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Case Study: Improved Forest Management in Kenya

Ramongi Hill Forest is one of the forested areas in Kenya located in the Bondo District of Nanza Province, on the northeast shore of Lake Victoria (00o06´23´´S latitude and 34o04´10´´E longitude). The forest is surrounded in the southwest by the Jusa, Oraro, and Usigu settlements of nearly 3,100 residents. The forest hosts a diverse flora and fauna, including more than 100 plant species. The dominant plant species in the forest include Teclea simplicifolia, Haplocoelum foliolosum, Teclea trichocarpus, Strychnos henningsii, and Tarrena graviolens. Residents within a 5 km radius depend on the forest for numerous uses, including 90% dependence on the forest for fuel wood.

The forest is under the threat of cross-sectoral impacts of human activity from logging of high quality timber, settlement and unsustainable commercial extraction of forest resources. The practice of charcoal making is also exerting pressure on forest resources and biodiversity. To address this problem, there is collaboration between local stakeholders and International Forest Resources and Institutions (IFRI). 

Historically, the forest is managed by the traditional norms, practices and, institutions of the Mijikenda people who used parts of the forest for spiritual purposes, burial and medicinal herb extraction. However, the recent increase in land demand for agriculture, demand for fire wood and construction of housing has put pressure on traditional institutions and norms that preserved the forest across generations.

This case study looks at the impact of traditional local institutions on forest functioning by classifying forested land into “adjacent to swamp”, “sacred zone”, and “settlement”. The case study reveals that there is extensive use of forest products in the swamp and settlement forested lands as compared to land exclusively used for worship and ritual purposes. There is a better ecological functioning and regeneration in the forest protected by traditional institutions. The sacred forest resources are also a source of medicinal plants. Traditional institutions allow limited use of forest resources in the protected areas to cut only mature trees on forest edges with prior permission from village elders. This demonstrates the fact that local institutions and cultures can enhance the preservation of local resources through customary practices and managed access to forest resources even in the face of cross-sectoral pressures on the resource. This allowed the forest to be protected despite the growing pressure for forest resources for cooking, construction and agricultural purposes in the villages.

