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This report, “Nairobi Metropolitan Region: Networking 
the Sustainable African Metropolis: Issues, Visions, 
Concepts”, was developed in response to the first 
International Planning Competition in Nairobi’s 
history.  In the fall of 2008, eager to gather new ideas, 
the Ministry of Nairobi Metropolitan Development put 
out a call for proposals for a “spatial planning concept” 
for the Nairobi Metropolitan Region. The objective of 
the competition was: 

“To develop a sustainable land use system for the 
Nairobi Metropolitan Region (NMR) which will result 
in an environmentally sustainable NMR that will 
amongst other things:

• Build an internationally competitive and   
 inclusive economy for prosperity
• Deploy world class infrastructure and utilities  
 for the region
• Optimise mobility and accessibility through   
 effective transportation 
• Enhance the quality of life and inclusiveness in  
 the region
• Deliver a unique image and identity through  
 effective place branding
• Ensure a safe and secure Nairobi Metropolitan  
 Region
• Employ World Class Metropolitan Governance  
 Systems

The concept shall ensure that the NMR’s 15 local 
authorities are uniquely identified and articulated as 
strong and interdependent development nodes within 
the region. It will clearly identify the role of core 
Nairobi and define its functional relationship with the 
other constituent local authorities.” 
In July of 2009, the Ministry invited eight of the 
nineteen teams that responded to their request to 
submit proposals. We were one of the eight selected 
teams. The document that follows is the essence of our 
vision for the Nairobi Metropolitan Region. 
This competition and the challenge it presented created 
a unique opportunity to dialogue on the future of the 
Nairobi Metropolitan Region, a dynamic and diverse 
area ranging from an economically powerful urban 
core, fuelled by local entrepreneurial and intellectual 

skill, to areas of great natural beauty and high 
agricultural potential. The competition also provided 
a chance to anchor a metropolitan spatial concept in 
Kenyan realities and  a way for government to tap into 
the formidable expertise and creativity in the country. 
This was a step forward in the government’s attempt 
to address the complex problems of rapid urbanization 
and harness the opportunities it presents in the 21st 
century. 

This report is the result of a collaboration spanning 
three continents, three universities and three firms. 
It was initiated and spearheaded by seasoned Kenyan 
experts- former Director of Physical Planning, Mr. 
Renson Mbagwa, prof. Dr. Lawrence Esho and Edwin 
Wamukaya (Center for Urban and Regional Planning, 
Nairobi); prof. Dr. Peter Ngau, prof. Dr. Isaac Mwangi, 
Dr. Charles Karisa and Lecturer Margaret Ng’ayu 
(Department of Urban and Regional Planning at the 
University of Nairobi).  They brought on board prof. 
Ms.Sc./Ms.Urb-Pl. . Jef Van den Broeck, prof. Dr. Han 
Verschure, prof. Dr. Andre Loeckx, prof. dr. Frank 
Moulaert, prof. Dr. Bruno de Meulder, Dr. Fabio 
Vanin and PhD  students Bruce Githua and Margaret 
Macharia (Department of Architecture, Urbanism 
and Planning (ASRO) of the University of Leuven 
(KUL)); prof. Dr Elliott Sclar, Dr. Jacqueline Klopp and 
Nicole Volavka-Close (Center for Sustainable Urban 
Development, Columbia University)*; Paul Wuillaume, 
Filip Lagiewka, Guy Vloebergh, Koen Vande Sompele 
(OMGEVING, Belgium); and Véronique Wouters, 
Daan Vantassel and Lieve de Cock (Euro Immo Star, 
Belgium), planners, architects and engineers.

On 8 April 2010, the Ministry of Nairobi Metropolitan 
Development hosted an awards ceremony.  At 
that ceremony the Ministry announced that our 
international consortium was selected as first runner 
up, just three points behind the winning team led by 
the Delhi-based Consulting Engineering Services (I) 
Pvt. Ltd. 

We are honored and delighted to have participated in 
this historic planning competition and will continue 
to promote more active and open dialogue on 

metropolitan issues within Nairobi and its surrounding 
cities. As part of this effort we present a slightly 
revised version of the spatial concept submitted for 
the competition. We hope it will enrich and provoke 
continued policy discussion on and support action for 
making the Nairobi Metropolitan Region a sustainable, 
democratic, prosperous and uniquely African 
metropolis.

* CSUD would like to acknowledge the Volvo Research and Education 
Foundations and the Rockefeller Foundation for their invaluable 
support for CSUD involvement in this process.
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Basic assumptions

Our multidisciplinary team is proposing a vision, 
a spatial planning concept, strategic projects and 
a strategy for the Nairobi Metropolitan Region. 
This proposal aims to reconcile the urban reality 
of metropolitan Nairobi’s present with its past in a 
way that will permit the region to successfully meet 
the social, economic and environmental challenges 
of the present century. Our team believes that any 
plan and planning process to address metropolitan 
Nairobi’s contemporary urban spatial problems must 
come to grips with their roots. These roots are evident 
in the socially segregated and spatially fragmented 
inheritance of its colonial design. 

This proposal is not a plan in and of itself. Instead, it 
serves as an articulation of the principles and ideas, 
which we are proposing to guide a participatory 
process of developing a spatial concept for the Nairobi 
Metropolitan Region (NMR). As part of this concept, 
we are also proposing an approach to be used in the 
next stages of the planning process to help ensure 
the development of a plan, which can be effectively 
implemented. We believe that the urban challenges 
that metropolitan Nairobi face are less about what 
needs to be done and more about finding effective ways 
to attain the needed ends. To achieve this, the initial 
concept, the process for developing and refining this 
concept and the process for implementation are all 
critical and inter-related.

There are two reasons that we are proposing both a 
planning concept and a planning process. The first is 
generic; it is because any future oriented endeavour 
must be sufficiently robust so that it can alter course 
as situations change. The second is specific; we seek to 
ultimately evolve a plan and a process entirely rooted 
in the specific urbanization experience of metropolitan 
Nairobi. It is worth remembering that the colonial 
planning from which the present metropolitan region 
originates was undertaken with tools and ideas drawn 
from the 19th and 20th century urban experiences of 
Europe and North America. These tools and ideas in 
turn were overlain with colonial ideologies of racial 
separation and dominance. We are therefore proposing 

a vision, a spatial concept and a subsequent planning 
approach that respect Nairobi’s cosmopolitan and 
democratic urban present with all of its complex 
political and economic dynamics. 

The problem with the spatial structure and patterns 
that presently define urban life in Nairobi is that they 
are derived from and thus constrained by its colonial 
past; a past in which social, racial and functional 
segregation were seen by those in power as vital to 
Nairobi’s identity (White et al 1948). Nairobi has paid 
a significant price for this fragmenting vision. By the 
time the 1973 plan for a metropolitan growth strategy 
(Nairobi Urban Study Group 1973) was released, the 
challenge for planners was no longer to shape the 
future as much as it was an attempt to grab hold of a 
fragmented expansion that was already careening out 
of control. 

The patterns of social segregation and isolation that 
now characterize Nairobi bear an uncomfortable 
resemblance to what Nobel laureate Wangari Maathai 
(2009) in her latest book referred to as “micro-
nations,” though perhaps the word “nations” is too 
extreme in this case. Nonetheless the spatial reality of 
contemporary Nairobi is one of a spatially fragmented 
metropolis in which isolation by class and ethnicity 
powerfully defines the settlement structure and 
characterize neighborhoods from slums thorough 
suburbs. This spatial and physical reality is at sharp 
variance with the cosmopolitan and democratic voice 
articulated in the important Kenya Vision 2030 and 
Nairobi Metro 2030 documents. We therefore use 
these visioning documents as the starting points for the 
ensuing process of metropolitan planning. 

When developing a vision, a plan and strategies to 
transform the NMR in the 21st century, we must take 
into account the following eight specific global issues 
and basic assumptions. 

The era of inexpensive energy is over.   
The spatial shape of cities and their surrounding 
metropolitan regions must be guided by spatial-
structuring, land-use, and urban design concepts 
that emphasize energy use-efficiency and economy, 
especially in transportation but also in building design 
and other such areas. 

Premise



The environment is no longer a “free” good:  
sustainability matters.     
Planners in the 19th and 20th centuries operated 
under the assumption that the environment would 
naturally recycle waste products or that waste could be 
stored indefinitely in landfills and dump sites. This is 
a flawed assumption that has led to considerable harm 
and has been replaced with a focus on sustainability, 
which involves a recognition that a careful balance 
must be struck between economic development, social 
development and ecology. In the 21st century, urban 
planning must highlight the fragility of both the natural 
and urban ecology. This means encouraging production 
activities and consumption practices that minimize 
the production of waste products and putting in place 
measures to attenuate the effects of such wastes on 
land, water and air resources.

Space is not an open and neutral slate, nor 
a “free” good.      
 Often ‘space’ and ‘land’ are seen as mere surfaces 
for use. However, spatial quality involves much 
more. Spaces and places are imbued with meaning 
– they have their own identities, names, specific 
characteristics (e.g. topography, soil etc.), structures, 
fabrics and forms, which comprise their endogenous 
assets. Moreover, space is always an integrative 
framework for social, cultural, economic and ecological 
artifacts and activities wherein the relationships 
between them will be materialized. Space and 
land, particularly under pressure from expanding 
populations, is highly politicized and who has access 
where, and under which conditions is indicative of 
social and economic divides. Additionally, urban 
sprawl is not a viable way (if it ever was) to alleviate 
urban population growth.

The climatic conditions of yesterday are not the 
conditions that will prevail tomorrow.  
Climate change means that planners cannot be guided 
in their built environment decisions by the experience 
of past climactic conditions. Instead they must both 
mitigate the city’s impact on climate change and 
prepare the metropolitan space for a more variable set 
of possible climate conditions. Floods and droughts do 
not necessarily become disasters if cities are prepared.  

Urban places are always solutions to transport 
problems.       
The rationale for urban transport is always to offset 
the disadvantage of distant location from important 
activity centres. Hence co-location and transport are 
two approaches to achieving access for urban residents. 
It is important that access always be seen as the goal 
and mobility as a means to that goal. In an age of costly 
energy and environmental fragility, urban spatial 
designs that privilege walking, non-motorized and 
public transport over private automobiles must be a 
paramount planning principle. This enhances both 
the quality of life and inclusiveness in the region and 
contributes to a competitive economy.

Informality is a predominant reality in 
both the operation of the urban economy 
and the patterns of residential settlement. 
Former colonial cities like Nairobi tend to dominate 
urbanization, as other urban centres were designed for 
resource extraction. One result is that these primary 
cities become the major destinations of urbanizing 
rural populations. This “over-urbanization” leads to 
the observed patterns of population growth exceeding 
patterns of infrastructure development and human 
services. In such milieus informal solutions to 
problems of shelter and economy become endemic. 
The challenge here is not to eviscerate these informal 
settlements and enterprises; the challenge is to 
establish a process of transformation that will lead to 
a more formalized economy and integrated patterns 
of infrastructure, housing and services for an inclusive 
economy for prosperity. This depends on the processes 
of urban governance that are respectful and inclusive of 
citizens of informal settlements.

“World class” and inclusive governance 
systems are key to a sustainable Metropolis. 
Metropolitan regions span ecological zones and diverse 
inter-acting landscapes and multiple legal jurisdictions. 
A “world class” metropolitan governance system 
harnesses citizen knowledge, energy and local expertise 
and enhances social cohesion, transparency and public 
management of natural resources. To harmonise inter-
government action and enhance citizen-government 
cooperation and trust, metropolitan governance must 
be based on inclusive consultation.

The new Metropolis is the urban region. Simply 
put, the political boundaries that define cities and 
towns in an urban region were drawn up in a past 
time frame when the technologies of transport and 
communication as well as ecological understanding 
were limited. The disjuncture between the patterns 
of living and working and the boundaries of political 
jurisdiction lead to gross inefficiencies in the 
economies, gross inequities in the social structures and 
environmental mismanagement of the larger expanses 
that are today’s metropolises. Therefore, the orthodoxy 
of the ‘city limit’ which pervaded Nairobi’s prior 
planning interventions (1948, 1973) no longer suffices 
as a suitable frame of reference for the governance of 
metropolitan Nairobi. Spatial planning must therefore 
speak to the wider realm of the “networked region.”
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Definitions and Interpretation 

Definitions

A Vision

We interpret ‘a Vision’ to denote the articulation, in 
present perspective, of the collective aspiration or 
intuition of a people concerning their destiny in the 
foreseable future. The vision, elaborated in a number 
of statements that capture a variety of passions and 
ambitions, offers a broad framework for targeted and 
strategic action towards set horizons. In other words, it 
is both the design of possible futures and as well as the 
fundament of a dynamic roadmap towards a collective 
chosen direction.  

The ultimate aim of the envisioning process is to foster 
a common metropolitan civic spirit and citizenship. 
Envisioning should be an ongoing process because 
circumstances and contexts change over time.

  

A Spatial Concept 

A ‘spatial concept’ is an abstraction that refers to 
existing spatial objects and conditions, whether 
these have determinate or indeterminate properties, 
(e.g. action spaces, and landscape features). Most 
significantly however, spatial concepts may highlight 
the nature of spatial relations (open space, watershed, 
etc). 

A spatial concept ‘localizes’ or ‘animates’ the basic 
principles of the vision in space, based upon the space’s 
characteristics. The intended structure and fabric of the 
space is determined by this animated vision.  

A Spatial (Intervention) Strategy

A ‘spatial strategy’ defines the roads towards the 
realization of the vision and the spatial concept, which 
animates it. It includes programs, actions and projects, 
which can be used towards the overall goals, while 
taking into account local circumstances and contexts. 
In practice, it is a set of interrelated groups of activities 
combining long term and short term objectives, 
which are within the framework set out by the spatial 

planning concept.  In sum, in contrast to a spatial 
concept, which is the abstract interpretation, in spatial 
terms, of elements of the vision (e.g. a Networked 
Metropolis), a spatial strategy represents a proactive 
programme of action that targets their actualization 
(e.g. densification).

Spatial Planning

Spatial planning, and strategic spatial planning in 
particular, is an approach and an activity that entails 
considering and determining what can, and should 
happen, and where. As such it is a transformative 
activity. This means planners must attend to 
fundamental assets of place and the opportunities and 
challenges that these present. Further to this, spatial 
planning investigates the interaction of different spatial 
practices across regional space, the foremost aim being 
to evolve a deeper insight into the time-space options 
that individuals and communities have. Its ultimate 
aim is to furnish a suitable framework for future 
development initiatives and policy interventions. To do 
so, spatial planning relies on a spatial vision, concepts 
and spatial strategies and action. 

Strategic Projects

Strategic projects can, within certain conditions, be a 
lever for effective change and transformation because 
they intervene directly and in a concrete way in space 
and in a specific social context. They should be framed 
however in a clear vision and have to be considered 
in the same time as a collective learning and capacity 
building process with an open character and as 
concrete interventions in the short term.



Interpretation of Aims 

The process of producing a spatial concept should 
create a profound appreciation of the region’s key 
challenges and their underpinnings to which a 
“design and/or spatial solution” is one key part 
of a policy response. Producing a clear idea of the 
issues, visions, principles and processes around a 
spatial concept is only the first but important step in 
a longer collaborative process that would eventually 
produce what is referred to as a  “metropolitan spatial 
framework,” “regional spatial development plan” or 
“integrated spatial development framework.” 

The scope of the competition phase is limited to 
the formulation of what the sponsor referred to as 
a “a spatial planning concept” that responds to the 
following queries:

1. What vision? – What are the region’s ultimate 
aspirations?

2. What spatial concept? – How can elements of the 
vision be translated in spatial terms?

3. What intervention strategy? – What mechanisms 
are necessary to actualize the vision’s elements and 
spatial concepts?

4. What kind of places? – What places and spaces can 
best serve as strategic entry-points to stimulate the 
realization of the proffered spatial framework? 

5. What kind of actions and projects can best animate 
the principles of the spatial planning concept?

6. What kinds of planning and governance processes 
are necessary?

The client’s request for a spatial planning concept for 
the NMR is interpreted as a call for both ‘a spatial 
concept’ and its programme/strategy of actualization. 
This emphasis goes beyond the mandate of ‘traditional’ 
land-use planning, in the sense that it sets out a 
strategic framework to guide future development and 
policy interventions, whether or not these relate to 
formal land use planning control.

It is important to reiterate here that this report does 
not represent an elaborate plan in the sense that it 

can be used in day-to-day decision-making to orient 
development activities as in the case of a master 
plan or land-use plan. As mentioned, it is merely a 
well thought out schema regarding a desired future 
perspective for the NMR. However, its premises are 
plausible enough to serve as a basis for a subsequent 
and more inclusive planning process, leading to 
the formulation of a more elaborate, authenticated 
‘integrated spatial development framework’ for the 
NMR. 



The Consortium, Approach and Structure 

The planning process and the spatial concept we 
are proposing calls for a simultaneous process of 
actual plan development, stakeholder collaboration, 
and capacity building. The sophisticated approach 
being proposed results in the need for a team that is 
technically competent in all the complex planning 
areas required for a metropolitan spatial plan and 
a team that is equally technically competent in the 
complexities of collaboration and capacity building. 

The Consortium

In this regard, the consortium that put this proposal 
forward is uniquely equipped to deliver on the 
multilevel planning process described here. The team 
leader Mr. Renson Mbagwa is the former director 
of the Department of Physical Planning at the 
Government of Kenya’s Ministry of Lands and heads 
the lead private sector organization (Centre for Urban 
and Regional Planning, Kenya) on this proposal. 
In addition, three internationally known academic 
planning organizations, from three of the world’s 
major universities: University of Nairobi, Columbia 
University (New York) and the University of Leuven, 
are the co-partners in this endeavor, along with 
the private firms Euro Immo Star and OMGEVING 
(Belgium). The team leaders of the three academic 
partners (Peter Ngau, Elliot Sclar, Jef Van den 
Broeck) are all internationally known and respected 
planners and economists. All of them have on-the-
ground planning experience working in Kenya and 
metropolitan Nairobi. Lawrence Esho coordinated the 
process.

The approach

The team began with identification, assembly, 
and perusal of critical materials. The consortium’s 
substantial work and networks in the metropolitan 
region as well as access to the University of Nairobi’s 
accumulated research facilitated this step. The aim 
was to establish the variety and scope of existing 
knowledge as well as gaps. Consequently, we reviewed 
existing documents with a view to developing a broad-

brush understanding of the region’s key issues and 
challenges, as well as assets and potentials. Drawing 
on existing networks the process also sought to gain 
nuanced understandings of local peoples’ perspectives 
regarding their present condition and aspirations for 
the future. We also reviewed a number of renowned 
metropolitan planning initiatives around the globe, 
with a view to establishing the extent to which these 
may provide ideas for the NMR spatial planning 
concept.

Some of the referenced materials include: 

1. Relevant documents on Metropolitan initiatives in  
 Kenya (2001 – 2009)

 a. Nairobi Metro 2030 strategy 
 b. Kenya’s Vision 2030 – popular version 

2. Existing NMR plans

 a. Kitengela – Isinya Zoning plan 
 b. Ruiru Local Physical Dev. Plan 
 c. Thindigua Zoning Plan 
 d. Nairobi Metropolitan Growth Strategy 1973 – vol  
  1 and 2 

3. Maps and Images

 a. Boundary maps for the NMR  
 b. Quick bird image of Nairobi (acquired in 2003)
 c. Shape files of the NMR

4. Metro plans from different metropolitan regions in  
 the world

 a. Greater London 
 b. Greater Berlin 
 c. Greater Madrid 
 d. Greater Paris 
 e. Portland 
 f. Kuala Lumpur
 g.  Emscherpark/ Germany
 h.  Bilbao/Spain
 i.   BENELUX Structural Outline 



 j.   Cape Town/ South Africa
 k.   Bogata/ Columbia

Our approach to producing an authentic vision and 
spatial planning concept asks us to:

• Bring the client’s preliminary vision and its 
elements to terms with the NMR’s object and 
dynamic contextual realities and the challenges and 
opportunities that these present. 

• Match it up to prevailing and indigenous narratives 
of development, including residents’ assessments of 
their present-day circumstances and conditions within 
the NMR, as well the collective aspiration(s) of diverse 
stakeholders.

• Update it in view of recent theoretic perspectives 
regarding the significance of “Metropolitan Areas/
Regions” and, together with state of the art planning 
knowledge, consider appropriate planning responses 
in light of them. We pay special attention to the unique 
African context.

• Adopt a ‘research by design’ approach that not only 
predicates the vision on local realities and participation 
but also is geared towards exploiting inherent 
structural qualities in pursuit of an integrating and 
sustainable spatial framework. Research by design 
reveals as well the characteristics of space and place as 
possible ‘becomings’.

This proposal encompasses two major components; 
summary outputs of an investigative endeavor that 
seeks to highlight key issues and challenges in the 
region, and outcomes of a design process that aims 
to deploy existing assets and opportunities towards 
a targeted and integrated framework. The former 
is analytical and interpretative in tone, and textual 
in style, while the latter is propositional, seeking to 
outline the desired future perspective for the region 
by articulating elements of the vision and spatial 
concept. A third component explores the processes 
for moving forward and engaging conventional and 
non-conventional stakeholders and policy-makers. 
Consequently, the report is structured in three parts:

Structure of the Report

Part One provides an account of the region’s key issues, 
challenges, assets, and opportunities through:

1. A brief overview of the region’s historical and 
present-day trends and dynamics

2. Identifying and elaborating on overarching issues 

3. Analyzing key thematic areas and providing some 
basic vision elements, generic policies and intervention 
strategies for each thematic area

Part Two elaborates perspectives regarding the desired 
future scenario by:

4. Summarizing key elements of the vision and spatial 
planning concept for the future NMR 

5. Translating the vision into a set of generic policies, 
region-wide and localized intervention strategies 

6. Further clarifying the spatial concept by articulating 
various design scenarios. This entails:

 a. Defining the overall spatial framework of   
  intervention 

 b. Delineating and qualifying different intervention  
  areas including the broader Metropolitan Region  
  and its constitutive sub-regional territories 

 c. Selecting and qualifying areas that may serve   
  as strategic entry-points for the realization of the  
  vision’s elements and spatial concept through   
  policy intervention and investments in specific  
  projects 

7. Illustrating the desired future scenario by means 
of prospective design studies relating to a few selected 
strategic areas and projects 

Part Three provides some final reflections on realizing 
the vision by:

8. Outlining principles of a preliminary governance 
and co-production and institutional designs as well as 
ideas for technology and knowledge co-production and 
transfer
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Challenges, Assets and 
Opportunities



1.1  Nairobi and its Region: A Brief History 

Nairobi is situated at the south-eastern end of the 
agricultural heartland of Kenya. The productive 
highlands lie north of the city and rich farmlands of 
the central highlands to the west. Traditionally, most 
of the city’s energy and food have been obtained within 
a short distance of the city, although increasingly, 
development patterns are changing this relationship. 

Nairobi was founded in 1896 by a Kenya-Uganda 
Railway (KUR) survey team, which had made a 
temporary stop at the site to establish a depot (White 
et al, 1948). At the time, the land was used for grazing 
and as a water point. Hence, while there were no 
permanent African settlements on the land and it 
seemed to be available for appropriation, it was in use. 
It was named after the Maasai name Enkare Nairobi, 
meaning “place of cool waters.” In 1899, Nairobi was 
designated as Railway headquarters because of its 
reliable water supply, level land for railway yards, 
overall good climate and its freedom from tropical 
diseases (primarily malaria). By 1900, a small, 
permanent settlement had developed around the rail 
centre (Obduho, 1997). 

In 1905, the city became the capital city of the 
East African British Protectorate. The settlement’s 
administrative boundaries were extended as its 
population increased from 10,512 in 1906 to 118,579 
by 1948 (Obduho, 1997). At the time of independence 
in 1963 the population had grown to an estimated 
350,000, although much of the “growth” was due 
to the major boundary extension, which increased 
the urban administrative area to its current size of 
690 square kilometres (Fig 1) (Obduho, 1997). The 
expansion placed many peri-urban settlements, the 
Nairobi National Park and tracts of rangelands in the 
east under the jurisdiction of the city of Nairobi. This 
expansion aimed at giving the city adequate land for 
future expansion (Nairobi Urban Study Group, 1973). 
The proposed size of the NMR as delineated in the 
Nairobi Metro 2030 Strategy is 3000 km2, although 
this is bound to be reshaped by the new constitution 
which breaks the region into “Nairobi City County” 
surrounded by the counties of Kajiado, Kiambu and 
Machakos. 

In the early years, economic and political forces shaped 
the town without any coordination except for a grid 
iron street pattern; in 1919 it became an incorporated 

municipality and in 1926 a town planning consultant 
was appointed to review the town’s structure and 
development (White et al, 1948; Nairobi Urban Study 
Group, 1973; Obduho, 1997). The land on which the 
Kenya Railways was built was taken over by the Crown, 
which had the responsibility of subdividing it and 
planning land use. 

Little official coordination and planning per se took 
place. Instead, practices of segregation shaped land-
use patterns, which became well defined: the western 
part of Nairobi (located on cooler, elevated ground) 
was allocated for Europeans. The Indian employees 
who came to work on the railway mainly lived in 
over-crowded conditions to the north, adjacent to 
the commercial Indian Bazaar. The Africans lived 
mostly on the periphery and as their presence grew, 
they came to live in more segregated districts with 
inferior services. Other key areas of Nairobi included 
the Railway Centre, the European Business and 
Administration Centre, the Railway Quarters, the 
Dhobi (or washermen) Quarter and the military 
barracks located outside of town (White et al, 1948). 

Since Nairobi’s humble beginnings, the city has become 
Kenya’s largest and most economically important city. 
This primacy has been sustained by the economies of 
agglomeration that attract enterprises, its location as 
an international/national transport hub, as well as 
the innovation, creativity and increased productivity 
that often arise when people live in close proximity 
to one another (Jacobs, 1969). Large areas previously 
devoted to agricultural and other rural production/
practices have been and continue to be converted to 
urban development. While there have been functional 
linkages between the city and the region, they are 
becoming increasingly disrupted by urban sprawl and 
related developments. 
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Figure 1: Nairobi Boundary Changes 
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 1.2 Planning History 

From Nairobi’s beginnings as a rail outpost and 
then a small town, planning was absent.  To redress 
this situation in 1926 a Town Planning Consultant 
was called to Nairobi to make zoning and planning 
recommendations. In the absence of a strong local 
government and in light of the complex political 
dynamics, this was largely ineffective. While it was 
recognized that a development plan was needed, little 
was done to curb land speculation and development 
continued in an uncontrolled manner (Nairobi Urban 
Study Group, 1973). 

1948 Master Plan ‘for a Colonial Capital’

In 1948 Nairobi’s first Master Plan was created with 
a land-use plan based on Garden City principles (Fig 
2). It did not challenge race-based segregation and 
its “neighborhood unit” ideal appeared to accept 
disparities among communities living in the city. 
According to the Nairobi Urban Study Group, the plan 
was largely responsible for the present layout of the 
Industrial Area and for setting guidelines for zoning for 
the following twenty years (1973).

1973 Nairobi Metropolitan Growth Strategy

After independence the Nairobi City Council 
formed an urban study group to develop a badly 
needed metropolitan growth strategy (Nairobi 
Study Group, 1973). This plan tended to encourage 
decentralization of the city, creation of other growth 
centres and integration of different race and income 
groups in the city. Unlike the 1948 Master Plan, 
it was a multi-sectoral development plan that laid 
out a strategy for integrated urban development to 
accommodate growth. The strategy assumed significant 
administrative, political and financial support by the 
central government and established a framework for 
massive investment in infrastructure and services. 
However, for complex political reasons the plan was 
never implemented. Uncontrolled urban growth 
continued and by 1979, it was estimated that 50% of 
the city was comprised of unauthorized developments. 
Subsequent planning has been done through sectoral 
and zoning plans with limited spatial perspectives.

1993 The Nairobi We Want Convention 

In the 1980s and 1990s, Nairobi was characterized 
by expanding population and demands for services. 
Inadequate service provision was resulting in 
uncollected garbage, poor roads, water shortages, 
poor sewerage disposal, increasing slum and squatter 
settlements and contributed to poverty, disease and 
accompanying issues such as child labor and street 
children. In 1993, a city-wide forum, “The Nairobi 
We Want” Convention, took place. According to UN-
Habitat it was “the first of its kind —a meeting of 1200 
Nairobi residents who came together to discuss ways 
to improve many aspects of life in their city.” This 
function became the first seed of public participation.  

1996 The Informal Settlements Development 
Strategy 

Throughout the 1990s serious land grabbing and 
slum demolitions were occurring, which made 
Nairobi’s problems of poverty and poor service 
provision worse. In 1996, to develop a coordinated 
strategy between NGOs and government to deal 
with these circumstances an initiative started known 
as the Nairobi Informal Settlement Coordination 
Committee. This initiative aimed at recognizing and 
utilizing the input of informal settlements in the city’s 
socio economic and cultural development as well 
as including community resource mobilization in 
project planning and implementation. The committee 
included the central government, the Nairobi City 
Council, NGO’s and private sector organizations. 
Residents living in informal settlements were involved 
in planning their own communities, thus encouraging 
feelings of acceptance and ownership of the projects 
that created stability. This strategy provided 
opportunity for a community planning system that has 
continued to play a growing role in urban governance, 
access to basic services, economic performance and 
political stability.      

1996 Physical Planning Act 

Throughout this time Nairobi continued to lack 
planning. Land grabbing and uncontrolled peri-urban 
growth were growing problems. In 1996, legislation 
was introduced to, in theory, better guide land-use 
and development planning. The Physical Planning Act, 

Figure 2: Illustration of 
the 1948 Master Plan for 
Nairobi

Source:    
nairobics.blogspot.com



which became operational in 1998 turned into the main 
law guiding land-use management in the country. The 
Director of Physical Planning by law became the chief 
government advisor in matters pertaining to land-use 
management.  The Physical Planning Act aimed to 
reduce the ambiguity in land-use management, which 
occurred because of over-lapping jurisdictions of the 
Commissioner of Lands, and the Local Authorities 
as enshrined in the 1948 Government Lands Act 
(GOK, cap 280) and the 1963 Local Government Act 
(GOK, Cap 265). The Director of Physical Planning in 
the Ministry of Lands and Settlement was assigned 
the role of preparing all regional and local physical 
development plans. However, the act has shortcomings 
that need to be resolved for effective implementation. 
It does not link to the Local Government and Lands 
Acts and does not adequately cover urban areas that 
are “trust lands” under control of local authorities, 
which continue to see their role as allocating land 
rather than improving land use and planning. It also 
does not allow for adequate control of urban expansion 
onto agricultural land and the elementsand control 
over the ‘subdivision’ tradition. Such control, which 
requires public participation, has largely been ignored 
and would require more technical and political capacity 
at the  local level. In the process of implementing the 
National Land Policy, this law will be revised and 
harmonized with a range of other laws around land. 
This offers an important opportunity for improving 
land-use management.

1998-2000 Local Authorities Transfer Fund/Local 
Authority Service Delivery Action Plan (LASDAP) 

The government has moved towards some devolution 
of funds to the local level to address the pressing need 
for improved infrastructure and service delivery. The 
Local Authority Transfer Fund (LATF) is one major 
component of the ongoing local government reform 
program, which started in the mid 1990’s. The essence 
of the fund is to address the financial gap facing 
Local Authorities that is associated with the poor 
performance including inadequate service delivery, low 
technical capacity and lack of public participation in 
planning and implementation of development plans. 
To receive funds, local authorities must develop Local 
Authority Service Delivery Action Plans (LASDAP). 
These plans are designed to be participatory, and in 
many places they are increasing accountability by 
providing public input into local planning for service 

delivery.

2008 The Nairobi Metropolitan Bill and Local 
Government Act

Over time Nairobi and its surrounding towns have 
grown and become highly interconnected to the 
point that we now talk about a Nairobi Metropolitan 
Region (NMR). The current draft Metropolitan Bill 
and Nairobi Metro 2030 recognize this and attempt 
to create a legislative and policy framework for 
addressing the metropolitan region and its challenges. 
The bill seeks to establish a metropolis with 15 Local 
Authorities made up of a total of one city council, six 
municipal councils, four town councils and four county 
councils all viewed as a single entity: The Nairobi 
Metropolitan Area. It gives the Ministry of Nairobi 
Metropolitan Development significant powers over the 
NMR. The Local Government Act is also undergoing 
review and proposes a Metropolitan Board. These 
two acts, along with the new constitution, will need 
to be harmonized. To succeed with this process of 
institutional transformation, intensive stakeholder 
consultations and coordination will need to take place. 



 1.3. Current Trends, Challenges and    
  Dynamics

From Nairobi’s beginnings as a rail outpost and 
tNairobi’s population growth has been increasing 
rapidly over time. 

Even while Nairobi possesses adequate land, currently 
much  of the city’s population and its economic 
activities are accommodated in a small portion of 
the urban land area. The result is exceedingly high 
development densities and slum development in some 
areas like Kibera and low density and under-utilized 
land in other areas like Muthaiga, unrealized potential 
for higher productivity, poor health outcomes, 
environmental degradation and low incomes for the 
majority of the population.

Governance 

Governance challenges are many and varied. They 
include:

1. Inadequate capacity and accountability in 
governance institutions which has led to poor resource 
mobilization

2. Poor focus on planning and public engagement 
which curtails potential for innovations in resource 
mobilization efforts, especially as residents’ 
associations grow

3. Uncoordinated efforts among and between various 
institutions and institutional departments has lead to 
mistrust of governmental and governance institutions 

4. Lack of transparency in development policies, plans 
and practices 

5. Lack of meaningful dialogue between governmental 
institutions and stakeholders (civil society, private 
sector, community-based organizations, etc.)

6. Lack of genuine stakeholder consultation and 
cooperation between government and stakeholders 

Informal Settlements

Informal settlements contain more than 60% of the 
total population of Nairobi and are located directly in 
or in direct proximity of the city’s most hazardous (and 
fragile) areas such as flood plains, industrial waste 
sites, disused quarries, railway lines, high tension 
power lines, steep slopes, river valleys, sewers, dump 

sites, and riparian reserves. These circumstances 
expose residents to floods, land-slides, accidents and 
increased health risks resulting from these hazards as 
well as from contaminants. 

Other health risks arise from slum conditions, which 
are characterized by crowded living conditions 
in housing that is not durable/safe and/or lacks 
ventilation and sunlight, and lacks access to sufficient 
clean water and decent sanitation. Most residents have 
no security of land tenure and are therefore in constant 
threat of harassment and eviction. At the same time, 
stable social networks and informal businesses exist 
in some slum areas, helping to provide a minimum of 
social security.

From a planning perspective, these settlements 
contribute to the problems of encroachment on road 
and riparian reserves, as do “legal” settlements, 
industries and businesses. They also pose major 
challenges for how to plan in these areas and better 
integrate them into the rest of the city. The informal 
settlements (fig.3) are not the cause of the main 
problems plaguing the city, but rather a manifestation 
of deeply-rooted social ills and the way the city has 
developed from colonial times with severe spatial 
segregation.  

Figure 3: Locations of 
Slums and Squatter 
Settlements in Nairobi

Year	 Population	 Source
1906	 10,512	 	 East	African	Statistical	Department,	
	 	 	 as	referenced	by	Obudho	1997
1926	 29,864	 	 1948	Plan
1928	 29,864	 	 East	African	Statistical	Department,	
	 	 	 as	referenced	by	Obudho	1997
1931	 47,944	 	 East	African	Statistical	Department,	
	 	 	 as	referenced	by	Obudho	1998
1936	 49,606	 	 East	African	Statistical	Department,	
	 	 	 as	referenced	by	Obudho	1999
1944	 108,900		 East	African	Statistical	Department,	
	 	 	 as	referenced	by	Obduho	1997
1948	 118,976	 	 East	African	Statistical	Department,	
	 	 	 as	referenced	by	Obduho	1997
1962	 266,795	 	 East	African	Statistical	Department,	
	 	 	 as	referenced	by	Obduho	1997
1969*	 509,286		 East	African	Statistical	Department,	
	 	 	 as	referenced	by	Obduho	1997
1971	 585,000		 JICA	2006
1979	 827,775	 	 East	African	Statistical	Department,	
	 	 	 as	referenced	by	Obduho	1997
1989	 1,324,570	 East	African	Statistical	Department,	
	 	 	 as	referenced	by	Obudho	1997
2009	 3,138,369	 Kenya	Bureau	of	Statistics	2010
	 	
	 	
*In	1964,	Nairobi’s	boundary	was	expanded	from	90	sq	km	to	690	
sq	km



Figure 4: The Nairobi 
River Basin and 
Topography

Environmental Issues in the NMR

Nairobi city and its environs boast abundant wildlife 
in forest groves, marshy wetlands, the Kitengela 
corridor, and the Athi-Kapiti plains. Green spaces 
function as recreational areas, maintain biodiversity, 
filter pollutants from the air and act as minor water 
catchments within and in the outskirts of the city. The 
Nairobi River Basin (fig. 4) consists of three major 
rivers: Nairobi River, Ngong River and Mathare River. 
The catchments of all three rivers are in the Kikuyu and 
Limuru Hills. However, in the absence of a functioning 
sewer and water treatment systems, settlements (both 
high and-low income) located along the river basins 
are sources of pollution and contamination to the 
rivers. Other sources of pollution include industries, 
which dump industrial waste and contaminants near or 
directly into rivers.

CBD

Nairobi River

green bodies
high lands
low lands
main topographical border
Nairobi compact city



While the city and its environs still host wildlife and 
diverse ecosystems, the city’s physical expansion has 
often come at the expense of the natural environment, 
which is needed to sustain it. Urban sprawl and the 
construction of infrastructure have led to the loss of 
parkland, forests, agricultural land and rangeland. 
This expansion results in the destruction of the natural 
habitat and affects sustainability of food, fuel and water 
production for the city and the region. Development is 
also encroaching on the borders of its famous national 
park(s) and threatening the wildlife corridors that are 
essential not only for migration and for the sake of 
wildlife but for the country’s economy, which is heavily 
dependent on tourism and its related services.

Southern Direction  Urban developments are 

restricted due to the topography of the Great Rift Valley 
and the Nairobi National Park, a wildlife sanctuary 
within Nairobi, which already borders major roads/
highways. Industrial and residential developments 
at the western and southern borders of Nairobi are 
encircling and encroaching upon Nairobi National 
Park, threatening wildlife, ecosystems and migration 
patterns as well as an integral part of Nairobi’s unique 
identity as a city with a National Park in its boundaries. 

Western and North Western Direction  Small 
rural settlements (Kikuyu, Banana Hill, Kiambu, 
Tigoni, and Limuru) that initially supplied labor to 
agricultural and medium- sized industrial activities in 
their hinterland are rapidly and informally growing as 
they take on more low- and middle- income residential 
and commercial functions.

Northern Direction  This area is characterized by 
urban expansion towards Thika. This urban/peri-
urban growth is encroaching on the agricultural lands 
that provide both agricultural economic opportunities 
and agricultural products to Nairobi. Meanwhile, 
unplanned developments in the towns towards Thika 
are threatening to take on the form of slums. With the 
construction of the Thika highway, this unplanned 
urban expansion is poised to accelerate.

South Eastern Direction  This covers the zone 
along the Nairobi – Mombasa highway towards the 
towns of Athi River, Mavoko, and Machakos. Currently, 
substantial urban growth, including industry, is 
being directed here and coming into conflict with the 
pastoralism and tourism that are key aspects of the 
local economy.

References

JICA (Japan International Cooperation Agency) (2006) The Study on 
Master Plan for Urban Transport in the Nairobi Metropolitan Area in The 
Republic of Kenya - Final Report. Katahira & Engineers International/RECS 
International, Tokyo/The Netherlands.

Obduho, R. A. (1997). Nairobi: national capital and regional hub in Carol 
Rakodi (Ed.), The Urban Challenge in Africa. United Nations University, 
Tokyo, 292–336.

Figure 5.: Growth 
trends in relation to key 
transportation networks





2

Overarching Issues

Overarching issues are the (valuable) factors 

influencing the wellbeing of people and society and 

which should be starting points for planning, policy 

development and implementation: the natural 

systems and habitats, environment and health, 

social cohesion and the way we deal with them 

or ‘good’ governance. Specifically we look for the 

spatial dimensions of these factors.



2.1. Natural Systems and Habitats  

The Metropolitan Nairobi Region possesses a natural 
structure of stunning beauty and remarkable variation 
at local levels. This structure is shaped by geological 
and ecological conditions including altitude, rainfall 
and soil types. These conditions create possibilities 
and place constraints on habitat and human activity 
including urbanization. The natural environment 
shapes human life and culture and also strongly 
impacts it, producing unique landscapes rich with 
cultural, normative and historical significance. 

Facts and Issues 

Topography

The NMR lies at the edge of the Athi Kapiti plain 
and the lower slopes of the Kikuyu and Aberdare 
escarpment. Land elevation increases from east to 
west. In the South are plateaus and plains. In the North 
we find uplands with elevations over 8000 ft (2.4 km) 
above sea level in the North Western Region. The 

NMR has a necklace of mountains surrounding it and 
includes the Aberdare range in the Northwest.

Relief	and	Drainage

The NMR falls largely in the drainage basin of the Athi 
River and its tributaries. Gatharaini, Mathare, Nairobi, 
Motoine Ngong and Mbagathi rivers and streams 
drain the escarpments as they flow eastwards into Athi 
River. Other features include lakes (Magadi/Amboseli), 
springs (Oltureshi, Loitokitok) and waterfalls (Chania 
Falls, Fourteen Falls).

Soils

The NMR has a wide variety of soil types from rich 
agricultural soils in the North (Quaternary Volcanics 
and Tertiary Volcanics) and less fertile soil (Quaternary 
Sediments, Precambrian Basement and Granite) in the 
South. 

Agro-climatic	Zones	(Agricultural	potential	based	on	
climate,	relief	and	drainage)

Many different agro-climate zones fall within the 
NMR. These determine which areas are suitable for 
urbanization and which areas should be preserved for 
agricultural and pastoral production. The Northwest 
and parts of the Northeast are agro-climatic zones 
that lend themselves to high agricultural potential. In 
the South are grassy rangelands suitable for pastoral 
production. These rangelands also provide habitat 
for wildlife. In Magadi in the South are badlands and 
erosion plains where mining for soda ash takes place.

Watersheds	and	Related	Forests

The region has a number of critical watersheds. The 
most important watersheds are the Aberdare Forests 
as well as the Mt Kenya and Mau Forests - two forests 
that play central ecological functions for the whole 
region. Fragments of a once-large indigenous forest, 
Ngong and Karura Forests, are located within highly 
urbanized parts of the NMR.

Fig 6 : Relief and 
Drainage in the NMR 

Fig. 7: Conservation 
Areas in the NMR and 
Land Use



water quality and supply problems, loss of bio-diversity 
and air pollution. 

Encroachment	on	National	Parks,	Wildlife	Conservation	
and	Dispersal	Areas

The NMR hosts many National Parks and wildlife 
dispersal areas. The Nairobi National Park/Kitengela 
Conservation area covers an area of 117 km² and 
depends on the larger region for its survival. Wildlife 
moves in paths or corridors in the region. One key 
corridor is between Nairobi and Amboseli National 
Park. This and other corridors are in the process of 
being blocked by uncontrolled subdivision and fencing 
of land. Other threats include uncontrolled borehole 
drilling, unsustainable cultivation (for example, 
eucalyptus and flower farms) and pollution from 
agriculture and industrial activity in Athi River. Yet, 
these parks are critical for local enjoyment and the 
tourism industry and provide important revenues and 
jobs to Nairobi and the southern part of the country. 

Other key parks and wildlife habitats in the NMR 
include Oldonyo Sabuk National Park, Aberdare 
Nature Reserve, Ngong Hills Nature Reserve, 
Oloolkisaille National Park, Amboseli National Park 
and the Nairobi Arboretum. They also face problems of 
unsustainable management and degradation.

Lack	of	Transparency	in	Governance	over	These	Natural	
Resources

Throughout the 1990s, irregular allocations of 
public land, including forest land, contributed to the 
processes of degradation, which led to the new Forest 
Act and citizen mobilizations. Governance over natural 
resources still requires greater openness, accountability 
and an orientation that protects public interest and 
national heritage (see Governance).

Image 1 : Deforestation 
is a major challenge

Challenges

Over the last ten years, the NMR has continuously 
expanded, putting severe stress on the natural 
structures and habitats that sustain life, sometimes 
adversely impacting social and cultural relations and 
social cohesion. The main challenges include:

Land	Degradation	and	Rural-to-Urban	Conversion

In the NMR, rapid sprawl through uncontrolled 
subdivision of agricultural and pastoral land is 
degrading lands suitable for meat production and 
agriculture (Mundia and Aniya 2006). Especially in 
the South, this process and in-migration into pastoral 
areas is causing political tensions.

At the same time, urban agriculture occurs even in 
the central part of Nairobi and is often located along 

roadsides and flood plains, in residential areas in the 
eastern part of the city and in peri-urban areas. Over 
time, this agriculture has intensified and roughly 30% 
of residents in Nairobi practice urban agriculture. 
Farming within urban areas means that farmers 
are likely to use untreated sewage to irrigate crops. 
Further, fodder and pollution contaminate soils, 
jeopardizing the safety of food. Contamination and 
rural-to-urban conversion pose a serious problem for 
food quality and security.

Degradation	of	Watersheds	and	Forests	

Similarly, uncontrolled development and 
unsustainable management of watersheds and the 
reliance on charcoal for fuel which is often produced 
from unsustainable forestry practices have led to 
deforestation and degradation of key watersheds. 
Deforestation and degradation have, in turn, led to 



Assets and Opportunities

Sustainable	Management	and	Eco-tourism

One of the competitive advantages of the NMR relative 
to other such regions worldwide is the presence of 
a large number of extraordinary natural structures, 
habitats, bio-diversity and landscapes. This includes 
historical and cultural landscapes of world significance 
such as pre-historic sites suggesting the region is 
the home of humankind. Most unusually, these 
landscapes and sites are within a short distance from a 
vibrant cosmopolitan metropolis with a strong service 
industry and knowledge base. This provides a powerful 
opportunity to wed new forms of eco-tourism that 
brands the NMR as the “green metropolis” instead of 
the former “green city in the sun.”  

The NMR also possesses high levels of sustainable 
management and planning expertise. If this 
management and expertise is harnessed to enhance 
and compliment improved governance over these 
critical natural assets, the health of these natural 
systems can be sustained. These systems in turn are 
integral to protecting the health, livelihood and quality 
of life of Kenyans (see Environment and Health).

Renewable	Energy	Potentials	

There is enormous potential for geothermal energy 
in the Great Rift Valley. Kenya’s geothermal power 
potential is estimated at over 3,000 MW, which 
means that less than 10% of the country’s geothermal 
resources are exploited. Kenya receives an estimated 
4 to 6 kWh per square meter per day of solar isolation, 
equivalent to about 300 million tonnes of oil per day 
(Karekezi et al 2005). This has not been effectively 
harnessed for commercial and domestic use. The 
city also has potential for wind and biogas energy. 
These renewable energy sources, when linked to the 
entrepreneur and knowledge base in the NMR, could 
service the region and produce new “green jobs” while 
addressing some of the pressures on natural systems 
supporting the NMR (see Economy).

Generic	Policies

• Control of urban sprawl that encroaches on natural 
structures and habitats by improving planning 
procedures and regulating informal land delivery.

• Promote sustainable management of land use that 
also recognizes and builds on indigenous cultural 
practices such as respect for sacred forests and 
sustainable pastoralism.

•  Utilize Kenya’s rich network of museums and 
interpretative sites to teach more understanding of 
sustainability including the role of local cultural and 
historical traditions. 

• Explore strategies for urban densification, open 
space networks, green spaces and greenbelts as one 
possible way to create sustainable urban environments 
that preserve key natural assets both within the 
NMR and surrounding landscape areas while 
improving access, mobility, health and social cohesion 
(see proposals for the Green Corridors, Kikuyu 
Constellation and City Centre Restructuring). 

• Re-brand the NMR as, for example, the “authentic 
African sustainable metropolis” or the “green 
metropolis” (see The Vision (Part II)). 

• Promote new forms of eco-tourism and renewable 
energy that fit into this new brand.

References

Karekezi, S, Kimani J, Wambille, A., Balla P., Magessa F., Kithyoma W., and 
Ochieng X (2005) The Potential Contribution of Non-Electrical Renewable 
Energy Technologies (RETs) to Poverty Reduction in East Africa. Nairobi: 
AFREPREN/FWD. Available at www.gnesd.org/.../AFREPREN%20
RETs%20final%20version.doc .

Mundia C. N and M. Aniya (2006) “Dynamics of LandUse/Cover Changes 
and Degradation of Nairobi City, Kenya” Land Degradation and 
Development 17

Image 2 : The NMR 
has many green public 
spaces

Image 3 : The NMR has 
untapped renewable 
energy potential



2.2. Environment and Health 

Facts, Issues and Challenges

The quality of the built and natural environment is 
a powerful driver of human health. Currently, the 
top five leading causes of death in children under 
the age of five in Nairobi are all related to proximal 
environmental causes, such as lack of access to safe 
drinking water, decent sanitation, waste management 
and air quality. Children are much more sensitive to 
negative environmental externalities associated with 
environmental degradation, and improvements in their 
health status will often reflect improvements to the 
environment that lead to better access to clean water 
and good sanitation services, as well as air that is safe 
to breathe. While it is possible to design interventions 
which will target specific problems, such as cleaning 
Nairobi’s rivers and providing all residents with 
access to clean water and sanitation, it is important to 
understand that there are overarching governance and 
equity issues which need to be addressed in order to 
solve these problems. 

Water	Pollution	and	Contamination	

Nairobi has a growing water quality and supply 
problem, as well as a problem of water service delivery. 
The infrastructure section of this report details some 
of these issues, while this section expands on issues 
relating to sustainability in terms of environment and 
health.  

Due to water pollution and droughts, it is likely that 
the Nairobi Water and Sewerage Company (NWSC) 
will increasingly have to rely on groundwater (its 
current policy is to rely solely on surface water), which 
is unsustainable, as overexploitation of groundwater 
comes with another host of issues. This includes 
lowering the water table at a rate much faster than it 
can be recharged and possible “sinking” of Nairobi 
due to land subsidence, as has occurred in Mexico 
City (Foster and Tuinhof, 2005 in City of Nairobi 
Environmental Outlook (NEO), p. 46). Large private 
operators, such as hotels and industry, and areas 
receiving intermittent water supply, such as Langata 
and Karen, already rely on groundwater to supplement 
NWSC supply. Additionally, droughts have already led 

to the digging of boreholes (this began in the 1930’s) 
and the criteria for separation of these holes from 
buildings and infrastructure have not always been 
followed, which potentially puts these structures and 
the residents who use them (or are simply near them) 
at risk (Foster and Tuinhof, 2005 in NEO, p. 46). The 
issue of droughts and water supply also needs to be 
examined in relation to water needed for hydroelectric 
power generation. Blackouts and water rationing have 
become increasingly common in Nairobi and this poses 
threats to health, particularly among more vulnerable 
populations, such as children and the elderly.

Water quality is severely compromised by a number of 
factors, but dumping of both liquid and solid wastes on 
watershed land as well as directly into rivers is a major 
issue. This dumping is done not only by industries and 
settlements encroaching upon the river (although their 
releases may be more direct) but by most of Nairobi. 
Industrial wastes, including agro-chemicals, petro-
chemicals and metals that are extremely dangerous to 
human health are perpetually disposed of in rivers. 

Solid wastes from settlements across all income levels 
(whether they have solid waste collection services or 
not) in Nairobi tend to end up in Nairobi’s waters. This 
is in part due to the fact that there is no solid waste 
transfer facility in Nairobi and the only dumping site 
for the city (Dandora) is overfilled, poorly managed and 
difficult to reach because of heavy traffic conditions. 
This leads to illegal dumping of solid wastes near or 
directly into rivers or illegal dumping sites. Waste from 
these sites threatens to leach into critical soils and 
rivers, impacting water and food supply. 

Proper disposal of human effluents is a major problem 
in Nairobi. Many residents, particularly those in 
informal settlements, are not connected to the 
sewage system. This leads to unsustainable sanitation 
practices, including flying toilets, septic tanks and 
pit latrines, which often contaminate groundwater 
resources. There is also the issue of sewage overflow 
during rains, leading to releases that can leach into 
soil and watersheds and eventually reach the rivers 
through runoff. This, as well as solid waste dumping, 
has serious impacts on human health and compromises 
water supply, as well as food supply, as contaminated 
water is used for irrigation. 

Image 4: Rivers are 
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Pollution in rivers and watersheds also leads to the loss 
of natural habitats, threatening fish, animals and plant 
life. Degradation of wetlands threatens biodiversity and 
compromises their ability to provide crucial ecosystem 
services. 

Health impacts due to lack of access to basic services, 
such as clean water and good sanitation, are felt mostly 
by the urban poor. It is typically assumed that urban 
health outcomes are better than rural health outcomes, 
but this holds true only when urban health outcomes 
are aggregated. A  study conducted by the African 
Population and Health Research Center found that in 
the Nairobi slums of Embakasi and Kibera, the under-
five mortality rates were 254 and 187 deaths/1000 
children, respectively (APHRC 2002). The average 
mortality rate for this age group in Nairobi was 62 
and it was estimated at fewer than 15 in high-income 
settlements. This is in stark contrast to rates in Sweden 
and Japan, where under-five mortality rates are 
5/1000 deaths. 

Air	Quality	

Air pollution is a serious issue in Nairobi, both in terms 
of human health and climate change. According to 
the City of Nairobi Environment Outlook, respiratory 
ailments were the leading cause of death in Nairobi 
(2007). A study of mobile sources of air pollution 
conducted in 2009 found that at traffic hotspots, levels 
of fine particulate matter (PM2.5), which has been 
linked to a wide range of health effects including the 
death of over 800,000 people worldwide, were eight 
times over the level deemed safe by the World Health 
Organization. Even on the fourth floor of a building 
on Tom Mboya St, PM2.5 levels were four times above 
WHO guidelines. (Kinney, Gatari andVolavka-Close, 
forthcoming). In Nairobi, severe traffic congestion, 
coupled with lack of adequate emissions control, 
leads to higher exposure to dangerous mobile source 
emissions, which can in turn lead to higher incidences 
of premature death from cardiopulmonary disease; 
trachea, bronchus and lung cancer; and acute 
respiratory disease in children (Cohen et al, 2005). 
Individuals who are already vulnerable (e.g., those with 
certain infectious or chronic illnesses) are at greater 
risk of premature mortality and hospitalization (Walsh, 
2003; Cohen et al, 2004). Air pollution is problematic 

not only as it relates to direct impacts on human health 
but also to climate change, which also effects human 
health through a series of factors. 

Forests

High levels of deforestation in Kenya and Nairobi are 
impacting the region. Loss of vegetation is leading 
to increased flooding, as a result of increased runoff. 
Additionally, loss of forests, which act as carbon sinks, 
is adversely impacting climate change. Deforestation, 
like water pollution, also leads to loss of natural habitat 
and biodiversity, which is crucial to preserve as one of 
Nairobi’s key assets. 

Climate	Change

While Nairobi itself can take measures to mitigate 
its impact on its environment and the climate, global 
climate change is a reality with which the city must 
cope, taking measures towards adaptation. Extreme 
temperatures and increased severity of floods and 
droughts are among the climate change challenges 
that Nairobi will continue to face. Already-vulnerable 
populations, particularly those living in slums, are 
at particular risk, as these settlements are often built 
on land that is unsuitable for development, such as 
in flood plains or in the path of landslides. Increased 
temperatures are leading to heat waves as well as 
changes in disease vectors, such as malaria and dengue, 
particularly when standing water due to flooding and/
or improper drainage exists. The spread of waterborne 
diseases, such as infectious diarrhea, is also much 
higher during and after floods. 

Contaminated	and	Degraded	Land

There are a number of sites in the Nairobi Metropolitan 
Area where extraction and industrial production have 
led to land contamination. Some of these sites have 
been abandoned but they are quite dangerous for 
settlement and other activities, as they pose threats to 
human health as well as to rivers, wildlife, vegetation 
and other natural features. 

Energy

Households and businesses in Nairobi use a 
combination of energy sources including biomass 
(charcoal), fossil fuels, hydro and geothermal. Data 
suggests that 71.4% of households have electricity, 
and Nairobi consumes approximately 91, 250 tons of 
charcoal annually (equivalent to the destruction of over 
900, 000 tons of green wood every year) (NEO, p. 39). 
This is putting further stress on the Tana River basin, 
as it threatens wetlands and is resulting in increased 
flooding and pollution as well as decreased rates 
of groundwater recharge. Additionally, this clearly 
creates demand that in the absence of sustainable 
forestry practices can feed into deforestation with all 
its negative consequences, including the reduction of 
water for hydro-electric generation. This produces a 
vicious cycle. 

Assets and Opportunities

Nairobi has a direct water supply, which with proper 
management of rivers and watersheds, could be 
cleaned and used for drinking water. Additionally, 
the practice of water recycling and harvesting, which 
is already in existence, can be expanded. This would 
help to relieve stress on the remaining sources of 
freshwater and decrease the unsustainable practice of 
digging of boreholes, which is depleting aquifers and 
compromising the integrity of the land.

Nairobi is a metropolis of entrepreneurs and active 
civic associations. This spirit can contribute to 
sustainable practices such as waste separation, 
recycling, reforestation and other efforts.

Nairobi is home to a wealth of environmental and 
population health expertise including Nobel Laureate 
Wangari Maathai and the African Health and 
Population Research Center. This expertise can help 
craft sustainable metropolitan policies. 

The Nairobi Metropolitan Area has good potential for 
renewable energy, such as wind, solar and geothermal 
power. This can reduce stress on natural systems and 
improve health. 



Generic Policies 

Policies should:

• Promote improved management of watersheds and 
rivers to ensure quantity and quality of water supply. 
To achieve this, public awareness about the decreasing 
water supply and health impacts of river, watershed 
and wetlands pollution must increase and cooperation 
among different stakeholders – from large industries 
to civil society must be strongly promoted. An example 
of a program, which is seeking to do this, is UNEP’s 
Nairobi’s River Basin Programme. 

• Promote practices, which lessen pressure on water 
resources, such as water recycling and re-use. 

• Promote the use of renewable energy, such as wind 
and solar power where appropriate. 

• Improve the health of the urban population by 
ensuring that all residents have access to clean water 
and good sanitation services.

• Improve health of residents and reduce 
environmental stress by decreasing mobile-source air 
pollution and fuel dependence through promotion of 
a networked, multi-modal transportation system and 
policies that discourage use of private vehicles. 

• Reduce Nairobi’s contribution to climate change 
and improve the health of humans, animals, vegetation 
and river basins and catchment areas by stopping 
deforestation and conserving forests.  Reforestation in 
Karura, Kayole, Ngong and other areas is key.

• Expand access to clean water to include all of 
Nairobi’s population. 

• Address management of and expand sewage systems 
and sewage treatment facilities so that they serve all of 
Nairobi’s population. 

• Improve existing and build new drainage systems 
to reduce flooding, thereby reducing stress on sewer 
systems and roads. 

• Address management and capacity issues as well 
as expand solid waste collection so that it serves all of 
Nairobi’s population. 

• Address the issues at Dandora waste site. Create 

alternative, well-managed landfills that incorporate 
sustainable practices.

• Assess appropriate location for and create a solid 
waste transfer facility.

• Expand and improve on existing projects to 
decrease pollution of Nairobi’s rivers and watersheds 
Re-use quarries, which are no longer functioning, such 
as those near Kayole. These quarries can become places 
for water cleaning and storage, of reforestation and of 
new recreational facilities. 
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2.3. Social Cohesion

Facts, Issues and Challenges

A strong sense of identity and shared goals leading to 
social cohesion are critical to a thriving metropolis. 
Social cohesion emerges out of the myriad of bonds 
and networks that bring people together in society. 
High levels of cohesion create social capital, which 
facilitates governance and planning. A unifying and 
inspiring vision of the metropolis in turn can help 
foster pride, civic responsibility, and cooperation in the 
development and implementation of urban planning. It 
also creates resilience to shifting circumstances such as 
political uncertainty, economic upturns or downturns, 
climate change and rapid urbanization. 

Socio-economic	and	Spatial	Segregation

Throughout its history Nairobi has faced many 
challenges to social cohesion linked to its historical 
development and dynamics. Starting in the 19th 
century as a colonial outpost in Maasailand for the 
railway, Nairobi grew rapidly. By 1905 Nairobi became 
the capital city, but a city for the British with primarily 
male Africans confined to what were supposed to be 
temporary sites or dormitories. Racial segregation 
largely overlay with income; Europeans were in higher-
income areas, Indians in middle-class areas, and 
Africans in lower-income areas. Nairobi also became 
ethnically diverse as Africans from other regions 
flocked to the city in search of jobs and opportunities. 
They met and mingled in the informal settlements that 
would, over time, become slums.

Ever since its formation, Nairobi has continued to 
grow at a rapid pace. It is now a large, complex and 
cosmopolitan metropolis. Yet, problems of segregation 
and exclusion persist; racial segregation has turned 
into socio-economic and legal-tenurial residential 
segregation (K’Akuma and Olima 2006). With rapid 
migration and high unemployment, lack of housing and 
other services, informal settlements are growing and 
getting denser while higher income groups continue to 
use a disproportionate amount of urban space just as in 
the colonial period (Macoloo, 1998). 

This socio-economic and spatial segregation continues 
to be one of the major challenges to a socially 
harmonious city with a sense of public pride. Ties 
exist between the slums and the wealthier parts of 
the city; slum dwellers provide the bulk of the labor 
and many goods for wealthier neighborhoods. Yet 
it is possible for a middle- or upper class resident of 
Nairobi to work, shop and reside in Nairobi without 
ever stepping into an informal settlement where the 
bulk of the citizens live a radically different life. Indeed, 
a gulf of fear concerning crime often deters wealthier 
residents from moving around slums. Residents of the 
informal settlements, in turn, often find the wealthier 
neighborhoods, characterized by high fences, security 
guards and dogs inhospitable places to spend time. 
Suspicions are further exacerbated by a history of local 
government and the Kenyan police adopting such 
measures of social control as demolitions, violence and 
harassment all seen to be disproportionately in favor of 
wealthier residents. 

Crime 

Spatial segregation and sense of distrust is exacerbated 
by Nairobi’s very high crime rate. One survey shows 
that over half of Nairobi’s citizens believe that crime 
is a significant concern: 25% worry “all the time”, 27% 
worry “very often” and a further 35% worry about 
crime “from time to time” (Institute for Security 
Studies, 2002). The UN-Habitat citywide survey of 
crime in Nairobi under the Safer Cities Programme 
found that robbery, burglary, theft and assault are 
prevalent. However, violent robbery rates are higher 
than in other African cities. Evidence suggests these 
crimes impact all residential areas. 

The Report of the National Task Force on Police 
Reforms notes that, “members of the public place 

part of the blame for the deterioration in the security 
situation and the apparent increase in crime on the 
shoulders of the police” (Republic of Kenya 2009). 
Improved public space, lighting and civic spirit can 
feed into the important structural reforms including 
improved community policing required to reduce crime 
and insecurity in the metropolitan region. 

Cultural	Diversity	and	City	Expansion	

Nairobi draws people from every part of Kenya, the 
region and the world. The city would not survive if 
not for a high degree of tolerance. However, as part 
of a normal use of ethnic networks to access housing, 
patterns of ethnic segregation in settlement exist 
in parts of the informal settlements. This has been 
worsened by the 2007/2008 post-election violence, 

Image 8: Nairobi has 
many exclusive high-
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Image 9: Many of 
Nairobi’s citizens 
are poor and live in 
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Image 10: All 
residential areas are 
impacted by crime 



which dangerously divided Kenyan society along ethnic 
and political lines. Ethnic-based displacements within 
the slums and absorption of people that fled from 
violence in other parts of the country have exacerbated 
this problem. The city needs to actively work on 
healing and reconstruction of a civic public culture that 
respects diversity.

Another related challenge is the encroachment of 
urban sprawl into pastoralist rangelands to the South 
of the city, changing the economic, cultural and 
political dynamics. This is producing considerable 
tension and fears that the metropolitan planning 
process will not respect the unique Maasai cultural 
heritage and livelihoods based around livestock that is 
often exploited to attract tourists. Such tensions, when 
mobilized by politicians, are often the source of future 
violence and demand a sensitive and collaborative 
approach to grappling with mutual problems.

Assets and Opportunities 

Fortunately, Nairobi has ample resources and 
opportunities to address its social cohesion problems. 
As a major regional and global hub, the city of 
Nairobi and its surroundings produce an openness, 
energy, creativity and entrepreneurial can-do spirit 
only recently unleashed through Kenya’s democratic 
opening. 

Within various Nairobi neighborhoods social solidarity 
exists in confronting the numerous challenges 
of city living as demonstrated by the many vocal 
neighborhood and resident associations. The Kenya 
Alliance of Resident Associations and the Federation 
of Slum Dwellers represent some of these groups in 
policy fora. Nairobi also boasts a talented intelligentsia 
and savvy business class which are becoming more 
engaged in civic and social responsibility. The city 
centre is visibly improved, for example, in part through 
partnerships between the City Council and the Nairobi 
Central Business District Association.

Nairobi is also blessed with an abundance of green 
spaces and land that could be used to develop more 
public spaces that bring people together, encourage 
mixing through the arts, music and sports and 
celebrate its considerable national achievements and 
diversity while facilitating safe and healthy walking 
pathways through the metropolis.

Relations between poorer residents and the 
government are also improving. After major conflicts 
over slum evictions and illegal land appropriations in 
the 1990s, the Government of Kenya is developing a 
more humane and promising approach of consulting 
with its poorer citizens. A key element of this is the new 
participatory model of community upgrading adopted 
by the Kenya Slum Upgrading Programme (KENSUP) 
and the Department of Urban and Regional Planning 
at the University of Nairobi with Pamoja Trust 
that creates high-quality public spaces in informal 
settlements. Along with more provision of mixed-use 
and middle- and lower-income housing, this will help 
produce more social inclusion and create busy city 
street life that, along with police reform, will bring 
more safety. 

These new approaches are also a significant move 
towards formalizing and integrating these critically 
important economic and residential areas into 
the fabric of the city and into the wider system of 
infrastructure and services. Finally, the emphasis 
on improved consultations within Metro 2030 is an 
important step forward in improving relations between 
Nairobi and its surrounding regions.  

Image 11: Public-private 
partnerships have 
brought improvements to 
the Nairobi City Center  

Image 12: Upgrading 
can integrate informal 
settlements into the 
social fabric of the city  



Generic Policies 

Much more work must be done to build on existing 
opportunities and promising trends to nurture a 
cohesive, creative and cosmopolitan metropolis. Social 
cohesion is tightly linked to the extent of integration 
of people into the mainstream institutions of society 
and the economy, particularly through employment, 
income and services such as health, education and 
housing and through shared civic and public space. 
In the surrounding areas, social cohesion is linked to 
genuine collaborative processes with neighboring cities 
and counties in which respect is shown for local culture 
and autonomy while sharing problem solving in over-
lapping metropolitan challenges.

This approach entails strategic interventions redressing 
inequitable urban service delivery and strengthening 
the social and civic fabric by the creation of shared 
public space and activities, infrastructure and services. 
Within the spatial concept for Metro Nairobi we see 
some key policies and strategies to obtain this vision: 

• Continue the process of consultative and co-
productive mechanisms and inclusive governance 
in the production and implementation of the 
metropolitan spatial plan. Cultivate ‘open’ planning 
processes aiming at social/spatial transformation and 
innovation by involving people in planning and project 
development (see Governance)

• Mainstream strategies of improved social 
integration, respect for cultural diversity and 
recognition of sub-regional autonomy into planning 
and policy 

• Move forward with community-based upgrading 
schemes for informal settlements that incorporate 
collaborative planning as a means to integrate much-
needed services 

• Utilize existing adequate public land to create 
more high-quality lower- and middle-income 
mixed neighborhoods with adequate planning 
and appropriate and transparent public-private 
partnerships

• Provide more high quality public spaces that 
draw neighborhoods together in shared healthy 
non-motorized transportation networks, activities 
and leisure (see Green Corridors and Kayole project 
concept)

• Encourage the arts and music that reflect and 
celebrate Kenya’s cultural richness and diversity within 
public spaces while integrating lower-income groups 
and the informal sector 

• Support small-scale businesses and increase 
security, flow of movement and public enjoyment by 
allowing the flexible utilization of public space. For 
example, current space can be reorganized to allow 
for the orderly presence of regulated kiosks to provide 
basic services (food and water) and clear pathways for 
pedestrians

• Implement better controls and urban design to 
manage urban sprawl, especially to the South where 
conflict is likely to emerge in the absence of such a 
strategy (Kitengela Conservation Area)
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2.4. Governance 

Facts, Issues and Challenges

The Nairobi Metropolitan Region [NMR] as defined 
by Metro 2030 lies in the jurisdiction of four 
administrative provinces– Rift Valley, Central, Eastern 
and Nairobi (Fig.8). Within these four provinces there 
are a total of fifteen local authorities. These include 
the City Council of Nairobi; Municipal Councils of: 
Kiambu, Limuru, Machakos, Mavoko, Ruiru and 
Thika; Town Councils of: Kajiado, Kikuyu, Karuri, 
Tala-Kangundo; and County Councils of: Kiambu, 
Thika, Masaku and Olkejuado. Recent constitutional 
changes will lead to the formation of forty seven county 
governments with Nairobi city council surrounded 
by Kajiado, Kiambu and Machakos counties. The 
fate of the smaller urban centres within surrounding 
counties will be determined by national legislation and 
ongoing negotiations. Regardless of the exact outcome, 
managing complex jurisdictional and coordination 
issues will persist as a major challenge in metropolitan 
planning. Another related challenge is the generally 
poor past performance of local and central government 
in service delivery and planning and a legacy of 
distrust between levels of government and citizens and 
government. Jurisdictional overlaps and complexities, 
when not handled with a spirit of transparency and 
consultation, can lead to deepening distrust and 
evasion of responsibility. Hence, clarification of roles 
with clear lines of responsibility and communication 
will be critical.

According to the plan of the 2009 NMA Bill which 
has not yet been passed, the Nairobi Metropolitan 
Region provides for the local authorities to maintain 
their present duties with the Ministry of the Nairobi 
Metropolitan Development providing policy 
formulation and coordination. However, significant 
powers to alter boundaries and intervene remain with 
the Ministry, and this is likely to cause mistrust and 
concern. Further, there are overlapping jurisdictions 
between the Ministry of Local Government and Nairobi 
Metropolitan Development that need to be resolved. 
As implementation of the new constitution moves 
forward, these issues and many more will need to be 
worked out.. 

The NMA bill provides an institutional framework 
to guide implementation of key policies, programs 
and projects in the NMR. The key elements of this 
framework are: 

• Ministry of Nairobi Metropolitan Development

• Nairobi Metropolitan Development Board and 
Specialized Agencies

• Metropolitan Local Authorities

In the above framework the MNMD has functions of 
policy making, regulation, and coordination and has 
key departments including Metropolitan Planning 
and Environment, Corporate Affairs, Social Services, 

Fig 8: Nairobi 
Metropolitan Re gion: 
Constituent Local 
Government Councils 

Infrastructure, Metro Safety and Security and 
Metropolitan investments. 

In the Metro governance framework there is need 
to clearly articulate the principles guiding the 
separation of powers, mandates and functions between 
the ministry, Metro Board, Metro Agencies and 
Metro Local Authorities based on the principles of 
subsidiarity and complimentarity. Subsidiarity means 
that functions and tasks of multiple governmental 
levels and structures should be situated on the most 
appropriate levels in order to best serve citizens. In 
this regard, the Metro Authority might deal with the 
functions of bulk supply of services at the regional 
level while Local Municipalities will deal with local 



distribution and enforcement, since they are closest to 
the populations that they serve. The regional level can 
be envisioned as “higher” and the local level as “lower” 
in terms of the distance between the population served 
and its governing authority. Subsidiarity means also 
that there is a need for an institutionalized forum 
for consultation and dialogue (trialogue) among the 
ministry, local authorities and citizenry.

The bill seeks to establish various Metropolitan Area 
Agencies: Nairobi Metropolitan Development Agency

• Nairobi Metropolitan Economic Development 
Agency

• Nairobi Metropolitan Transport Agency

• Nairobi Metropolitan Waste Management Agency

• Nairobi Metropolitan Land Agency

• Nairobi Metropolitan Small Business Agency

• Nairobi Metropolitan Disaster, Emergency and 
Rescue Services Agency

In view of the ongoing constitution making and 
reforms of related acts, it is unclear which agencies 
will in fact emerge and how they will be governed, 
but regardless there is a need for metropolitan fora 
and institutions to have clear mandates which should 
include public consultations and overall democratic 
and open modes of operating. . 

This provision for development of an integrated spatial 
planning framework as proposed in the bill is timely 
and we hope that this work contributes to serious 
discussions of how to develop an appropriate spatial 
concept as well as governance processes for developing, 
implementing and realising a spatial plan. 

Assets and Opportunities 

Kenya is going through a significant period of 
reform from the 1990’s political liberalisation, 
decentralisation and local government reform to the 
recent approval by referendum and parliament of 
the new constitution that may significantly empower 
democratic institutions, including those at the local 
level. This presents a major opportunity to put 
metropolitan planning on a more solid foundation. In 
addition, existing programs like the Local Authorities 
Transfer Fund can be improved and streamlined to 
link funding to planned activities and to ensure more 
active participation of the local communities in urban 
governance. 

Existing civil societies in the region present useful 
organisational capital and potential for cooperation 
and networking. This too can help enforce local 
accountability and improved urban governance. The 
high level of human capacity and expertise present 
in the universities and research institutions provides 
the intellectual capital necessary for informing 
development and planning processes in the region and 
beyond if they can be fruitfully connected to ongoing 
policy processes and inclusive dialogues.

Generic Policies

Integrated	and	Inclusive	Area	Development	Model

Any metropolitan planning process will need to be 
based on an Integrated Area Development perspective 
that is also inclusive. This means shaping the region’s 
local/neighbourhood development around a framework 
that encourages social and economic innovation 
and brings together all the spheres of development 
(social, economic, political and environmental) and 
all the principal actors, including in particular the 
poor and those in the informal sector who tend to be 
marginalised in current policy processes (Fig. 2). 

Figure 9: Three Pillars 
of Integrated Area 
Development 

Figure 10: Existing 
socio-economic 
stratification of urban 
population 

Innovative	Social	Relations	to	Promote	Social	Cohesion 

The objective is to nurture cohesive social networks 
and urban fabrics through inclusive planning 
approaches that bring together culturally and 
economically diverse sectors and actors to solve mutual 
problems and develop trust (Fig. 3). The aim is also to 
begin to address many of the basic needs of the city’s 
poorest citizens.



Innovative	Governance	Relations:	Principles

Given the ongoing institutional changes and also the 
need for further consultation in order to produce 
appropriate governance processes for metropolitan 
spatial planning, we merely articulate some of the key 
principles we believe should animate any governance 
processes. These principles include:

1. Subsidiarity:

Define through negotiation and law competences 
on different levels of government (National, Local 
(including district and county/municipal/city/town 
levels)

Keep competences to the lowest level as possible, 
which implies strengthening local governments and 
promoting a polycentric metropolitan region

Encourage a strong role for central government in 
regulation and building stronger capacities at the local 
level to make subsidiarity work

2. Negotiations “Trialogue”

Solve metropolitan issues and conflicts through 
institutionalized structures of negotiations involving 
central and local government, civil society, universities 
and private sector

Use these negotiations to create concrete agreements 
and strategic plans of action to be incorporated into 
local physical development plans and the metropolitan 
plan and to harmonise them

3. Empowerment

Empower neighborhoods to solve their local and 
regional problems through inclusive negotiations and 
joint metropolitan planning

4. Nurture Social Cohesion

Nurture cohesive social networks and fabrics through 
an inclusive planning process that brings together 
culturally diverse regions and actors to solve mutual 

problems and builds trust

5. Democratization

Reinforce Kenya’s democratization process through 
these processes, drawing on Kenya’s cultural 
heritage, which emphasizes solving problems through 
negotiations 

Support accountability and plans and planning by 
creating a more inclusive process of planning

To realize these principles in a practical way we 
propose to avoid the costly and difficult process of 
creating new levels of government. Rather, we suggest:

• Creating institutionalized but informal fora 
(cooperating bodies) using ’plenary sessions/meetings” 
to support local and multi-level metropolitan planning 
and governance. Ensuring that these fora find effective 
ways to include the non-conventional actors including 
the poor. A formal mandate should be given to these 
fora. 

• Creating a plenary body that serves as a node 
for civil society networks to engage government 
and prevent and mitigate conflicts arising from 
metropolitan planning. Utilizing local knowledge and 
innovation in the official planning process that must 
stay open to innovation, consultation and feedback
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Key Themes

We define ‘Key Themes’ as the different (sectoral) 

policy fields dealing with main spatial components 

and global human needs: housing and facilities, 

infrastructural services, mobility/accessibility and 

economic development.



3.1. Housing and Facilities

Facts, Issues and Challenges

Components in the Nairobi Metropolitan Region 

1	-	Core	Nairobi	(Figure 11)

Area 1:   Mass/Social Housing: Low-income, fairly 
low density with shared services in some cases but 
housing in poor state of repair. These areas include 
Kaloleni, Shauri Moyo, Makadara, Ziwani, Ofafa, 
Majengo, Pumwani and Jericho.

Area 2:   Western Suburbs: This includes 
Westlands, Lavington, Riverside, Kileleshwa, 
Thomson, Bernard, Valley Arcade, Kilimani, and 
Woodley areas. These were conceived as low density, 
high-income neighbourhoods but part of the area was 
recently rezoned for higher densities. The rest (Kyuna-
Loresho area) remains low density with a townhouse 
maximum. 

Area 3:   Northern Suburbs: Ngara and 
Parklands, Muthaiga, Evergreen, Windsor, Garden 
Estate, Gigiri, and Runda. Ngara and Parklands 
(inner suburbs) undergoing densification; 
infrastructure and amenities are fairly old and 
stretched. 

Area 4:   Low-income/High-rise apartments 
of Embakasi-Umoja-Huruma-Dandora: Most 
developed based on serviced sites, but ultimately 
constructed at unregulated higher densities 
rendering the services inadequate.  

Area 5:   Kawangware-Kangemi-Dagoretti fringe: 
Low-income, low-rise mass housing conceived as 
African quarters; housing stock fairly old, with 
degraded infrastructure triggering slum conditions. 
Dagoretti is old, traditional, and fairly sparse 
featuring a mixture of urban and rural character.

Area 6:   Karen Suburb; This area was 
conceived as a blend of bungalow houses and villas 
occupying large lots of not less than one acre that 
provided a sense of country life around modern 
facilities and amenities. Karen has experienced 
some form of transformation; the block between 
Langata road and Ngong road was rezoned to allow 

minimum plot sizes of half an acre, and has thus 
seen a proliferation of townhouses. 

Area 7:   Lang’ata, South B, Nairobi West, 
Madaraka, and South C: areas were mainly 
developed as middle-income, medium density of 
between 8 and 20 dwellings per hectare. All these 
areas have been undergoing partial densification 
that has seen development of flats/high-rise 
apartments. 

Area 8:   Thika Road Corridor: sprawling 
middle-income housing areas of Zimmerman, 
Kahawa West, Kasarani, and Githurai largely 
serving dormitory functions. Poor servicing and 
poor quality of housing stock are evident in most 
areas.

Area 9:   Mombasa Road Corridor: This 
covers Embakasi and Syokimau areas neighboring 
Jomo Kenyatta International Airport. A new and 
fast growing residential area featuring mixed 
density, mixed income, ranging from individual 
houses to gated communities of town houses and 
apartments. There is urgent need for planning and 
services upgrading.

Area 10:  Kangundo Road Corridor: Includes 
Njiru, and Ruai areas that are largely developed on 
an informal model characterised by poorly serviced 
land as well as uncontrolled/poor housing stock.

Area 11:   Informal Settlements: While 
characterized by stable social networks, the 
associated problems include insecure tenure, 
land use conflicts, natural hazards, pollution, 
overcrowding, poor sanitation, inadequate and 
unsafe water, and substandard shelter.

2	-	Nairobi	Metropolitan	Area

Northern Metro

This covers the jurisdiction of all local authorities 
in greater Thika and Kiambu regions. Urban 
development is encroaching on agricultural land 
essential to agricultural productivity. Small rural 
settlements, such as Kikuyu, Banana Hill, Kiambu, 
Tigoni, and Limuru, are rapidly and informally 
growing with low and middle income residential 
and commercial functions. 

Fig 11: Core Nairobi



Southern Metro

This is the area covered by the expansive Ol Kejuado 
County Council. The main urban settlements include 
Ngong, Ongata Rongai, Isinya, Kitengela, Isinya, 
Oloitoktok, and Magadi. Urban development and 
human settlement are naturally constrained by the 
Great Rift Valley and the Nairobi National Park. The 
landscape is symptomatic of inadequate community 
services, uncontrolled development and substandard 
housing. Nature conservation for wildlife, livestock, 
and other ecological services is critical.

Eastern Metro

This covers the areas under all local authorities of 
Machakos, Mavoko, and Tala/Kangundo. The areas 
along the Nairobi – Mombasa highway as well as 
Kangundo road corridor are experiencing rapid 
growth but the areas lack the necessary services to 
accommodate and sustain such growth; employment 
and livelihood opportunities within the housing areas 
remain low. 

Housing

Nairobi is suffering from a shortage of cheap and 
affordable housing. The annual demand for urban 
housing in Kenya is 150,000 units but only 23% 
of this demand is being met if the current trend 
continues and the worst affected are people in the 
lower income categories (IMF 2010, 68). Constraints 
on the improvement and supply of housing in Nairobi 
include the limited supply of serviced land because of 
speculation and lack of public investment in housing; 
rapid growth of un-serviced peri-urban settlements, 
such as Githurai, Ngong, Machakos, and Kikuyu; 
and serious restrictions on access to formal housing 
finance, because of the strict lending criteria of 
financial institutions (Government of Kenya, 2008). 

The public and formal sectors do not build enough 
houses to cater for the need arising from the increase 
in population. The shortfall is more acute among low-
income households whose present demand is about 
48% of all new urban housing required. Currently, 
more than 80% of new houses are for high- and upper 
middle-income earners. Nairobi suffers extreme 
inequality in spatial development.

Health

Out of over 4,500 health facilities in the country, the 
Ministry of Health controls and runs about 52% while 
the private sector, the mission organizations and the 
Ministry of Local Government run the remaining 48%. 
Only 30% of the rural population has access to health 
facilities within 4km, while such access is available 
to 70% of urban dwellers (Ngigi, A and Macharia D., 
2006). The arid and semi arid north and north eastern 
areas of Kenya are underserved, reputedly due to 
inadequate supplies and equipment, as well as lack of 
personnel. 

Government health facilities are also not easily 
accessible for most slum residents. Pneumonia, 
diarrheal diseases and stillbirths account for more 
than half the deaths of children under-five, while HIV/
AIDS, tuberculosis, interpersonal violence injuries 
and road traffic accidents account for more than two-
thirds of deaths among people aged five years and 
older (Kyobutungi et al, 2008). The poor health status 
of slum children is in part due to continuous exposure 
to environmental hazards coupled with a lack of basic 
amenities.

Like all basic services, health care services are 
inadequate and unevenly distributed in Nairobi and 
its region. Nairobi City Council operates a total of 11 
health centres providing free medical care services, 
run on a 24 hour basis; eight maternity homes and 
the main Pumwani Maternity Hospital. Major referral 
health care centres are operated by the Central 
Government with a large catchment extending beyond 
the region (Kenyatta National Hospital). Privately run, 
well equipped and distributed health care facilities dot 
the city and region but are far beyond the affordability 
of a majority of the people.

Residents in the low income settlements in Nairobi, the 
dry outlying south and parts of the outlying east suffer 
from inadequate and unreliable services. Cough, fever, 
diarrhea, skin problems and eye diseases made up the 
top five causes of morbidity among children. In the 
informal areas, residents seek medical care in public 
health institutions located outside the slum areas. 
Those seeking healthcare within the slum heavily rely 
on informal private clinics.

Education

The long-term objective of the Government is to 
provide every Kenyan with basic quality education 
and training, including 2 years of pre-primary, 8 
years of primary and 4 years of secondary/technical 
education. Education also aims at enhancing the ability 
of Kenyans to preserve and utilize the environment for 
productive gain and sustainable livelihoods. The adult 
literacy in Kenya is relatively high at 95% (UNESCO 
2005). However, access to schooling drops off at the 
secondary and tertiary levels when costs prevent young 
people from continuing (UNESCO 2005). There are 
also questions about the quality of education in over-
crowded classrooms without adequate facilities. In 
informal settlements, which in addition have problems 
keeping teachers, these are pressing questions. 
Currently, in Nairobi 48%of children between the ages 
of 6 and 13 years not attending school and only 47% 
of those who were attending completed their primary 
education (Mathooko 2009).

With the introduction of free primary school education, 
the enrolment of primary school children has 
increased. However, education facilities in slum areas 
have been given low priority (by the City Council) 
resulting in a lack of funds and the transfer of financial 
responsibility to impoverished parents. Low quality, 
inappropriate school facilities are built in the slums 
by politically motivated business leaders, and school 
environments are unsafe and unhealthy for children 
who attend school in dangerous, dirty buildings with 
inadequate plumbing facilities. Further, teachers often 
refuse to take up posts in slum areas (Mathooko 2009). 

The provision of education facilities in the rest of the 
metropolitan region is dependent upon the social 
economic characteristics of each area. Education 
facilities are better and well distributed in the 
outlying north and east as compared to the outlying 
south. The latter challenge in education provision is 
compounded by cultural norms and values. Residents 
in close proximity to the city access their education 
requirements from the city.



Assets and Opportunities 

The Nairobi core boasts of a large stock of public 
housing occupying prime land in close proximity to 
the city. This includes the old council estates of Bahati, 
Makongeni, Muthurwa, Kamukunji and Makadara 
that cater to low-income residents; and the middle-
income residence areas of Jerusalem, Jericho and 
Uhuru. There exist possibilities for re-densification 
and renewal for these housing areas as well as planning 
for mixed-used and mixed-user housing in pursuit of 
providing well serviced accommodation and inclusion 
of various income categories. 

Land, a key component of any development within 
the city, is public (council owned) and this presents 
a major opportunity for housing proposals. Different 
approaches to housing development should be 
explored including Public-Private Partnerships 
(PPP) and the involvement of the National Housing 
Corporation through mortgages and infrastructure 
upgrading. However, efforts should be made to guard 
against massive gentrification and destabilisation of the 
existing social networks. Further, these investments 
must be carried out with maximum transparency.

There is a reasonable network of health (public clinics) 
and education facilities (primary schools within the 
old boundary of Nairobi city). However, some of the 
facilities are obsolete, underutilised and in dire need of 
improvement.

Housing should depict the range of choices in 
community life-housing schemes, security and 
social networks and incorporate the cultural values, 
traditions and diversity of the users-systems of 
building, as well as the technological aspects. It should 
meet the economic needs of the majority of users, 
particularly those in the low-income strata, including 
investment, employment and wealth creation, and 
productive assets. And finally it should integrate a 
network of accessible and affordable basic services 

Generic Policies 

• Improve service delivery in the low income 
settlements of the networked metropolis –health, 
education, public spaces, water and sanitation

Provide housing of acceptable standards and affordable 
cost coupled with essential services to achieve dignity 
and security to the individual, family, and community

• Expand housing by the public sector and through 
investment, improveg access to housing finance and 
integrate employment and livelihoods conceptually 
with housing delivery

• Enhance research and the exploration of 
appropriate building technologies for affordability, 
durability, environmental conservation, and safety

• Strengthen the institutional arrangements by 
streamlining and improving the efficiencies of various 
institutions and tapping their synergies through Public-
Private Partnerships (PPPs) in housing and service 
delivery

Core	Area

Infill Densification

This will be applied to areas presently within Nairobi 
that are underutilized. Community assets/amenities 
will be upgraded to meet minimum standards. This will 
address two main categories; namely, inner-city areas 
with large lots: Madaraka, Bahati, Mbotela, Kariokor, 
California, Makongeni etc.; and the outlying areas 
with voids of deferred land appropriate for housing: 
Dagoretti, Kasarani/Mwiki, Njiru.

Renewal/Redevelopment

This will target inner-city areas replacing low-density 
housing with higher density typologies that meet 
minimum standards. Infrastructure will be upgraded 
accordingly. Target areas include Upper Hill, Kilimani, 
Kileleshwa, Ngara, Parklands, Westlands, and 
Lavington for the high income; while Landi Mawe, 
Muthurwa, Makongeni, Shauri Moyo, Bahati, Kimathi, 
and Makadara apply for the low to middle-income 
areas. 

Upgrading

This will entail securing tenure and the proper 
servicing of land under informal settlements along with 
the comprehensive redevelopment and rehabilitation 
of poor housing (slum conditions). Access to serviced 
sites will be enhanced to mitigate informality. Target 
areas include poor housing areas of Makadara, 
Lang’ata, Kasarani, Dagoretti, Embakasi, Pumwani, 
and Parklands. 

Expansion and Development of Facilities

Expand the existing education, health and recreation 
facilities for multiple usages including sharing between 
public and private interests (e.g. playing fields) when 

Fig 12: Outlying North 
(areas 3 and 4)



appropriate. Concurrently, the existing facilities 
need to be upgraded and improved in addition to the 
development of a system of routine maintenance to 
guard against blight and vandalism.

The main housing areas will include the satellite towns 
as well as the Ruiru-Thika-Kilimambogo corridor and 
the Ruiru-Kiambu-Kikuyu corridor, which should be 
serviced for higher density housing (See Area 1 Map 
2). For other areas, maintain large minimum lot sizes 
and frontages in under-serviced areas; explore land 
consolidation/amalgamation in fragmented areas; 
limit multiple-dwelling units to areas within centres 
where infrastructure and services will be upgraded to 
avoid slum conditions such as those of Githurai-Ruiru 
area; avoid over-zoning for non-residential uses in 
areas outside the centres; and explore the Planned Unit 
Development (PUD) for site planning that will relieve 
adequate land for agriculture, open space, and other 
environmental services. 

It is necessary to develop high-quality community 
facilities for education, health and recreation in areas 
where they are presently lacking and to improve 
and expand upon the existing facilities and services, 
all while maintaining an insistence on equitable 
distribution.   

Outlying	South 

Restrict land subdivision to qualified settlement areas 
and the main centres; the Ngong-Rongai-Kiserian 
triangle should be serviced as a housing extension area 
for the metropolis with multiple mixed-use dwellings 
within these centres that will undergo infrastructure 
and services upgrading. Limit human settlement 
and housing on the lower parts - Kitengela, Isinya, 
Kaputiei, and Kajiado for conservation purposes. 

Education and Health Facilities Strategy

Ensure an even distribution of well-maintained and 
operated facilities in the outlying south, particularly 
areas further from the built up centres.

Outlying	East	

Upgrade infrastructure and services for development of 
mixed housing in terms of densities and cost; develop 

“compact/eco villages”: mixed-use residential clusters 
in close proximity to public transit systems with high-
level servicing; safeguard hills, forest segments, and 
other ecologically significant features; and limit land 
subdivision. Upgrade informal settlements in Mavoko. 

Education and Health Facilities Strategy

Ensure an even distribution of (well-maintained and 
operated) facilities in the outlying east, particularly 
areas further from the built up centres.

Rural Housing

A key objective at this stage is to deliver sustainable 
rural settlement that will be dictated by the unique 
cultural and social characteristics of the people. 

Area 1:   applies to areas under strong urban 
influence in the North and South with the strategy 
to locate housing within already built-up areas and 
areas identified for new development through the local 
planning process. 

Area 2:   applies to stronger rural areas in the East 
with the strategy to locate new housing in a manner 
that fits with the traditional settlement patterns and 
strengthens existing patterns of housing. 

Area 3:   applies to the structurally weaker rural 
areas in the south with the strategy to accommodate 
any demand for permanent residential development, 
while supporting the structure of central places and 
housing clusters for the area. 
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3.2. Infrastructural Services 

Facts, Issues and Challenges

Infrastructure is defined as the whole of public services 
and the built fabric of public spaces that shape and 
sustain daily life. The development of public spaces, 
in conjunction with the provision of services, is 
necessary for growth and poverty reduction. Provision 
and maintenance of infrastructure is a major problem 
within the NMR. The infrastructure to provide water 
and sewerage, solid waste collection and management, 
energy and telecommunication services are available 
in limited quantities and at extremely high unit costs, 
particularly in the informal settlements. There is a clear 
and pressing need to upgrade and expand Nairobi’s 
infrastructure.

Water

Nairobi is supplied from surface and groundwater 
through a public distribution network and private 
boreholes. Surface water is derived from several rivers 
within and through inter-basin water transfers from 
outside the basin (Fig. 13). Consumption of water in 
the city is about 350 000 m3 a day and production 
is 392 000 m3 per day (MWI/WSP 2005). Optimum 
production capacity is 592 000m3 a day and at this 
rate, Nairobi Water and Sewerage Compnay has the 
potential of supplying water comfortably only up to 
2010 (MWI/WSP 2005). 

There is a great gap between the supply capacity and 
the demand.

The Nairobi Water and Sewerage Company (NWSC) 
relies solely on surface water, while large private 
operators use groundwater from water wells and 
boreholes to supplement NWSC supply (Nairobi 
Environment Outlook, 2007). Boreholes were drilled 
as far back as the 1930s, but paired with increased 
demand for water, unregulated exploitation of 
groundwater, and inconsistent rainfall patterns, 
increased borehole drilling is becoming a problem, 
leading to increased pumping costs and a falling water 
table (The World Bank, 2005). 



Equitable access to safe water in Nairobi is also a 
problem, as only 42% of households in Nairobi have 
proper water connections (Nairobi Environment 
Outlook, 2007). Those without piped water, largely 
the urban poor and slum dwellers, are forced to rely 
on water vendors who charge relatively high tariffs for 
water compared to those with piped access.  Further, in 
times of drought or when city water supply is diverted, 
prices are even higher (Nairobi Environment Outlook 
2007).  

The city’s dependence on Ndaka-ini and Sasumua 
dams for over 90% of its fresh water needs is a 
problem. When precipitation is low, water in Nairobi is 
scarce (NWSC 2008). Alternative sources of water need 
to be explored including roof water harvesting (rural 
areas of the metropolitan) and other surface sources. 
Responsible ground water extraction could be explored 
as long as there are protective measures in place to 
avoid over-exploitation, which can lead to a lowering of 
the water table and destabilization of land, posing risks 
to infrastructure and buildings as well as possible land 
subsidence. 

Sewerage

Roughly 48% of the Nairobi population has access to 
a water-borne sewerage system, and the rest relies on 
existing onsite treatment facilities and other measures 
for disposal of the waste water (ROK 2002, in Nairobi 
Environment Outlook, 2007). By Ministry of Health 
standards, 66.5% of Nairobi residents have access to 
adequate sanitation (CBS, 2002 and WSP, 2004 in 
Nairobi Environmental Outlook, 2007). 

A large proportion of the population is not served, 
particularly the informal settlements and new 
residential developments. In informal settlements, it 
is estimated that 94% of those residents do not have 
access to adequate sanitation (UN-Habitat, 2005, 
Nairobi Environment Outlook, 2007).  Specifically, 
10% of those living in informal settlements access 
sewers, 20% septic tanks, and 70% use latrines 
that must be manually cleaned. Only a minority of 
dwellings in informal settlements has toilets (Nairobi 
Environment Outlook, 2007). Although latrines are 
sometimes available, there are not enough of them to 
serve the entire population. For instance, in some areas 
of Kibera approximately 200 persons are served by 
only one pit latrine (Nairobi Environmental Outlook, 
2007). 

Figure 13: Water 
supply

Image 11: This is raw 
sewer flowing at Maili 
Saba. Most of the white 
bags are filled with 
human waste and are 
what is infamously 
known as ‘flying toilets’

There are two sewage treatment plants in Nairobi: 

(a) Ruai with a daily treatment capacity of 80,000 m3 
is a stabilization treatment system, and 

(b) Kariobangi sewerage treatment plant with a 
day treatment capacity of 32,000 m3, which is a 
conventional treatment plant using biological filters.

The majority of residents in the metropolitan region 
depend on unsustainable methods of sanitation 
including septic tanks and pit latrines, which are 
not considered adequate sanitation in urban areas 
and are often shared by very many people (WSP, 
2004). Further, these sanitation methods can lead 
to contamination of ground water sources through 
seepage and illegal dumping. 

On a regional level, the existing sewerage collection 
treatment and disposal systems were constructed 
20-40 years ago. With inadequate maintenance, 
non-replacement of obsolete equipment and failure 
to establish new assets coupled with increasing 
population, the NMR has seen the systems consistently 
fail to meet the demand of sewer and sanitation 
services.



Solid Waste

According to the Nairobi Environmental Outlook, only 
60% of solid waste generated is properly collected 
(2007). The core low-income areas (slums and other 
unplanned settlements) where many  residents live, 
however, do not receive waste collection service, 
save for localized interventions by community-based 
organizations. The 1998 JICA study found that 26% 
of households in high-income areas, 16% in middle-
income areas, 75% in low-income areas, and 74% in the 
surrounding areas do not receive any service. In 1998, 
the Nairobi City Council accounted for 22% of the 
solid waste collected in the city per day, a private firm 
accounted for 46% and the other private companies 
accounted for the balance (JICA 1998).  See figure 3, 
which shows these trends.

 

The problem of overuse, misuse and indiscriminate 
and inadvertent littering of plastic bags is serious in 
Nairobi. Plastic bags are either free or inexpensive; 
thus, there is widespread use and because most bags 
are thin and highly fragile, re-use is minimal. Estimates 
indicate that approximately 2 million plastic bags are 
distributed to shoppers every year and the industry 
is growing at between 8 and 10% annually (Nairobi 
Environment Outlook, 2007).

Due to multiple problems with waste management, 
illegal/undesignated dumpsites have sprouted in 

several places in the city. The risk of contamination, 
spread of diseases, water and air pollution is high, 
especially because toxic and hazardous materials get 
into the waste stream. Open waste burning at the 
dumpsite increases the risk. On a regional level, solid 
waste management is a major problem in all of the 
metro’s built areas. Compositing, burning and recycling 
is prevalent in the rural settlements.

Energy Distribution

The main sources of energy in Kenya are wood fuel, 
petroleum and electricity, accounting for 70 per 
cent, 21 per cent, and 9 per cent of total energy use 
respectively (UNEP 2006). Petroleum fuels are the 
most important source of commercial energy in Kenya; 
transport, commercial and industrial sectors, and 
hence economic activity is heavily reliant on expensive 
imported petroleum products (UNEP 2006). The major 
sources of electricity in Kenya are hydro, geothermal 
and thermal power (hydropower at 677.3 MW, oil 
thermal power at 344.2 MW, geothermal power at 128 
MW, and wind power at 0.4 MW) (UNEP 2006) (fig. 
15). 

Demand for power is increasing, while development of 
supply lags behind. Along with the high costs of power 
more generally, this is  negatively impacting urban 
and industrial development. Further, demand is likely 
to remain high due to the lack of availability of oil 
reserves and underutilization of the geothermal, solar 
and wind energy sources. Nairobi and the surrounding 
areas are heavily dependent on hydropower, which 
increases vulnerability to climate variability.

Telecommunications

Telecommunication is one of Kenya’s most dynamic 
sectors. Since 2008, connectivity to the internet 
(+28%) and phones (+35%) increased rapidly (see 
figure 5). By mid 2009, 17.3 million Kenyans owned a 
mobile phone, which translates into a penetration rate 
of 77% (for those 15 years and above) (World Bank, 
2009). 

Fig 15: Growth in 
various forms of power 
generation 

Fig 14: Trends in solid 
waste generation and 
collection 



Assets and Opportunities

Water and Sewerage

The city is well networked by a reasonably good 
water and sewerage reticulation system. However, 
most households and properties are not connected 
to the services, particularly informal settlements and 
new developments within the region. There are also 
problems of untreated sewage from all income groups 
ending up in Nairobi’s rivers and ground water when 
sewers are backed up or overflowing, particularly 
during heavy rains, which impacts health and the 
environment (see Environment and Health). There is 
need to update and maximize the existing water and 
sewerage infrastructure systems, to address the issue of 
infrastructure and services in the informal settlements 
and to incrementally develop new lines to new estates 
and investments. 

Solid Waste Management

Solid waste remains a major challenge in the city 
and its environs. It is a known fact that poor solid 
waste management produces major health, economic, 
social (aside from health) and environmental risks 
for citizens. A pressing need exists for a solid waste 
management strategy. Fortunately the Nairobi city 
council, together with UNEP, has developed a thorough 
updated strategy for improvements in solid waste 
management (UNEP, n.d.).

Alternative solid waste management approaches 
have also been developed in low-income areas, where 
community-based groups carry out rudimentary 
re-use and recycling practices. A possibility exists 
for expansion of these alternative approaches. 
Compositing of organic waste could play a large role in 
reducing the amount of solid waste needed for disposal 
and also in improving the agricultural activities of the 
metropolitan region.

Energy 

Nairobi and the surrounding region have large 
amounts of untapped renewable energy sources (see 
Natural structures). 

Telecommunication

Telecommunication is an important growth sector 
on its own that also creates positive spillover effects 
for other sectors of the economy. Faster internet 
connectivity through fiber optic cables, the East 
Africa Submarine Systems (TEAMS) and the East and 
Southern African Submarine System (EASSY), will 
increase efficiency in the broader economy and provide 
a boost for the service export industry (call centers). 
The most significant multiplier is in the financial sector 
through the introduction of “mobile money” with an 
estimated customer base of 7 million subscribers. 

The city of Nairobi currently enjoys a citywide 
broadband infrastructure. The sector has been 

Public Space

The notion of ‘infrastructure’ should not be limited 
to services and facilities. A main resource for human 
activities is ‘space’ in general and in particular public 
space, its fabric and its form. It is an asset for creating 
a better quality of life and an ‘anchor’ point in the daily 
lives of people. Everywhere in the world, public space is 
used for all kinds of activities; it is a space for motion, 
communication, commerce (formal and informal), 
meetings, recreation, etc. Such space should not be 
dealt with as a residual issue after the sectoral issues 
are addressed but rather should be an explicit part of 
our program for improved infrastructure. It is a main 
challenge to look at public space as a major resource 
and as a means to integrate and fulfill different needs.          

identified to contribute to the Metro 2030’s economic 
pillar by providing job opportunities in the Business 
Process Outsourcing (BPO) sub-sector estimated to 
grow to 20,000 by 2012. Interesting potentials also 
exist to improve service delivery through improved 
e-governance. 

Figure 16: Rapid 
increases in Internet 
and telephone 
connectivity since 2008

Source: 
Communication 
Commission of Kenya, 
2009



Generic Policies

The main vision is to develop a well-serviced 
metropolis with the following concerns:

• Energy: affordable and clean energy for the different 
income groups in the metropolis

• Solid waste: implement the new strategy and expand 
alternatives to solid waste management by introducing 
the principles of reduction, reuse, and recycle

• Water and sanitation: upgrade and expand 
infrastructure and access to these services for all 
income groups in the metropolis 

• An integrated network of basic services –education, 
health and recreation facilities

• Communications: facilitate this sector as an 
expanding area for job creation, increased economic 
productivity and enhanced communication and service 
delivery

• Public space: creation and protection of all kinds of 
public spaces and places as areas for pedestrians in the 
city, green and recreation areas, parks, etc.   

• Information and technology development of 
alternative energy sources, waste reduction, reuse and 
recycling, e-governance

• Enhanced and strengthened coordination among 
actors in service delivery

• Galvanize municipalities to pursue strategies that 
encourage compact urban development with the intent 
of minimizing the costs of setting up new/extending 
the existing infrastructure.

• Support badly needed repairs and upgrades of 
infrastructure such as the sewage system

Specific Policies

Water Supply 

• Explore alternative water sources, e.g. expansion of 
existing water projects Nol Turesh Pipeline from Nol 

Turesh springs in Mount Kilimanjaro in Loitokitok

• Enhance the production of existing water sources 
through maintenance programs water harvesting 
methods (at the household and community level) and 
water recycling.

• Promotion of effective and efficient methods 
of water catchment, protection, pollution control, 
conservation and water use efficiency (outlying north)

Sewerage System

• Ensure that all income groups have access to good 
sanitation infrastructure and services 

• Expand the community level sanitation programs 
(eco-toilets)

• Connect the new housing developments to the 
existing sewer network that is underutilized

• Routine maintenance for the sewer network

• Expand infrastructure where necessary 

Solid Waste Management 

• Waste re-use, recycling and composting as a 
measure of land-saving and pollution reduction

• Implementation of the integrated sustainable solid 
waste management framework for the metropolis

Energy

• Explore the possibilities of harnessing renewable 
energy, e.g. wind energy at Ngong hills; Lukenya and 
Mua hills; and Aberdare ranges

• Expand the use of solar energy farms (outlying 
south), biomass (outlying south and north), and small 
scale hydro electric power stations (outlying north)

• Reform the electricity sector - design and 
introduce ‘consumer-friendly’ ways of spreading 
connection costs-installments, regularization of 
illegal connections, introduction of pre-paid meters 
and create incentives and opportunities for local 
sustainable energy generation

• LPG - ensure subsidies cover the size of cylinders 
best suited to the poor, as well as the ‘standard’ sizes

Telecommunications 

• Establishment of an ICT park clusters of technology 
companies/ universities within the NMR - Kivani ranch 
on the outlying east

Public Space

• Improve the quality of the public space in the city 
and neighborhoods (including slum areas such as 
Kibera). Assure the maintenance and the security of 
these spaces and explore more ways to create such 
spaces in to enhance social cohesion and safety
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3.3. Mobility and Access: Transportation 

Facts, Issues and Challenges

Nairobi faces major challenges of mobility and access, 
which is threatening its status as the transport hub, or 
“gateway” to East Africa. Severe social and economic 
costs on the international, regional and city levels 
are incurred because of the lack of an integrated 
land use and multi-modal transportation system. 
Recommendations to the Ministry of Transportation 
and Communication’s on an Integrated National 
Transport Policy (INTP) point to this as “a bottleneck 
to socio-economic development of the country” 
(Republic of Kenya 2004, 2010).

The way forward requires a new vision for the 
transport sector in Kenya in general and the NMR in 
particular. It must be one in which connections among 
and between roadways, railways, ports and airports 
are made, the quality and efficiency of each of these 
transport modes is improved, and in some cases the 
transportation infrastructure expanded. Equally, if 
not more importantly, transportation services must 
be made accessible to all, with public transportation 
as a central means of achieving maximum access and 
mobility. 

Railways There are currently 2778 km of existing rail 
rights of way but the railroads are vastly underutilized 
on international, regional and local levels. Kenya uses 
the outdated narrow track gauge of 1,000 mm and the 
maximum speed of trains on the railway is a very slow 
48.3 km/h (30 mph), which is highly problematic. 
There are plans in place to upgrade the track gauge and 
to increase speed of passenger trains to 120-160 km/h 
and of freight trains to 100-120km/h. 

Connections by rail to Kenya’s neighbouring countries 
are poor or non-existent. Regional links also need to 
be strengthened. Currently, the main railway line links 
the port of Mombasa to the port of Kisumu at Lake 
Victoria. Several branch lines linking Metro Nairobi 
emanate from its central railway station: (a) Thika 
(northeast branch); (b) Nakuru (northwest main); (c) 
Athi River (southeast mainline); and (d) the old airport 
at Embakasi (east branch). 

Currently, much of the overall railway system has 
been neglected or is in disrepair. This is a major 
challenge, as it is vastly underutilized as a result. The 
lack of connection to other modes of transport is also 
problematic. For example, there is no rail link to the 
international airport, nor are there good linkages 
between regional rail systems to other forms of public 
transport, such as buses. 

The poor state of the rail system results in a 
problematic modal split between roads and railways. 
Roads are the dominant mode of moving people and 
goods. In 2007, roads accounted for about 60% of the 
transport sector output while rail made up just over 1%. 
In 1975 the comparable proportions were 24% roads 
and 17% rail (GOK Economic Survey, 2008 in Republic 
of Kenya 2004, p 3).

Roads

There are about 159,000 km of roads in Kenya. 
Internationally, links by road need to be strengthened 
with neighbouring Ethiopia, Sudan, Uganda and 
Tanzania. Regional links also need to be strengthened, 
as well as connected to other modes of transport. 

The city is connected with the port of Mombasa 
through Route A-109 and to Kampala, through Route 
A-104 and to Ethiopia through Route A-2. The road to 
Tanzania, Route A-104 bifurcates from A-109 at Athi 
River, located at the eastern end of the city. 

Even though public investment in roads has far 
overshadowed investment in any other economic 
sector, it has not been positively correlated with 
improvements in GDP or reductions in poverty levels 
(INTP, p. 4). Additionally, the underinvestment in 
public transport and rail has led to the overuse and 
deterioration of many roads. Drainage is also a severe 
problem.  

Traffic in the city is very congested due the lack of 
an integrated, networked transportation system, 
under use of public transportation, lack of non-
motorized transport options, and lack of effective 
policy measures, such as minimizing the use of private 
motor vehicles in the city centre and staggering work 
hours to relieve congestion at peak times. Priority 
has been given to private motor vehicles, which are 
used by a small proportion of the population. Adding 
to this burden is the fact that poor drainage leads to 

Figure 17: Kenya Rail



the flooding of many roads, such as Muthurwa and 
Jogoo Rd., contributing to the deterioration of the 
road network and making them more dangerous and 
impassable by both motorized and non-motorized 
transport. Additionally, international and regional 
routes currently all pass through Nairobi. Bypasses 
are planned and some are already underway to help 
alleviate this problem. 

Ports

Nairobi is directly connected to the port of Mombasa 
via railway. As mentioned above, the railway is 
outdated and should be upgraded. It should also be 
connected directly to the international airport. 

Public Transport 

There are different modes of transport as well as 
different types of public transport vehicles. The three 
main modes of transport in the Metropolitan Region 
are motorized public transport, non-motorized 
transport and private car. According to a 2005 study 
led by Eric Aligula at the Kenyan Institute for Public 
Policy Research and Analysis (KIPPRA), the modal 
split is as follows: 49% of residents use non-motorized 
transport (walking or bicycles), 42% use public 
transport and 9% use private transport. Of those 
using motorized transit, a 2005 JICA study found that 
matatus are the primary means of public transport. 

Fig 18: Motorized Transport Percentage by Mode         
       
Mode      Percentage

Bus        10.2

Matatu       80.1

Commuter rail       1.1

School/ Company bus      8.6

Total public transit  100.0

Source:  JICA, 2005

A major challenge, on which the future of Nairobi 
and in turn, Kenya, hinges, is to create an accessible, 
high-quality public transport system in which multiple 
modes are well connected. 

Non-motorized Transport

According to a  2005 study, the majority of Nairobi 
residents - 49% - use non-motorized transport 
(primarily walking) as their principle mode of mobility 
(Aligula et al 2005). Yet the city is designed for and 
caters to private vehicles, which have a chokehold 
on the city and are threatening the economy, the 
environment and population health. 

Transportation, Population Health and Climate Change

There are two serious health issues that are directly 
connected to the transportation challenge – air 
pollution and road accidents. High levels of traffic 
congestion, coupled with little to no emission control 
results in poor air quality, which impacts health. A 
2009 study found that levels of harmful pollutants in 
the air in the city centre were as much as eight times 
above the World Health Organization guidelines 
(Kinney, Gatari and Volavka-Close et. al., 2011; see also 
Environment and Health). Considering that respiratory 
disease is among the main causes of death in Nairobi, 
this is a matter that merits serious consideration.

Emissions from cars and trucks in the city centre 
and beyond also contribute to climate change, which 
is a trans-boundary issue that has implications on 
multiple levels – from local to international. Reducing 
the number of private cars and relying more on 
public transportation will not only help to reduce 
pollution but will also be more economically efficient. 
Considering that over 64% of vehicles on the road 
carry only 22% of passengers in Nairobi, there is an 
enormous waste of fuel (Aligula et al, 2005). 

Kenya in general, and Nairobi in particular, suffers 
from high rates of traffic injuries and fatalities, which 
is an impediment to social and economic development 
(Khayesi 1998, 2003, 2010). 

Image 16: Traffic 
on Thika road - 
Pedestrians struggle 
for space to walk safely

Image 17: No 
sidewalks: Bikers, 
pedestrians and cars 
share a road without 
sidewalks

Airports

There are 3 airports within Nairobi: (a) Jomo Kenyatta 
International airport, located 18 km southeast of 
the city, serves as the main international gateway to 
Kenya; (b) Wilson airport serves both domestic and 
international traffic and is used mostly by light aircraft; 
and (c) Eastleigh airbase is a military airport. 

A main challenge for the international airport is that it 
is not connected to other transportation modes, so it 
does not form part of a networked, integrated system. 
Airport traffic has decreased in times of political 
instability, and if wildlife and the natural systems that 
support tourism are further degraded, it is expected 
that air traffic will decrease further. The Wilson Airport 
is important, as it services many regional flights but 
uncontrolled development may make it unsafe and 
require it to shut down. It is not clear if the Eastleigh 
airbase needs to maintain its current location. 



Assets and Opportunities

Kenya in general and Nairobi in particular are 
centrally and strategically located within a global 
transport network. Kenya, with some exceptions (e.g., 
the al-Qaeda attacks of 1998 in Nairobi and 2002 
in Mombasa and the 2007/2008 election and post-
election violence) has for the most part been viewed 
as politically and economically stable. Its airport 
is a gateway for tourists and freight bound for East 
Africa. It could take better advantage of this political 
asset if its international, national, regional and urban 
transportation systems were integrated (road, rail, 
airport and ports), better maintained, adequately 
utilized (railroads in particular), synchronized with 
land use and updated to achieve maximum efficiency. 

Kenya has a strategic advantage in that it already has 
2778 km of existing rail rights of way. Although much 
of the infrastructure needs to be updated and upgraded 
to global standards, the existence of these rights 
of way is a vital economic asset that should not be 
undervalued. The major political and economic costs of 
rail development are always the time and money costs 
of obtaining rights of way. Thus, while some expansion 
in lines and service is needed, Nairobi is well ahead of 
several of its competitors in becoming a “world class 
African metropolis” because of this asset. 

As development of the East African Union proceeds, 
Kenya’s international connections to and between 
Uganda and Tanzania should be strengthened and 
connections to other neighbours made. This will 
increase efficiency of movement and take some of the 
pressure off of the debilitated road infrastructure. 

Nairobi has the locational assets and hence the 
opportunity to become a sustainable, “green,” people-
centred city of walkers (versus car-centred) city. In that 
sense it has the opportunity to be one of the first truly 
sustainable metropolises in sub-Saharan Africa. This is 
in harmony with what is currently being implemented 
in Nairobi, such as Mama Ngina Street, pictured below. 

Mama Ngina Street is lively with pedestrian activity 
and has limited vehicle access. The street offers a place 
to stroll and mingle and is more than just a means to 
an end; it is a destination in and of itself. 

Generic Policies

The NMR should strive to promote and create:

• A networked, integrated multimodal network of 
rail, road, and air to increase connectivity, mobility 
and access, with a strong emphasis on efficient public 
transport and non-motorised transport discouraging 
the use of private motorised vehicles

• A system in which connectivity among and between 
the different transport modes is equally important as 
the quality of each transport mode

• A “green” system which strives to reduce fuel 
dependence, lower emissions and lessen its impact on 
the environment, climate change and population health 

• A safe system with low rates of road accidents and 
secure places for people to walk and bike

• A city of walkers – a place for people rather than for 
cars

• Attractive spaces for pedestrians and bikers

Policies on the international level 

• The Jomo Kenyatta International Airport (JKIA) is 
a main portal to Kenya and surrounding countries. It 
must become a multimodal node in a wider transport 
and mobility system.

• Existing railways are a tremendous asset and 
should play a larger role in a sustainable international, 
regional and local transport system. 

• Rail lines should be upgraded and new lines added 
to better link Nairobi to its ports and to surrounding 
countries. JKIA can host a new international rail 
interchange, creating an integrated international 
transport system. To the extent possible, railway and 
roads should be bundled to increase efficiency and 
minimize environmental impact. An improved or new 
road infrastructure, parallel with the new railway, can 
strengthen international and regional links. 

• Nairobi sits at the crossroads of the continental 
system of trans-African road system but all traffic 
should not pass through the city core. Intelligent 
located bypasses are crucial to its decongestion and 

Image 18: Mama Ngina 
Street 



improved efficiency in the movement of freight via 
trucks.

Policies on the regional level

• There is a need for good linkages and connections 
among and between major regional towns and Nairobi. 
This is essential for creating strong social, industrial 
and commercial networks. To create these connections, 
a system of regional roads and railways can be 
improved and in some cases elaborated. 

• A system of bypasses in a network structure, as 
opposed to the present scenario of highways crossing 
through the city centre, can improve connectivity 
between different nodes in the network metropolis and 
decongest the city. 

• This system can be integrated with a parallel 
metropolitan rail service. At points where rail and 
roads, served by a mass transit system intersect, 
there can be Park and Ride termini. The Park and 
Ride(s) will encourage public transport use, reduce 
urban sprawl, create new economic and employment 
opportunities, reduce fuel consumption, improve 
air quality and relieve congestion in the city. These 
transport-oriented nodes can be destinations for new 
strategic investments and focal points for new, compact 
settlements. 

Policies for the Inner Ring

• Considering the new system of bypasses at the 
international and regional level, the existing bypasses 
can be downgraded to constitute the new inner ring of 
the city. 

• A high-speed, high-capacity, high quality ring bus 
or light rail could operate a scheduled, reliable service 
on the new Inner Ring. This bus line will be linked to a 
system of inner city Park and Ride facilities. 

Policies for the City 

• A system of intersecting transversal metropolitan 
boulevards can become main mass transit routes 
within the city. Downgrading select thoroughfares can 
create them.

• A bus and/or tram system can connect different 
strategic places in the City. They are connected with the 
Park and Ride termini. 

• Matatus can continue to operate as a feeder service 
to mass transit options. 

• Select roads near the industrial area can be 
upgraded to become industrial thoroughfares that 
connect directly to the national/international road 
system.  

• These measures will ease traffic flow in and 
around the city, increasing mobility and access. A 
comprehensive, integrated public transport system, 
combined with restrictions on private vehicle use will 
decongest the city centre and increase options for safe 
walking and biking. 

• A system of boulevards can be geared towards 
public transport and pedestrian mobility. 

• Traffic-calming measures will be incorporated 
and the boulevards can link a system of city squares, 
gardens, parks and cultural and historical sites, 
creating open spaces where people can mingle and 
interact.  

• The railway station can be relocated to Lusaka Rd., 
allowing for further extension of the CBD. 

• Parking facilities for public transport vehicles and 
bicycles can be provided adjacent to the new railway 
station. 

The new railway station can become a new transport 
interchange that integrates public transit modes, 
creating a networked system.
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3.4. Economic Development 

Facts, Issues and Challenges

Kenya’s political capital, Nairobi, is also its economic 
capital. It is an international, regional, national 
and local hub for commerce, transport, regional 
cooperation and economic development. As an 
economic capital, it employs 25% of Kenyans, 43% of 
the country’s urban workers and it generates over 45% 
of the country’s gross domestic product (GDP) (UN-
HABITAT, 2006).  Some studies place the share of the 
country’s GDP as high as 60%. Regardless of the exact 
number, these statistics indicate very high levels of 
spatial economic dominance associated with favorable 
and concentrated business opportunities within the 
capital. 

Nairobi City is approximately 8% of the total 
population and the NMR accounts for almost one 
half of the total national population. The NMR is 
an important economic driver of both the Kenyan 
economy and the East African Community (EAC) 
economy of which it is also a part. The NMR is 14% 
of the EAC population and 25% of its combined GDP. 
The NMR accounts for between 60% and 70% of the 
Kenyan GDP; the NMR accounts for 44% of wage 
employment in Kenya.

While the region is an important driver of economic 
output, the distribution of that output should be 
adjusted in terms of enhanced social equity and social 
cohesion. The richer 10% of the population captures 
45% of income while the poorest 10% receives less 
than 2% (1.6%). Nairobi’s challenge remains how to 
stimulate growth and employment while achieving 
a more equitable distribution of wealth (UN Habitat 
2006).

Formal economy in Nairobi The formal sector 
employment contributed 20.2% of total jobs in 2008. 
The informal sector, which constituted 79.8% of total 
employment, continued to form the bulk of total jobs 
created, providing an additional 433.5 thousand new 
jobs, the same level of job creation observed in 2007. 
In the same period, the total number of self employed 
and unpaid family workers within the formal sector 
remained at the same level of 2007 (Kenya Economic 

Survey 2009). During this period, Nairobi recorded an 
absolute increase of 8.9 thousand jobs from 2007 to 
2008 as indicated in the table below 

               Fig 20: Wage employment by urban centres and selected industries, 2003 and 2008 in thousands

Towns Manufacturing Construction Wholesale 
and retail 
t r a d e , 
restaurants 
and hotels

Transport and 
communication

F i n a n c e , 
insurance, 
r e a l 
estate and 
b u s i n e s s 
services

Community, 
social and 
p e r s o n a l 
services

Total six 
industries

2003 2008 2003 2008 2003 2008 2003 2008 2003 2008 2003 2008 2003 2008
Nairobi 80.5 88.0 39 44.6 61.2 70.9 29.9 37.6 40 45.4 161.9 182.2 412.5 468.7
Mombasa 33.6 36.7 6.5 7.4 22.8 27 31.6 45.4 12.7 14.5 50.9 56.4 158.1 187.4

Kisumu 7.7 8.5 2.3 2.7 4.5 5.4 1.8 2.8 2.3 2.8 22.3 24.7 40.9 46.9
Nakuru 9.4 10.3 2.6 2.9 6.0 7.1 1.6 2.4 2.4 2.9 13.8 15.3 35.8 40.9
Thika 17.5 19.3 0.6 0.6 3.3 3.9 0.4 0.6 1.7 1.9 6.2 6.8 29.7 33.1
Eldoret 17.7 19.5 1.9 2.2 4.3 5.1 1.0 1.3 2.8 3.2 5.4 5.9 33.1 37.2
Malindi 0.5 0.5 0.3 0.3 3.1 3.6 0.3 0.4 0.4 0.4 3.1 3.4 7.7 8.6
kericho 4.2 4.5 1.0 1.0 1.4 1.7 0.2 0.2 0.5 0.5 5.7 6.2 13 14.1
Others 50.8 55.7 5.2 5.8 52.3 62 7.0 9.9 22.6 25.6 84.6 93.8 222.5 252.8

TOTAL 221.9 243.0 59.4 67.5 158.9 186.7 73.8 100.6 85.4 97.2 353.9 394.7 953.3 1089.7

Source: Kenya Economic Survey, 2009

The general indication is that most of the new jobs 
created in Kenya are in Nairobi, which will continually 
increase the rate of rural-urban influx, adding to the 
existing problems of urbanization.

Wage Employment by Industry Over the five-
year period between 2003 and 2008, 136, 400 
jobs were created in the urban areas, reflecting a 
14.3% increase from 2003. The largest share of 
employment was contributed by the city of Nairobi 
followed by Mombasa. Taken together, Nairobi and 
Mombasa’s combined share of employment was 
60.2%. The transport and communication industry 
registered the highest percentage growth at 36%, 
followed by wholesale/retail activities at 17.5%, while 
manufacturing had the least growth at 9.5% over the 
period. The largest share of employment remains 
in community, social and personal services and 
manufacturing, at 36% and 22%, respectively (Kenya 
Economic Survey 2009).

Fig 19: Number of Jobs 
Created in Nairobi: 
2006 -2009  



Informal economy in Nairobi The informal economy, 
known as Jua Kali, contributes about 18% of GDP 
in Kenya. The sector accounts for 87% of all the 
new jobs created and it employs 77% of the total 
number of employees in the country. In addition, 
the sector accounted for 85% of the total number of 
employees in the manufacturing sector and 47% of 
the manufacturing firms in 2005 (Kenya Economic 
Survey, 2009). The performance of small and medium 
enterprises (SMEs) is hindered by inaccessibility 
to financial services, deficiencies in technical and 
management skills, dilapidated infrastructure, and 
increasingly volatile input and output markets. There 
is need to encourage the growth of SMEs through 
coordination of SME activities, reducing the costs of 
doing business, encouraging formation of business 
linkages, and promoting creativity and innovation 
among SMEs. Nairobi’s share of national informal 
sector employment is 24.5% (Kenya Economic Survey, 
2009).

Agricultural Sector

Agriculture contributes about 24% of the GDP. Tea, 
coffee, sugarcane, fruits, flowers, dairy and poultry 
products are the main products around which Nairobi 
industries have developed. The NMR’s sub regions 
are distinct in terms of their economic potential for 
agricultural industry, such as the cut flower industry, 
dairy, and horticulture (in the Aberdare foothills), fruit 
industry in the Machakos-Yatta plateau; and livestock, 
tourism and conservation in Kajiado sub region.  

Industrial Sector

Industry accounts for about 16% of GDP. Industries 
in Nairobi are mostly small and medium scale. 
These include the manufacturing of batteries, plastic 
goods, cigarettes, soaps, flour, vegetable oil, and 
pharmaceuticals. There are also coffee, canned 

fruit and fruit juice, horticulture, dairy, and poultry 
industries. Nairobi industries in the large-scale 
category include steel, textiles, and cement. 

Service Sector

The service sector contributes 60% towards Kenya’s 
GDP. The service sector includes tourism, finance 
and banking, communication and information 
technology, and transport. Tourism is a key economic 
sector in Kenya contributing to the bulk of the foreign 
exchange earnings and about 5% of GDP and 4% 
of total employment. Tourism activities are largely 
concentrated in the coast region (63%) followed by 
Nairobi (20%). The metro region possesses great 
potential as a global centre for business process 
outsourcing (BPO). This potential can be realized and 
built upon through the recent investments in fibre optic 
connectivity and institutions of higher education.

Trade

Trade has been identified in Metro 2030 as one of the 
key drivers towards industrialization. Though Kenya’s 
export trade has been increasing over time, it still relies 
very heavily on the export of agricultural unprocessed 
products. Wholesale and retail trade provide more 
opportunities for employment and most of the 
employment is found in the informal sector, which is 
relatively well distributed around the metro region.

Construction Industry

This sector, which has been depressed for a time due to 
economic downturn, has started to emerge in response 
to local and international investment in housing 
and office development. However, the construction 
industry is constrained by a poor land delivery regimen 
and inefficient utility hook-up procedures. 

Fig 21:  Share of 
Informal Sector 
Employment in Kenya 

Fig 22: Formal vs. 
informal employment 



Assets and Opportunities

Nairobi is the prime entry point for tourism in 
East Africa. Nairobi is the center of Africa’s ”safari 
business,” with its easy access to the bulk of the finest 
of East Africa’s range of national wildlife parks and 
reserves. Its natural assets, pleasant climate and 
wildlife resources, combined with its collection of 
some of the continent’s finest hotels, restaurants, and 
modern and cultural entertainment and venues for 
major sporting activities are ripe for further upgrading 
through domestic and foreign private investments. The 
metropolitan growth strategy requires that we look in 
greater detail at the steps to be taken to fully exploit 
the synergies inherent in this strategic comparative 
advantage. 

The modern theory of economic development places 
high value on the role of knowledge production and 
education as primary drivers. Nairobi’s concentration 
of excellent academic institutions provides a strong 
strategic basis for making the region a vital center of 
technology-based industries. 

The city’s status as regional capital has also helped to 
create one of Africa’s most cosmopolitan locations. 
Nairobi hosts regional offices for international 
organizations, continues to serve as a diplomatic centre 
and has played a significant role in brokering regional 
peace talks. 

Kenya, as an active member of the Common Market 
for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA), the East 
African Community (EAC) and the Intergovernmental 
Authority on Development (IGAD), exerts a strong 
influence on interregional trade with its superior 
airport infrastructure at Jomo Kenyatta International 
Airport serving the wider region. Nairobi also 
serves the region through its well-established 
telecommunications network, one of the best networks 
in East and Central Africa. The region is also a central 
node in the northern corridor transport network and 
the trans-African highway from Cape Town to Cairo.

Metropolitan Nairobi is already a hub of opportunity 
and innovation in the field of clean, renewable energy. 
This comparative advantage is an important focus 
for stimulating the regional economy using cutting 

edge sustainability technology. Geothermal and wind 
farm capabilities are expanding, with the largest 
wind farm in Africa scheduled to go into operation 
in Marsabit, and wind farms already in operation 
on the Ngong hills. Metro Nairobi hosts innovative 
companies that produce and sell wind pumps, solar 
technologies and energy efficient appliances like 
stoves. Kenya Ceramic Jiko is the most successful 
efficient stove producer in Africa. The Kenya Energy 
and Environment Organization (KENGO) market its 
products, with support from the Kenya Ministry of 
Energy. Kenya Ceramic Jiko has produced 15 million 
stoves to date. These portable charcoal stoves reduce 
fuel consumption by 30-50%, save consumers money, 
reduce toxic gas and particulate matter, reduce 
pressures on forests and result in improved heath for 
users. Kenya is the world leader in the number of solar 
power systems installed per capital and assessments 
suggest significant potential for expansion in this area. 

Generic Policies

Given these advantages, Metro Nairobi has the capacity 
to emerge as a ‘World class City.’ In summary, the 
potential from these strategic assets will assist in 
improving the NMR’s competitiveness, diversifying its 
economy, and spurring more innovation and creativity. 
This will especially be the case if these approaches are 
pursued in the context of policies to enhance public 
services, infrastructure and regional governance: 

• The principal challenge facing Metropolitan Nairobi 
is finding ways to both increase and sustain the rate 
of growth of GDP. The important subtext to a concern 
with sustainable growth is finding ways to achieve a 
more equitable distribution of the created wealth.

• To meet this challenge there are a number of more 
specific policy challenges that must be met.

• Support growth in emerging sectors such as ICT/
Communications that are linked to the knowledge 
economy, one of Nairobi’s comparative strengths, 
given its concentration of higher research and teaching 
institutions. 

• Encourage the growth of small and medium 

enterprises (SMEs) through coordination of activities 
that lead to reducing the costs of doing business, 
encouraging formation of business linkages, and 
promoting creativity and innovation among SMEs.

• Improved infrastructure quantity and quality is 
essential for all economic activities. Nairobi suffers 
from poor infrastructure, which has adversely affected 
the growth of the metro economy. Transport, energy, 
communications, water and sanitation infrastructure 
all require significant upgrading. 

• Above all, an enabling governance structure to spur 
growth and attract investment in the metro region 
is a high priority addressed in other sections of this 
document.
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Nairobi as a “Sustainable 
African Metropolis”

We present the vision of the Nairobi Metropolitan 

Region (NMR)  as a Sustainable African Metropolis. 

This builds directly on Nairobi Metro 2030, 

which recognizes that sustainability is central 

to the NMR becoming a ‘world class’ metropolis. 

The underpinning idea is that “sustainable 

development is  development that improves 

and creates the long-term health of human 

and ecological systems” (Wheeler, 2004).  The 

principles of sustainable development involve 

a recognition that a careful balance must be 

struck between economic development, social 

development, ecology and space. The aim is to 

make cities livable places and to care for human 

life and the ecological and economic systems on 

which life depends in the present and in the long-

term. Therefore, this vision speaks to the following 

goals and strategies including: 

1. It aims to respect, preserve and restore the 

integrity of natural systems and habitat processes

2. It aims to promote economic, cultural and 

intellectual dynamism,  

3. It pursues the evolution of healthy, livable and 

equitable habitats, 

4. It seeks to inspire good governance and vibrant 

democracies, and 

5. It pursues a positive and alluring image and 

identity for the region

6. It aims to use and transform space in a 

sustainable and qualitative way.

In essence, the vision we seek regarding the future 

of the NMR is that of a sustainable, dynamic, 

inclusive, well-governed and innovative region. 

These aspirations are further conveyed and 

elaborated through the following statements.



4.1 “The Authentic African Metropolis”

Julius Nyerere, modern Tanzania’s founding father 
once advised those amongst his countrymen who 
desired to visit London, to travel to Nairobi instead, 
an allusion not only to the city’s modern skyline, but 
the citizens’ apparent espousal of western trends and 
civilities. Today, the debate concerning Nairobi’s image 
is being rekindled, as illustrated by the Government 
of Kenya’s Ministry of Nairobi Metropolitan 
Development’s quest to realize a vision of a ”World-
class African Metropolis.” It is unclear what, 
exactly, the ‘world-class’ ideal connotes. However, it 
often appears that the ‘world class city concept’ implies 
a branding agenda that champions, amongst others 
things, networks of “modern” expressways with little 
regard for spatial quality, land use and public transport 
and non-motorized transport needs, urban renewal 
processes that favour iconic architecture and high-
rise apartments, and an externally-oriented economic 
revitalization paradigm, such as one that caters to 
foreign investment and tourism. 

The city and its environs are being fashioned for people 
who it is hoped might live and visit; not for those who 
currently live there. 

Unintended consequences accompany the pursuits that 
reflect this problem. Most importantly, they emerge 
as key components in project and issue-based rather 
than value-based planning. The danger in the former 
is that it tends, in the name of technical proficiency, 
to deal with complex, interdependent problems in an 
isolated manner, rather than in a holistic one. This 
leads to conceptual separations of, for example, spatial 
quality and land use from transport and social equity. 
Such issue-based ‘silo- thinking’ approaches almost 
always lead to the oversimplification of complex social 
problems, which tends to further marginalize the most 
vulnerable populations. Nairobi’s planning legacy and 
approach is significant, in that present day realities 
illuminate the perils of continually predicating local 
developmental processes and outcomes on externally 
inspired visions and concepts. 

The preparation of a new plan for metropolitan Nairobi 
compels the citizens of Kenya to revisit Nyerere’s 
observation. It provides an excellent opportunity to 
pursue an authenticating vision for the NMR – one 
which speaks to its realities while highlighting its 

indigenous assets, as opposed to a vision which 
attempts to force the region into another’s mould 
with little success.  Should Nairobi ignore its own 
strengths and end up as a poor imitation of London 
or should it attempt to take on a Dubai-like Utopia? 
Or should it embrace its assets and form a vision of 
a ‘Genuine African Metropolis’?   

Whereas some rationale exists in predicating the 
vision for Metropolitan Nairobi on global ideas and 
models, our specific position is that these ought 
not to supplant existing, and indigenous bases 
upon which a veritable vision of the region may 
be founded. The region not only has unparalleled 
natural physical beauty and quality, but most 
importantly, it has a richness which evolves from 
its melting pot of diverse cultures. In the same vein, 
the people’s inherent resourcefulness, creativity, 
and resilience should serve as constitutive 
elements of a revamped and formidable image 
and identity. Taken together, these elements 
form the fundaments of an “authentic African 
modernity” that embraces desirable local 
and global values. In turn, this calls for the 
integration of the best of modern technology and 
economy in a metropolitan context nourished 
by and reflecting its inherent local richness. 
Innovations such as M-pesa or Ushahidi’s crisis 
information platform are examples of this.

The ensuing pursuit of a new plan for the Nairobi 
Metropolitan Region ought to turn into a quest 
for an authenticating vision for the NMR. The 
dialogue and deliberation regarding a ‘World-
class African Metropolis’ should be re-centered 
around the question of how to transform the 
present agglomeration of urban settlements and 
enveloping rural landscapes into a ‘Genuine 
African Metropolis.’ It will be through 
embracing and moving towards this vision that the 
region will gain true strength and prominence.



4.2. The Green Metropolis

That the city derives its name from such a critical 
element of the natural system-water- underscores 
the significance that initial inhabitants (indigenous 
pastoralists) and succeeding settler communities 
(Europeans, Kenyans) placed on Nairobi’s natural 
attributes. A derivative of the Maasai phrase ‘Enkare 
Nairobi’, after one of the numerous rivulets that 
traverse the Embakasi plain, the city’s given name 
evokes the pristine wetlands and natural ecologies that 
once characterized this elevated watershed. 

An extended canvas of settlement fabric and tissue has 
since erased the erstwhile ‘place of cool/sweet waters.’ 
Although Nairobi now frequently prides itself as the 
‘green city in the sun,’ the area’s present day panorama 
of ‘greyness’ attests to the illusiveness of embodying 
such a name. The missing dictum in this quintessential 
‘tale of two cities’ is Nairobi’s regression into a 
somewhat ‘grey city in the smog.’ Many scientists and 
policymakers promote the urgent need for remediation 
through the adoption of low footprint lifestyles targeted 
at ensuring sustainability and systemic balance 
through protection and preservation of its bio-physical 
heritage, which is one of the region’s major assets. 
It is however necessary that this new vision does not 
translate into an elusive pursuit to regain ideals long 
lost or never before witnessed. Rather, it requires 
embracing the culture of a shared habitat, wherein 
evolving human practices show sensitivity and seek 
to strike a balance with the area’s unique and delicate 
physiography as well as the extensive plant and animal 
ecologies it supports. 

Efforts at conservation have most notably yielded a 
nature/game reserve in close juxtaposition to the city. 
Nairobi National Park certainly is the jewel in a cache 
of open and green spaces in both the city and region. 
These include an enumerable assortment of natural 
marvels such as Thika’s Fourteen Falls, Chania Falls, 
and the Ngong Hills. A number of conservation areas 
and archaeological sites such as Olorgesalie along 
Magadi Road add to the Region’s recreational and 
cultural opportunities. The maxim ‘green city in the 
sun’ might at least highlight the patchwork of woody 
greens that intersperse Nairobi’s otherwise ‘jungle of 
grey.’ Notable wooded areas include the Ngong, Karura 
and Dagoretti Forests, the Nairobi Arboretum, and the 
City Park. An elaborate network of inner-city open and 

recreational spaces, including golf courses, public 
parks, sports stadia, and school playfields further 
perforate the dense urban tissue. Securing and 
protecting these natural and cultural assets is vital 
to the vision of a green metropolis.

The vision of “a green metropolis” highlights the 
need to once again make nature and landscape the 
basis of regional and habitat sustainability. If the 
Region’s natural and cultural assets are permitted 
to degrade, even in the name of economic progress, 
the progress will be illusory at best, and more 
likely will lead to disillusionment. The vision of 
“a green metropolis” cannot be separated from 
the vision of a metropolis that is economically 
and socially vibrant. Rather, it acknowledges the 
need for a careful balance between ecological 
concerns, and socio-economic and developmental 
needs. This reflects the underpinning idea of 
sustainability. Improving the physical environment 
and addressing social equity are inherent to the 
overall prospects for success. The progressive idea 
of ‘sustainable development’, therefore, is one that 
binds environmental protection concerns, the need 
for economic growth and competitiveness, the 
pursuit of poverty reduction and spatial quality into 
an integral and important societal and public policy 
goal (Weiss 2005). 



4.3. The Generative Metropolis

The spatial territory of the NMR spans some of 
the richest landscapes in the country, courtesy 
of inherent geophysical properties and diverse 
climatic conditions. The region’s physiographic 
profile determines the utility and productive 
capacity of the land, in sustaining plant, animal 
and human ecologies, and associated spatial 
practices. The area’s soil variety and climate defines 
the spatial division of agricultural pursuits. For 
instance, the western and higher bank, having 
more fertile and better drained volcanic soils, and 
a cooler humid climate, supports different forms 
of crop and animal husbandry,  for subsistence 
and commercial purposes, and on an intensive 
small-scale and extensive large-scale. The city’s 
eastern bank possesses marginal cropping 
potential, although it allows for different forms 
of subsistence agriculture. The sub-region south 
of the CBD, encompassing the Kaputiei and Athi 
plateaus, is also agriculturally marginal, although 
its extensive savannah grasslands make it one of 
the country’s most coveted pasturelands. Subject 
to a combination of nomadic pastoralism and 
commercial ranching, these pasturelands have an 
additional and important functionality, serving 
as dry season dispersal areas for wildlife from the 
neighbouring Nairobi National Park. 

Throughout history, these geophysical properties 
and diverse climatic conditions constituted an 
integral interdependent system. Subsistence 
agriculture co-existed with transhumance 
pastoralism in ways that had minimal impacts 
on the integrity of existing natural systems. 
However, the onset of urbanization and changing 
demographics in the area, have transformed 
these landscapes through numerous extractive, 
productive, consumptive and settlement practices. 
On the one hand, this helped to establish a vibrant 
regional industrial based economy predicated on 
the production and exchange of commodities. 
On the other hand, because these activities 
devalued the natural ecology into which they 
were inserted they led to over utilization that has 
negatively affected the generative capacity of the 
land. Further degradation has accompanied the 
introduction of the urban built environment and 

associated extractive, productive, and consumptive 
enterprises. For instance, urban sprawl has extended 
over the Kamiti/Embakasi/Kaputiei plateau to the 
northeast, east and southeast, and the slopes of the 
Aberdare Range and Ngong Hills to the northwest 
and southwest, respectively. Intense and speculative 
land subdivisions have further exacerbated the 
city’s expansion beyond designated city limits. The 
expansion in the urban built environment is evident 
in the numerous sand and stone quarries that now 
proliferate the landscape in all directions, courtesy of 
uncontrolled mining, and in response to a raw-material 
hungry real estate boom. These processes not only 
reduce the stock of scarcely available croplands, but 
also likewise, transform once fertile lands into ‘lot-
lands of sterility’. Most significantly, the degradation of 
grasslands that once served as pastoral rangelands and 
wildlife dispersal areas loom especially large in further 
upsetting systemic balance. In seeking remediation, the 
decision makers will need to revisit the land question in 
all its aspects and the often competing understandings 
of land, including as a culturally symbolic asset, 
alienable economic resource, and exchange commodity 
that can generate conflicts.Regardless, the question of 
productivity and sustainability remain paramount if 
the needs of the present and future generations are to 
be guaranteed.  

In an urbanized region, land is only one basis of 
productivity. It is no secret that the NMR is a national 
and regional industrial powerhouse. It hosts a 
vibrant commercial sector revolving around trade 
in commodities and services. In essence, the region 
accounts for more than 70% of Kenya’s GNP. The 
NMR is also a gateway to Kenya’s thriving tourism 
industry, thanks in part to the international airport, 
and the adjacent, and now under great duress, national 
park, whose unique flora and fauna constitutes a 
magnet for scores of domestic and foreign tourists. 
Numerous other sectors form the basis of a vibrant 
local economy, offering livelihoods to many. While 
most of these sectors owe their dynamism to an 
existing and mostly highly skilled manpower base, 
the informal sector is emerging as a dominant source 
of livelihoods for a greater majority of the urban 
population, particularly the semi-skilled and poor. 
The sector’s inherent resourcefulness, creativity and 
resilience is best exemplified in small-scale commodity 
markets, including trade in a miscellany of household 
products - wares and groceries, alike, and in service 
sectors such as mobility, where they provide a flexible, 

cheap, and timely service. Their role in expanding 
access to goods and services is certainly critical in 
uplifting urban lifestyles. To a significant majority 
however, participation in such informal vocations 
merely attests to the harsh realities occasioned by 
endemic unemployment and poverty. If the region 
is to effectively address this condition, it must more 
creatively harness potentials offered by its extensive 
and robust resource base, and most significantly, the 
synergies accruing from the interpenetration of formal 
and informal sectors. In all instances, however, care 
must be taken that the quest for prosperity does not 
compromise the integrity of natural systems. Possibly 
a global land use plan could be designed for the whole 
area in order to protect specific valuable areas and 
uses in the Metropolis. Of course, this only makes 
sense when the authorities, with citizen support and 
engagement, can control and manage the land use in 
these areas.



by poor air quality and contributes to the degeneration 
of Nairobi’s ecological footprint. To live and work in 
Nairobi is to expend a great deal of time and energy 
every day on the simple challenge of navigating the 
urban space. In essence, the scenario is telltale of the 
city’s transition from an erstwhile ‘city of progressive 
flows’ to one whose gait rather increasingly exemplifies 
‘a regressive snarl-up’, a trend that is a growing 
concern for many of the region’s citizens.

When addressing the question of transport it is 
important to understand that it is a means to 
connectivity or access and not an end in itself. The 
prime commodity that a city offers is its ability to 
deliver access to large numbers of people. Therefore 
while formulating a vision of a connective African 
Metropolis, it is necessary to recognize the contribution 
of transport and mobility to the quality of access. 
Certainly, rail and road infrastructures will need new 
investment to continue to deliver their traditional 
services. However, their inherent capacities and 
effectiveness can be greatly enhanced through the 
promotion of an intermodal system; an overarching 
system in which several systems within the whole are 
designed to make it possible for travelers to move 
quickly and inexpensively from one mode to another. 
Thus rail links between Nairobi’s airports (Wilson 
and JKIA) should be a project for consideration. 
However, given the highlighted shortcomings of 
fossil fuel based transportation, in rethinking and 
redesigning an intermodal system for Nairobi we 
need to approach connectivity with a set of priorities 
measured against criteria of improved urban living 
and low carbon mobility. The priority should be to 
improve access via mixed land use and walking and 
non-motorized transport. To the extent that motorized 
transport is required, the first priority should be a 
formal and informal public transport system based on 
low emission motor vehicles and/or electric vehicles 
running on exclusive rights of way interconnected with 
buses and matatus on shared roadways and enhanced 
rail systems. The need for automobiles should, at best, 
be a last resort. It is also necessary to recognize the 
critical role that modern communication technology 
can play in this regard. In a networked society the 
significance of physical distance declines as non-
physical forms of interconnection increase. Ongoing 
investments in Information and Communication 
Technologies (ICT) will certainly enhance the region’s 
generative capacity by improving the performance 
of industrial, commercial, and social networks. Most 

importantly, ICT will be instrumental in mitigating 
some of the mobility system’s negative footprint. 

4.4. The Connective Metropolis

The history of Nairobi is a history of connections. 
When the connections are excellent, the metropolis 
thrives, when they are weak, it stagnates. The seminal 
event in the founding of the city was the decision to 
establish it as the location for a service settlement 
for the colonial rail line from the Port of Mombasa 
to Kampala. The central challenge for a 21st century 
metropolis is organized around the quantity and 
quality of the connective infrastructure that defines 
it. Metropolitan Nairobi needs to be connected to the 
rest of the world by high quality rail lines, roadways, 
airlines and modern high-speed telecommunications. 
That is the external challenge. The internal connectivity 
challenge revolves around expanding the options 
for residents, workers and visitors to move quickly 
and safely among the locations of work, residence 
and recreation that constitute daily life in a great 
metropolis. Overall, it also involves connections 
that create synergies between natural structures, 
transportation systems and settlement.

Although rail infrastructure was the starting point 
for the contemporary city, it has been permitted 
to deteriorate. As a result of underinvestment and 
mismanagement, rail service for both freight and 
passenger travel has become a secondary mode at 
best. The main Mombasa-Malaba rail line operates 
at below capacity while much of the supplementary 
branches are inoperative. In the vacuum left by the 
decline of rail, there has been a growing preference for 
freight hauling trucks, intercity buses, matatus and 
private automobiles. However, as an alternative, road 
based connectivity has not been ideal. Maintenance 
and investment here too has seriously lagged. Until 
recently, the bulk of the road network, much of its 
superstructure based on initial colonial investments, 
has fallen into a sorry state of disrepair, making travel 
a wearisome endeavor. 

The internal metropolitan transport problem is also 
dire. The combination of high fares and poor service 
quality on the largely informal public transport system 
forces the majority of the urban poor to trek long 
distances to work. One result of this poor state of 
public transport is that anyone who can afford a new 
or used automobile chooses to get one. This in turn has 
led to intolerable congestion in the city’s main spine 
and arterials; it has exacerbated the challenge posed 



4.5. The Open Metropolis

Good urbanization permits people living and working 
in high-density settings to enjoy a high quality of life. 
Metropolitan Nairobi is one of the world’s fastest 
urbanizing regions. The challenge it faces is ensuring 
that in the process of enhancing the quality of urban 
life it also protects the wildlife and pastoral peoples 
who inhabit the peripheries of this fast urbanizing 
place. If the balance between the needs of urban 
residents and the surrounding rural landscape is not 
respected, there is a danger that both the urban and the 
rural will deteriorate.  

It is important to understand that the urbanization of 
Nairobi is textured. There are high-density settlement 
patterns in and close to the centre city. At the same 
time there are wide-open spaces of varying human 
population densities in the Nairobi Metropolitan 
Region, not only in the periphery but also in the core 
area. As the urbanization process extends haphazardly 
and radially from the centre it is upsetting the delicate 
and important urban-rural balances that are valuable 
parts of Kenyan life. Predictably, the foremost casualty 
in this spreading urbanization pattern is wildlife. This 
is evident in the present-day confinement of wildlife 
within the Nairobi National Park. Previously, wildlife 
freely roamed the once lush savannahs of the Kaputiei/
Embakasi/Kamiti plateau, traversing these plains 
in seasonal migrations between wet and dry season 
pastures. Today however, little or nothing remains of 
the once visible wildlife corridors and lush savannahs, 
as they are being dissected and obliterated by 
transportation infrastructure bundles and concomitant 
settlement sprawl. The loss of these corridors will 
soon spell the demise of the Nairobi National Park and 
Amboseli National Park, a major tourist attraction and 
source of revenue and employment. 

Wildlife is not the only casualty in this new 
dispensation; humans suffer too. Long established 
practices of transhumant pastoralism and rotational 
crop husbandry, which had evolved as the basis for 
maintaining systemic balance in a territory shared 
between man and beast, are also being significantly 
affected. Consequently, this has had devastating 
consequences on the sustainability of prevalent 
modes of production.  A case in point is the fate of the 
Maasai and their resilient nomadic way of life. Once 
defined by large livestock herds, the Maasai have lost 

a significant portion of their wealth and the long-term 
survival of their pristine social and material culture 
is now in doubt. Other indigenous cultures long 
suffered a similar fate, having easily succumbed to the 
maelstrom of modernity and westernization. Although 
the country’s founders were keen to avert such 
eventualities by instituting preemptive and restorative 
measures, there is little to show in the name of success. 
The planning and land use controls that might have 
aided in retarding this cultural loss have too often been 
used to hasten it. The institutionalization of planning 
and zoning is typically intended to serve as the basis for 
harmonizing human-nature relations, by segregating 
perceived incompatibilities, and weaving what were 
considered harmonious settlement fabrics. Regrettably, 
the outcomes have been different. Zoning, for instance, 
helped to institute an ethnic apartheid both at the 
regional and local level, as evidenced in present day 
segmentation of the hinterland territories into tribal 
reservations. This has had significant consequences 
on long established relations based on mutual 
interpenetration and reciprocal exchanges between 
and amongst different ethnicities and cultures, which 
hitherto served as the basis for coexistence and social 
cohesion. Increased incidences of ethnic sparring 
in recent decades are a direct consequence of this 
segmenting legacy. In fact zoning and land use plans 
are meant to create legal certainty and to define 
building rights. They are not the proper instruments 
to create sustainability and spatial quality except when 
they are meant and used to protect some valuable 
areas. 

The dilemma illustrates the need for a new planning 
and zoning paradigm. The region must overcome 
its problematic legacy of zoning to create “a closed 
city condition” by progressing towards “an open 
city vision.” An open city vision is a vision of 
integration, diversity, and inclusive urbanity. It opts 
for connectivity and accessibility on all scales, from 
neighborhood to region, to continent and rejects 
‘closed planning practices’ aiming at attribution, 
subdivision, appropriation, fixation and control. Open 
city planning is planning that stimulates opportunity 
and investment and supports and enables synergy 
and resourcefulness. It abandons modernist ideals 
of imposed order and control and replaces that with 
a new sensibility of open, potential and progressive 
indeterminacy. Most importantly, the new planning 
paradigm must be geared towards inculcating civilities 
and respect for a shared metropolitan habitat by 

evolving more environmentally sensitive and less 
disenfranchising spatial frames. Nairobi needs to 
transform natural assets into a veritable network of 
accessible public and private spaces and places that 
are easily responsive to all the recreational needs of 
society’s many echelons. The opportunity for attaining 
such a goal exists in the dense network of open, 
yet unexploited riverine corridors that traverse the 
erstwhile ‘place of cool waters’. These, however, need 
to be rehabilitated from their present sordid state to 
places that qualitatively enhance the amenity of living 
environments. There is a need for another kind of pro-
active planning and planning instruments aiming at 
the transformation and innovation of space, a need for 
strategic planning and strategic projects.

 



4.6. The People’s Metropolis 

In the final analysis the quality of life of a metropolis 
is reflected in the degree to which it is truly a People’s 
Metropolis. A people’s metropolis provides all of its 
residents with safety, good health, and prosperity. In 
specific terms there are four areas on which we focus 
on to understand the degree to which a metropolis is 
a people’s metropolis: 1) housing and public services, 
2) safety and security, 3) recreation and amenity, and 
4) governance. When these are all of good quality the 
metropolis contains a high degree of social capital and 
hence social cohesion. Where social capital and social 
cohesion are strong, the four elements of a people’s 
metropolis are of a high quality. Hence we have an 
important set of interdependent relationships in which 
all the critical variables depend upon one another. 

It is common to think about housing or shelter as 
independent from the public services. But in an urban 
context the quality of the residential experience 
depends upon the bundle of shelter and public services. 
For example, shelter without direct supply of safe 
drinking water or easy access to it is a degraded good. 
In addressing the transformation of Nairobi into a 
people’s metropolis we will need to concentrate on the 
mechanisms of planning and plan implementation 
that ensure that housing and services are delivered in a 
coordinated manner and delivered to all residents. 

The lack of safety and security is perhaps one of the 
highest costs of living that can be imposed on the 
residents of an urban place. It is a cost that shows up 
in the steps that residents take each and every day 
to minimize their exposure to dangerous situations. 
It is also captured in the costs of private security 
guards and gated access to urban places. The goal of a 
people’s metropolis requires meeting the challenge of 
creating effective police and fire services through the 
professionalization of municipal service provision.

Recreation and amenity require open spaces and 
parks in and around the metropolitan region. It is also 
important to consider sidewalks and street life as ends 
in themselves rather than merely pathways to larger 
ends. When people have a rich life on the street,when 
there are “many eyes on the street” crime on the street 
declines (Jacobs 1961). Opening access to parks, rivers, 
and street life in general has a positive transformative 
impact on both the quality of life and the vigour of the 

local economy 

All this is predicated on high quality governance. It is 
imperative that, as the spatial plan for metropolitan 
Nairobi moves from concept to implementation, it 
moves forward in a coordinated fashion with both 
a plan for transforming formal elements of local 
government and for harnessing and encouraging 
citizen engagement to create patterns of good 
governance.



4.7. Assets, Opportunities, Generic Policies

Assets and opportunities

• The varied physiographic and ideal climatic 
conditions remain one of the major assets of Nairobi 
and its region

• The region has the basic infrastructure to support 
growth of the metropolitan region

• Nairobi region is the economic hub of the country 
and the East African region

• Metro Nairobi boasts a diverse, socio-cultural 
landscape

• Nairobi region has a varied settlement pattern that 
reflects the diverse culture and heritage of the people

• The region has abundant land that could be used 
more creatively and sustainably

• The metropolitan region can utilise its geographical 
advantage to position itself as a global centre for 
commerce, industry, services and transport

Nairobi Metropolitan Region has the opportunity to 
build on the above assets and attain its vision of a 
world class metropolis:

• A metropolis that makes best use of its natural 
endowment and creates a humane habitat with 
adequate public services

• A metropolis that provides both places of work and 
residence for its people within easy reach

• A metropolis that conserves its rich heritage in built 
environment and other aspects of its traditions

Generic Policies  

• Provide humane habitats through slum upgrading, 
in-filling, densification and provision of basic services 

• Upscale existing infrastructure programs geared 
towards multi-use and improved accessibility 

• Policies for mixed development through a Planned 

Unit Development (PUD) concept

• Management of urban sprawl through policy 
reforms, provision of basic infrastructure and 
development control

• Slum upgrading through the provision of housing 
and basic services 

• Policy reforms geared towards urban development 
with protection of agricultural land 

• Settlement/wildlife interface: re-establish wildlife 
corridors (Ol Donyo Sabuk and Kaptuei plains)

• Develop specific land use plans to protect valuable 
land and control the implementation of these plans

• Co-produce integrated spatial plans with all the 
towns within the metropolitan region

• Network towns through Information and 
Communication Technologies (ICTs)

• Network the towns by providing an integrated, 
networked transportation system (see Mobility and 
Access)

• Introduction of Strategic Planning in governance 
approaches and Strategic Projects as a medium to 
transform space. 
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The Spatial Planning Concept: 
the Regional Metropolis as 

“A Spatial Polycentric Network”
Nairobi’s delineation and delimitation as a 

regional metropolis presents a unique challenge 

for planning, of the NMR’s sheer vastness, its 

physiographic and natural diversity, and the 

varying needs and interests of its numerous 

peoples and institutional jurisdictions. However, 

this also presents planners with an exciting new 

opportunity to demonstrate creativity in proposing 

a planning paradigm that is both pertinent to the 

notion of a Metropolitan form as a Region and 

responsive to the challenges and opportunities 

that this presents. The first step is formulation 

of a spatial (planning) concept that does not 

constitute the plan itself, but rather an entry 

point for the formulation of an elaborate plan and 

associated strategy of implementation, informing 

and orienting both processes. A spatial concept 

is a coherent set of (normative) spatial principles 

concerning the intended spatial structure for a 

specific area; it can be expressed by means of one 

or more metaphors  for instance ‘The NMR as a 

Spatial Network’. In this way it can be considered 

as the spatial translation of the vision. A concept 

‘localizes’ the vision, and should be specific, 

feasible and a medium for communication and 

negotiation.

We propose a network-based integrating spatial 

concept as a coherent framework to address 

the challenges of the NMR (Part I) and animate 

the visions, subsequent planning processes and 

concrete projects designed to address these 

challenges. After presenting the separate principles 

that make the over-arching spatial concept, we 

take a brief look at the process and follow with the 

aims of network formation; the existing bases for 

producing the desired networked Metropolis and a 

delimitation and requalification of the NMR into 

sub-regions, which we will localise, characterise 

and qualify. 



5.1. Principles and Aims of Spatial Networking

Our concept of “the metropolitan form as a spatial 

network” is based on nine overarching principles. 

Systemic Equilibration

 “The metropolitan form as a spatial network” aims 

to restore systemic balance within and between 

the natural systems and cultural landscapes 

including integrated settlements in the natural 

system and the variety of natural habitats it 

supports. This demands conservation of existing 

natural assets, including physiographic assets, 

plant, and animal ecologies and where practicable, 

the re-identification of cultural landscapes and 

compatible settlement patterns that are the 

fundament of existing human ecologies. Where 

possible, it may be necessary to institute a 

programme of restitution for critical components 

long lost. This is essential to the sustainability 

of harmonization of nature-habitat and nature-

settlement interactions.

The Spatial Palimpsest

The concept of “the metropolitan form as a spatial 

network” not only seeks to engage the landscape in 

terms of its inherent ecological and physiographic 

qualities, but most importantly highlights its 

convoluted nature as a canvas on which different 

narratives of development and space-use cultures 

may emerge, curve out their niche and propagate, 

as well as find synergy between nature and 

landscape, infrastructure and facilities, settlement 

and production. This means reorienting the 

prevailing planning paradigm based on control and 

exclusion towards one that recognizes humankind’s 

inherent capacities to adapt and innovate and 

seeks to harness such creative potential in evolving 

socially, economically, and environmentally 

sustainable spatial fabrics or spatial network 

constellations that become an active spatial 

palimpsest. This in turn should form the basis for 

culturally and contextually authenticated scenarios 

in requalification and network formation that 

nevertheless remain progress and development 

oriented. 

Circular Metabolism

The concept of “the metropolitan form as a spatial 

network” seeks to inculcate production and 

consumption cultures that are not only sensitive 

to the natural system’s need for self-restoration, 

but which feed into this process through a variety 

of restorative initiatives. This may also be achieved 

by embracing, as fundamental principles, the reuse 

and recycling of waste products, as well as an urban 

renewal paradigm that promotes regeneration and 

redefinition of derelict and disused facilities and 

buildings. In addition, there is need to promote city 

cleansing frameworks that simultaneously draw on 

while enhancing nature’s re-absorptive capabilities. 

Adaptive Integrity 

The concept of “the metropolitan form as a spatial 

network” seeks to evolve spatial frameworks and 

structures that are sound enough as well as flexible 

enough to safeguard inherent qualities of critical 

natural systems. In recognition of the inevitable 

dynamism and synergism inherent in societal and 

ecological processes, such spatial frameworks must 

retain a certain degree of flexibility and adaptive 

capacity. At the same time, the spatial concept 

also seeks to remain steadfast in fulfilling its 

function in orientating human spatial practices and 

generating equity and welfare. Using a strategic 

planning approach and instruments it is possible 

to combine these objectives through dynamic 

visioning dealing with possible futures/becomings 

focusing on the longer term, catalytic actions on 

the short term and selective land use plans to 

protect values and create legal security. 



Proximate Access

Network formation is not a concept that 

compensates for incompetencies of entities, 

inappropriate distances, and wasteful circulation. 

On the contrary, the spatial concept seeks to evolve 

settlement fabrics, utility and service delivery 

frameworks that embrace proximal accessibility as 

their basic organizing principle. On the one hand, 

this underscores the need for delivery frameworks 

that are penetrative, while allowing a great variety 

both in modal choice and affordability gradients. 

On the other hand, it calls for a neighbourhood 

planning and a real estate development paradigm 

that embrace a holistic concept of housing, one in 

which essential services and facilities (mobility, 

sanitation, water, energy, communication, 

education, health, recreation, childcare, and other 

amenities) are integrated into the structure of 

the residential tissue. As is the case with trunk 

infrastructures, community facilities and services 

should be grafted onto mobility networks and/

or clustered around interchanges to improve 

distribution efficiency and enhance access.

homogeneities in existing settlement structures 

and morphologies. However, networking may need 

a framing orientation that allows for separation 

of inevitable incompatibilities or even alleviation 

or eradication of destructive dualities (e.g. excess 

richness versus deep poverty). As such, the concept 

of ‘integrative aggregation’ seeks to respond 

to conditions imposed by historical legacies 

of segregation and segmentation, as well as 

contemporary dynamics that produce a continuous 

and undifferentiated settlement sprawl. Redress 

in this regard comes in the form of a settlement 

paradigm that promotes mixed development, 

diversity and density management that decongests 

where needed, densifies where possible and 

keeps open where relevant. This spatial concept 

aims at turning both low profile homogeneity and 

destructive duality into the integrative aggregation 

of difference.

Green Stitching 

The concept “the metropolitan form as a spatial 

network” seeks to rectify the existing settlement 

scenario characterized by discontinuities and 

fragmentation of settlement fabrics, and 

disassociation of neighbourhood clusters by 

subsuming these into an all-encompassing 

framework of coherent and interpenetrated 

settlement fabrics. Such re-articulation may be 

achieved by deploying nature and landscape as an 

anchoring, stitching, and intertwining device. This 

however, necessitates a departure from the present 

paradigm where nature, if not exploited, performs 

a separating function and landscape is downgraded 

into spatial vacancy open to ad hoc appropriation. 

Green stitching as an aspect of requalification and 

network formation aims at a careful attribution 

of sustainable functions to nature and landscape, 

such as in creating a system of soft access, 

stimulating social encounter or allowing for eco-

production, without eradicating the fundamental 

natural vocation of nature.

Synergies of Particularity

The concept of “the metropolitan form as a spatial 

network” pursues a settlement paradigm that 

promotes specialization particularly among the 

numerous lines, patches and fields in the numerous 

nodes that dot the entire spatial network. In 

addition to infusing a specific sense of individuality 

and identity, this most certainly will form the basis 

of their future survival by giving them competitive 

advantages and by inducing reciprocal synergies 

between and amongst competing network entities.

 

Networked Constellations

The concept of “the metropolitan form as a spatial 

network” seeks to take on a settlement profile 

characterized by proliferating fragments and 

disconnected urban nodes and reconfigures it into 

a different kind of networking constellations of 

landscapes, infrastructure, and settlement. The 

basis of connection and interconnection is not 

limited to conventional mobility systems (rail, 

road, air, pedestrian), but also involves a series of 

non-transit oriented associations.  These include 

virtual connectivity through ICT, social reciprocity, 

social networking and co-production that enhance 

diversity and complementarities. Taking into 

account ecological and mobility considerations the 

network should be based upon the characteristics 

of the natural and landscape structures. These 

should be the basis of the network structure 

including the public transport network and bike and 

pedestrian networks. These networks should be the 

backbone for the development of settlements and 

business areas.

Integrative Aggregation 

The concept “the metropolitan form as a 

spatial network” does not support a planning 

paradigm that is geared towards undifferentiated 

universality and simulation of elusive 



5.2. Spatial Networking and Network 
Formation: Process and Aims

As an activity and process, spatial networking, or 
network formation involves three key operations;

• Identifi cation of potentially structuring spatial 
elements (components, patterns, network fragments) 
that can serve as components of a network

• Requalifi cation and completion of these components 
and elements in terms of function, size, densities, 
development potential, structuring capacity, etc,

• Intertwining of requalifi ed and completed 
components and elements into new networking 
formations, such as; nodes, linear sequences, 
constellations, nets, combs, stepping stones, etc.

The process of networking by identifi cation, 
requalifi cation and intelligent intertwining aims at;

• Maximum use of existing local knowledge, 
dynamics, patrimonies, facilities, economies, efforts

• Integration of valuable components, elements and 
fragments into a synergetic frame

• Upgrading of components, elements and fragments 
into powerful network constellations with structuring 
impact and developmental potentials

5.3. Existing and Potential Bases of Network 
Formation

In the context of the NMR, we can identify three 
different registers that serve as existing bases of 
spatial networking, and upon which future deliberative 
network formation endeavours may fi nd anchorage.  
The three, which include spatial structuration 
(realising a relationships between components, 
elements, fragments), territoriality and historicity, 
are dominant infl uences on developmental processes 
within the NMR (see fi g.), and therefore suffi ce as 
formidable bases for spatial qualifi cation and network 
formation.

The Structural Basis: Three Structuring Components, 
Three Interacting Spatial Scales

The NMR has three structuring spatial components 
that potentially lend themselves to processes and 
practices of network formation, namely;

• The natural structure (topography, landscape, and 
metabolism)

• The mobility infrastructure (including different 
types of roads, service supply systems and equipment, 
etc.)

• Settlement structure and fabrics (including 
residence, work and facilities)

As structural bases for network formation, these three 
components exist and function   at 3 related scale levels 
namely;

1. The broad level of the Global Region (NMR), 

2. The intermediate scale of Enclaves, and

3. The specifi c level of Localities. 

In the full planning process, all three scale levels 
(fi g.23) will be elaborated in the following way; 

1. Each scale level as interacting with the 2 other 
levels, infl uencing the other levels and being infl uenced 
by the other levels

2. Each scale as representing a specifi c realm on its 
own

For instance, on the overall NMR scale, specifi c spatial 
structuring features can be identifi ed such as the 

Rift Valley macro-landscape (fi g.24). The Aberdare 
watershed and Athi River drainage basin may be 
considered as constituting unique enclaves. These 
features have an impact on the spatial structure of the 
lower level of localities. The Rift Valley is a dominant 
infl uence on the character of the Southern Sub-
Region of the NMR. The North West of the NMR is 
impacted mainly by the uniqueness of the Aberdare 
watershed while challenges associated to the Athi 
River basin are mostly experienced at the locale of the 
City of Nairobi. On the other hand, the city interfaces 
with the northern enclave at the Southern tip of 
the Aberdare Range. In the South West it touches 
the Ngong hills and incorporates Nairobi National 
Park in the South. Likewise, the region’s settlement 
structure encompasses and is defi ned by an intensifi ed 
constellation of urban centres (Nairobi City, Limuru, 
Kiambu, Ruiru, Thika, Athi, Ngong, and Kikuyu) . 
Together with the circle of national parks, nature 
reserves, and conservancies , these confi gurations 
polarize different enclaves and localities into specifi c 
network structures.

 

Fig 23: Three Scale 
Levels of the NMR 



Fig 24: Rift Valley 
macro landscape



The Territorial Basis: Four Interlocking  Sub-Regions

In principle, the region, in its entirety, constitutes the 
scale upon which the activity of network formation 
is executed. Indeed, some elements of the spatial 
concept, including some of the overarching principles, 
may be applicable to the entire territorial delimitation 
of the Nairobi Metropolitan Region. These include 
those targeting broad aspects such as the natural 
system, transportation and mobility infrastructure, the 
resource base, and sustainability, amongst others. In 
reality, however, the sheer vastness and variation of the 
demarcated territory makes subsequent partitioning 
necessary in order to capture existing sub-regional 
particularities and local specifi cities and formulate 
targeted responses. Hence, we identify a number 
of interacting and intertwining territorial entities. 
Each territorial entity is distinguished according 
to its dominant characteristics. These may match 
particularities associated with enclaves and localities 
including landscape features, the variety of indigenous 
ecologies, but may also include such features as the 
prevailing land-use and settlement patterns. Based on 
this criterion, we divided the NMR into four territorial 
delimitations or sub-regions including 1. The Network 
Metropolis (Nairobi and surrounding areas), 2. The 
Outlying South (Kajiado Central and South), 3 Outlying 
Territories (Kangundo/Machakos rural areas), and 
4. The Outlying North (Aberdeen Foorhills, Upper 
Limuru, Gatanga Gatundu). 

The three outlying territories which we will call sub-
regions of the NMR include what is referred to as 
the Central Highlands (North), the Maasai Steppe 
(South) and Ukambani Ridge (East) (see fi g. 25). In 
spite of their inclusion in the demarcated area of the 
NMR, these enclaves have qualities more akin to rural 
hinterlands, and do not therefore possess the necessary 
qualities to be considered metropolitan. Although not a 
seeding grounds for internal network formations, they 
are traversed by numerous external spatial networks, 
including those that are active across the entire NMR. 
In addition, their intersection with the central territory 
of the NMR means that they play an important 
function relative to processes of network formation. 

The Central territory encompasses the intensively 
urbanized area of the NMR. It includes areas currently 
administered by the Nairobi City Council and includes 
sprawling suburbs, and satellite towns and urban 
centres that have evolved relations of interdependence 
with the larger city. The area is clearly metropolitan in 
character and is the point of intersection of numerous 
networks (spatial, economic, social and cultural). It is 
therefore quintessentially a Network Metropolis.

Historical Basis: Three Stages in Settlement 
Morphogenesis

Understanding the qualifi cation of the central sub-
region as a network metropolis requires a certain 
amount of refl ection upon the historical evolution of 
the entire NMR and the City of Nairobi. Consequently, 
in defi ning the metropolitan form as a spatial network 
we retrace processes of urban morphogenesis in the 
region with the City of Nairobi as the point of departure 
for the evolution of the spatial network of constellating 
urban nodes, as well as the point of intersection for 
other network forms. The exploration proceeds in 
three successive epochs of the city’s development, 
namely; the fi rst, second and third form. The three 
forms represent approximate stages in the peopling of 
the region, as well as instances in which some form of 
deliberative planning endeavour infl uenced processes 
of urban morphogenesis. 

First City Form: The Colonial City (+/- 1900-1970)

The delimitation of the fi rst city form encompasses 
the initial territorial jurisdiction of the 1948 Master 
Plan of the Colonial Capital and was represented in 
the 1978 1/15000 map (see fi g.). The area covered 
was approximately 90km². Originally conceived as 
a zoned city (racially, functionally and socially), the 
form produces and continues to produce striking 
dualities along social class (rich/poor), tissue density 
(low/high) and spatial quality. However, it presents 
a continuous urban realm, formed, complete with 
infrastructure, buildings and greens, subsumed in a 
variety of residential neighbourhoods (high, middle, 
low income) and functional areas (industry, commerce, 
offi ces, facilities), and practices (formal, informal). It 
is a relatively well qualifi ed urban realm, compact and 
with an estimated settlement capacity of +/- 1 million 
inhabitants. However, this initial form is limited in the 
extent to which it serves as part of a spatial network 
and facilitates other networking processes to take root.   

Second City Form: The Post-Colonial City (+/- 1965-
1990)

The second city form includes the extent of the 1973 
Metropolitan Growth Strategy and elements of the 
1978 map of Nairobi (Survey of Kenya 1/100,000) 
(see fi g.). Its jurisdiction extends over an area of 
approximately 690km² (1st City Form X 7.7), and 
incorporates discontinuous urban and non-urban 
realms. It includes the colonial “fi rst city form” and its 
post-independence extensions. These extensions to a 
large extent comprise an unformed and unqualifi ed 
belt circumventing the relatively well qualifi ed core. 
Overall, this has an estimated settlement capacity of 
between 3-4 million people. Invasive sprawl within 
its designated limits and runaway sprawl outside its 
designated limits are evident. This city form represents 
the initial stages in the spatial network  but the scale 
and the character of the  networking is still limited.

Third City Form: The Contemporary City (+/- 1990 
and beyond)

The spatial concept of the Network Metropolis is 
that of a networked space that is based on intelligent 
linkages between requalifi ed urban and non-urban 
components, elements and fragments. It overcomes 
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the dichotomy of the historical phase of the formed 
city and the transient phase of the deforming urban 
realm. As such it represents an ‘open city form’ that 
refers to a conurbation scenario whereby not only 
urban continuities but also discontinuous urban and 
non-urban fragments are gathered into a kind of 
continuous discontinuity. As elements of a reforming 
contemporary urban realm, such components, 
elements and fragments act as spatial networks that are 
potentially capable of framing;

• Settlement formations and sprawl

• Physical connections

• Urban economies

• Infrastructure, services and facilities

In view of the foregoing, the “third city form”, the 
present-day NMR Central sub-region, qualifies to be 
defined as the Network Metropolis. In this document, 
therefore, we use this intermediate level to expound 
and illustrate the overall concept of the Metropolitan 
Form as a Spatial Network. However, on a provisional 
basis, we add some extrapolations to the broader level 
on the NMR and to the lower level of localities (such as 
The City which is the extended CBD). 

In the following sections we concretise the concept and 
define the Network Metropolis as a polycentric network 
based upon the natural structure and the mobility 
infrastructure as its backbones and we characterise and 
qualify the different sub-regions. 

5.4. The Network Metropolis: a Polycentric 
Network

Kenya is rapidly urbanizing, and much of the country’s 
urban growth is taking place in Nairobi. Nairobi’s 
population was 10,512 in 1906, 266,795 in 1962 
(Obudho, 1997), and an estimated 2,900,000 in 2008 
(Brunn 2008). The population in the metropolitan 
area, as defined by Metro 2030, is approximately 19 
million (Nairobi Metro 2030). The United Nations 
predicts that in the near future, the majority of Kenya’s 
population will reside in urban areas.

The settlement structure that has evolved in the NMR 
is one of a primate city surrounded by secondary towns 
that are increasingly dependent on the core city of 
Nairobi: 

• The core of the region has varied settlement pattern 
comprising low-, middle- and high-income areas. A 
dominant feature of this pattern is extreme inequality. 
Current research suggests that at least 30% of nairobi’s 
population and probably more live in slums, which in 
2004 consisted of around 810,000 people in the city of 
Nairobi (Gulyani and Talkudar 2008) 

• The settlements of outlying secondary  towns are 
predominantly characterised as dormitory towns, 
even though they carry out distinct functions tied to 
their hinterlands. For example, Ruiru is known for its 
vegetable market, Tala-Kangundo for fruits and Ngong 
for recreation.

• Urban centres are separated by rural landscapes 
that are characterized by varied lifestyles. 

To deal with this existing structure there are three 
development scenarios possible :

(1)  A trend scenario, without many interventions, will 
result in more  sprawl, traffic congestion, and increased 
levels of pollution;

(2) Some, initially mono-centric metropolis, tried to 
strengthen the main centre concentrating functions 
in the core of the city; a scenario which didn’t took 
into account the socio-economic and spatial dynamics 
within city regions 

(3) Based upon the existing structure and the dynamics 
of the city, Nairobi has the potential to be a poly-

nucleated and well-connected city. 

The case for a poly-nucleated metropolis is based 
upon the existing structure of the region, composed 
of many different bigger and smaller centres and 
neighbourhoods with very different characters and 
functions fig. 26). The structure depends also on the 
colonial past of the city, as discussed earlier, and it 
is influenced by the diverse natural structure and 
landscapes. Therefore, a poly-nuclear network of 
settlements seems to be an adequate answer to this 
diversity and an answer to sprawl. Hence the theme 
‘Networking the Sustainable African Metropolis’ as 
an overall policy for the creation of this network city 
which will connect all settlements, spaces and places 
in a dynamic order and connect local authorities with 
each other, each of them having their own functions 
and identities within a metropolis. Within this network 
the main urban development should be concentrated 
in multimodal transport nodes with excellent public 
transport.

 

Figure 26: Networking 
the Sustainable African 
Metropolis: a poly 
nuclear Metropolis



Fig 27: The natural 
structure - river valleys

In the following sections, we will name, localise, 
characterise and qualify the components and elements 
of the polycentric network but first we will explain 
the backbones of the natural, mobility and spatial 
structure.
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5.5. The natural structure as the first 
backbone for the spatial network structure

In Part I (Overarching Issues) we described the 
natural systems and habitats. We explained that 
the Metropolitan Region possesses ‘natural features 
structure of stunning beauty and remarkable 
variation’. The structure is shaped by geological 
and ecological conditions including topography and 
soil types. The Rift valley is a main feature, a macro 
landscape, structuring the area. But specifically the 
natural structure is also characterised by the many 
and different river valleys because they influence 
fundamentally the landscape but also the mobility and 
the settlement structure already for a long time. In fact 
the natural system and structure are at the origin of the 
City, a place of cool waters. 

The NMR has a range of mountains surrounding 
the area in the Northwest and the rivers Gatharaini, 
Mathare, Nairobi, Motoine Ngong and Mbagati form 
sharp valleys draining eastwards into the Athi River 
and into the Southern plains. The Rift valley and the 
river valleys are the main components of the structure 
and should be dealt with care and respect. Some 
specific natural elements and fragments are important 
as well: the park areas, nature reserves, wildlife 
corridors, green stepping stones, etc.



international railway

international railway station

5.6. The mobility structure as the second 
backbone of the spatial network structure

International and national scale

The Airport

The Jomo Kenyatta International Airport (JKIA) is a 
main portal to Kenya and surrounding countries. It 
must become a multimodal node in a wider transport 
and mobility system. JKIA can host a new international 
rail interchange, creating an integrated international 
transport system.

international railway

proposed international railway to be studied

local railway

Fig 28, 29: The railway 
system at (inter) 
national scale

The Railway 

The railway should play an important role in a 
sustainable transport system, operating on an (inter)
national level. New train connections must link Nairobi 
to the surrounding countries. The international airport 
will be equipped with an international railroad station 
connecting the airport with Tanzania, Ethiopia, 
Uganda, Sudan and eventually Somalia. Existing 
railways should be improved (higher speed, double 
track) and new ones constructed.

The existing railway from Dar es Salaam to Arusha 
can be part of this system. It connects the port to 
the international railway system. From the same 

philosophy a new railway connection can be made 
between the new port of Lamu, the north-south 
railway system and further on to Juba. To complete the 
railroad network new sections can be created on the 
long term between Lamu and Tanga (in cooperation 
with Tanzania), between Kitale and Lodwar and 
between Isiolo and Mogadishu (in cooperation 
with Somalia). Also a new railway around the Lake 
Victoria can be the object of further examination (in 
cooperation with Tanzania and Uganda) (Fig. 28,29).

To the extent possible, railway and roads should 
be bundled to increase efficiency and minimize 
environmental impact.



A bus system

Regular and public bus services link Nairobi with 
the most important towns (larger towns, secondary 
towns) that haven’t got a railway station at the moment 
(e.g. Kitale, Machakos, Kitui, Isiolo). In the long term 
some of them can be systematically replaced by train 
connections. 

The road infrastructure  

A performing road infrastructure should link Nairobi 
to its surroundings countries. The region of Nairobi 
should be considered as a crossing point between two 
larger transport corridors:

- a proposed north-south connection, coming from 
the Cape and going to Addis Ababa and further on to 
Cairo (Northern Transport Corridor)

- a proposed east-west connection, coming from 
Mombasa (harbor) and going to Juba (Sudan).

Those two corridors can be completed with:

- a proposed connection between Nairobi - Garissa 
extended to Somalia

- a proposed connection between Malaba - Kisumu - 
Mwanza - Kahame - Kigali - Kampala

- a proposed connection between Lamu - Garissa - 
Isiolo - Lodwar.

Emphasizing the central position of Nairobi as a 
junction between the different corridors, does not 
imply that all transit traffic should go through the city 
core. New bypasses operating on an international level 
are necessary in order to decongest the urban region. 
They are part of the road network around Nairobi. Four 
bypasses are proposed (fig.29):

- to the east: Konza ICT- Machakos - Tala - Thika

- to the north: Thika - Ruiru - Kimende - Naivasha

- to the west: Naivasha - Mai Mahiu - Suswa - Magadi

- to the south: Magadi - Kajadi - Konza ICT.

Figure 30: The road 
infrastructure at 
(inter) national scale. 

international road

international bypass



Generic policies

- The central position of Kenya and Nairobi should be 
reinforced and this for the different transport modes 
(air, train, regional busses, road infrastructure for 
private cars). Nairobi claims its central position as a 
transport hub for eastern Africa. The international 
airport (passengers and freight) plays a crucial role.

- The existing railway must be upgraded where 
possible and new tracks must be created where 
necessary. New railroads must be built going to the 
north (direction Addis Ababa, passing by Thika and 
Isiolo), to the south (direction Dodoma, passing by 
Arusha), to the east (direction Mombasa) and to the 
west (direction Kampala, passing by Nakuru and 
Kisumu/Eldoret). The different harbours (Lamu, 
Mombasa, Dar es Salaam) should be linked to the 
international north - south railway system (especially 
for freight). The proposed railway coming from 
Lamu can be extended to Sudan (Juba). Nairobi 
international train station will become a major node in 
the international railway system. On a lower level Isiolo 
will also function as an important node in this system. 

- In the long term the railroad network can be 
completed by creating a new connection between 
the different harbours: Lamu - Mombasa - Tanga, a 
possible link between Isiolo and Mogadishu, a shortcut 
between Kitale and Lodwar and a circle line around the 
Lake Victoria.

- The north-south and the east-west corridors must 
be rebuilt as a system of highways but with great 
attention for landscape integration.

- The location of new bypasses, operating on a (inter)
national level must be further examined. Special 
attention must be paid to integration of this new 
infrastructure in the open space. No new barriers can 
be tolerated in the wildlife corridors. 

Regional scale

There is a need for good linkages and connections 
between among and between major regional towns 
and Nairobi. This is essential for creating strong social, 
industrial and commercial net-works. To create these 
connections, a system of regional roads and railways 
can be improved and in some cases elaborated. 

regional railway

regional railway station

Figure 31: The road 
infrastructure at 
regional scale 

The railway

Next to the (inter)national level, connecting the 
international airport of Nairobi to the surrounding 
countries, a system of regional trains, using mainly 
the existing railroad infrastructure, can be realized. 
Regional trains link the central station of Nairobi 
(not the airport) to the surroundings towns (Limuru, 
Kikuyu, Dagoreti, Wilson, Thika, Ruiru, Githurai, 
Mwiki, Dandora, Embakasi, Mlolongo, Athi River, 
Konza, Kajado, eventually Namanga). The existing 
railroad to Magadi can be part of that system (but 
especially for freight). 



international road

international bypass
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A bus system

A regional public bus system can fill the gaps 
and unlock places that are not served by rail (e.g. 
Machakos).

The road infrastructure

(Inter)national roads branch to the system of regional 
bypasses at Kajado, Konza, Machakos, Thika and, to 
the west, at Limuru. Beyond those points, we talk about 
‘access road to the metropolitan region’.

Generic policies

- Good public transport (train and regular bus 
services) must connect the different towns on the 
regional level.

- New road infrastructure must be created (or existing 
roads upgraded) in order to open the different regions.

Metropolitan scale

Public transport

Due to the complexity, the scale and the expected 
growth of the metropolitan region an integrated 
system of public transport must be elaborated. This 
system consists of different modes of transport that are 
complementary:

- a train system operating on the (inter)national 
level with one station in the metropolitan area (the 
international airport)

- a train system operating on the metropolitan level 
with stops in Limuru, Kikuyu, Dagoreti, Wilson, Ruiru, 
Githurai, Mwiki, Dandora, Embakasi, Mlolongo, 
central station of Nairobi

- a tram/light rail system (three lines) as a new high 
capacity transport mode (or in a first phase a high 
quality public bus system) 

- a regular bus system connecting the different parts 
of the metropolitan region, completing train and tram 
infrastructure 

- a new role for the matatus as a feeding system for 
the regular bus or tram system.

Some railroad sections must be abolished (the section 
between Kikuyu and Nairobi central station). This 
creates also new opportunities for the redevelopment 
of the Kibera area.

The existing railway station (central station of Nairobi) 
can be relocated to Lusaka Rd, allowing for further 
extension of the CBD. Parking facilities for public 
transport vehicles and bicycles can be provided 
adjacent to this station. The station can become a new 

Figure 32: The road 
infrastructure at 
regional scale



transport interchange that integrates public transit 
modes, creating a networked system. 

Road infrastructure

Transit transport should not pass through the 
metropolitan region as a result of the construction of 
new bypasses operating on a (inter)national level.

A system of bypasses, as opposed to the present 
scenario of highways crossing through the city centre, 
can improve connectivity between different nodes in 
the network metropolis and decongest the city. 

- The southern bypass links Limuru - Kikuyu 
- Langata - JKIA. It can be combined with the 
construction of a new railroad operating on the (inter)
national level.

- The eastern bypass links Mlolongo - JKIA - Ruai - 
Ruiru. It can be combined with the new (inter)national 
railroad going to Thika and Isiolo.

- The northern bypass links Ruiri - Kiambu - Limuru 
(Brakenhurst Road).

The road infrastructure forms a grid on the 
metropolitan level. It can consist of following 
categories:

- metropolitan bypass

- access road to the urban core

- metropolitan boulevard

- main urban grid.

Figure 33: Cross-
section access road 
to the metropolitan 
region 



Figure 34 :  Park and 
Ride system: NMR  
scale 



Park & ride systems

The park and ride will encourage public transport 
use, reduce urban sprawl, create new economic and 
employment opportunities, reduce fuel consumption, 
improve air quality and relieve congestion in the city. 
These transport-oriented nodes can be destinations 
for new strategic investments and focal points for new, 
compact settlements. Larger parking zones can be 
created near the train stations and tram stops. Because 
of their accessibility new urban programs (housing, 
industrial sites, basis infrastructure) can be linked to 
these locations.

Figure 35 : Park 
and Ride system - 
metropolitan City scale

park & ride level 1

- Mlolongo 

- Ruiru

- Limuru

- Athi River.

The park & ride systems of level 1 must be considered 
as development poles where different kind of urban 
programs can be realised.

park & ride level 2

- Kikuyu 

- Wilson airport

- Koma Rock.



Infrastructure for soft transport

A network of open spaces in Nairobi with a 
multifunctional use (recreation, nature, agriculture 
etc.) forms the basis for a network of soft infrastructure 
(cycle paths, pedestrian paths).

Generic policies

- Improve non-motorised mobility by designing 
pedestrian and cycle paths that will contribute to safety 
and health 

- Reorganise public transport as a important working 
field for public authorities and reduce the dominant 
role of private suppliers of transport

- downgrade the main axis that are now used 
for (inter)national transport and reshape them to 
metropolitan boulevards

- create un urban grid (main urban grid and 
secondary urban grid) that ensures fluid flows of 
private transport with traffic lights at the intersections 
(nodes of the grids)

- separate private and public transport.

Urban core

In the urban core we see the following elements of the 
transport system:

- southern access road to the urban core

- metropolitan bypasses, parallel with the (inter)
national railroad system

- metropolitan boulevards

- access road to industrial area

- a main and a secondary grid forming a ‘network’ of 
infrastructure consisting of corridors, intersections and 
inner areas

- residential roads within the different grids

- cycle lanes through the inner areas.

- regional railroad with Nairobi central station

- a high quality ring bus on an inner ring

- tram infrastructure (three lines) or a high quality 
public bus system

• line 1 connecting Dagoreti Corner via Ngong road to 
the international airport (line 1) and Koma Rock (line 1 
bis, eventually on the longer term)

• line 2 connecting Ruaraka to the central station (on 
the longer term extended to Githurai)

• line 3 connecting ABC place to the central station 
(on the longer term extended to Uthiru)

- a park and ride infrastructure near the international 
airport (level 1)

Figure 36: Cross 
section Metropolitan 
boulevards 

- a park and ride infrastructure at Wilson airport, 
Koma Rock (level 2)

- a system of smaller park and rides near important 
tram stations (Dagoreti Corner, ABC place, Uthiru, 
Githurai, GSU, Doonholm)

- cycle lanes through the different neighbourhoods 
mostly integrated in the rehabilitated river valleys.

Metropolitan boulevards

A system of intersecting transversal metropolitan 
boulevards can become main mass transit routes 
within the city. They can be created by downgrading 
the southeast-northwest axis along Mombasa Rd - 



Uhuru Highway - Waiyaki Way, and the east-west axis 
along Jogoo Rd - Lusaka Rd - Langata Rd - Mbgathi 
Way - Ngong Rd. 

A system of boulevards can be geared towards public 
transport and pedestrian mobility. They include Uhuru 
Highway, Moi Avenue, Tom Mboya St and River-
Landis Rd running north-south, and University Way, 
Kenyatta Ave, City Hall-Accra Rd, Haile Selassie Rd, 
Bunyala Rd-Commercial St-Factory St running east-
west. 

Traffic-calming measures will be incorporated and the 
boulevards can link a system of city squares, gardens, 
parks and cultural and historical sites, creating open 
spaces where people can mingle and interact.

Access road to industrial area

Enterprise Rd and Komorock Rd can be upgraded to 
become industrial thoroughfares that connect directly 
to the national/international road system. 

Inner Ring

Considering the new system of bypasses at the 
international and metropolitan level, the existing 
bypasses can be downgraded to constitute the new 
inner ring of the city. The proposed ring would 
comprise the present Outer Ring Road to the east, 
Thika Rd - Forest Rd - Parklands - Waiyaki Way to the 
north, James Gichuru Rd to the west, and the proposed 
southern bypass to the south. 

A high-speed, high-capacity, high quality ring bus will 
operate a scheduled, reliable service on the new Inner 
Ring. This bus line will be linked to a system of inner 
city Park and Ride facilities located at: Pipeline to the 
south east, Umoja to the east, GSU to the northeast, 
Muthaiga Roundabout and SPS to the north, ABC Place 
to the northwest, Dagoretti Corner to the west, and 
next to Uhuru Gardens to the southwest. 

Matatus

Matatus can continue to operate as a feeder service 
to mass transit options. They operate only within the 
frame of one main grid. They are not allowed in the 
CBD.

Generic policies

- create better connections between the city centre 
and low income settlements and secondary centres 
(Parklands, Westlands etc.) in order to develop the 
metropolitan awareness

- improve pedestrian pavements, safe crossings and 
better access to bus- and tram-stops

- replace roudabouts by junctions with traffic lights 
(in the first phase)



5.7. Localisation, characterisation and 
qualification of Sub-regions, challenges and 
policies 

In this work, the formulation of the spatial concepts for 
the entire NMR region and the separate sub-regions, 
is further elaborated by use of the natural and the 
landscape structure (green corridors, river structure, 
topography and ecology), and mobility infrastructure 
(transport axes). The determination of appropriate 
spatial planning concepts for the three outlying 
territories (North-western, Eastern, and Southern) 
is contingent upon further studies and consultations 
being carried out. However, we present some 
provisional guidelines for the Sub-regions (fig. 25). 

The spatial concept defining the metropolitan form 
as a spatial network is mainly illustrated through the 
intermediate scale of the sub-region, the sub-region 
here being the NMR Central or the present delimitation 
of the City of Nairobi and its surrounding constellation 
of urban nodes and intensive settlement areas. The 
area has sufficient structural bases of qualification as a 
“spatial network”. However, the outlying sub-regions 
imbricate the NMR central sub-region, meaning that 
they are likewise implicated in internal processes of 
network formation within the latter. 

The Outlying North – Aberdare Foothills

Localisation 

The outlying north, or the area which we refer to 
here as the Aberdare Foothills, subsumes sections 
of the Central Highlands, including Upper Limuru, 
Gatanga, and Gatundu. It interfaces with the NMR 
Central Region along the Limuru-Kiambu-Ruiru 
(Brackenhurst) Road.

Characterisation and qualification 

As the name suggests, the Central Highlands consists 
of a mostly hilly terrain whose fertile volcanic soils 
make it suitable for agriculture. Predictably, the 
dominant land-use here is extensive agriculture, 
particularly large scale coffee and tea plantations. 
Settlement is minimal and sparse. Its inclusion in the 

NMR is primarily due to the function it plays as the 
entire region’s water tower. It suitability for high value 
export-oriented agricultural production means that it 
makes a crucial contribution to the region’s economy, 
and depends on existing urban nodes for crucial 
support services, including banking and finance, 
industrial processing, and transhipment, amongst 
others. The presence of Gatamaiyo Forest reserve in its 
threshold offers potential recreational opportunity for 
the region’s peoples. 

Challenges 

The region has critical planning opportunities and 
challenges. On the one hand, the nature of the land-use 
has enabled the area to serve as a formidable barrier 
to Nairobi’s run-away urbanization. This quality is 
however increasingly being undermined by rampant 
and intensive land subdivision practices. Encroaching 
settlements lead to the loss of highly productive 
agricultural land while the loss of forest/vegetative 
cover degrades the fragile landscapes. These challenges 
have broader implications on the wider metropolitan 
region and therefore require policy consideration and 
targeted strategic interventions. 

Policy considerations

In view of the foregoing two major policy 
considerations emerge as suitable for the area; 

1. Forest/water tower preservation by a programme of 
conservation involving the protection of existing forest 
cover and restoration of riparian corridors and other 
fragile areas and by devising appropriate institutional 
mechanisms to buffer these areas in relation to  the 
urban expansion and by  land pooling programmes in 
small holder areas

2. Regulation of land subdivision

The Outlying South – The Maasai Steppe

Localisation 

The outlying south constitutes territories once referred 
to as the Maasai Steppe. It encompasses the central 
and south and southern precincts of the wider Kajiado 

District. It interfaces with the NMR Central Region along 
the Ngong Hills and the Nairobi National Park’s southern 
boundary. The Mombasa-Nairobi railroad ribbon forms 
its easterly demarcation.

Characterisation and qualification 

The sub-regions given name suggsts its geographical 
embedding within the larger cultural landscape of 
East Africa’s Maasai community. Although a mostly 
marginal area, the covering savannah vegetation makes 
the landscape suitable for pastoralism. The area is also 
teeming with wildlife. These qualities are particular 
to the area, and indeed make it unique within the 
wider NMR. The area’s qualification as part of the 
Nairobi Metropolitan Region is closely connected with 
its function as a dispersal area for wildlife from the 
adjacent Nairobi National Park. This factor, together 
with the area’s physical attractions, archaeological and 
cultural endowments (home to the world-renowned 
Maasai community), makes the area a favourite tourist 
destination. In recent decades, the sub-region has 
also served as an absorption area for Nairobi’s urban 
expansion with settlements such as Kitengela, Isinya, 
Kiserian, Ongata Rongai and Ngong serving as the city’s 
dormitories. Likewise, it is increasingly playing host to 
an expanding horticulture and floriculture industry. The 
area has inherent potentials for clean energy production 
thanks to the presence of the Ngong Hills.

Challenges 

In spite of these qualities, or perhaps owing to them, the 
southern sub-region is experiencing a host of challenges 
that require urgent consideration. The challenges are 
summarized in the following thematic categories;

1. Environmental/Conservation Issues

a. Harsh climatic conditions affecting pasture 
productivity

b. Disappearing wildlife corridor/dispersal areas 

c. Borehole drilling and inappropriate agricultural 
practices

d. Pollution from industry and agri-business



2. Cultural issues

a. Cultural (pastoral) landscapes and the nomadic 
mode of production they support under threat from 
sedentarisation and encroaching urbanization

3. Resilient Maasai culture (material culture, 
practices, values) under threat from urban sprawl and 
inappropriate land use

4. Livelihoods issues

a. Increasing poverty levels due to unreliability of 
livestock rearing and degraded eco-system

b. Failure to adopt alternate livelihoods (commerce)

Generic Policies

1. Formulate a proper conservation strategy

2. Invest in clean energy initiatives  that can also 
generate revenue (such as wind, sun)

3. Introduce and assist transition to alternative 
livelihoods 

4. Capitalize on existing tourism assets and potentials

5. Prevent further subdivision of group ranches and 
large rangelands

6. Restructure the human/nature interface (Athi River 
park-edge, wildlife corridor)

7. Promote a livelihood support initiative – preferably 
a trade-off between conservation efforts and nascent 
eco-services industry

The Outlying East – The Ukambani Hill Range  
 

Localisation  

The eastern sub-region subsumes the easterly extents 
of the wider Ukambani region, a territory marked by 
the Kanzalu/Mango/Mua/Machakos Hill Range, and 
sections of the Yatta Plateau. It interfaces with the 
NMR central region at Ruai Ridge and Kilimambogo 
Hill. The Nairobi-Mombasa railroad ribbon separates it 
from the southern sub-region while Thika Road forms 
its boundary with the northern sub-region. 

Characterisation and qualification

In a sense, the Ukambani Hill Range mirrors the 
Aberdare Hill Slopes in terms of landscape features 
– an undulating terrain forged by a series of hills. 
However, it is different in that it is a somewhat 
barren landscape, lacking in the latter’s natural and 
agro-climatic attributes. With marginal agricultural 
potential, a large resident population, and high poverty 
levels, the sub-region depends on external sources, 
including those within the wider NMR, for food and 
employment opportunities. The sub-region is also 
the object of a proliferating urban constellation that 
depends on the city of Nairobi for supplies. These 
are amongst the factors that qualify the sub-region’s 
inclusion in the Metropolitan Region.

Challenges 

1. Environmental/Conservation Issues

a. Blockage of wildlife corridor and diminished 
dispersal area (Oldonyo Sabuk – Embakasi plains) 

b. Wanton environmental degradation

c. Harsh climatic conditions affecting land 
productivity for crop farming

d. Population pressure

e. Unsustainable farming practices

f. Uncontrolled sand and stone quarrying

2. Livelihoods Issues

a. Increasing poverty levels due to unreliability of 
agriculture

b. Lack of alternative and viable livelihoods

3. Land use planning issues

a. Uncoordinated metropolitanization 

b. Unstructured urbanization and urban spatial 
structures 

c. Urban constellation (dispersal)

d. Urban sprawl around existing towns and linear 
sprawl along major mobility corridors

Generic Policies

1. Reversel environmental degradation through 
restoration

2. Reform agricultural sector and practice

3.  Set minimum lot sizes and consider instituting land 
pooling programmes

4.  Reforest  hill slopes and riparian areas

5.  Commence agriculture extension services

NMR Central: The Network Metropolis 

Localisation 

The NMR Central Nairobi or the region we refer to 
here as the “Network Metropolis” encompasses the 
entire municipal jurisdiction of the City of Nairobi 
and surrounding urbanizing areas such as; the Ngong-
Kiserian-Ongata Rongai triangle, the urbanized areas 
of Kikuyu, Limuru, and Kiambu, and linear urban 
sprawls along the Thika, Mombasa and Nakuru 
highways. 

Characterisation and qualification  

As we earlier indicated, the Central Enclave of the 
NMR qualifies as a site to illustrate the overall concept 
of the Metropolitan Form as a Spatial Network courtesy 
of the intersection of critical network components and 
characteristics that relate to three different registers, 
namely;

1. The natural structure  

2. The mobility infrastructures

3. The settlement structure 



In line with the approach alluded to earlier, spatial 
networking, or the process of network formation 
entails identifying and analysing valuable components 
and characteristics of existing network components 
in order to determine their structuring capacities and 
developmental potentials. After this analysis, these 
components and characteristics will be requalified 
and integrated into different network formations and 
functions. The aim of the requalification exercise is 
to intelligently intertwine the three registers in such 
a way as to reinforce their structuring impact and 
stimulate developmental synergies. Requalification 
and intertwining is done on different scale levels and 
generates new spatial network patterns. 

The Green Response: Networking Metro-Natures

The main components and characteristics are:

1. The National Park, Karura and Ngong Forest, parks 
and gardens, golf courses

2. The striking difference between the Nairobi west 
green and hilly highlands and the Nairobi east dry and 
flat lowlands that dominates the urban topography

3. The multiple west-east river arms that articulate 
the Nairobi west highland topography and merge into 
the three main rivers (Mathare, Nairobi, Ngong) that 
strengthen the natural structure of Nairobi centre and 
east

4. The sequence of shallow valley and secondary rivers 
that cross perpendicular across the road to Thika

5. Remarkable landscape patterns, partly rural, partly 
suburban, such as parallel ridges and river patterns in 
the Kikuyu area

The Infrastructure Response: Networking Metro-
Equipments

The main components and characteristics are:

1. The basic “Road Y’” defined by the split of Mombasa 
road coming from the southeast into Thika road 
(towards the northeast) and Waiyaki way (towards the 
northwest)

2. The winding “rail Y” that represents the split of the 
south-eastern Mombasa line into the North-eastern 
Thika end of the North-western Nakuru lines

3. Main radials and transversals that articulate the 
(distorted and incomplete) urban and vehicular road 
network

4. Underused railway yards and warehouses in the City 
Center

5. Distorted, incomplete, over-charged network 
connections between the City Center, close secondary 
nodes (such as Westlands, Dagoretti Corner), vehicular 
secondary centres (such as Ngong, Kikuyu) and 
peripheral urban nodes (Limuru, Kiambu, Ruiru, Athi 
River)

The Habitat Response: “Networking Metro-Settlements

The main components and characteristics are:

1. Historical urban quarters (the former “Asian Belt”, 
the social housing triangle along Jogoo road, the 
CBD, the industrial area along Enterprise Road, the 
high income estates in Nairobi west, the major slums 
of Kibera and Mathare valley, the sites and services 
schemes of Dandora and Kayole)

2. Traditional, spontaneous and speculative settlement 
patterns in the periphery of Nairobi City (such as 
former hamlets, villages, subdivided estates) estates, 
ribbon development, decentralized facilities (schools, 
hospitals, research centres) dispersed enterprises, etc.

Policy considerations

1. Increasing residential capacity

2. Optimizing and increasing capacity of decentralised 
facilities 

3. Protecting vulnerable and productive landscapes

4. Limiting sprawl, speculative subdivisions and ad 
hoc appropriations

5. Improving accessibility and mobility

6. Clarifying the hierarchy and specificity of 
infrastructures

7. Installing an overall but differentiated density 
management

8. Supporting all economies with development 
potential

9. Strengthening the spatial structure and  new types 
of articulated network patterns such as:

a. the restructuring of  “Thika Linear City” as a 
necklace city (see 6.2) 

b. the restructuring of the Nairobi Athi River linear 
sprawl into the ” Athi River Necklace City” 

c. the restructuring of the ad hoc development and 
sprawl in the Kikuyu area into a synergetic “Kikuyu 
Constellation”

d. the qualification and spatial articulation of Ngong 
River into the structuring of a green urban corridor 
that offers development potentials and generates green 
open space qualities for urban quarters such as Kibera 
in the east and Kayole in the west of the city.

e. the networked positioning of main components of 
the green reserve into a major metropolitan “green 
stepping stone corridor”



Fig. 37.2 : The River 
valleys as a macro 
structure       

Fig. 37.1: The Rift 
Valley and river valleys 
as a macro structure                

5.8. Conceptualisation of the overall intended 
structure of the NMR and the Network

Based upon the polycentric network concept, the 
natural structure, the mobility structure and the 
qualification of the sub-regions above, we conceptualize 
and represent the overall intended structure using the 
following diagrams and principles Metropolitan scale. 

Conceptualising the NMR



Fig 37.5:Nairobi 
Metropolitan Network 
as crossroads in East-
Africa  

Fig 37.4:  A network 
of eco- continuity and 
protected wildlife 
corridors

Fig 37.3:  The National 
Park, Nature reserves, 
conservancies as 
basic structuring 
components    

Fig 37.6: Development 
of a complete network 
of cities and towns 
in multimodal nodes 
with excellent public 
transport



 Figure 38.a: Doubling 
and organising the 
original Y-structure 

Conceptualising the Network Metropolis 

 Figure 38.b: Localising 
and reusing the slow 
original “rail- Y”

Figure 38.c: 
Structuring and 
landscaping capacity 
of main and secondary 
rivers 



Figure 38.d: Highland 
-Lowland hinges the 
Rift Valley into the 
Network Metropolis

Figure 38.e: Green 
“stepping stones” 
corridor

Fig 38.f: Historical 
urban quarters within 
a network constellation
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Strategies: 
Strategic Areas and Projects



6.1. Strategies 

Strategic Planning means that (difficult) choices 
have to be made that take into account the issues, 
vision and concept but also the often (limited) means. 
Strategic Planning should not be restricted to the 
design of a ‘plan’ but should start immediately with 
concrete projects that address concrete issues. This 
also must be accompanied by the involvement  of all 
actors  as well in plan making as in its implementation 
in order  to change reality in a limited time frame and 
also to demonstrate the viability of new approaches. 
Therefore, the team proposes to focus on following 
strategies and activities at the same time:

- the design of a Strategic Plan (a vision, a concept 
and a global action programme);

- the study of strategic areas which are areas with an 
important structuring capacity;

- the realisation of strategic projects.

We have already defined the possible content of the 
Strategic plan. In the following sections we propose, 
only as examples (this is not an exhaustive list), some 
“Strategic Areas”, their possible qualification and their 
roles in the MNR. We also give examples of various 
possible “Strategic Projects”.

An area-focused strategy: defining strategic areas

“Strategic Areas” (SA) are specific areas within the 
larger Metropolitan Region that are deemed to be 
critical to the overall plan of action, not only by virtue 
of their being structural but also in terms of impact. 
They make a crucial contribution towards attaining key 
elements of the stipulated vision and spatial concept. 
These SA’s were carefully selected, because they 
demonstrate key issues or functions, and the strategies 
we develop for addressing these areas allows us to 
more concretely demonstrate the application of our 
planning concepts. 

An implementation and realisation strategy: defining 
strategic projects 

“Strategic Projects (SP)” are projects directed to a 
particular area where specific resources and actions 
are deployed in order to realize a given strategic 
intervention, for instance urban regeneration, 
sanitation, slum upgrading, etc. Some are large and are 
realizable across regions and sub-regions, while some 
are specific to one Strategic Area. A Strategic Area may 
have several Project Areas or Projects. In this sense 
the Project is a constitutive component of a Strategic 
Area. Both Project Areas and Projects are delineated 
in the process of further elaborating selected strategic 
interventions and illustrating design scenarios. 

The process for the development of SP’s should have 
a twofold character because the realization of projects 
should have two objectives, a social and a spatial. 
Projects should transform and change space in a 
sustainable and qualitative way and should create 
new social fabrics. Therefore a planning process must 
combine an ‘open’ process meant to built capacity 
and citizenship and to integrate local knowledge and 
dynamics, with a ‘closed’ process leading to concrete 
spatial interventions. Also here a limited number of 
projects should be selected in relation with the means 
at a certain moment. Projects have to be integrated in 
programmatic action plans.



We have selected nine strategic areas for the 

purposes of illustrating how new spatial concepts 

and approaches could play out in different parts 

of the NMR. We tried to cover all the major sub-

regions in the NMR and chose locations with 

different landscapes and problems as a means to 

illustrate some of the possible approaches to these 

varied problems within the NMR. 

 
Strategic Areas

6.2



The Weeping Hills - Kanzalu/Mango/Mua/
Machakos Hill Range

The Machakos/Mua/Kangundo/Oldonyo Sabuk axis 
constitutes a mountain range east of the Embakasi 
Plain and west of the Yatta Plateau. Once a wooded 
watershed that drained into the Embakasi/Athi River 
basin, high population densities, overexploitation, and 
wanton destruction have reduced the once formidable 
greenbelt into a barren land of rugged degraded 
bareback hill slopes. As a result, area residents suffer 
from high poverty levels, especially as the area is 
increasingly unable to support livelihoods based on 
subsistence and commercial agricultural practices. 
Commerce has emerged as an alternative livelihood 
support mechanism, as evidenced by the numerous 
nodal constellations that have sprouted in the area. 
However, their viability is questionable. These factors 
justify the area’s selection as a target of a generic policy 
and strategy of intervention. 

This area is proposed for regeneration through 
reforestation and soil conservation interventions. 
A viable poverty alleviation programme should 
accompany these measures. This may be achieved 
by means of both agricultural extension services 
for sustainable farming practices and structuring 
the urban dispersal. In addition to aiding nature’s 
regenerative capacities, the twin measures will 
contribute towards the realization of a vision of a 
metropolitan region where nature’s integral interests 
and those of the human populace are safeguarded, 
thereby creating a green and people-oriented 
metropolis. This illustrates one way to realise the 
concept of an integrated sustainability in this strategic 
area. 

The Shared Steppe - Kitengela Conservation 
Area

The area known as the Kitengela Conservation Area 
(KCA) straddles the northern extent of Kajiado district 
atop the Kaputiei plains, north of the Isinya-Kiserian 
Road and south of the Nairobi National Park. The 
pastured savannah grasslands partially constitute 
cultural landscapes famously known as the Maasai 
steppe, a territory that for centuries has played host 
to oscillatory migrations of man, livestock, and 
wildlife. Today, the KCA maintains the same function, 
albeit with greater sedentarisation of both humans 
and animals. Consequently, it supports a somewhat 
subdued transhumance culture, which nevertheless 
continues to produce meat for urban dwellers while 
providing a dry season dispersal area for wildlife 
from the adjoining National Park. The area also hosts 
various migratory corridors that run between the park 
and other wildlife sanctuaries to the south (Amboseli, 
Tsavo, Shompole, Maasai Mara) and north (Oldonyo 
Sabuk) respectively.  The conservation area lies within 
the outlying southern region of the NMR. 

The sub-region has traditionally exhibited hinterland 
properties but most recently has become the object 
of an encroaching urban sprawl, leading to the 
fragmentation and fencing of communal pastoral lands. 
Predictably, this not only has had negative implications 
for livelihoods, but has also led to much conflict 
between humankind and wildlife. Extractive and 
productive activities such as mining and industrial-
scale horticulture also share culpability in the 
deterioration of local environmental and hence human 
conditions. Such settlement and ecological challenges 
are further exacerbated by complex political dynamics 
that revolve around issues of land, culture and the 
uncertainty of future livelihoods, as well as fears of 
the impending subjugation of the region’s northerly 
extent into the sphere of the capital. Reflecting these 
complex dynamics, the inclusion of this area as part of 
the Metropolitan Region is still very much a politically 
contentious issue. 

The KCA, therefore, qualifies to be a strategic area 
courtesy of its particularities as a human-nature 
interface and also because the natural assets in this 
area are critically linked to employment and revenues 
from the regional national parks and well-managed 

pastoralism. Essentially, the area needs protection 
from the impending wave of urbanization in order to 
requalify it as a shared habitat and critical economic 
asset locally and for the broader Nairobi region. To 
preserve the natural assets critical for the tourist 
and agricultural (meat) sectors of the economy, the 
reestablishment of wildlife corridors is crucial. They  
connect dispersal areas to existing nature reserves 
feeding the parks with wildlife that draws tourists. 
These are also compatible with forms of pastoralism. 
Most importantly, the sub-region’s hinterland qualities 
constitute a major element of identity and should 
therefore be safeguarded against erosion through 
excessive settlement and industrialization which this 
semi-arid and drought prone area cannot necessarily 
support.  

The spatial concept calls for a policy that recognizes the 
region’s autonomy and unique role in the metropolitan 
region, one that is geared towards keeping wildlife 
dispersal areas open, without necessarily precluding 
the ability of local communities to eke out a living from 
their land resources. Such a policy goal may be realized 
through a system of incentives and disincentives; the 
present eco-services exchange arrangements between 
the park management and local communities being 
an exemplar in this regard. Other policies may revolve 
around the preservation of ethnic identities and 
values, artefacts, and material culture and promotion 
of alternative livelihoods such as the development of 
more eco-cultural tourism. It is however important 
that local communities and institutional stakeholders 
are engaged in shaping local strategies and forms 
of development. In addition to establishing the 
authenticity of the NMR vis-à-vis other regions and 
metropolis, this approach reinforces the vision of an 
open, shared, and connective metropolis.
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The Intelligent Constellation (Kikuyu)

The Kikuyu Strategic Area encompasses an enclave 
that extends westwards from the city’s present western 
boundary to the Kikuyu/Gitaru town. The area exhibits 
a characteristically corrugated landscape formed by 
a series of north-westerly-south-easterly ridges and 
river valleys whose existence is associated with early 
geological activity that gave rise to the Rift Valley 
scarp and the Aberdare Range. The area is also a water 
catchment area hosting, in addition to the rivers, a 
number of water springs and swamps – the most 
notable ones being the Ondiri and Kikuyu. 

In recent decades, however, this landscape has been 
transformed into a rural-urban interface, which on 
the one hand, because of the presence of fertile and 
well-drained soils, hosts a vibrant agricultural industry 
that is geared towards the production of dairy and 
horticultural products. On the other hand, however, 
the area has in recent years witnessed the proliferation 
of numerous urban nodes, most of which are located 
along the Nairobi-Nakuru highway (Uthiru, Kinoo and 
Riruta), and as well along a number of key regional 
accesses including the Dagoreti-Kikuyu-Gitari-Wangige 
Road. This latter factor qualifies the Kikuyu area as 
the de facto north-westerly limit of Nairobi’s urban 
expansion.  

Kikuyu’s qualification as a Strategic Area emanates from 
three overarching concerns. On the one hand, there is 
a need to safeguard the integrity of the fragile natural 
and ecological system, which has been compromised 
by exploitative agricultural practices and uncontrolled 

Fig 39a: The Intelligent 
Kikuyu Constellation - 
structuring elements 
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Fig. 39b: The 
Intelligent Kikuyu 
Constellation, urban 
structure



settlement activities. The restoration of forest cover is 
especially critical considering the northern sub-region’s 
function as a water catchment. Likewise, the City of 
Nairobi is directly in the path of natural drainage 
flows, making the latter action ever more imperative. 
The existing degradation has also diminished the 
productive capacity of the land.  However, as the NMR 
grows, demand for food will also continue to grow. 
Therefore, a good strategy of intervention is to restore 
this area’s traditional function as the city’s vegetable 
garden.  The third qualification relates to the need 
to address the area’s present condition of a rapidly 
urbanizing enclave that hosts important institutions 
and facilities, including the Nairobi University’s Kikuyu 
Campus, Kikuyu mission hospital, Alliance Schools 
and the Slaughter house at Dagoretti, amongst others. 
However, in spite of their presence, these institutions 
are somewhat disconnected from their context and 
from the local population, especially because they 
mostly operate at the national level. There is need 
to integrate them into local community fabrics as 
service, business incubator, agricultural support and 
employment centres while at the same time enriching 
and supporting their goals as institutions. 

A preliminary urban analysis of this constellation also 
reveals two distinct urban-nature conditions: one 
where urban development threatens open space and 
another where urban development preserves open 
space. The first reading refers to the threat posed by 
sprawl to the river valley slopes and to fertile farm 
land; the second refers to the role of large institutions 
as reserves of open space.  From this reading, we 
suggest that it is important to discourage urbanisation 
in the former condition through policy directives 
and to encourage it in the latter through spatial and 
infrastructural investments. These interventions are 
premised upon, and linked to, the revamped public 
transport network proposed in the transport and 
mobility section.

We identify several opportunities for such a program of 
spatial and infrastructure projects. At the scale of the 
constellation, the land south-west of Dagoretti-Kikuyu 
Road is the most suitable for new urban development. 
The land is flat and largely free of ecologically sensitive 
landscape features. Open space is assured by the 
presence of large landholding institutions: Alliance 
Boys and Girls, Kikuyu hospital etc. By upgrading 
the vehicular and pedestrian circulation within and 
between the villages of Gikambura, Thogoto and 

Dagoretti market, we propose to stimulate urban 
development here and draw it away from the river 
valleys north-east of Kikuyu Road. Additionally, by 
means of urban renewal projects within the dense 
urban centres, we seek to attract capital investment 
and stimulate new economic activities.

It is important to highlight the area’s close proximity 
to Nairobi and relatively good connection to the city 
centre, qualities that should be creatively exploited for 
the benefit of the sub-region and entire NMR. These 
interventions are applicable to other areas with similar 
conditions. The intervention at Kikuyu not only seeks 
to respond to these conditions, but is also part of a 
goal to establish a series of Intelligent Constellations 
that are linked to the realization of various elements 
of the vision and principles of the spatial concept. The 
Kikuyu Constellation best illustrates the concept of a 
network metropolis and speaks to the vision of a green, 
generative and connective Metropolis. 

To achieve this we suggest: 

1. Relieving pressure on the land by encouraging a 
policy of land pooling and mitigating the degrading 
effects of unsustainable agricultural practices and 
minimizing urban sprawl 

2. Structuring the urban expansion by exploiting the 
landscape properties and infrastructural systems to 
create a series of discontinuous urban agglomerations 
and interconnecting these into a networked 
constellation of centers 

3. Relieving the pressure of the Nairobi-Nakuru 
highway by discouraging linear urban sprawl and re-
orienting settlement activities to the Dagoreti-Kikuyu-
Gitari-Wangige Road axis 

4. Restructuring Kikuyu town as the new focal 
point for the Northern sub-region by creating a new 
centrality, and harmonizing the relationship between 
activities, practices and functional areas through 
networking, while improving the region’s access to the 
crucial facilities and institutions that already exist in 
the area

5. Investing in urban renewal projects to attract 
investment, create new economic opportunities and 
improve quality of life 
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Fig. 39c: The Intelligent 
Kikuyu Constellation, 
strategic projects 



The Intelligent Constellation (Ngong)

The Ngong-Kiserian-Ongata Rongai Constellation 
constitutes a triangular enclave in which the urban 
clusters form its apexes. This area finds articulation 
in three elements of the natural structure, the eastern 
scarp of the Rift Valley system and Ngong hills to the 
west, the Nairobi Mbagathi River and Ololua forest to 
the north-east, and the Kiserian River and Athi wildlife 
dispersal area to the southeast. The area’s main defining 
character is its corrugated physiographic profile, one 
that is imposed by the Ngong Hills, comprising of 
ridges and river valleys. It also exhibits a settlement 
pattern characterized by linear urban sprawl along the 
three main mobility accesses, easterly Magadi Road, 
the southerly Ngong Circular Road and westerly Ngong 
Road, and an undifferentiated agro-residential infill. 

In addition to lending a distinguishing ecological 
character to the area, the natural structures also 
have function designations. The Ngong Hills provide 
recreational opportunity while playing a critical role 
in the generation of wind-based energy, the National 
Park is a worldwide renowned tourism destination, 
and Ololua forest is a major source of raw materials 
for the building industry. As a part of Nairobi’s urban 
expansion, the landscape supports a vibrant economy 
based on subsistence agriculture and real estate 
(both residential and commercial) development. 
Three universities are located in the constellation’s 
vicinity, including the African Nazarine University, the 
Multimedia University and the Catholic University of 
East Africa. 

As is the case with the Kikuyu constellation, the Ngong-
Kiserian-Ongata Rongai triangle is an intelligent 
constellation in view of its acquired role in championing 
the adoption of new innovations and technologies. 
This it manages to accomplish through the generation 
of clean (wind) energy, a function that may be 
enhanced by exploring the area’s potential for solar 
energy harvesting. The Multimedia University could 
play a crucial role as an institution dedicated to the 
development and dissemination of ICT technologies. 
The constellation’s qualities may be augmented by 
instituting measures that contribute to the restoration 
of the sub-region’s fragile ecology. This could be 
done by establishing a vibrant eco-services trading 
sector as part of the effort towards the conservation of 
existing wildlife habitats. This, however, necessitates a 

concomitant program of settlement restructuring, in 
order to harmonize the human-nature interface. The 
ongoing destruction of Ololua forest also needs to be 
addressed. 

Ngong Hills

Ngong Town

Karen

Ololua forest

CBD

Kibera

Rongai

Kiserian

Fig 40 a: The 
Intelligent Ngong 
Constellation



CBD

TO LIMURU

TO THIKA

TO ATHI RIVER

TO MAGADI

TO LIMURU
TO THIKA

TO MAGADI

Ngong Town

Ngong Hills

Ololua Forest

Karen
Kibera

CBD

Kiserian

Nairobi National Park

Rongai

Mbagathi River

Fig. 40b: The 
Intelligent Ngong 
Constellation, 
structuring elements

Fig. 40c: The 
Intelligent  Ngong 
Constellation, urban 
structure



open spaces
Nairobi dam

Ngong river

Kibera

the corridor

Kayole

The Green Corridor (Ngong River)

The Ngong River Green Corridor is one within a parallel 
system of east-flowing river valleys and rivulets that 
traverse the City of Nairobi. Despite penetrating the 
urban tissue, today these rivers are totally disconnected 
from the city, functioning most commonly as backyards 
to residences. Likewise, they are often highly polluted; 
their banks either used as dumping grounds or 
encroached upon by informal settlements. The riparian 
space is also insecure, because it is not clearly defined/
demarcated as a public realm. In the rainy season, 
flooding is common in the lowlands. 

Notwithstanding their present state of dereliction, the 
river valleys can still play a crucial role in the urban 
structuring, especially where they cut across some of the 
city’s denser neighbourhoods such as Kibera or Kayole. 
Here, they can become key ecological spines – and in 
a broader sense – soft mobility corridors and shared 
public spaces. For this reason, these natural elements 
of structure, particularly the Nairobi and Ngong rivers, 
constitute part of the adopted spatial concept for the 
NMR, where, as Green Corridors, they animate the 

vision of a green, open and connective metropolis. By 
effectively using the riparian space, a new green public 
realm linking the different settlements can be created. 

The selection of the Ngong River corridor as a strategic 
area has several qualifications. On the one hand, 
the corridor intersects with the north-south forest 
corridor - the ‘green stepping stones’, the area around 
Kibera and Jamhuri Park constituting a critical hinge 
in this regard. The corridor, in addition to connecting 
different residential neighbourhoods and functional 
(industrial, commercial) areas, also hosts the largest 
slum settlements in the city, including Kibera and 
Mukuru. Unsurprisingly, the river’s waters are highly 
polluted by the discharge of industrial and residential 
effluents, and mining activities and waste dumping 
have degradation of the riparian reserve. This creates 
an opportunity to reclaim unused quarries downstream 
and turn them into green public spaces. 

Fig 41 a: The Green 
Corridor 
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Other key initiatives include:

1. Kibera: slum upgrading and rehabilitation of the 
riparian space, restoring its ecological function and 
assigning it a public realm function 

2. Nairobi Dam: cleaning the river and dam, 
restoration of its recreation function and integrate the 
differing socio-economic nieghborhoods around it 

3. Industrial Area: cleaning the river, rehabilitation of 
the riparian space to restore its ecological function

4. Mukuru–Kayole: slum upgrading, reclaim disused 
quarry spaces for the public realm

5. Green corridor: cleaning and preservation of the 
river green body

The problems of the Ngong river corridor are 
symptomatic of all riparian corridors within the city, 
for which different locally specific policies and actions 
can be formulated. These ideas for the Ngong River 
corridor demonstrate some of the possible ways to 
approach these strategic areas.

Fig. 41b : The Green 
corridor, Strategic 
Projects 
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The ‘Green Stepping Stones’ (Transversal 
Forests)

Nairobi is famously known as the ‘green city in the 
sun’  in part, because of the presence of four valuable 
and large green areas at the city’s very core, including 
Ololua and Ngong forests to the south, Karura forest to 
the north and the Arboretum in between. The forests, 
together with a series of other open and green spaces 
(the Royal Nairobi Golf Course, the Public Service 
Club, the Nairobi Club, the Railways Golf Course, 
Uhuru/Central Park, UON Sports grounds, City Park 
and Muthaiga Golf Course), form a North-South green 
corridor. As presently structured these spaces act as 
perforations in the  urban tissue and perform a crucial 
function as city lungs. 

These transversal forests and green spaces remain the 
only north-south ecological corridor, in contrast to the 
numerous east-west riverrine corridors. They, however, 
have a ‘stepping stone’ quality to them, especially as 
they are only loosely connected through existing road 
linkages. A very desirable linkage with the intersecting 
system of river valleys is, presently, limited or poorly 
structured.

This spatial concept seeks to respond to these 
challenges through the following initiatives:

1. Transform the stepping stones into a necklace of 
public spaces, breaking the continuity of the urban and 
settlement tissue

2. Create continuity in the public realm by linking the 
National Park to Karura Forest. This can be achieved by 
linking the green stepping stones to the soft system of 
accessibility through the river system.

3. Reinforce the quality of these spaces (forests and 
open spaces)  by making them safe and accessible to all 
city residents, thereby increasing the city’s recreational 
opportunities and social integration

4. Structure the point of intersection between the two 
corridor systems   

Specific actions and policies can be initiated with civic 
engagement. For instance; 

1. Utilize Ngong forest, Jamuhuri Park and Langata 
cemetery to create recreational opportunity

2. Consider partial redesignation of the Royal Golf 
Club to decongest Kibera 

3. Create public access between  University Campus 
and City Park 

4. Harness Karura Forest for recreational opportunity 
and link to Muthaiga Golf Club

5. Link the Railway Golf Course with Uhuru and 
Central Park.

Fig 42a: The Green 
Stepping Stones 
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Fig. 42c: The Green 
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The Linear City (Nairobi–Thika Highway)

The Thika Highway forms part of the infrastructure 
bundle consisting of a rail and road link from the city 
of Nairobi to the Mount Kenya region and northern 
Kenya. The 40km connection between Nairobi and 
Thika was conceived in the 1973 Metropolitan Growth 
Strategy as a growth corridor for the expanding Nairobi 
city. Today, this ambition has come to fruition, with 
the urban expansion taking the form of a sequence of 
urban centres interspersed between the dense network 
of south-easterly rivers and riparian valleys. The urban 
expansion takes a linear form as a thick ribbon centred 
along the highway and almost of uniform density. With 
the exception of the structuring function of the river 
valleys, which ameliorate the dense urban corridor by 
breaking its continuity, the settlement morphology is 
otherwise unstructured and lacking  spatial quality. The 
mixed nature of the urban tissue is, however, a welcome 
concurrence. The ongoing expansion of the highway is 
almost certainly going to reinforce the current trend and 
form.

The spatial concept of the linear city calls for the 
structuring of continuity through the insertion of 
breaks in the urban tissue. This may be achieved by 
strengthening the rivers’ present role in this regard. 
Likewise, the railroad bundle provides a great 
opportunity to promote the development of strong 
centralities along the corridor through the rearticulation 
of existing nodes and the creation of new ones. The 
rivers may be utilized to assign a new shared public 
realm to these settlements, something that is presently 
lacking. This can have an especially significant impact 
where rail, road and river come together such as in 
Ruiru, Juja and Thika. 

Fig 43 a: The Linear 
City
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Fig. 43b: The Linear 
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Fg. 43 c : The Linear 
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class residential estates south of Nairobi, followed 
by the Export Processing Zone, the Jomo Kenyatta 
International Airport, the twin settlements of Mlolongo 
and Syokimau, and the Athi River industrial town. 
Daystar University the growing town at Kyumvi, as well 
as the proposed Konza ICT Park, are located further 
south. These spaces have their distinct specifi cities and 
particularities. 

With the exception of the fl ight path for the airport and 
large institutional facilities such as the installations 
of the Kenya Civil Aviation Authority, gaps in the area 
are imposed by its fragile geology and a soil profi le 
more suitable for the extraction of limestone. These 

gaps introduce discontinuities in the urban tissue. 
In addition, expanding settlement activities are 
slowly reducing the width of the wildlife corridor that 
connects the Oldonyo Sabuk and Nairobi National 
Parks. Other environmental challenges stem from 
ongoing raw material extraction and industrial 
processing practices, both of which have not only 
degraded the landscape but also polluted water in the 
giant Athi River. 

The concept of a necklace city is as much an 
interpretative tool as a principle for organizing and 
structuring the urban expansion.  The concept seeks 
to use discontinuity both as a basis for protecting the 
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The Necklace City (Nairobi-Athi River 
Highway)

Like all major highways in and out of Nairobi, the 
road to Mombasa, in particular the section between 
Nairobi South/Industrial area and Kyumvi, is the 
object of a linear and ribbon urban expansion. Much 
of this expansion is happening to the north of the 
railroad bundle as the Nairobi National Park limits 
possibilities for expansion south of the road. A 
preliminary investigation reveals different  distinct 
and somewhat isolated urban conditions; middle-

Fig 44 a: The Necklace 
City, structuring 
elements 
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fragile landscape from further degradation through 
settlement building activities and practices, and for 
reinforcing the quality of each distinct area through the 
creation of strong centralities and the densifi cation of 
the urban tissue. Each of these centres thus becomes 
a bead in a necklace of built up areas with gaps in the 
connecting infrastructural string serving to facilitate 
crucial ecological connections. 

A specifi c policy to encourage the necklace city concept 
by preventing further thinning of existing gaps, and 
possibly expanding them, should be explored. This may 
be achieved by encouraging landowners to participate 
in the eco-services trade sector involving incentives 

Fig. 44b : The Necklace 
City, beads in the 
necklace 

towards keeping land parcels large enough to allow 
passage for wild animals. All these interventions could 
contribute to the attainment of a vision of a green, 
open and connective metropolis. 



The City (Nairobi City Centre)

The twin concepts, City Centre and Central Business 
District (CBD), are often used in reference to the 
Nairobi historical core, an area delimited by Uhuru 
highway to the west, Tom Mboya Street to the east and 
Haile Selassie Avenue and University Way to the north 
and south, respectively. However, neither concept 
nor delimitation corresponds to the city’s present-day 
reality, as the actual dynamics of the centre have far 
exceeded the initial spatial delimitations of the city 
core. Many financial services have relocated to the 
Upper Hill area, while Gigiri is increasingly emerging 

as the new diplomatic quarter. The traditional 
positioning of retail market and transportation 
interchange functions is no longer conceivable within 
the erstwhile city core, as indeed these functions are 
slowly being edged out of the city. 

In spite of such spontaneous processes of urban 
morphogenesis, Nairobi’s CBD has not been able to 
overcome its imposed legacy of segmentation, as one 
can still observe a clear spatial separation between the 
CBD, what was once the Bazaar City to the northeast, 
the African quarter to the east, and the institutional 
quarter to the west. On the other hand, the expansion 
of activities and functions in the CBD has increased the 

Fig 45 : The City 



city’s daytime population. The concomitant increase 
in the number of private vehicles has led to scenarios 
of utter chaos, leading to congestion and constriction 
of the city’s main thoroughfares and arterials. The 
current public mobility system, which relies heavily 
on numerous minibuses, further exacerbates the 
ensuing confusion and congestion. Demand for 
improved multi-modal public transportation far 
exceeds the capacities of the existing system with the 
central railway station as the main public transport 
interchange for the city. 

Essentially, the outlined challenges, which have their 
origins in an obsolete structural framework, mean 
that the present delimitation of the city’s centre 
in spatial terms is no longer tenable. The ensuing 
pressures oblige the redefinition of the city limits. The 
restructuring project of the ‘City Centre’ (see below) 
forms part of a larger program of restructuring ‘The 
City’, an urban area that extends from the Ngong 
Forest/James Gichuru axis and Outer Ring Road in the 
west and east, respectively, Karura Forest to the north 
and the Southern bypass to the south. 

The spatial concept of the city aims to correct 
aberrations imposed by the historical planning legacy 
as well as contemporary market and governance 
dynamics. The first step in this direction is to create a 
basis for requalifying different fabrics within the city, 
while coming up with a framework upon which these 
may be interpenetrated. Whereas the former can easily 
be achieved by recognizing particularities that are 
inherent in every segment, the latter is contingent upon 
accentuating the various synergies that exist between 
them. 

Based on this framework, we identify and qualify 
three segments as examples of an observed city form. 
The first is the ‘skyscraper city’, the sprout of gridiron 
located right at the heart of Nairobi. This city form 
suffers from a lack of expansion space, constrained 
as it were by Uhuru Park to the west, the University 
of Nairobi to the north, and the railway station to the 
south. The second, the ‘bazaar city’ encompasses the 
area between Tom Mboya Street and Nairobi River. 
This city form exhibits a pattern of linearity along 
parallel south-easterly roads and can also be defined 
as “extended” CBD.The third city form starts from 
the inclusion of the Asian Belt, the historical African 
Quarter, the industrial area (Kariba), and  Westlands 
until Kibera, as part of an enlarged core. 

There are several actions to be taken, on different 
levels, to make these often separate patches work 
together. Traffic congestion, in and out of the city, 
is one of the main problems. Relevant interventions 
include changing select downtown streets from two-
way to one-way, implementing observed intersections 
in place of round-abouts (in order to eliminate the 
round-abouts over time), providing pedestrianised 
boulevards by diverting traffic in order to increase the 
quality of public space.

Moreover, the bus terminuses in the CBD are 
currently congested but can be extended onto the 
unused existing available spaces; multi-modal hub 
concentrations of different mobilities can be developed 
including different public transport modes, such as a 
tram system (implementation would require further 
site-specific research). The restructuring of the railway 
system, specifically moving the central station to the 
south would provide enormous opportunities regarding 
the restructuring and redevelopment of some central 
areas.

The need for housing can be properly directed to 
reinforce the CBD via densification, partially reusing 
the warehouses in its southern part, rebuilding along 
the river or facing the river, or, for example, densifying 
the old African quarter, preserving and expanding 
Kaloleni housing estate - which was based on a garden 
city concept - and injecting creative activities into the 
area without the removal of the inhabitants.



Within the planning process (see Part III) we 

propose to collaboratively select and define some 

strategic projects, which should be ‘tackled’ directly 

in parallel with the visioning process. The projects 

developed here have to be considered as examples 

of possible projects. They should be interpreted 

as ‘research by design’ revealing specific spatial 

knowledge of space and place and showing possible 

futures. Such research can serve as a medium for 

judgment, negotiation and decision making.

 
Strategic Projects

6.3



Kayole and the Quarries projects

Kayole grew following the principles of the 1975 
plan the design of which was based on a valid and 
equilibrate mix of residential units, retail and facilities, 
working places and public spaces.  Today, the main 
natural features and elements of the plan are still 
recognisable, such as the rivers, the street structure 
and some of the facilities; but the neighbourhood, 
which is one of the most densely populated of Nairobi 
(Kayole-Soweto neighbourhoods have an estimated 
pop of about 800.000 inhabitants) is disconnected 
from the river.  

Some actions can be taken to reorient Kayole: 
reinforcing the role of the rivers restructuring or 
completing the pedestrian and bike connections and 
driving the densification process along some of the 
main accesses.

The presence of the quarries along Ngong river are a 
concrete opportunity to create an open space for public 
use, and a reforestation program can transform the 
landscape and create a green common space next to the 
dry and dense tissue of Kayole.

The quarries can be reused as water reserves, for a 
water cleaning process or for recreational purposes.

The area can also host public facilities such as urban 
agriculture and sport fields.

The new public ground, better connected to Kayole/
the neighbouhood, can in the future start a process of 
upgrading and densification of the fringes along the 
river.

Fig 46 a: Kayole 
and the Quarries, a 
potential open space 



Fig. 46 b : Kayole - 
original master plan 
1975

Fig. 46 c : Kayole and 
the Quarries - actual 
situation

Fig. 46 d: Kayole and 
the Quarries - proposal
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Fig. 46 e: Kayole and 
the Quarries - areal 
picture

Fig. 46 f: Kayole and 
the Quarries - actual 
situation

Fig. 46 g: Kayole and 
the Quarries - proposal 
phase 1

Fig. 46 h: Kayole and 
the Quarries - proposal 
phase 2



The uniform density of Kibera necessitates a program 
of open and public spaces, preferably anchored 
to the river and the main existing pedestrian 
connections. An important role can be played by 
reconversion of the railway corridor, already used as 
pedestrian connection, into a central public transport 
thoroughfare, incorporating walkways, cyclepaths and 
public transport.

Inevitably, Kibera’s upgrading programme will entail 
a simultaneous programme of tissue de-densification 
in some places and densification, through open/public 
space creation and construction of high rise building 
typologies in others. In the long term, however, it may 
be necessary to explore the relocation of the Royal 
golf course and deployment of the emerging space to 
decompress Kibera.

Kibera projects

Kibera is the largest slum of Nairobi and the second 
largest urban slum in Africa, with an estimated 
population of over 250.000 to 500.000 inhabitants 
and has a density of 2000 people/ha in some parts. 
The Nairobi river and Ngong forest form the natural 
borders of the Kibera, respectively. Moreover, besides 
its density, there still exists a structure of transversal 
streams concealed by the dense built tissue, which 
mainly functions as open drains and sewers.The 
internal circulation consists of a series of long east-
west winding paths and an intricate network of smaller 
tracks.    The main pedestrian thoroughfare however, 
is the railway corridor, which also doubles as the 
settlement’s main spine.

Kibera is also known for the facilities set in and around 
it, such as some of the best schools in the city (Olympic 
Estate primary school, Moi girls Nairobi school (and 
the adjacent golf course), although these are generally 
not accessible to Kibera residents.

Nairobi River performs an edging function, 
demarcating Kibera’s southern threshold. It is, 
however, necessary to institute a rigorous program 
of regeneration encompassing sanitization of both 
riparian area and Nairobi Dam, articulation of open 
spaces,  and proper management of the interface 
between Kibera and Ngong forest/Jamuhuri Park.

Kibera is today introverted and cut off the city and its 
surroundings: it requires better connectivity and clear 
accesses.

Fig 47 a: Kibera 



Fig 47 b: Kibera - actual  
situation, transversal 
streams 

Fig 47 c: Kibera 
- clustering and 
reinforcing the main 
facilities; cleaning the 
streams and the dam

Fig 47 e: Kibera 
- reinforcing the 
main pedestrian 
connections; creating 
public open spaces

Fig 47 d: Kibera - 
reusing the railway 
corridor as a 
srtucturing spine

green 
forest
facilities
new connections
dam
rivers and streams
roads



Kikuyu Town and Uthiru projects

In Kikuyu Town, the existing railway station is 
almost completely absent from urban life.  The town’s 
main street houses key fi nancial and administrative 
functions as well as the weekly market, which is 
also disconnected from the main thoroughfare.  
Additionally, the commercial strip and main matatu 
stop on Dagoretti-Kikuyu Road is disconnected from 
these assets.  The proposal entails a public space 
project that connects the town’s main spaces from the 
railway station though the main street, terminating at 
the exit off the Nairobi-Nakuru Highway.  By taking 
advantage of publicly owned land and the railway 
reserve, this new axis could attract investments and 
stimulate the development of new economies. A similar 
project in Uthiru would create a new centrality that 
anchors the diffuse settlements. The details of these 
projects are to be defi ned during the next stage.

Dagoretti Market Project

The Dagoretti market project adopts a similar strategy 
of linking and enhancing existing assets. Like in Kikuyu 
Town, the position of Dagoretti station renders it as an 
unused asset. It is disconnected from the matatu public 
transport system and the meat and fresh produce 
market, which is a key regional economic engine. 
Additionally, the effl uent from the slaughterhouses that 
supply the meat market is a serious source of pollution. 

The project proposes a spatial articulation of these 
facilities to create synergies between them. First, 
a relocation of the train station nearer the market 
and the insertion of support facilities at this new 
location including a regional park + ride and matatu 
stop linked to the newly upgraded road that links 
Gikambura to Rhino Park Road. The existing open 
air fresh produce market is refurbished to improve 
servicing and pedestrian circulation. The matatu 

pickup point on Rhino Park Road is expanded and 
redesigned to remove congestion at the market 
entrance off Rhino Park Road and a newly refurbished 
pedestrian avenue links the new train station to the 
refurbished market and matatu stop. Subject to expert 
investigation, measures to deal with the market’s waste 
are introduced in the form of a waste treatment and 
recycling plant.

It is important to mention that this design proposal 
is based on several assumptions and needs to be 
validated by detailed investigation that involves but is 
not limited to consultation with key stakeholders at all 
levels.

Fig 48 a: Kikuyu Town, 
Uthiru, Dagoretti 
Market 



Fig. 48 b: Kikuyu Town, 
Uthiru, Dagoretti 
Market, creation of 
new centrality 

Fig.48 c : Kikuyu Town, 
Uthiru, Dagoretti 
Market, linking assets 
(train station and  
market), insertion of 
new facilities (regional 
park, P+R, matatu 
stop)



The City project

The city project entails re-qualifying the different 
urban fabrics .

Three segments can be identified as examples of an 
observed city form. The first is the ‘skyscraper city’, 
the sprout of gridiron located right at the heart of 
Nairobi. This city form suffers from a lack of expansion 
space, constrained as it were by Uhuru Park to the 
west, the University of Nairobi to the north, and the 
railway station to the south. The second, the ‘bazaar 
city’ encompasses the area between Tom Mboya Street 
and Nairobi River. This city form exhibits a pattern 
of linearity along parallel south-easterly roads and 
can also be defined as “extended” CBD. The third city 
form starts from the inclusion of the Asian Belt, the 
historical African Quarter, the industrial area (Kariba), 
and Westlands until Kibera, as part of an enlarged core. 

There are several actions to be taken, on different 
levels, to make these often separate patches work 
together. Traffic congestion, in and out of the city, 
is one of the main problems. Relevant interventions 
include changing select downtown streets from two-
way to one-way, implementing observed intersections 
in place of round-abouts (in order to eliminate the 
round-abouts over time), staggering work hours 
providing pedestrianised boulevards by diverting traffic 
in order to increase the quality of public space.

Moreover, the bus terminuses in the CBD are 
currently congested but can be extended onto the 
unused existing available spaces; multi-modal hub 
concentrations of different mobilities can be developed 
including different public transport modes, such as a 
tram system (implementation would require further 
site-specific research). The restructuring of the railway 
system, specifically moving the central station to the 
south would provide enormous opportunities regarding 
the restructuring and redevelopment of some central 
areas.

The need for housing can be properly directed to 

reinforce the CBD via densification, partially reusing 
the warehouses in its southern part, rebuilding along 
the river or facing the river, or, for example, densifying 
the old African quarter, preserving and expanding 
Kaloleni housing estate - which was based on a garden 
city concept - and injecting creative activities into the 
area without the removal of the inhabitants.

Reinforcing green open spaces in the Centre for use as 
open public space is another key issue. Different green 
open spaces exist within the CBD and the adjacent 
neighbourhoods. These spaces must be articulated, and 
by making them a shared space (parks, river valleys, 
open spaces), civic use would increase.



Fig 49 a: The City 
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actual situation
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Governanace, Co-Production, 
Technology/Knowledge, 

Transfer and Capacity Building
The spatial concept we have presented so far is not 

yet a metropolitan plan; it is  a vision and a spatial 

concept intended to infuse new ideas into the 

future process of producing a metropolitan spatial 

framework or “plan”. To develop the vision and the 

spatial concept we have drawn on the formidable 

expertise at the University of Nairobi. We also 

brought into this concept state of the art ideas on 

sustainability and spatial networking that are part 

of new thinking about cities in the 21st century. 

In addition, we have also suggested an approach 

to the planning process based on well thought 

out theories of communicative or collaborative 

planning (Albrechts 1999, Healey 2009, Hillier 

2007).  

We believe that the way that the spatial framework 

emerges is critical for ensuring its eventual 

implementation and success. A metropolitan 

spatial framework in which those impacted - 

citizens, businesses, civil society and government 

at many different levels - are actively involved will 

be one that people own and have an interest in 

seeing become a reality. For this reason our vision 

throughout has emphasized democratic planning 

practices and principles and articulation of a spatial 

framework that is a useful tool for citizens and 

government in their collective efforts to refashion 

the metropolitan region. We also emphasize 

that the overall success of a spatial concept 

translated and modified into a framework depends 

on processes and institutions that promote 

accountable, transparent and inclusive governance. 

Strategic planning processes should build on good 

governance and reinforce it.

In this section we conclude with a brief reiteration 

and explanation of our approach to ensuring that a 

spatial concept is not only built on sound principles 

and values but that it will also be implemented and 

have a real and positive impact on people’s lives.



7.1. Governance and Co-production: Core 
Principles

We have learned from the evolution from ‘government 
to governance’ that authorities need the cooperation 
of many other actors for the planning process to be 
successful; for plans to be actually implemented, they 
require public involvement, cooperation and support. 
Key actors in the planning process include the private 
sector, civil society, NGOs, grassroots organizations 
and groups typically excluded from planning. This 
means that various decision-making processes must be 
adapted to facilitate cooperation between stakeholders 
and “co-production” of ideas and plans. Co-production 
is the process of involving a range of actors, throughout 
the entire planning and decision-making process, 
including those often excluded in traditional, top-
down planning. Co-production is a ‘collective’ process, 
a social construction looking for a new and shared 
future” (Healey, 2009).

One successful innovation in planning is the use of a 
network organization. This is a type of plenary body 
(round table /arenas) or consultative forum that 
serves as a node for civil society and private sector 
networks to engage government. Besides producing 
higher quality plans and policy, this also prevents and 
mitigates conflicts arising from metropolitan planning 
(Albrechts and Van den Broeck 2004). Such a forum 
also serves to insert local knowledge and innovation 
into the official planning process.

We propose a specific network organization to develop 
the  strategic plan for the NMR.  The principles through 
which this network organization would be created and 
which should animate metropolitan planning processes 
more generally include the following: 

 

Subsidiarity  

Decisions should be taken at the most appropriate 
level and competences should be situated at the lowest 
possible level, since this is the one closest to the people 
served.  This implies strengthening local governments, 
promoting a polycentric metropolitan region, 
encouraging a strong role for central government in 
regulation and building stronger capacity at the local 
level to make subsidiarity work.

Negotiations as a “Dialogue” between actors 

Metropolitan issues and conflicts should be solved 
through institutionalized structures of negotiations 
involving central and local government, civil society, 
universities and the private sector. Negotiations are 
used to create concrete judgments, agreements and 
strategic plans of action, which can be incorporated 
into local  development plans and into the 
metropolitan plan.  Negotiations can also be useful in 
harmonizing different plans and reconciling land-use 
issues that require coordinated action across different 
jurisdictions.

Empowerment

Neighborhoods, including those in the informal 
settlements, should be empowered to solve their local 
and regional problems through inclusive negotiations 
and joint metropolitan planning. 

Nurture Social Cohesion 

Cohesive social networks and fabrics should be 
nurtured through an inclusive planning process that 
brings together culturally diverse regions and actors. 
This can help build cooperation to solve shared 
problems as well as build trust and an over-arching 
metropolitan civic spirit among these various social 
networks.

 Democratization 

It is critical to reinforce Kenya’s democratization 
process through network organization processes. 
This would draw on Kenya’s cultural heritage, which 
emphasizes solving problems through negotiations.  
By fostering a more inclusive planning process, it is 
possible to maintain accountability and bolster support 
for planning as well as the plans that are proposed, 
while reinforcing a wider democratization process 
underway



7.2 Institutional Design

 

To realize these principles in a practical way, we 
propose an integrated networked governance model 
based on the network concept. Networking is the active 
process through which the flows of communication, 
resources and urban services are transmitted to 
the different members within the network.  Such a 
network in the NMR could take the form of a forum, 
Regional Council at the Metropolitan level and similar 
forums at the local level, which would be loosely, like 
Steering Committees. The local level forums would 
be somewhat similar in conception to the District 
Development Committee and would comprise actors 
from the government, private sector, universities and 
civil society. This network organization could create 
a platform for coordination, negotiation, integration, 
prevention and mitigation of conflicts arising from 
metropolitan planning process, as well as for inserting 
local knowledge, capacity and innovation into the 
official planning process, which should be open to 
feedback. 

A second important aspect of this network is that 
the members actually collaborate in order to obtain 
some benefit.  Consequently, when a specific actor 
does not want to cooperate because there is no benefit 
involved, the network looks for other interested actors 
with whom to network. This principle of beneficial 
cooperation operates when the network actors are 
pursuing common and/or not contradicting specific 
goals. This allows the actors to realize their goals more 
easily through their collaboration than if they had acted 
individually; hence the need for the network members 
to create and maintain links and relationships with 
each other. The actors therefore enter into partnerships 
with each other, implying the need for a certain 
common policy and co-operation. 

The network governance system exists for the 
completion of a project, product or service. This system 
is the organizing principle around which the network is 
“structured.” Developing the Strategic Spatial Plan for 
the Nairobi Metropolitan Region, which should mesh 
with localized local physical development and action 
plans, provides an immediate roadmap around which 
the network may be structured. Membership to this 
network might be defined in terms of the relationships 
between the actors who have a stake in the future 
development of the region and would not be limited to 

local organizations. 

The idea is that by combining and collectively 
addressing similar issues in its local areas or sub-
regions, the Nairobi region and its metropolitan 
planning can become more efficient and effective, 
situating the region to compete on a more global level. 
The theory is that cooperation creates new synergies, 
which may promote endogenous development. There 
should also be checks on power built into the network’s 
modes of cooperation. This involves ensuring inclusion 
and coordination, which is characterized by mutually 
negotiated social codes rather than bureaucratic 
structures. Dialogues with major stakeholders can 
reveal specific needs and help to identify strategic 
issues for the whole of the NMR.  

The institutional capacity at the NMR level could 
be in part generated through the careful selection 
of strategic projects that would attract the interest 
and support from a wide range of actors.  A basic 
challenge to activating the NMR as a network-in-
the-making, would be to identify specific projects in 
a fair and regionally equitable way that could attract 
the interest and support of politicians, the business 
community, ordinary citizens, local communities and 
municipalities. We have presented some ideas for what 
some such projects might look like.

However there are many success factors related to the 
possibility to create a good functioning network. There 
is a need for a certain trust between the actors, a win-
win situation, the acceptance by all actors that they 
are ‘equal’, etc. There is also a need for a professional 
organization and management, a ‘champion’ of the 
network and a structural relationship between the 
network and the formal legal structures. 

COUNCIL OF THE 
REGION

(policy & decision-making) 

THE METRO-CORE RDC 
CLIENT/PARTNER

(Civic Authorities & Local 
Interest Groups) 

NOTHERN RDC
CLIENT/PARTNER

(Civic Authorities & Local 
Interest Groups) 

SOUTHERN RDC
CLIENT/PARTNER

Civic Authorities & Local 
Interest Groups) 

EASTERN RDC 
CLIENT/PARTNER

(Civic Authorities & Local 
Interest Groups) 

PROGRAMME TASK-
FORCE(S) 

(Programme Executor)

PROJECT TEAMS
(Project Executor) 

PLANNING TEAM
(Project Expert) 

IMPLEMENTATION
WORKGROUP

(Programme Facilitators) 

LEAD AGENCY
MINISTRY OF NAIROBI 

METROPOLITAN DEVELOPMENT 
(Programme Initiator on behalf of 

Regional Stakeholders)

NON-GOVERNMENTAL
ORGANIZATIONS

PARTNER
(International Lobbies, National 

Associations, Consultants, 
Universities, etc ) 

CENTRAL GOVERNMENT 
PARTNER

(Provincial Administration, 
Sector-based Ministries & 
departments & Resource-

management bodies) 

PMAC & PMEC
(Programme Advisors & 

Evaluators) 

Fig 50: Proposed 
Model for NMR’s 
Networked Sustainable 
Governance 



7.3. A Four Track Approach

The principles discussed above can be applied for the 
Nairobi Metropolitan Region Strategic plan. The basic 
idea we propose is to start directly and in parallel with 
a process on four tracks: 

- a visioning process; 

- a process to prepare actions; 

- a process to involve stakeholders in the decision 
making process;

- a capacity building process for different categories 
of actors.

Within the visioning process, which is a creative and 
divergent process,  there are two kinds of research: 
one dealing with the study of the chosen key-issues 
and one dealing with the study of strategic areas. 
Within this process a SWOT analysis will lead to the 
interpretation of the research results and will give 
elements to built development scenario’s which will 
give the basic components for a discussion/ negotiation 
of an intended vision.

Within the second track some chosen important and 
possible strategic actions will be prepared. As the 
workload cannot be defined beforehand, a sum will be 
reserved for these activities.

The first step in the third track is a stakeholder analysis 
(including a VVIP analysis: Values, Visions, Interests, 

Fig 51 : Approach 
planning phase, the 
making of a strategic 
plan 









 


 
 
 





















































  



































 
 
 

































            



  

Power). It will be the basis for the organization of 
different arena’s for discussion, negotiation and 
decision making with all kind of actors. These arena’s 
will steer and advice the process. 

Finally we propose to organize different capacity 
building arenas with non- conventional (weaker) actors 
aiming at the transfer of technology and knowledge 
and at the creation of a deep insight in issues and 
possibilities and the empowerment of the population. 



7.4. Capacity Building, Technology, 
Knowledge Transfer 

Within the process of moving from the spatial concept 
to the making of a metropolitan spatial framework, 
important forms of knowledge and technology will 
need to be co-created, explained widely and transferred 
carefully, especially to those who will be responsible for 
the details of creating and implementing key aspects of 
the framework. An important element of our approach 
to the planning process is thus capacity building. We 
make a distinction between three types of capacity 
building and technology and knowledge transfer 
although they are mutually reinforcing: 

1. Capacity building for the administration/planning 
institutions on different policy and planning levels 
which aims to develop technical knowledge content 
(vision and concept development and project 
development) and planning knowledge about 
approaches;

2.  Capacity building for grassroots organizations/ 
citizen’s groups which aims at the empowerment 
of people/neighborhoods and the detection of local 
knowledge and dynamics; 

3. Capacity building for the broad public and non 
conventional actors which aims at the creation of new 
social fabrics; this kind of capacity building is a long 
term activity which can be stimulated by concrete 
strategic planning processes and the realization of 
projects because they impact and involve the living 
situation of the population.

One way to institutionalize better capacity building 
within the planning process is through a deeper 
involvement of the local universities and think tanks. 
These institutions can be engaged to produce ongoing 
series of workshops/master classes and help in the 
co-production of specific actions/projects (learning 
by doing). The series of workshops/master classes 
might focus on technology and knowledge transfer. 
The Department of Urban and Regional Planning 
at the University of Nairobi could take the lead in 
organizing and running these workshops in close 
consultation with the Ministry of Nairobi Metropolitan 
Development. Participants would include a wide array 
of actors including civic groups, depending on the 
topic of each workshop. These workshops would be 

tailored to fill any identified technology and knowledge 
gaps that emerge as the planning process unfolds. 
By strengthening the institutional linkages to the 
University of Nairobi, the Ministry of Metropolitan 
Planning, the Nairobi City Council and surrounding 
local governments as well as other key ministries they 
will be able to consult on matters of technology and 
knowledge transfer on an ongoing basis. 

A second complimentary approach for capacity 
building and empowerment is the involvement of local 
actors including civil society and community-based 
organizations along with local government in specific 
actions and projects during the planning process. 
Different actors can be involved in this proposed 
collaborative planning or ‘learning by doing’ process 
and help produce regional and local spatial strategies 
that fit into the wider metropolitan planning process. 
This co-productive approach can be used not only for 
capacity building and to reveal specific needs but also 
as a way to create new social fabrics and networks as 
well as encourage learning about what metropolitan 

planning is and its importance.  



7.5. Final Note on the Way Forward

We consider the strategic planning advocated here as 
a transformative and innovative practice, an active 
learning process based upon locally specific as well 
as state of the art knowledge of the spatial and social 
context. Such strategic planning is not linear but  a 
dynamic,  creative and collaborative process; it is 
an interaction between visioning, projects and co-
production of  plans and projects. 

In our spatial concept we encourage citizens and 
government to seek serious structural transformation 
of the NMR, which today continues to suffer from a 
long legacy of social and spatial segregation, as well as 
unsustainable transport and land-use practices, which 
are linked to these and other negative impacts such 
as poor public health and environmental degradation. 
Strategic planning can help build visions and images 
of a different future and can provide a spatial roadmap 
for how these alternative futures can be realized. 

We believe that structural changes don’t require 
‘revolutions’ but rather continuous, incremental 
changes as well as more fundamental actions such 
as the recent successful movement to reform the 
constitution. These together can form a pattern that 
pushes society towards a new pathway. Real change 
asks for time and continuous efforts and actions, 
which are rooted but not ‘rusted’ in culture and 
traditions. Fortunately, Nairobi and its surrounding 
regions possess not only extraordinary natural and 
cultural wealth, but also vibrant civic activism and 
organization, entrepreneurial spirit, high levels of 
learning and open public dialogue. If these forces can 
be harnessed within a carefully thought out process 
of strategic and collaborative planning, the NMR 
can become a radically improved place to live. It is 
our hope that the spatial concept of the “Sustainable 
African Metropolis,” based on principles of network 
formation and processes of democratic and inclusive 
planning will help inform and enhance debate and 
discussion as metropolitan planning moves forward for 
the Nairobi Metropolitan Region with all its complexity 
and potential. 
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Endnotes
1  Text is based upon articles and books of Louis Al-
brechts and Jef Van den Broeck
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