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ENUMERATED Ei.iPLOYM.LCNT AND THE REGIONAL 'DISTRIBUTION 
OF INCOME "iN KENYA. 

By 
Walter Elkan 

ABSTRACT 

Using data from the Kenya Annual Survey of 
Employment and Earnings for 1971, it is noted that the 
proportion of adult males employed in enumerated establishments 
varies considerably between rural and urban areas and among 
the Provinces. About one half of all enumerated employees 
were located in the five largest towns, and the concentration 
of earnings was even greater. 

According to the 1969 Census, about one half of 
Nairobi's enumerated employees were from Nyanza, Western 
and Eastern Provinces, but this proportion has been 
declining and the number of employees from Central Province 
increasing. The author proposes that a question about the 
District or Province of origin be included in the Annual 
Survey of Employment and Earnings so that any regional o"r 
ethnic disparities in income can bo identified. 
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We begin with the urban-rural distribution of employment and 
earnings, and '•'•able 1 shows that of the 680,000 employees about one 
half were located in the five largest towns. In the case of their 
earnings the concentration is even greater, accounting as it does for 
about three-quarters of.total earnings. Part of the explanantion for the 
high proportion of earnings that aeorue to urban employees is, of course, 
that non-Africans iiave high earnings and they almost all work in the towns. 
Por example, in Nairobi the average earnings of employees when 27,000 
non-Africans are included was 3hs. 335/- per month. Exclude the earnings 
of non-Africans and the average drops to ohs. 400/- per month.2 

Even after allowing for the earnings of non-Africans, an average 
wage of Shs, 400/- per month, is very high when one compares it with the 
incomes derived from small-ecale farming, from rural trade or from rural 
handicraft activities. But the disparity is to some extent reduced by 
urban-rural remittances. Johnson and ̂ hitelaw have found amongst a 
sample of some 1,100 men living in the low and middle income areas of 
Nairobi that nearly 90/j made regular monthly remittances to people 
outside Nairobi and that these remittances constituted just over 20}b 
of the wages earned by _all the members of their sample, including those 
who sent nothing. We do not know whether people living in the upper 
income areas of Nairobi remit more or remit less, but supposing that on 
average they, too, remitted 20^ of their incomes to relatives outside 
Nairobi, then we could say that the average earnings of 400/- should 
perhaps be reduced by one fifth to 320/- per month, which is still much 
higher than the income derived from small-scale fanning, from rural 
trade or from rural handicrafts, even when these remittances are added. 

One can of course go further and pose the question of whether 
it makes sense to draw comparisons between the incomes of people living 
in Nairobi and those living in the rural areas which produce Nairobi's 
population. 

2. i'able 27 in the ILO lie port could mislead the unwary if one for-
got that the relevant figure there included the earnings of non-Africans. 
3. G,E. Johnson and W.E. WhitelaV,Urban -ural Income Transfers: An 
Estimated Remittances Function, Discussion ' Paper No. 137, Institute for 
Develoxjment Studies, University of Nairobij 1972, 



Suae of Nairobi's residents have lived there all their lives and have 
no other homes. But for the ma|i ority, presumaDly including most of those 
who make substantial remittances, this is not the case. They will almost 
certainly return to a village sooner or later and that is part of the 
explanantion for those remittances. Many own land or expect- to own land 
whether through inheritance or purchase. The Nairobi Urban Study revealed 
that of those interviewed, no less than SO* either owned or expected to 
inherit land outside Nairobi. If Nairobi residents are then also in 
some sense part of a rural household, disparities of income between 
those who live in Nairobi and those who do not are perhaps not as important 
in an equity context as was once thought. 

So far we have compared urban with rural incomes derived from 
enumerated employment. Next we examine the distribution of employment 
and earnings by province. Enumerated employees constitute 25y£ of all 
adult males but there are, of course, regional variations. As is to be 
expected, in Nairobi a very high proportion of adult males (77/i) are 
employees since the search for employment was what brought them there. 
In other parts of Kenya the proportion is correspondingly lower, as the 
second column in Table 2 reveals. 

Table 2. Employment as a Proportion of Adult JMales 

1 
Total 
Employment 
'000's 

Nairobi 164 
Central P. 99 
Nyanza P. 47 
Western P. 20 
Coast P. 87 
liift Valley P. 184 
Eastern P. 42 
N. Eastern P. 3 

Total 644 
Sources: Annual Ab stract of 3' 

Employment 
as '/o of Adult 

Males 

77> 

2 7/J 
10,; 7;, 
33% 
32,. 
10̂  
% 

25';, 

Public Secor as 
of -2k t®l 

3&/o 

si.. 
74/-
85̂  
56/o 
49,, 
76), 
ioo;. (i) 
5 4> j 

Total Adi 
Males 
'000's 

212 

363 

482 

275 

267 

576 

428 . 
66 

2,670 

Vol 1; Annual Survey of Employment and Earnings. See also 
-Statistical Digest", Dec. 1972 for High and'Piddle Level 1968-70 
Manpower Survey. 



In Nyanza aid Eastern Provinces the proportion of adult males 
who are employed in enumerated establishments is .' 1C$>; in North Eastern 
Province 5c/o. One would like to be able to set these figures against a 
ranking of Provinces by income per head. Unfortunately no breakdown of 
GDP by province has appeared in print since the publication of the first 
Development plan (see p. 29)} and much, including Provincial boundaries? 
has changed since then. But if one were to say very broadly that the 
relative ranking of incomes per head has remained the same, then one 
finds, interestingly, that the parts of Kenya that had the lowest 
incomes per head have the lowest ratios of employment to adult males. 
Presumably one could go further and say that ̂thjEiv have the lowest employment 
opportunities, but since employment is not /a. function of demand, but of 
supply as well, it is in principle conceivable that the low ratios may 
be caused by shortages of labour. However, I certainly know of no 
evidence that this is so, and differential employment opportunities is 
a much more plausible explanation. 

The imbalance in these ratios would be even greater but for 
employment provided by the public sector, which to some limited extent 
redresses the imbalance. Notice in table 2 that while for Kenya as a 
whol§, public sector employment accounts for just over half of all employ-
ment , 'the proportion is much higher in those provinces where the ratio 
of employees to adult males is small. The extreme case is that of 
North Eastern province where very arc employed out those are virtually 

a 

all working for a public employer. 
These are .also the provinces - Noirth Eastern apart - from which 

migration to a destination outside the province is greatest. The 1969 
Census showed that, for example, about one half of Nairobi's enumarated 
employees in that year were from Nyanza, Western and Eastern provinces. 
But this proportion has been declining and an ever rising proportion of 
Nairobi's labour are from Central Province. More to the point,there are 
indications that, on average, the earnings of those from outside Central 
Province are lower. There are no official statistics to support 
this assertion and it is (unashamedly) based on 'casual empiricism', 
-'-he absence of official statistics is not due to any intrinsic difficulty 
in collecting such information. Before Independence it was done as a 
matter of course, and far more difficult statistics have been collected 
since. The reason why they are. not collected is that to do so might draw 
attention to regional or ethnic disparities, as though these had hitherto 



5 -
gone unnoticed! If tlie fact that Kikuyu in Nairobi earned more on 
average than others could only be explained by deliberate discrimination 
or restrictive practice on their part, the reticence to collect, let 
alone publish such statistics might be understandable. But in fact there 
may be other explanations, For reasons that have nothing to do with any 
post-Independence Government, and that were never the result of deliberate 
policy even before Independence, Central Province has had a head-start 
in educational provision and consequently in access to the best paid 
jobs. Secondly, in all countries the people living close to the main 
centres of employment tend to be the first to hear of lucrative vacancies. 
In Nairobi they are mainly Kikuyu. It is true that on one side, Akamba 
country borders on Nairobi but that part is thinly populated and most 
Akamba live further from Nairobi than - say - Murang'a, let alone 
Kiambu. Western and Nyanza Provinces are very much further away. 

Thirdly, and most to the point, many Kikuyu have better alterna-
tive opportunities of earning a living. They have farms that yield a . 
higher income. Central province has many small businesses based on 
handici-afts and it offers the best opportunities in Kenya for commerce 
and transport. Within Nairobi Kikuyu probably find it easier to 
operate in what has come to be called the ' informal sectoi1.,- There 
sire3 of course, many poor Kikuyu as well, singularly lacking in 
opportunities to raise their incomes; but the others will take a job in 
Nairobi only if the pay exceeds what they could earn in other occupations. 
The higher average earnings of Kikuyu in enumarated employment in 
Nairobi need not therefore necessarily be the result of dlscriirtinatifln 
or restrictive practice, or what is often referred to as tribalism 
I wish to be understood clearly on this points I am not saying that the 
higher average earnings cannot be explained by tribalism, but only that 
there are other, equally plausible, explanantions. 

At present it is however very difficult to know how to choose 
between rival explanations What is worse, we do not even know whether 
there is anything to explain; the difference in earnings between Kikuyu 
and others in Nairobi was asserted,not based on substantial statistical 
evidence, i:'or all we know, my 'casual empiricism' may be simply wrong. 
That would not matter if no ono else believed it or if no one cared. 
But many do believe it, and they care. 
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There seems to me, therefore, a strong case for resuming the 
collection and. publication of statistics which acknowledge ethnic 
differences. Por example, nothing would be easier than to : reintrduce 
a question about the District o r Province of Origin in the Annual Survey 
of Employment and Earnings. Many employers have this :Laf ormation in 
any case and have no reason for wanting to withold it. Similarly, the 
recent High level Manpower Survey made no attempt even to distinguish 
between the different races, as the 1967 one had done. Admittedly it i s 
not very difficult to make a reasonably accurate guess. If one assumes 
that about three quarters of all Kenya citizens covered by the Survey are 
African, then about 6C% of the total estimated stock of 100,000 are 
African and of these it can be safely assumed that about 50,000 live 
and work in Nairobi. V/hat proportion of them are from Central Province 
is, however, anybody's guess. 

Guesses are often wide off the mark. If there are great 
regional or ethnic disparities of income and one is anxious to reduce 
them I doubt if one can succeed by refusing to look at the facts, 
problems are not often solved by sweeping them under the carpet. 


