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ABSTRACT 

This paper outlines a plan of research to study how one subgroup of 
the Abaluhya, the Abanyole, are adapting to the problem of scarce land resources 
in East Bunyore Location, Kakamega District. Many small farms in East 
Bunyore, cultivated by the commonly practiced techniques of subsistence 
agriculture are able to provide only a fraction of the total subsistence 
requirements of the household. Bunyore households are therefore very much 
dependent upon cash incomes from wage employment, self-employment, business, 
or sales of agricultural produce. 

The research will first investigate the ways in which households have 
utilized their productive resources of land, labor, and capital in adapting 
to the current economic conditions of Bunyore and Kenya as a whole. Going 
beyond these substantive details of resource allocation, the research will 
be directed towards i denti fying social and cultural variables (e.g., beliefs 
and values) which play a significant role in influencing the economic 
behavior (i.e., decision making) of the people of Bunyore. 

A case study approach, focusing on a limited number of household units, 
is suggested as the most appropriate method of obtaining the qualitative data 
necessary for a study of decision making. A sample of twenty households will be 
selected from a small but known universe (one village) so as to represent the 
range of variability of household units. Detailed records of these households' 
incomes, expenditures, and activities will be maintained and these will form 
the basis for further questions on decision making. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The 1972 ILO report on incomes and employment in Kenya notes that, 
"Ninety per cent of the population of Kenya still lives in rural areas and 
earns its livelihood predominantly from agriculture" (ILO 1972:33). Yet in 
some of the most densely populated and most intensively cultivated areas of 
Kenya, it has become increasingly difficult to support a household from the 
produce of one's land and the opportunities for the young adults in these 
households for establishing smallholdings of their own have been severely 
limited by extreme shortage of land. Rural households have increasingly 
turned to non-agricultural sources of income to supplement that which they 
earn from their farms; while young adults now set their hopes on securing some 
form of wage earning enployment. It has been estimated that as much as forty 
percent of the total rural income for 1969 was earned from such non-agricultural 
sources (ILO 1972:333). This additional income is used in a variety of ways-
to pay children's school fees, make home or farm improvements, finance bride-
wealth payments, provide for personal needs, and the like. For soire smaller 
farms, an "extra" income may be crucial, allowing them to continue to operate 
even when, as is becoming more frequently the case, the subsistence needs of 
the household are not met from farm production. 

For Western Province, it has been estimated that a family of six needs 
3.5 hectares of farm land to fulfil their subsistence requirements and earn 
an annual income of £100 (given current farm technology). In Nyanza Province, 
the amount of land needed to meet this standard varies from 2.25 ha. in Kisii 
to 7 ha. in South Nyanza (Mbithi and Barnes 1975:88). Yet, if we coirpare the 
I969 population figures of Kakamega District (Western Province) with the 
amouit of land available for farming there we find the "average" family of six 
would only have 2.5 hectares. Similarly, in Nyanza Province as well as a number 
of other districts throughout Kenya, available land resources are far below the 
amouit suggested as necessary to meet a family's subsistence needs and provide 
a net income of £100 per year. Within districts there is also considerable 
local variation in the size of land holdings. For example, in the Vihiga 
Division of Kakamega, where the average family size is seven, a 1970 survey 
estimated a mean farm size of approximately 1.2 ha. , a iredian farm size of 1.0 
ha., and the smallest farms to be something less than 0.3 ha. (P. Moock 1973:11). 
Thirty-nine percent of these farms were less than one hectare, forty-four percent 



- 2 -
IDS/WP 351 

In the densely populated Luhya areas of western Kenya land scarcity has 
been a problem from early colonial days. Although it may have been a small 
plot, a young man in years past could generally count on having a share of his 
father's land or other clan lands; or at least having the opportunity to cultivate 
for himself, land belonging to clansmen or affines. If this wasn't sufficient 
to support a family, there were opportunities for opening up new lands in 
the higher elevations or obtaining land outside the Luhya area. Many men 
took advantage of the high demand for labor on the settler farms to work as 
wage laborers, often on a six month contract. Others worked on a more permanent 
basis as domestic servants or in various skilled and semi-skilled occupations 
in the towns. Wagner estimates that for 1932 about twenty percent of the 
Luhya men were away from home at any given time engaged in wage labor (1956:94). 

Today, migration for employment has an even greater importance as an 
alternative for those without sufficient holdings in land. The percentage of 
the adult male population away from the Luhya area at any given time, either 
in employment or in search of employment has been estimated at fifty-five 
and sixty-seven percent in two densely populated sample areas (Weisner 1973:125 
and J. Moock 1974:106), Most of these wage earners are sending substantial 
amounts of their incomes back to their rural households. On average, urban 
migrants (in Nairobi) were found to return approximately twenty percent of their 
earnings to their home areas (Johnson and Whitelaw 1969:6, cited in IL0 
1972:33) and it has been suggested that at lower wage levels, this proportion 
is likely to be much higher. 

While earnings from wage employment are an important supplement to 
income derived from agriculture, migratory wage employment is only one of a 
number of alternatives used by people to increase their total rural incomes. 
Many rural people are self-employed, earning money from long practiced skills 
and crafts such as wood carving, blacksmithing, basket weaving, rope making, 
thatching, brewing, and pottery. Some are working as carpenters, masons, 
woodcutters, and petty traders. Most Of these jobs are likely to be only 
part-time occupations. A few opportunities for full-time employment in rural 
areas are provided in teaching,• health services, and the civil service. 
Agricultural labor,within the local area, whether regular or on a casual 
basis, also provides another source of rural income. 
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For those who manage to accumulate capital through savings or by 
securing a loan, there are a number of.ways farming can become more profitable 
using different inputs, for example, hybrid maize seed and fertilizer; and 
by modifying various agricultural procedures. In some cases, cash crops can 
be substituted for subsistence crops and substantially increase the value of 
farm produce. Others with capital resources may chosse to invest in a business 
enterprise, two of the most common being provisions shops and transportation 
services. One long-term investment is to provide an education for one's children 
in the hope that it will enable them to obtain good jobs in the future and 
lend a measure, of economic security to the parents in later years. 

Another way of increasing farm output is, of course, to increase the 
amount of land one has under production. For those with sufficient capital 
resources it is possible to purchase land even in the areas where land is 
particularly scarce. Many other families have chosen to permanently migrate 
to other areas with greater land availability. 

In summarizing the above, several points deserve emphasis: 
1. land scarcity is a serious problem in a number of densely populated agri-
cultural districts in Kenya. 

(a) Due to the small scale of farming operations, the agricultural 
output of the farm is barely keeping pace with the subsistence demands of the 
housebaid.. and often falls short. 

(b) For the generation now reaching adulthood, opportunities in 
agriculture are severely limited by the difficulties in obtaining a sufficient 
amount of land. 

2. People have adapted to this situation in a number of different ways: 
through various forms of employment or self-employment, business, agricultural 
.innovation, and permanent out-migration. 

At the present time, urban areas are able to absorb about twenty to 
twenty-five percent of the new entrants to the labor market each year. The 
other seventy-five to eighty percent of these (mainly) young adults must find 
employment in the rural areas* predominantly in agriculture. This presents 
an especially difficult problem for districts in which land is already a 
scarce resource. In the Kenya strategy for rural development (see Mbithi and 
Barnes 1975:98-99), the cornerstone is better utilization of land (i.e., 
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and employment levels. As these increase, the heightened purchasing power of 
the rural populace will create new opportunities for rural business and 
industry, thus providing additional employment, and hopefully, initiating "-a-
process of self-sustaining rural development.. 

For self-generating rural development, Mbithi and Barnes recognize 
land, technical skills, capital, and labor as resources which "must eventually 
be controlled by the operational rural production units—the farm household, 
the rural business unit, the rural community or a domination of these'" 
(1975:98). While government can help with secondary inputs such as (l) 
advice and extension, (2) infra-structural development, (3) market development, 
and ("+) research and technological transfer (1975:98), at best these can only 
work to create a favourable environment in which the rural production units 
can prosper. In the end, advances in the nation's output or in one's personal 
standard of living depend upon the efforts of individuals within these production 
units. Thus, the manner in which families choose to allocate the resources 
available to them is of crucial importance to the development process. 

Research Objectives 

It is the plan of the proposed research to study how one subgroup of 
Abaluhya, the Abanyole, are adapting or responding to current economic conditions 
in Bunyore and Kenya as a whole. The research focuses on the productive resources 
of rural households in Bunyore and will examine the variety of ways such 
resourcas are used in adapting to the current economic environment. Specifi-
cally, data will be collected so as to determine: 

(1) what resources are available to the household, 
(2) the ways in which resources are accumulated and allocated, 
(3) how decisions on resource allocation are made, and 
(4) how changing strategies of resource allocation for individual households af-
fect" the local community in terms of its economic and social development. 

(1) Resource Availability 

The study will first consider the range of productive resources available 
to rural families within the study area. It is anticipated that most households 
will have about the same variety of resources available to them—some land, 


