housing City Planning Department

City Inspectorate Social Services and housing
Department

Department of Environment

Housing and Development

Nairobi City Library Services

Source: Author's construct 2002

5



Urban Slums Reports: The case of Nairobi, Kenya

Figure 2: The Urban Governance Framework - Nairobi City

Figure 3: Council and Committee Structure of the City of Nairobi
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settlements. In this regard, a rapid survey of participants
in these partnerships notes that “although authorities
and communities press for quick results, development
agencies must also emphasise the process, for it
remains important” (World Bank and DFID 2002:v). A
major problem that has been observed, was that each
of the supposed partners has evolved parallel service
delivery approaches which has tended to weaken the
process of infrastructure service delivery in local author-
ities (ibid). 

However, the performance of the NCC, which is a key
partner in all efforts aimed at resolving the problems in
informal settlements, has been poor. Commentators on
the management of NCC are invariably in agreement on
this point A noted commentator on urban issues in
Kenya observes that 

“The provision of basic urban services has not kept
pace with the rapid growth of the city. The vast the
majority of the urban poor do not have access to such
services, which are inadequate and not properly main-
tained. Whereas the urban population has doubled in
size during the past decade, infrastructure development
has proceeded far more slowly. The result has been an
ever-widening gap between the need for and the supply
of essential services. Revenue is collected primarily
from property taxes (80 per cent in 1986/87), and from

fees (4 per cent), rents (15 per cent), and other sources,
but is not adequate to finance urban services”
(Mazingira Institute, 1993, p. 10).  

Revenue sources have been depleted because of the
central government abolition of the Graduated Personal
Tax. Although a Local Service Charge Tax was intro-
duced in 1988, (and later withdrawn in 2000) because of
corruption, mismanagement, and cross-indebtedness
between the central government and the NCC between
1973 and 1988 the NCC is still running a serious finan-
cial deficit (Obudho 1997).

The revenue problem is compounded by the exten-
sive and pervasive corruption that permeates NCC as
documented by the Centre for Law and Research
International (CLARION 2001:23-28)6. In support of this
view the NCC, was ranked the fifth most corrupt public
sector organisation in a recent survey by Transparency
International. This poor performance by the NCC has
had a negative impact on the large population of people
living in Nairobi’s informal settlements. Thus, any efforts
at improving the lives of slum dwellers must also



II. SLUMS AND POVERTY

B. TYPES OF SLUMS

Slums in Nairobi are generally of two types, namely
squatter settlements and those that arise out of illegal
sub-divisions of either government or private land. A
number of slums are located on land unsuitable for
construction, especially of residential housing.

1. Location of Major Informal Settlements
in Nairobi

Informal settlements are widely located across the
city. However, their location has largely been defined by
their proximity to areas where their residents are able to
get employment, as is shown in Map 3. For example,
Kibera, one of the largest slums has access to the
Industrial Area. Most slum dwellers walk to work in the
morning to the industrial area and nearby sources of
employment.

2. Population Characteristics of Informal 
Settlements

Slums accommodate the majority of the city popula-
tion. They have high densities compared to both middle
and high-income residential areas, as is evident from
Table 5. Calculations for one of the slums, Huruma,
shows household densities in five villages in the area
covered:
Â Kambi Moto 539 households on 0.4 hectares

with densities of 1,347 people/ha
Â Mahiira 384 households on 0.427 with densities

of 899 people/ha
Â Redeemed 259 households on 0.96 hectares

with densities of 269 people/ha
Â Ghetto 813 households on 0.28 hectares with

densities of 2,309 people/ha
Â Gitathuru 311 households on 1.75 hectares with

densities of 177 people/ha

C. OFFICIAL AND UNOFFICIAL
DEFINITIONS OF SLUMS  

The concepts slums and informal settlements are
often used interchangeably in Kenya and there is no
official definition of slums or informal settlements.
Instead, different works have provided characteristics of
slums and settlements. The MATRIX study of 1993
provides a good summary of these characteristics:
Â Structure owners have either a quasi-legal right

of occupation or no rights at all
Â Structures are constructed largely of temporary

materials and do not conform to minimum standards
Â The majority of structures are let on a room-to-

room basis and the majority of households occupy a
single room

Â



C. OFFICIAL AND UNOFFICIAL
DEFINITIONS OF POVERTY

The poor are defined as those who cannot afford
basic food and non-food items (World Bank 2001)  In
1997, the minimum cost to satisfy a daily requirement of

2,250 calories was estimated to be Ksh. 927 per person
per month in rural areas and Ksh. 1,254 in urban areas.
These define the food poverty line. When non-food
necessities were added, the overall poverty line in the
rural areas was taken as Ksh. 1,239 per person per
month and for urban areas as Ksh. 2,648. Over the past
decade, data on the incidence of poverty come from
three Welfare Monitoring Surveys (1992, 1994, and
1997) and two Participatory Poverty Assessments (1994
and 1996). Earlier estimates were derived from a Rural
Household Budget Survey (1981-82), an Urban
Household Budget Survey (1982 – 83) and the
Integrated Rural Survey (1974 – 75). 

A rapid survey of NGOs showed that some of them
viewed absolute poverty as lack of basic needs. Local
government officials on the other hand perceived
poverty to mean the inability of persons to access basic
needs. Central government officials interviewed said
that poverty was a state of deprivation, whereby people
cannot afford adequate quantities of basic requirements
such as food, shelter, healthcare and water.

Absolute Poverty Approach A household was consid-
ered poor if its members could not afford the recom-
mended food energy intake plus a minimum allowance
for non-food consumption. 

Literature on poverty in Kenya recognises it as being
a multi-dimensional phenomenon (Ayako and
Katumanga 1997:6; Karirah-Gitau 1999:17; GOK
1998:16; GOK 1998b: 34). Officially, poverty is defined
using two concepts, income poverty and food poverty,
as shown in Table 6. The measurement of poverty in
Kenya has been undertaken since the 1970s reflecting
the persistency of poverty and government concerns
with it, although it is only from the late 1990s that
poverty has become a front line development issue.
Manda et. al. (2001) point out that poverty estimates in
Kenya have been carried out through the Integrated
Rural Surveys of 1974/75, Rural and Urban Household
Budget Surveys of 1981/82 and Welfare Monitoring
Surveys of 1992, 1994 and 1997. They suggest that one
notable feature of these surveys was that they were all
household based. Thus, in the light of recent develop-
ments, certain social groups, such as street families,
beggars, and women in destitute conditions were
excluded. Many of these are urban based.

A summary of the resulting poverty estimates is
presented in Appendix 1. GOK (1998) in its discussion
notes the following reasons for the changes over the
years in the various poverty concepts, approaches and



Â Scarcity of figures on urban poverty
Â Focus only on households, which neglects other
marginalised groups such as street families
Â The need to understand the spatial distribution of
poverty

The rapid assessment of Korogocho households
shows that poverty is viewed as lack of basic necessi-
ties such as food and shelter, begging, inability to invest
and own anything, living in a poorly constructed house,
inability to survive on one’s own capabilities, disability
and lack of income.

Most civil society organisations interviewed perceived
poverty in a “rights” perspective. They use concepts
such as state of deprivation, where people cannot afford
basic needs, inability to influence public decisions,
inequitable distribution of resources, lack of access to
resources and assets, as well as lack of an enabling
environment.

While there seems to be no one definition of poverty
common to all slums and communities, one aspect
seems to be mentioned in all definitions in Kenya: inabil-
ity to meet basic needs such as food, clothing, housing,
health and education for children (AMREF/GOK 1997).
Changes to definitions of poverty over time have mainly
extended the definition beyond income to lack of physi-
cal necessities, including basic services and assets
(Ayako and Katumanga 1998) and rights to infrastruc-

ture services and assets. This change has been influ-
enced by the development of the Human Development
Index that broadly considers the realisation of full
human capacity.

E. ORIGINS OF THE SLUMS TYPES 

The growth of slums in Nairobi has resulted from a
variety of factors, historical and contemporary in nature.
Olima (2001) has argued that:

“the forces that have contributed to urban spatial
segregation in Nairobi are many and varied. Some are
legal and economic whereas others are cultural. During
the colonial period, the people of Kenya witnessed a
large-scale government sanctioned spatial segregation
based on race and reinforced by planning laws as well
as exclusionary zoning regulations. 

The segregation/division along racial lines divided the
city into fo49 -2.6667egation0210.069.4147184 T9 Twrapidinfsessment



number as well as in population. It is important to point
out, that these figures remain estimates as long as no
in-depth survey of the slums is undertaken10.

F. DATA ON SLUMS 
The data on slums is limited, with the exception of a

few slum areas, which have been heavily researched,
for example Kibera. Pamoja Trust has a major project
on slum enumeration. The organisation has a plan to
enumerate all slums in Nairobi. The
information available shows a
pathetic situation. For example,
Karirah-Gitau (1999) notes that

“Between 40-60 per cent of
Nairobi’s residents stay in areas
devoid of infrastructural facilities for
example: clean water, sanitary
waste disposal, access roads,
drainage, health and educational
services, decency and privacy.
Moreover, the housing is of poor
quality and inadequate.” 

Figure 5 clearly shows that the
slum residents feel the need for
infrastructure services. When the
need for housing is added, the prob-
lem of access to housing and infra-
structure services in the slums of
Nairobi becomes starkly apparent.

Table 8 presents the results of two studies, the
Nairobi Cross-sectional Slums Survey of 2000 and the
Kenya Demographic Health Study of 1998. Wasao
(2002) noted that slum residents are worse off when
compared to residents of other urban areas in terms of
their access to services and amenities. For instance,
they observe that about 24 per cent of slum households

in Nairobi have access to piped water as compared to
92 per cent for the whole of Nairobi. This position is
confirmed by other studies which have shown that slum
residents tend to pay significantly higher charges for
water services, representing major fiscal burdens for the
urban poor (Aligula 1999; Wasao and Bauni 2001;  and
Aligula 2002).

III. SLUMS: THE PEOPLE

Slums owe their origins to six factors: migration during
the struggle for independence, rural-urban migration
and urban population growth without corresponding
housing provision, resettlement due to new develop-
ments, upgrading or relocation in suitable sites, and
extension of city boundaries. Inclusion of rural parts into
urban boundaries often changes the characteristics of
the settlements as more urban residents and new
migrants get attracted to such areas. Most slums have
no security of tenure, a fact that has been used to
explain the reluctance to improve housing and related
infrastructure. Slums have different forms of land
ownership: public land held by the government on
behalf of citizens, local authority, private landlords and
other precarious forms of ownership which cannot be
legally justified. The latter are the most problematic
since the ‘owners’b, acceslanoadsristics oocal autied. drBT
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of housing rights. The majority of the respondents
covered in the rapid survey of Korogocho had lived
there for between 3 and 7 years, while one had stayed
for 20 years and another two for 15 years. In the Pamoja
Trust Data Base, which covered 18,386 households in
Korogocho over 25 per cent of the households, had
stayed in Korogocho for over 20 years. The data further
shows that there are many elderly people living in
Korogocho, which justifies the long period of stay within
the settlement.

1. Who Lives in Slums? 
Slums are homes to urban residents who earn

comparatively low incomes and have limited assets.
Livelihoods are earned through different forms of
economic activities, which include employment as wait-
ers, bar men and maids, drivers, watchmen, shop assis-

tants, casual labourers in factories and construction
sites, artisans, small business owners, and other
income generating activities such as herbalists, enter-
tainers, carriers of goods and any other assignment with
money attached. An enumeration in Huruma by the
Pamoja Trust shows that the largest single occupation
group is small scale enterprise, followed by casual
labourers, artisans, and formal employment as watch-
men, domestic workers, clerks, and waiters.

The majority of those living in slums are male-headed
households who are struggling with their families, while
a significant percentage are female-headed households
who in many cases take care of their children, grand-
children and other relatives. Most of them have no
immovable property, and only own basic furniture, uten-
sils and clothing as reflected in Box 2 and the case
studies for this report in Appendices 2 - 5. Cases are
also beginning to emerge of households headed by chil-
dren, mainly the result of the devastating AIDS
pandemic that has hit Kenya. They also result from situ-
ations where both parents are dead, single parents
abandon their children, or have been convicted or
hospitalised for long durations.

2. Household Indicators
2.1   Household Type and Size

The rapid survey carried out in Korogocho for this
case study shows that all the 31 households except 7
were male-headed. The survey further shows that the
most common household size was 5 followed by 4, 7,
8, 2, 10 and 1. Twenty-five respondents were married;
four were single; while two were widowed. The major-
ity were under 35, while the youngest respondent was
23 years old and the oldest 48. A total of 19 respon-
dents had primary level education while 10 had
secondary level education, with only 1 of each having
no formal education and post secondary education
respectively. In the sample only 12 respondents were
in formal employment, the rest were in informal
employment (7), engaged in small-scale enterprises
(9), while three were not engaged in any income earn-
ing activities.

All respondents except six had dependants ranging
from 1 to 20. The majority of them had dependantsTc
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2.2  Number of Children
The rapid survey of Korogocho showed that all

respondents except 4 had children with the number of
children ranging from 1 to 8 as reflected in Table 9.

2.3 Household Income
In the rapid assessment conducted for this case

study, most households were earning between Ksh.
5,000 and 7,000. However, the Pamoja Trust Database,
which is more comprehensive, shows that average



education, although in one of the six slums, which was
predominantly Muslim had 45.9 per cent of household
heads with no formal education There seems to be a
trend of slums with comparatively older people having
low levels of education. This is follows the national
trends which show that literacy levels increased during
the 1970s and 80s, although the poor economic
performance during the late 1980s and 1990s has
reduced literacy levels since many families cannot
afford education.

Although literacy levels are high in Kenya, a gender
perspective shows that men have better education than
women. In an in-depth study of 10 female headed
households in one of the largest slums in Nairobi,
Kibera none of the 10 women interviewed had second-
ary education, seven were primary school leavers, while
three were illiterate (Mitullah 1997). 

In a more recent enumeration in Huruma it was
revealed that more boys than girls are enrolled in
schools within slums. Furthermore, of those who were
enrolled between 5 and 20 per cent dropped out before
completion (Pamoja Trust Database 2001) as a result of
several problems including, financial shortages and
finding employment to supplement the family income
and being pregnant.

3. The Cost of Living in Slums
3.1 Income and Costs of Services

Most slum dwellers earn very low incomes ranging
between Ksh. 88 and 28,000 with the majority earning
between Ksh. 5,000 and 7,500. The majority of those
living in slums such as Korogocho use public means of
transport for going to work. The dominant mode is
‘matatus’ (minibuses operated by individuals), followed
by buses and walking. Only one respondent indicated
using a bicycle as a mode of transport. Most of them
pay an equivalent of KSh. 40 for a return trip.
Depending on the location of the work place some
household heads pay more than Ksh. 100 for a round
trip. The time taken to get to work is between two
minutes and two hours, for a distance of between 0.2
and 15 kilometres depending on the location of the
workplace and the mode of transport used.

Apart from transport, slum dwellers incur costs in
food, housing, fuel, water, education, health and other
items. Food and education take the highest percentage



have one or a few dominant ethnic groups, often that of
the original settlers (UNCHS 2001). 

Lack of security of tenure is also a threat to slum
dwellers. Slums in Kenya are highly commercialised
and evictions, often violent, occur at the whim of the
structure owners. Defaults in rent payments result in
evictions and are hardly negotiated by the highly
commercialised structure owners. Consequently, the
forces operating in rental markets can easily push out
the poorest individuals. In some cases, arson is used by
the unscrupulous structure owners to evict non-comply-
ing households or the residents of entire slums.
Discrimination is also felt slightly in the areas of educa-
tion, employment, health and social setting.

Neighbourhood victimisation is more common in
slums than individual and mass evictions. This type of
victimisation is that in which outsiders are viewed as not
belonging, and are regarded with suspicion. In some
cases, this is associated with violent behaviour, which
also arises because of the difficulties slum dwellers
face. Households are not able to satisfy their basic
needs while at the same time living in quite dehumanis-
ing environments. The youth have neither privacy nor
freedom and have to share rooms with parents and
other younger siblings. Such environments push both
the youth and their parents to the streets, where they
suffer psychological trauma, which exposes them to
violent behaviour. 

A recent victimisation survey in Nairobi (UNCHS
2001) indicates that residents either residing or passing
through low-income areas were more likely to be victims
of physical assault than those in other areas of Nairobi.
They also identified unemployment and poverty as the
most common causes of crime. General idleness and
the quick rewards that crime brings were also noted as
causes of crime. These factors partly explain the high
prevalence of crime and victimisation within slums.
However, studies have also shown that poverty is not a
direct cause of crime. Crime is more a consequence of
exclusion from social services, education, health care,



ments. They have had mixed results as shown in Table
8 which has classified them into themes. The main posi-
tive effects have included:

Â Increased housing stock
Â Expanding opportunities for communities
Â Addressing the financing gap in LAs
Â Involving communities in setting priorities
Â Involving communities in monitoring applications 
for funds

The negative effects of these policies and interven-
tions include:

Â Proliferation of new slums
Â Excluded target groups
Â Failure to consider ability and willingness to pay 

of low-income households
Â Subsidies not targeted
Â Non participatory approach – top-down planning
Â Gentrification
Â Focus on environmental improvement rather 

than the well-being of households
Â Inadequate partnerships characterised by poor 

networking and co-ordination
Â No replicability possible
Â Top down and apparently unsustainable 

approaches

ENDNOTES

1 Urban centres in Kenya are classified as towns when they
have a population of 2,000 or more inhabitants (Olima, 2001)

2 In the recent past, population growth trends in Kenya,
which exhibited some of the highest growth rates in the world
at some point in time, have considerably declined. This has
been because of declining birth rates. A trend in the demo-
graphic data that should be a cause of concern has been the
increased mortality occasioned by AIDS (Aligula, 1999)
3 The name Nairobi is derived from the Maasai community
who referred to the current location of Nairobi as “Enkare
Nairobi.” This means, “ place of cold waters.”
4 The cool and healthy climate in Nairobi attracted European
railway engineers constructing the Kenya-Uganda railway
(KUR) in the year 1899, when they chose it as a base camp
for the further extension of the railway from Mombasa into
Kenya’s interior. The decision to move government headquar-
ters to Nairobi brought an influx of labourers who were build-
ing the railway, and native Kenyans from the hinterland and
settlers.
5 In the past, these were often bulldozed down by the NCC,
but increasingly one is beginning to see gangs of youths who
come and clear out people from land that is occupied by
squatters, ostensibly claiming that the private developers wish
to develop such property.
6 This report catalogues a series of corrupt activities carried
out by officials from the NCC and the Central Government, as
well as a retinue of politicians, lawyers and private firms. It is
testimony to the well-established “partnerships” between offi-
cials in these sectors. The import of this is felt through the
impact it has on the revenue generation and utilisation capac-
ities of the NCC and therefore of its ability to direct the neces-
sary resources towards efforts at mitigating the lack of serv-
ices in the informal settlements.
7 Swahili word meaning communal settlement/s
8 This is an NGO which works closely with slum dwellers
9 Overall or absolute poverty lines are based on the cost of
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APPENDIX 1: 

Summary of Previous Poverty Estimates for Kenya

Author Reference Data Source Poverty Incidence

FAO 1977
Not shown

Food balance sheet, 1972-74 30% of population

Crawford and Thorbecke 1978
1974/75

1976 Integrated Rural Survey I (1974/75)

1976 Employment Earnings in the Modern

Sector

Integrated Rural Survey II

38.5% of households

44% of population

Collier and Lal 1980
1974/75

Integrated Rural Survey I Smallholder 34.2% of smallholder population

29% of all population

Vandermoortele 1976 Integrated Rural Survey I (1974/75) 33.1% of smallholder

15.3% of urban households

Crawford and Thorbecke 1980 1974/75 Integrated Rural Survey (1977) 25% households

Greer and Thorbecke 1980

Jamal 1981

1974/75
1976

Integrated Rural Survey (1977)

Not shown

38.6% of smallholders

32% of populations

Bigsten 1987 1976 National Accounts 40%

World Bank 1991
1981/82

1981/82 penal survey and complimentary

statistics

22% of rural population

World Bank 1995 and Mukui 1993

1981/82
1992 1981/82 Rural Survey and 1992 Welfare



Urban Slums Reports: The case of Nairobi, Kenya

APPENDIX 2: CITY REPORT CASE STUDY 1

KURIA:   A MALE HOUSEHOLD HEAD

Kuria [not his real name] is 45 years old and has a second-
ary education. He first came to Nairobi in 1980 when his father
was transferred to Nairobi from Nakuru, 150 kilometres from
Nairobi. The father has since retired and is living in rural
Kenya. Kuria stays with his mother who is 52 years old, and
sister who is 19. The other three brothers [34, 33 and 27
respectively] and two sisters [31 and 29] have moved out, but
the brothers live in Nairobi. The other two sisters are married
and staying with their husbands [in slum or formal housing].
The family does not own any land in the rural or urban areas
but they own the structure in which they live.

The structure has 4 rooms [three used to be rented].
However, the tenants have moved out due to disagreements
over rent, which they wanted lowered after the rent issue was
politicised during the Kibera rent crisis, which affected most
slums in Nairobi. The rooms are built of mud walls, cement
floor and iron sheet roof. The room has basic furniture, chairs,
a table, bed and utensils. The family owns a makeshift toilet
and bathroom within their compound, and do not share it with
neighbours. Some of their neighbours use nearby unoccupied
houses as both bathrooms and toilets. This has been a
nuisance to Kuria’s family. They are exposed to foul smells. 

There are shops and bars near the structure, while water is
available outside the plot. The family has an income of Kshs.
4,000 and the other brothers who do not live in the house chip
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APPENDIX 4: CITY REPORT CASE STUDY 3 

ANYANGO:  A FEMALE HOUSEHOLD HEAD
Anyango [not her real name] is a 45-year-old lady living in

two rooms of about 10 by 8 feet (3mx2.5m) in Korogocho. She
and her husband were living in their rural home, but due to
acute suffering and lack of basic necessities, they decided to
move to Nairobi in search of greener pastures in 1983. She
joined her husband who had come to Nairobi earlier and
settled in the same slum, where they currently live. Her inten-
tion was to engage in small-scale economic activities in order
to supplement her husband’s income. He was a casual
labourer in a construction firm. A single lady who did not have
any dependants initially accommodated her. The lady has
since died.

A large part of Anyango’s life has been occupied by working
as a house help for different middle and upper income families
in Nairobi. She has no formal education and could not get any
formal employment. Her husband has been co-operative as
Anyango goes to work for other families. He takes care of the
children while she is away. As the number of children
increased with the birth of a grandchild, she had to stop being
employed as house help and engage in small-scale enter-
prise. This also allowed her to take care of the children. She
has several dependants: her husband, 4 children, a grand-
child, and two brothers. The family lives in 6a Hewhi
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APPENDIX 4: CITY REPORT CASE STUDY 3 

ANYANGO:  A FEMALE HOUSEHOLD HEAD
Anyango [not her real name] is a 45-year-old lady living in

two rooms of about 10 by 8 feet (3mx2.5m) in Korogocho. She
and her husband were living in their rural home, but due to
acute suffering and lack of basic necessities, they decided to
move to Nairobi in search of greener pastures in 1983. She
joined her husband who had come to Nairobi earlier and
settled in the same slum, where they currently live. Her inten-
tion was to engage in small-scale economic activities in order
to supplement her husband’s income. He was a casual
labourer in a construction firm. A single lady who did not have
any dependants initially accommodated her. The lady has
since died.

A large part of Anyango’s life has been occupied by working
as a house help for different middle and upper income families
in Nairobi. She has no formal education and could not get any
formal employment. Her husband has been co-operative as
Anyango goes to work for other families. He takes care of the
children while she is away. As the number of children
increased with the birth of a grandchild, she had to stop being
employed as house help and engage in small-scale enter-
prise. This also allowed her to take care of the children. She
has several dependants: her husband, 4 children, a grand-
child, and two brothers. The family lives in two rooms
constructed of mud walls, plastered floor and an old rusty
corrugated iron sheet roof. What serves as a seating room has
4 wooden stools, a wooden table and a bed at the far end. The
other room is used as kitchen and bedroom for the children. It
had an old mattress on the floor where all the children sleep.
One child was seated on the floor doing homework while
another four-year-old boy was washing plates on the floor.

Anyango used to save about Ksh. 500 per month during her
employment. She used the savings for starting her business in
1984, after leaving employment and she began with a grocery
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APPENDIX 5: CITY REPORT CASE STUDY 4 

NYAWIRA: A FEMALE HOUSEHOLD HEAD

Nyawira is a 38-year-old widow living in a single room of
about 12 by 10 feet (3mx3.5m). The room has mud floors and
walls, with a rusty galvanised iron sheet [mabati] roof. It is in a
pathetic state. The wall is falling down and one can see
through the structure but the is no window and the door has to
remain open to light the room. The room has three easy
chairs, a wooden table, a bed and a few utensils.

Nyawira came to the city in 1973 to join her husband who
was then employed at Karen Country Club and living within
the affluent suburb of Karen where the club is located. Her
husband died in 1993 and left her with 9 children. She then
had to relocate to her rural area. Life turned out to be unbear-
able since the brothers-in-law did not accept her. Her husband
was an only child born to parents who had worked and lived
outside Kenya [Uganda]. The husband’s immediate family
sub-divided land in their absence. Since no allocation was
given to him, she had no land left in her name. Her house
which had been put up for her before her husband died, due
to the brother in laws’ hatred, was demolished. She was left
with nowhere to live with her 9 children. She left for her maiden
home but during the same year, she decided to come back to
Nairobi with all her 9 children to look for a source of livelihood.

Nyawira came to live in the slum because she had heard
that rents were cheap and food was affordable. She started
working in 1993 washing clothes for Somali families within the
slum at a cost of Kshs. 50 per day. She continued saving some
of the money with a plan of starting a small-scale business.
Meanwhile all her children were out of school due to lack of
school fees. With Kshs. 300, she started selling githeri [cooked
maize and beans]. She continued to supplement the income
from this business by washing clothes. During hard times, she
uses her working capital for basic needs and has to go back to


