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Introduction 

Kenya is a water-scarce country with an estimated total renewable water resource per 

capita of 692m3 per year1 against the recommended minimum of 1,000m3 per capita per 

year.2 Kenya’s renewable water resource per capita is projected to fall below the absolute 

water scarcity level of 500m3 per year by 2030 due to population growth.3 And poor 

sanitation is estimated to cost Kenya’s economy Ksh27 billion annually.4  

Adequate access to safe water and improved sanitation services is central to 

achievement of better health and wellbeing of Kenya’s population insofar as these 

services facilitate prevention of waterborne diseases which in turn may reduce mortality 

rates and catastrophic health expenditure. Adequate availability of water is also critical for 

sustainable economic growth and reduction of poverty – currently estimated at 36.1% of 

Kenya’s population5 – since water supports key economic activities such as agricultural, 

industrial and energy production (hydroelectricity). Furthermore, violent conflicts over 

water resources could reduce if adequate and equitable access to quality water is 

improved across the country.  

The government’s commitment to enhance access to safe water and improved sanitation 

services is enshrined in Article 43 of the Constitution of Kenya 2010 which recognises 

access to safe water and improved sanitation services as a right of every Kenyan.6 The 

national and the 47 county governments share the responsibility of facilitating access to 

water and sanitation services. Specifically, the national government is responsible for 

water resource management, whereas county governments are responsible for delivering 

water and sanitation services.   

Kenya’s Vision 2030 has an ambitious target of ensuring universal access to water and 

improved sanitation services by 2030. This aspiration is also reflected in the Kenya 

Environmental Sanitation and Hygiene Policy (KESHP) 2016–2030 that aims to ensure 

100% access to improved sanitation services by 2030.7 The National Water Master Plan 

2030 has been developed to facilitate achievement of these targets.   

The Water Act 2016 provides the legal basis for regulation, management and 

development of water resources, as well as water and sewerage services. Nonetheless, 

implementation of the act has been hampered by opposition from county governments 

that argue that the act does not adequately reflect constitutional reforms.8,9  

In this report we look at the progress towards achievement of universal access to water 

and sanitation services (WASH) in Kenya, as well as the investments that have been 

made in this sector. In doing so, we analyse trends in access to WASH across counties 

based on the 2009 census data and the 2015/16 Kenya Integrated Household Budget 

Survey data. We also analyse trends in expenditure by the national government and 
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county governments on water and sanitation between 2014/15 and 2017/18, as well as 

the barriers to access to water and sanitation services.   

The report begins with analysis of trends in access to water and sanitation services. Next, 

we analyse expenditure to water and sanitation by national and county governments, as 

well as access barriers. Finally, we draw conclusions and provide recommendations for 

improving access.   
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Trends in access to water 
and sanitation services 

Access to water from an improved source  

Access to water from an improved source10 increased substantially between 2009 and 

2015/16 at the national level, but rural areas are still left behind. The proportion of 

households with access to water from an improved source increased from 56.1% in 2009 

to 72.6% in 2015/16. In urban areas, 86.7% of households have access compared with 

61.8% in rural areas.  

The progress in enhancing access to water from an improved source was more 

pronounced in a few counties. Significant improvements were achieved in Kisii, Nyamira 

and Migori where access increased from 50.9% to 89.4%, 48.9% to 83.6% and 28.8% to 

60.9% between 2009 and 2015/16 respectively (Figure 1). In Bomet, there was no 

significant improvement with access increasing by only 0.3 percentage point. What is 

more, the proportion of households with access reduced in Wajir, Garissa, Mandera and 

Uasin Gishu (Figure 1). This reduction is attributed in part to inadequacy of existing water 

resources11, limited investment in water services due to funding constraints and effects of 

climate change.12    

There are significant inequalities in access to water from an improved source, which if not 

addressed, may result in some counties being left behind. The 2015/16 data shows that 

at least 80% of households have access to water from an improved source in ten 

counties (Figure 1). By contrast, over 50% of households do not have access in Nandi, 

Wajir, Elgeyo-Marakwet, Marsabit, Samburu, West Pokot, Narok, Homa Bay, Mandera, 

Baringo and Bomet. Continued reliance on water from unimproved sources expose 

residents of these counties to the risk of contracting waterborne diseases. In addition, 

inadequate access to water and sanitation in schools adversely affects education 

outcomes, especially among girls.13 
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Figure 1: Proportion of households accessing water from an improved source, 

2009 and 2015/16  

 

Source: Development Initiatives (DI) based on 2015/16 Kenya Integrated Household Budget Survey (KIHBS) 
and 2009 census data obtained from the 2014 Socio-Economic Atlas.  

Note: The water and sanitation data used for this analysis is also available on the Spotlight on Kenya. 
www.data.devinit.org/spotlight-on-kenya 
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Access to improved sanitation services  

A comparison of the 2009 and 2015/16 data shows that there was no significant change 

in the proportion of households with access to improved sanitation services over this 

period. In 2009, 65% of households had access to improved sanitation services and in 

2015/16 the access rate was 65.2%.  

However, the national averages belie the changes in the level of access to improved 

sanitation services across counties in the period 2009 to 2015/16. As Figure 2 illustrates, 

access increased in 29 counties with significant improvements being achieved in Kisumu, 

Tana River and Tharaka Nithi between 2009 and 2015/16. By contrast, the proportion of 

households with access to improved sanitation services reduced in 18 counties, with 

significant reductions in Kakamega, Vihiga and Trans Nzoia (Figure 2). The reductions 

are explained in part by slow progress in scaling up provision of sanitation services in 

response to increasing needs.14  

Significant inequalities also exist in access to improved sanitation services. Based on the 

2015/16 data, access is almost universal in Taita Taveta, Embu, Kisumu and Tharaka 

Nithi where over 96% of households have access. By contrast, less than 30% of 

households have access in West Pokot, Marsabit, Homa Bay and Wajir. In rural areas, 

half of households (50.8%) do not have access to improved sanitation services compared 

with only 13.2% in urban areas. Overall, over 50% of households in nearly half of the 

counties (21 counties) do not have access to improved sanitation services.  
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Figure 2: Proportion of households accessing improved sanitation services, 2009 

and 2015/16  

 

Source: DI based on 2009 census and 2015/16 KIHBS data.  
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spread of disease-causing germs. In addition, only 10.6% of households, mostly living in 

urban areas, have access to sewerage services. And only 5% of sewage is effectively 

treated, creating both environmental and public health risks. Limited availability of quality 

sewerage services is attributed to inadequate identification of sewerage needs, delays in 

implementation of sewerage projects and poor maintenance of existing facilities.15   
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Investments in water and 
sanitation services 

Investments by the national government  

The national government invested Ksh98.8 billion in WASH between 2014/15 and 

2017/18, which is equivalent to 1.4% of its total expenditure over this period. Of this, 

91.8% went to development projects – mostly expansion of water infrastructure such as 

dams – to increase availability and access to water. In 2016/17 water and sanitation 

expenditure nearly doubled to Ksh31.4 billion from Ksh16.2 billion in 2015/16 to fund 

construction of major water infrastructure projects such as the Northern Collector Tunnel 

and Siyoi Muruny Dam to increase water supply in Nairobi and West Pokot.   

The capacity of the Ministry of Water and Sanitation to absorb funds is improving, but 

more needs to be done to ensure 100% absorption rate. In 2015/16 the ministry utilised 

only 43.1% of funds allocated to water and sanitation. However, utilisation increased to 

64.2% and 68.5% of the allocated funds in 2016/17 and 2017/18 respectively. Absorption 

of funds should be improved further to ensure effective implementation of water and 

sanitation projects.  

Figure 3: National government expenditure on WASH, 2014/15 to 2017/18 

 

Source: DI based on County Budget Implementation Review Reports for various years.   
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The national government has established the Water Sector Trust Fund (WSTF) to finance 

pro-poor WASH projects in marginalised and underserved regions in the country. WSTF 

cumulatively invested Ksh7.1 billion directly in pro-poor WASH projects in underserved 

areas in all the counties between 2005 and 2016.16 These projects enabled over five 

million people to access WASH over this period.  

However, the impact of WSTF across counties is varied. For instance, the percentage 

contribution of WSTF to water coverage in Isiolo was 35.4%. However, in Wajir where 

access to WASH is among the lowest, the contribution of WSTF was only 0.3%. In 

addition, WSTF mainly relies on donor contributions which accounted for 61.2% and 

62.9% of its total resources in 2015 and 2016 respectively.17 Heavy reliance on donor 

contributions may have negative implications for the sustainability of WSTF and the pro-

poor projects that it supports.    

Investments by county governments  

Expenditure data for water and sanitation at county level is currently available at 

department rather than programme level. This makes it difficult to determine the actual 

expenditure on water and sanitation in counties where these functions are combined with 

others such as agriculture or energy under one department. For this reason, we limit our 

analysis to 23 counties18 for which expenditure data for the water and sanitation sector is 

consistently available between 2014/15 and 2017/18.   

The cumulative expenditure by the 23 counties in WASH amounted to Ksh29.9 billion 

between 2014/15 and 2017/18. 71.1% of this expenditure went to development projects 

to scale up access.  

The combined expenditure to water and sanitation by the 23 counties increased by 19.7% 

to Ksh8.5 billion in 2015/16 from Ksh7.1 billion in 2014/15. However, expenditure reduced 

marginally by 1.8% to Ksh8.3 billion in 2016/17. In 2017/18, expenditure reduced 

significantly by 27.3% to Ksh6 billion. This reduction is explained in part by the limited 

ability of the county governments to absorb the funds earmarked for water and sanitation. 

For instance, in 2017/18 only 52.5% of the funds allocated to water and sanitation was 

absorbed compared to 70.5% in 2016/17 and 70% in 2015/16. Low absorption rate is 

explained by delays in disbursement of funds from the national government to counties 

and lengthy procurement processes.19    

Water and sanitation expenditure accounted for 5.7% of the cumulative expenditure of 

the 23 counties for the period 2014/15 to 2017/18. As Figure 4 illustrates, the share of 

water and sanitation in total expenditure was higher in Wajir (13.5%), Marsabit (10.5%) 

and Garissa (9.9%) which are among the ten counties with the lowest access to water. 

These three counties were also among the five counties that had the largest expenditure 

on water and sanitation, which reflects their commitment to enhance access.  
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Figure 4: Cumulative county expenditure to water and sanitation, 2014/15 to 

2017/18 

 

Source: DI based on County Budget Implementation Review Reports.  
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perceived high risk in the sector and complex structuring of loans due to involvement of 
many actors.   

Civil society organisations (CSOs) play a critical role in provision of WASH in Kenya. And 
their investment in the sector is expected to bridge the existing financing gap. Investment 
by CSOs in the water and sanitation sector is difficult to estimate due to lack of data. 
However, self-reports by various organisations show that Ksh6.31 billion was invested in 
water and sanitation by 94 CSOs between 2013/14 and 2015/16.24 Over 60% of this 
investment went to water projects, whereas the rest went to sanitation, hygiene, 
institutional capacity development and policy advocacy. However, investment by CSOs is 
constrained by their heavy reliance on donor funding, which can be unpredictable. 
Furthermore, due to their financial constraints, CSOs usually focus on short-term water 
and sanitation projects with limited geographical coverage.  
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Challenges to scaling up 
water and sanitation 
services  

High incidence of poverty, especially in the northern counties, prevents access to safe 
water and improved sanitation services. The cost of accessing water from an improved 
source such as piped water is a barrier to poor households where there are no pro-poor 
tariffs.25 In addition, most poor households lack the resources to invest in improved 
sanitation facilities such as ventilated pit latrines. This leads to a vicious cycle where 
limited access to water perpetuates poverty which in turn makes it hard to access water.26    

Inadequate financing constrains investment in the water and sanitation sector by the 
national and county governments to ensure adequate access. Although expenditure to 
the water and sanitation sector increased in recent years at the national level and in 
some counties, significant resource gaps exist that prevent rapid scaling up of access. In 
addition, little priority has been given to investment in sanitation services, especially in 
rural areas.27  

Policy, legal and institutional frameworks for the water and sanitation sector are 
fragmented, leading to poor provision of services. Overlapping roles resulting from 
existence of several institutions including water services providers, water services 
boards, county governments and different national government ministries that have a 
mandate for water and sanitation leads to inefficiencies that undermine efforts to enhance 
access.28 Poor regulation of faecal sludge management, ineffective coordination of the 
interventions of the ministries, departments and agencies with a water and sanitation 
mandate, and lack of technical support to county governments lead to low quality and 
inadequate service provision.    

Effective planning and budgeting for WASH is hampered by use of outdated data. There 
is limited understanding of the level of water and sanitation service coverage, the cost of 
providing pro-poor services in marginalised areas and the amount of resources that are 
already available or being invested through off-budget channels in various counties. 
Planning based on outdated or insufficient data coupled with limited consultation of 
various stakeholders in decision-making means that service provision may not address 
the needs of the poorest and underserved populations.29  

Climate change is a threat to availability of water, especially in arid and semi-arid land 
counties.30 Frequent droughts or long dry seasons often lead to water shortages. This is 
compounded by population growth which has contributed in part to destruction of water 
catchment areas through settlements and farming.  
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Poor planning in informal settlements where the poorest live in urban areas prevent 
effective development of water and sanitation infrastructure.31 In most informal 
settlements, physical plans are not implemented effectively leading to inadequate or no 
provision for public spaces to develop water and sanitation infrastructure such as 
sewerage systems. Furthermore, unclear ownership or insecure land tenure patterns 
prevent investment in water and sanitation facilities in informal settlements.  
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Conclusion 

Enhancing access to safe water and improved sanitation services is important for 
achievement of the aspiration of the national government to reduce poverty to the lowest 
level possible and provide a high-quality life to all by 2030. Although significant progress 
was made in enhancing access to water from an improved source between 2009 and 
2015/16, over 50% of households still do not have access in 11 counties.  

Access to improved sanitation services remains a major development challenge in Kenya 
given that nearly one third of the population depends on unimproved sanitation services. 
Whereas the level of access to improved sanitation services increased in 29 counties 
between 2009 and 2015/16, the proportion of households with access reduced in 18 
counties over this period. This may result in some counties being left behind.  

Expenditure to the water and sanitation sector has increased in recent years at the 
national level and in some counties. However, Kenya is facing a huge resource gap 
(Ksh1.2 trillion) that may negatively affect its ability to achieve universal access to safe 
water and improved sanitation services by 2030. In addition, investment in pro-poor water 
and sanitation projects is still heavily reliant on donor contributions.   

Apart from resource gaps, scaling up access to safe water and improved sanitation 
services is constrained by high incidence of poverty, fragmented legal and policy 
frameworks, inadequate data for planning and budgeting and climate change which 
affects availability of water. Addressing these challenges has to be prioritised to ensure 
adequate access for all by 2030.   
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Recommendations  

Resource gaps in the water and sanitation sector should be addressed by tapping into 
alternative funding streams including official development assistance, blended finance 
and commercial financing. Access to commercial financing by public water services 
providers could be enhanced through better investment planning, adoption of tariff 
structures that allow greater retention of funds for loan repayment and strengthening the 
governance of water services providers to ensure their reliability as borrowers.  

Investment in pro-poor water and sanitation projects by the national government should 
be enhanced to reduce reliance on donor funding. This calls for improved budgetary 
allocations by the national government to WSTF to ensure sustainable delivery of pro-
poor water and sanitation projects across the country. In addition, county governments 
should fast track development of tariff and pricing policies that facilitate financial 
sustainability of WASH while considering the limited ability of the poorest households to 
pay.    

The policy and regulatory framework for the water and sanitation sector should be 
strengthened through development of a coherent regulatory framework that covers not 
only public but also small-scale private sanitation services providers who are currently not 
adequately regulated. Additionally, a coordination framework should be established at the 
national level to eliminate duplication of roles.  

Investment in regular data collection and analysis at national and county level has to be 
prioritised to ensure effective planning and budgeting for water and sanitation services. 
Expansion of existing initiatives such as the MajiData portal32 built by the Water Services 
Regulatory Board to include more indicators such as up-to-date data on the proportion of 
households with access to improved sanitation services could help county governments 
to plan for better service delivery. Furthermore, detailed expenditure reporting by county 
governments could improve transparency and monitoring of the impacts of public 
investments on access to water and sanitation services.  

Finally, better implementation of physical plans in informal settlements should be 
prioritised to facilitate development of water and sanitation infrastructure. This includes 
guaranteeing land ownership through titling or formal lease agreements to facilitate 
development of water and sanitation facilities.   
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