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Abstract 
Background. In Kenya, marine artisanal fishing remains the main livelihood for coastal 
communities. Poverty is prevalent, and fish are a major food source. However, Kenya is pushing 
for development of a blue economy including increased ocean use that may put pressure on 
resources and communities. To ensure sustainable development of Kenya’s marine spaces, the 
country is gearing up for a national marine spatial planning (MSP): zoning of ocean space into 
specific use areas. This effort may involve establishment of new marine protected areas or fisheries 
closures.  

MSP is a scientific process through which multiple data sets are brought together to make 
informed decisions on where to allow different activities in the ocean.  It can occur in a 
collaborative and public process or may be largely driven by the national government. Through 
the 2010 Constitution of Kenya, the government devolved two of its three arms (legislative and 
executive) to the 47 counties, increasing local power in decision making. Further, in 2016, Kenya 
updated   its co-management system to allow marine stakeholders (fishers, beach vendors, and tour 
operators) to make management decisions with county governments through Beach Management 
Units (BMUs). Thus, there is a major opportunity in Kenya to develop a community-driven 
nearshore MSP that allows communities to visualize future scenarios and make choices that enable 
conservation and sustained use of resources with a high level of MSP local ownership.  

In the last decade, some Kenyan BMUs have voluntarily declared 24 locally managed 
marine areas (LMMAs) with some form of use restrictions (1Kawaka et al. 2017). In study of 10 
LMMAs (1Kawaka et al. 2017), factors that contributed to establishment included: leadership, 
training, a supportive legal framework, and donor funding (1Kawaka et al. 2017).  However, within 
these LMMAs, there was little evidence of comprehensive governance of LMMAs including 
review of status according to management plans and proactive management actions. Two broader 
surveys on community fisheries management in 67 BMUs (2Muturi et al 2013) and in 24 BMUs 
(3IOC 2014) along the coastline of Kenya found weak relationships between communities and 
government institutions, inefficient linkages between research and decision making, lack of gender 
balance and inclusiveness, and low levels of participation of communities in fisheries 
management, along with lack of cohesion among BMU members. Further, in a SWOT analysis 
(strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats), while there were two noted strengths (enabling 
legal framework, bringing stakeholders together), there were a vast array of weaknesses: low and 
mismanaged finances/resources, inadequate infrastructure, poor leadership, low technical 
capacity, low empowerment, poor commitment of members, poor cohesion, low sense of 
ownership, and perceived lack of tangible benefits (3IOC 2014;see also Maina 2011). 

Given that Kenya has completed scoping for MSP (4Roberts 2017) and has applied for 
World Bank funding to launch an MSP process, it is critical to reassess Kenyan BMUs in terms of 
their adaptive capacity (5Cinner et al. 2018, 6Jones et al. 2010), their vision for the future, and any 
recent progress or trends.  Further, it is critical to evaluate not only the system as a whole, but 
differences between counties and BMUs that might reveal geographies that are ready to uptake 
new ideas and could be the focus of efforts to expand Kenya’s LMMA network as part of a national 



MSP process.  Where these “bright spots” are aggregated, there may be better practices in certain 
counties, and helping to highlight critical enabling factors for community-driven MSP. 
 
Methods. We are conducted social surveys in 30 of the 87 Kenyan BMUs stratified across counties, 
with 3-8 BMUs surveyed per county.  We are first conducting individual interviews with at least 
10 members/BMU (300 interviews total), ensuring equal gender representation and proportional 
representation of different stakeholder groups in the BMU members.  We are using open-ended 
and Likert scale questions. We are assessing the five areas of adaptive capacity: 
institutions/entitlements (participation, empowerment, flexibility), assets (social and financial), 
adaptive governance (flexible and forward-thinking decision making), innovation and willingness 
to embrace change, and knowledge/capacity (Jones et al. 2010).  In addition, we are asking 
interviewees what characterizes a successful BMU to get a sense of their vision for the future.  We 
are asking about perceptions relating to marine protected areas (both government and locally 
managed), and about perceived opportunities and threats to the BMU system.  We are evaluate the 
history of outcomes of government and NGO projects within the BMUs.  Finally, we are reviewing 
BMU stated objectives and evidence of progress towards those, as well as methods of assessing 
progress. We will use data to create an adaptive capacity index, and analyze adaptive capacity by 
county. For BMUs with clearly stated objectives, we will evaluate whether progress towards those 
objectives is correlated with higher adaptive capacity scores or with the presence of government 
or NGO projects. We will evaluate change over the last 5 years by comparing our results with the 
Kenyan BMU surveys conducted in 2013-2014 (2Murage et al 2013; 3IOC 2014). 
 
Results. Surveys are ongoing and will be completed in May 2019. We will use results to evaluate 
status and progress of the BMU system in Kenya, readiness and willingness to consider new marine 
management approaches, and perceived value of marine protected areas (whether government or 
community).  We will evaluate overall trends, but also differences between BMUs to identify 
counties or individual BMUs that are more likely to uptake new MSP thinking. By looking at the 
history of interactions of BMUs with government or NGO projects, we will determine whether 
project-based work has led to lasting change and has built capacity for MSP and what types of 
projects or interactions tend to have lasting effects.  Finally, we will assess recent change in BMU 
status, and identify factors that contributed to improved or degraded status and function of BMUs.  
 
Conclusions. Our results will demonstrate readiness of the Kenya BMU system to uptake and help 
run a nearshore MSP process that contributes to national MSP goals. This is urgent in light of 
Kenya’s recent commitments to MSP. Our results will highlight priority geographical areas 
communities could lead a process to move from from small areas of marine protection towards the 
10% governmental commitments to marine space under marine protection through the Convention 
for Biodiversity and the 30% of protection recommended by scientists. Evaluating community 
readiness for MSP is critical at the onset of the process to inform an MSP process following United 
Nations good governance guidelines as equitable, inclusive, responsive, effective/efficient, 
follows rule of law, participatory, consensus-oriented, and accountable. 
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