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Abstract 

Global mangrove area coverage continues to shrink at a rate of 1-2% per annum; which is higher 

than any other natural ecosystems. The loss has remained unabated despite the adoption of national 

and international policies that aims to promote sustainable mangrove management. This study 

analysed evolution of forest policies and legislations in Kenya; and how they have impacted on 

the management of mangrove forests in the country. A total of 102 archived and recent forest 

records in Kenya were analyzed through a desk review of literature. Key documents reviewed 

included the Forest Policies, Forest Acts, and Conservation and Management Acts, Forest Master 

Plan 1994, as well as the National Mangrove Management Plan (2017-2027). In addition, the 

review benefited from FAO reports on mangroves of Kenya dated between 1993 and todate. A 

literature search was conducted on Google Scholar based on the following key words: “forest 

laws”, “forest polices”, “participatory forest management”, “evolution of laws and policies in 

forests, mangroves”. Data was collected based on the three well documented evolutionary phases, 

traditional, command and control and participatory regimes. A total of 33 key informants were 

identified based on willingness to participate, knowledge and experiences on issues of mangrove 

forests from traditional forest management regime to participatory management. The respondents 

ranged from forest managers, fisheries’ officers, local members of the public, forest user groups, 

members of CFA, local administration, mangrove cutters and local fishermen. Findings of this 

study show that laws and policies evolved from traditional norms through command and control 

regime to participatory management regime. In the traditional regime, there was an informal 

system of rules called Gambi rules made by Gambi ya Tano council of elders. The rules allowed 

communal, seasonally controlled harvesting of forests products and the rules were communally 

implemented and enforced. Another set of rules called tabiko rules, were made by council of kaya 

elders who invoked the wrath of evil spirits (Majini) in sacred forests (kaya) of Mijikenda people 

to deal with forest offenders. These rules were effective in protecting terrestrial forests but less 

effective in protecting mangroves. This was in part due to a common discourse promoted by 

mangrove cutters and Arab mangrove traders that “mangroves were not useful, had no value, were 

sea forests belonging to gods and were inexhaustible. The traditional system managed to conserve 

terrestrial forests through local norms and enforcement through council of elders, but discourse 

promoted by Arab traders in the Kenyan coast that mangroves were inexhaustible led to their 

unsustainable exploitation. Despite their initial success in protecting terrestrial forests, the colonial 

government faulted the ‘open access’ nature of traditional norms for encouraging overexploitation 



of forest resources. Formal forest management policies and laws with a top-down centralized 

system, that restricted access to forest resources evolved significantly during the British colonial 

rule from 1895 and 1962. New government organizations, policies and laws were established and 

power, land tenure and control of forest resources shifted from traditional elders and community 

to colonial administrators. The initial focus of the policies and laws on terrestrial forests created a 

potential room for continued historical exploitation of mangrove forests. Various policies allowed 

establishment of major government programmes that promoted conservation through parks, 

plantation forestry, farm forestry and management of indigenous forests. Their implementation 

either failed completely to take off or was delayed in mangroves forests. There was a gap in policy 

intent and actual implementation in mangrove forests, associated with the believe that mangroves 

were inexhaustible and had no value. The command and control system focused more on 

commercializing terrestrial forests and therefore new technologies and resources were invested 

there unlike in mangrove forests. Mangroves were considered to have low economic value 

compared to terrestrial hardwood trees. Successive amendments of centralized management 

system led to the emergence of participatory forest management approaches in 2005 onwards; 

allowing community access rights into forests resources. Forest laws were amended to allow 

formation of Community Forest Associations by forest adjacent communities, who prepares 

management plan and signs a management agreement with Kenya Forest Service. By 2017, 97 

management agreements had already been signed for terrestrial forests CFAs, while only 2 had 

been signed for mangrove forests – Gede CFA and Gogoni-Gazi CFA. Inadequate knowledge on 

true values of mangroves, small area coverage of mangroves compared to the terrestrial forests 

and persistent discourse that mangroves are inexhaustible ‘god send’ resources can be associated 

with partial policy implementation and enforcement. There is need, therefore, for establishment of 

policies that take into considerations sustainable management of mangrove forests; as part of the 

wider coastal and marine resources.  
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