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1. Introduction 
 

Most rural populations in Africa have been suffering from poverty and environmental 

degradation. The dismal situation has posed huge challenges for researchers and policy 

makers to identify and tackle their causes. Since the late 1990s, there has been an increased 

recognition among researchers that Africans diversify their livelihood strategies, including 

on-farm (crop, livestock) and off-farm activities or market and non- market activities, to 

mitigate risks inherent in unpredictable agroclimatic and politico-economic circumstances 

(Ellis, 1998; 2000, Bryceson, 2002). The academic trend has been followed by policy shifts in 

that poverty reduction and sustainable development must be formulated by well recognising 

how and why African farmers pursue diversified livelihoods. Numbers of conceptual debates 

as well as empirical studies based on sustainable livelihood approach aimed at facilitating and 

evaluating policies (Ashley and Carney, 1999; Ashley, 2000; Ellis and Freeman, 2004; 

Driscoll and Evans, 2005; Freeman, Ellis and Allison, 2004; Homewood, ed., 2005; Swallow, 

2005) have emerged.  

 

One of the contributions of sustainable livelihoods approach is to deepen the understanding of 

poverty in rural Africa through empirical studies, where the levels of diversification are more 

extensive than those in other developing regions (Anderson and Deshingkar, 2005). 

Diversification has been analysed as a rational response by households to lack of 

opportunities for specialisation, and was initially considered not the most desirable option. 

However, recent studies indicate that rather than promoting specialisation within existing 

portfolios, upgrading them to augmenting income could be more realistic and relevant for 

poverty reduction (Ellis and Freeman eds., 2005; Freeman and Ellis, 2005). Another is to 

conceptualise linkages between poverty and environment through employing capital asset 

concepts (Lélé, 1991; Reardon and Vosti, 1995). In studies investigating factors affecting 

householdsô decisions on resource management, the level of capital asset endowment is often 

hypothesised to affect the capacity of farmers to invest (Clay et al., 2002).  

 

The issue is how to reflect those findings to policy formulation at grass-roots level for 

identifying target groups and guiding interventions. Capital asset categories might not always 

be readily used as criteria, while indicative in analysing poverty and resource use. For 

example, Bryceson (2002) criticised that development agencies tend to target the rural poor 

on the basis of assets  such as their landholdings and agrarian capital-stock, but claimed that 

those criteria may now be deceptive. The researcher stressed the need to understand that 

poverty in the rural areas in Africa has been based on non-agrarian rather than agrarian assets, 

while relative importance of off-farm income activities has been increasing. Furthermore, a 

householdôs diversified livelihood strategy and engagement in off-farm activities substantially 

affects its capacity and willingness to invest in natural resource management. Even 

households with similar capital asset endowments may demand different technologies 

because different preferences, objectives, constraints and incentives, attached to certain 

livelihood activities (Barret et al., 2002a; 2002b; Place et al., 2002). Therefore besides capital 

asset endowments of households, the means through which households derive income from a 

particular combination of on-farm and off-farm activities can be a more relevant criterion to 

understand poverty and resource use.  

 

In our discussion, we define diversified livelihoods portfolios or patterns as combination of 

various livelihoods such as from crops, livestock and off-farm activities. Dominant 
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livelihoods activities (crop, livestock, and off-farm income activities) can be further classified 

into sub-groups with different economic returns and management incentives. This would 

make it possible to identify certain livelihoods diversification portfolios among households 

and relate them with poverty and resource use.  

 

[dominant livelihoods activities derived from income contributions by the following sources] 

 *crop: drought-resistant (sorghum, millet), staple (maize, beans), fruits, commercial (wheat) 

 *livestock: traditional (indigenous) or exotic (improved) 

*off -farm: regular (business, formal), casual (charcoal making, day labour), remittance 

[livelihoods diversification portfolios and implications on poverty/resource use 

* high-return portfolios [regular off-farm/staple and fruits crop/exotic livestock] 

 = higher income = more investment in conservation measures  

*low-return subsistent portfolios [casual off-farm/drought-resistant crop/indigenous 

livestock].  

 = lower income = less investment in conservation measures/exploiting resources 

 

While most households diversify, their portfolios are different, as income levels and resource 

use practices are. Heterogeneities in livelihood diversification portfolios among households 

have rarely been empirically investigated, while recent studies to link livelihoods and 

poverty/resource use to emphasize agroecological, market and infrastructure conditions (Staal 

et al., 2002; Zaal and Oostendorp, 2002; Pender et al., 2004; Kruseman et al., 2006). 

Implications of livelihood diversification patterns on poverty and resource use, however, 

should not be underestimated. For example, households with higher incomes carry out a 

combination of high-return activities and are more likely to implement integrated crop-

livestock management as well as to implement resource conservation measures. Lower 

income households are less likely to take such measures and depend on casual off-farm 

activities such charcoal making and exploiting natural resources for survival. Unsustainable 

use of resources by lower income households might exacerbate the resource base for the 

whole community.  

 

This paper presents a new perspective to link sustainable livelihood approach and practical 

policy formulation for identifying target groups and guiding interventions, based on a case 

study from Kenya. The principal objective of this research is to provide an intensive case 

study on livelihoods diversification of a community in Kerio River Basin. The community has 

experienced socioeconomic changes in the past few decades (migration of people into the 

valley, gradual intensification of agropastoral activities, and integration into wider market 

economies) in response to infrastructural development and introduction of new crop and 

livestock technologies. Subsequently with the increase in human settlements and development 

opportunities, households have more options for income diversifications, while perceiving 

increased needs for intervention to prevent environmental degradation. This case study would 

provide empirical evidence on the driving factors and consequences of rural development in 

Africa.  

 

The overall development of the study area is described in section 2 after which an attempt is 

made to identify livelihood diversification patterns and link them to resource use and poverty, 

based on the household-level data.  The objectives of the analysis are toð 

ǒ identify dominant patterns of livelihood diversification 

ǒ identify socioeconomic variables to determine livelihood diversification patterns 
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ǒ investigate how livelihood diversification patterns affect poverty resource use 

ǒ discuss policy suggestions 

 

In Section 2, the backgrounds of the study area are described. Based on interviews with 

informants as well as on intensive studies with all the households, drivers and agents of 

development are identified, and changes in livelihoods and land use in response to such 

development for the past decades are sketched. In Section 3, multivariate analyses to identify 

clusters of households with similar livelihood diversification portfolios and their determining 

factors are discussed. Implications of those livelihood diversification portfolios on income as 

well as implementation of resource conservation measures are also analysed. Based on the 

findings, targeting issues in rural projects for poverty reduction and sustainable development 

are discussed in Section 4.  

 

 

 

2. Background of the study area 
 

2.1: Kerio Valley Basin, Rift Valley 
 

Kerio Valley is along the basin of Kerio River in Rift Valley Province, which flows 

northwards to Lake Turkana (see Figure 1). The Valley is spanned by three agroecological 

zones. The highland (> 2,500-3,000 m) lies in the west, the escarpment (1,300-2,500 m) on 

the intermediate, and the lowland or the Valley floor in the east (1,000-1,300 m) (Muchemi, 

Mwangi and Greijn 2002a; 2002b).  

 

The highland has always been exposed to market opportunities due to its proximity to Eldoret 

town in Uasin Gishu, which used to be called the ñwhite highlandsò and where Keiyo people 

used to seek employment on the farms until between the 1960s and 1970s. In contrast, before 

the early 1970s, it was considered unviable to do farming in the Valley because there were no 

permanent sources of water. People slowly started to settle in the lower parts of the Valley in 

1985 after the construction of a tarmac road which led to exposure of the inhabitants to other 

communitiesô activities. Churches and NGOs have also brought stimulus for development 

initiatives, by providing villagers with training on management skills and capital. 

Furthermore, water projects allowed more people to settle in the valley. Today, people in the 

valley grow high value crops such as maize, mangoes and bananas, practise zero-/semi-zero 

grazing with the introduction of exotic/crossbreed cattle and dairy goats. Access to 

information and market opportunities has prompted more investment in intensive agricultural 

methods. For a while, the escarpment of Keiyo has always been inaccessible due to the poor 

availability of service facilities and roads, and people have settled sparsely along springs or 

streams. Traditional extensive shifting cultivation for subsistent crops, such as sorghum and 

finger millet, has been long practised in the escarpment (Mizutani et al., 2005).  

 

The implementation phase of baseline survey by International Livestock Research Institute 

and Japan International Cooperation Agency (ILRI-JICA) on Keiyo and Marakwet Districts 

conducted between December 2004 and January 2005 showed that residents across the 

agroecological zones share and manage water sources and catchments. In Keiyo District, all 

the 16 clans live homogeneously, exploiting the same sub-catchments of water from the 

highland through the escarpment down to the Valley. 
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Rokocho sub-Location (land of the Rokocho clan) was randomly selected out of the 16 Keiyo 

clans for the 2004-2005 baseline survey.  Entire household lists were created and sample 

populations of 25 households selected randomly from each agroecological zone, making a 

total of 75 households (Mizutani et al., 2005). 

 

Map 2.1.1ïKeiyo district, Rokocho sub-location 

 

 

The 2006 research was designed to interview all the households in the Valley zone in the 

Rokocho community, and not a few randomly selected households. 

 

Concentrating on households through complete enumeration made it easy to collect empirical 

evidence on the holistic rural development process of a community experienced with the 

following phenomena (ex. SARDEP 2002a; 2002b; 2002c, SNV 2001; Muchemi, Mwangi 

and Greijn 2002a; 2002b): 

ǒ perceived needs for alternative income sources due to population increase/education needs 

ǒ introduction of new varieties (crop fruits/animals, exotic and crossbreeds cattle, dairy goats) 

ǒ perceived serious environmental degradation due to overgrazing  

 

The process also allowed for highlighting of factors differentiating the capacity of households 

in overcoming poverty, as well as in their responsiveness to developmental challenges, while 

the cross-zone survey would mask such household heterogeneities by highlighting differences 


