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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
As the Capital of Kenya and the regional hub of East Africa, Nairobiôs dynamic and rapidly evolving food system 

determines the food security experiences of 4.4 million residents in the city limits and 9.4 million in the greater 

metropolitan area. Within this food system, both informal and formal economies co-exist. However, the current 

governance landscape systemically marginalizing the informal food economy and those who depend on it for 

their livelihoods. 

 

The aim of our research is to (1) explore the root causes of the marginalization of the informal food economy in 

Nairobi, (2) understand the governance environment outside of which informality largely takes place and (3) 

identify existing effective solutions and new levers of innovation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A NOTE ON POSITIONALITY 
 

Zack Ahmed: I am a Kenyan student at Wilfrid Laurier University (WLU) and my interest in this topic is informed 
by my ƭƛǾŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ōƻǊƴ ŀƴŘ ǊŀƛǎŜŘ ƛƴ bŀƛǊƻōƛΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƻƻŘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƛǎ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǘƻ bŀƛǊƻōƛΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭΣ 
environmental, and economic sustainability. As a passionate systems thinker, I am captivated by understanding 
the complex web of interlinked challenges facinƎ bŀƛǊƻōƛΩǎ ŦƻƻŘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ 
depend on it for their food security. I am driven to understand strategies to respond to these challenges. By 
participating in this project, I aim to identify potential levers of meaningful change and contribute to building 
a resilient and sustainable food system in Nairobi. 
 

 

Jeremy Wagner: I am a settler Canadian student at WLU and my interest in this topic has been inspired by 
living and working in Nairobi and the East Africa region. For me, food is a foundational entry point to broader 
conversations that explore our relationships with land, community, economy, and governance. Because food 
is such a basic component of our lives that we all share, it is also a space that brings us together and offers so 
many transformational opportunities across such a broad array of issue areas.  

 

 

 
 
 

RESEARCH METHODS  
 
We used a mixed-methods approach that brings together a combination of qualitative and quantitative 
research components for the broad purpose of breadth and depth of understanding and corroboration. 
Specifically, we analyzed data from two separate city-wide surveys in Nairobi City County collected by the 
Hungry Cities Partnership that examine (1) household food security and purchasing behaviour and (2) informal 
food vending. We also utilized academic, policy, news, and private sector sources. 



INTRODUCTION 
 

53% of Kenyaôs urban population, or nearly 8 million people, are engaged in the informal economy1 

(KNBS, 2012). In Nairobi, the informal economy is the largest employment sector and is critical for the 

livelihoods of Nairobiôs urban residents: 9 in every 10 new jobs are created here (Budlender, 2011). The 

informal food economy in particular is an essential component of Nairobiôs food system and contributes to 

it by making food more accessible and affordable in low-income areas (Brown, 2019). Over 80% of 

consumer food purchased in Nairobi is bought in the informal food economy, without which access to 

affordable food would be severely constrained, pushing many residents into critical levels of poverty and 

food insecurity (Tschirley et al. 2004). 

The informal food economy is composed of people who have been excluded from formal social, political, 

and economic structures within the food system and work across all stages of the food supply chain, from 

farm to table. An example of what informality looks like would be Mary, a mother of five who sells small 

food portions outside of a supermarket to feed her children (Image 1)2, or Kamau, a young man with a high 

school diploma riding a matatu into the city center to sell chapati (Image 2)3. Otieno is another example, a 

new informal shop owner that recently migrated to the city who is getting harassed by police to pay bribes 

to operate because he cannot afford a business license4.  

                 
                Image 1: Mary (taken by Zack Ahmed)        Image 2: Kamau (taken by Zack Ahmed)      Image 3: Otieno (taken by Zack Ahmed) 
 

Women, who are key players in the informal markets, face double marginalization due to patriarchal norms 

and governance which inhibits women from engaging in wider food systems equally. Gender inequality 

manifests in womenôs lack of voice and agency in decision-making and is a major cause of food insecurity 

(Ahmed et al. 2022). Our research makes clear that the empowerment of all informal workers in Nairobiôs 

food system must be central to any efforts to improve food security. However, the question of how to bring 

about a transformation of relations and structures, and significant empowerment for those most 

marginalized, remains an immense challenge that has yet to be solved. 

 
1 The informal economy is characterized by non-compliant behaviour with an institutional set of rules (minimum 
wages, working conditions, social security, benefits etc.) (Rocco and Ballegooijen, 2019). Participants in the 
informal economy do not have employment security, work security and social security.  
2 The majority (59%) of microenterprises in Kenya being owned by women, gender is of particular importance 
ǿƘŜƴ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ bŀƛǊƻōƛΩǎ ŦƻƻŘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ όCŜŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ YŜƴȅŀ 9ƳǇƭƻȅŜǊǎΣ нлнмύΦ 
3 Many informal food vendors in Nairobi are relatively well-educated, with 42% having completed high school and 
20% having advanced to tertiary education (Owuor, 2020). 
4 72% of vendors in Nairobi are migrants from rural areas in Kenya (Owuor, 2020). 



CHALLENGE LANDSCAPE 

Iceberg Model 

 
Figure 1: Iceberg Model 

 
 
This iceberg model (figure 1) depicts the events, patterns of behaviour, system structure and mental models 
that underlie the marginalization of the informal food economy in Kenya. Many of the factors contributing to 
this problem are a result of inaccurate mental models that perpetuate myths and misrepresentations of 
informality within the food system. 
 

aȅǘƘǎ !ōƻǳǘ bŀƛǊƻōƛΩǎ LƴŦƻǊƳŀƭ CƻƻŘ 9ŎƻƴƻƳȅ 

 
Myth: The informal economy is outside the reach of the state and its laws. 
 
Fact: An enterprise is required to adhere to laws relating to registration, licensing, taxation, land use, and social 
security in order to be considered a formal business. In practice, the steps to formalization may not be 
chronological, and many businesses considered informal by authorities comply with many of the regulatory 
measures in place. 



 
 
 

 
Figure 2: Steps towards formalizing a food business 

 
 
Myth: The informal food economy will shrink or disappear with formal economic growth.  
 
Fact: Informal employment will remain the main source of employment for most workers in Nairobi for the 
foreseeable future. Out of all food retailing formats in the city, small shops, kiosks and corner stores, 
designated City Council of Nairobi (CCN) markets, and street sellers and traders make up 4 out of the 5 most 
frequented by Nairobi households (figure 3). All of these food retailing types have a high degree of informality. 
During the 3 decades that formal supermarket style food retail formats have been operating in the city, the 
number of informal food retailers has grown, not declined. 
 
 

 
Figure 3: Household Food Sources by Frequency of Patronage (Hungry Cities Partnership, 2016) 

 
Myth: The informal economy is full of people who just want to avoid taxation and regulation.  
 
Fact: Economic survival is the biggest motivation for entering the informal food economy (table 1).  The desire 
to create greater financial security and being unemployed or unable to find a job are also important 
motivations. Most vendors are survivalists who enter the informal food sector because they cannot find work 
in the formal economy, or the financial costs associated with formalizing their business is too high (WIEGO, 
2015). 
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Table 1: Vendor Motivations for Starting Business (Hungry Cities Partnership, 2017)              

Motivation Mean score out of 5 

I needed money just to survive 4.19 (Very Important) 

I wanted to give my family greater financial security 3.87 (Very Important) 

I was unemployed and unable to find a job 3.27 (Moderately Important) 

Support in starting my business was available from other people 1.68 (Little Importance) 

I wanted to provide employment for other people  1.30 (No importance) 
 

 
 
Myth: The informal economy does not contribute to the economy.  
 

Fact: As a percentage of overall jobs, formal employment in Nairobi has been decreasing while informal 
employment has been increasing (figure 4) (ILO, 2021). Increasing employment in the informal economy is an 
indication of the limited capacity of the formal economy to create livelihood opportunities to accommodate a 
growing labour force (Obare, 2015). 
 

 
Figure 4: Proportion of Formal and Informal Employment in Kenya, 1974-2019 (ILO, 2021) 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Stakeholder Map 

 
Figure 5: Stakeholder Map 

 

 
In figure 5, we identified three dynamics between stakeholders that impact the functioning of the informal 
food economy: 
 

1. Decision making influence is consolidated among public sector actors.  
2. Financial flows and knowledge flows are directed heavily towards the first stage of the supply 

chain - agricultural production. 
3. Informal food economy actors work along the entire food supply chain but do so invisibly from 

many of the financial and knowledge flows, as well as decision making influence. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



System Map 

 

 
Figure 6: System Map 

Our system map (figure 6) ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊŜ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ ŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ bŀƛǊƻōƛΩǎ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀƭ food 
economy and the positive or negative effect each has on its marginalization.  



Root Causes of the Systemic Marginalization of Informal Food Economy 

 

 
Figure 7: Root Causes of the Marginalization of Nairobi's Informal Food Economy 

 
This root cause analysis (figure 7) synthesises the key feedback loops identified in our larger system map (figure 
6) and shows that there are three negative reinforcing feedback loops that lead to the systemic marginalization 
of the informal food economy: the relationship between food system informality and (1) governance, (2) civil 
society, and (3) the formal economy. This is happening despite the informal economy having a positive 
reinforcing feedback relationship with urban food security. These root causes are examined more fully below. 

 

1. Governance ς The Rural and Formal Biases 
 

When shaping policies and legislation aimed at the food system and food insecurity, policymakers have two 
strong biases: (1) rural agricultural production and (2) the formal food economy (Battersby, . Both of these 
biases permeate all levels of governance, from Nairobi City County to the United Nations SDGs. 
 
As a result of the pervasive bias towards rural agricultural production, post-harvest components of the food 
system remain neglected in policy. The locus of poverty in the global South is shifting from rural to urban 
settings as a result of urbanization and policy discourse is lagging behind in addressing this trend5 (Battersby, 
2016). This poses a unique set of food system challenges, including increased vulnerability to new forms of 
malnutrition, precarious work, and pressures on both formal and informal businesses.   
 
The bias toward the formal food economy leads government actors to see informality as curbing government 
revenues, and ŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘǎΩ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΣ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊŎȅŎƭƛŎŀƭ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎΣ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ 
debt, or implement crisis-response measures. This creates hostility and animosity towards the informal food 
economy. Duplicate licensing systems at national and local levels of government, corruption, and long wait 
times are all ways in which policy and regulatory frameworks marginalize informal food system workers (UN-

 
5 Between 1960 and 2020, the share of population living in Kenyan urban areas rose from 7.36% to 27.99% (World 
Bank, 2022). This rural to urban migration phenomenon is largely attributed to migrants seeking better economic 
opportunities in cities. With the formal economy unable to create enough job opportunities for the mass influx of 
urban migrants, the informal sector has grown significantly as a way of compensating.   



Habitat, 2006). Regulatory requirements for informal traders are also financially unobtainable (Brown, 2019). 
A patchwork of legislation limits ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ bŀƛǊƻōƛΩǎ ŦƻƻŘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ6 (Owuor et al. 2017). 
When by-laws are not enough, forced removal is conducted illegally by authorities (All Africa, March 2022).  
 
hǳǊ ƪŜȅ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘƛǎ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎƛƴƎ ŦŜŜŘōŀŎƪ ƭƻƻǇ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŦƻǊ bŀƛǊƻōƛΩǎ ŦƻƻŘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǘƻ ōŜ 
democratically inclusive, governance institutions need to respond to the legitimate demands of informal 
workers. Because the relationship is bidirectional, it also depends on how informal food system workers are 
able to enter political spaces in order to claim these rights. 
 

2. Civil Society ς The Same Biases Repeated  

 
Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) operating in the food 
system are not homogenous and have divergent 
agendas. However, they often perpetuate the same 
development biases as government. This is in part a 
reflection of the deeply entrenched mental models 
(figure 1) that determine how we value one development 
pathway over another. Equally as important however, is 
the policy cycle and the ways in which government 
institutions dictate policy making processes (figure 8) 
(Howlett et al. 2009). Civil society actors that do support 
informal economic activity and advocate for policy 
reform have been unable to influence the policy cycle. 
 
Our key finding from this is that, while civil society has 
not yet succeeded in facilitating system level change, it 
remains a lever through which transformation could 
occur. 
 

 

3. The Formal Food Economy ς Hierarchical, Social and Economic Organization 
 
The informal economy is involved in a balancing loop that expands and contracts in line with formal sector 
fluctuations (figure 4) (Arvin-Rad et al. 2010). However, the relationship is also one of exploitation, and 
governance discourse tends to stratify this relationship. The informal food economy serves as a source of low-
cost goods and services for formal firms, thereby allowing them to reduce expenditures on labour, production, 
and distribution as a means of maximizing profits (Juma, 2021; Young and Crush, 2019). Further, the role of 
Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀƴǎƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƭƛƪŜ /ŀǊǊŜŦƻǳǊ ƛƴ ǎƘŀǇƛƴƎ bŀƛǊƻōƛΩǎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ ƛǎ 
significant as their lobbying and purchasing power is used to further marginalize less powerful stakeholders 
within the food system (Juma, 2021). With women playing such important roles in informal microenterprises, 
this exploitation has significant implications for gender equality in the economy (Gender and COVID-19, 2021). 
 
Our key finding from examining this relationship is that exploitation does occur between formalized large firms 
and informal suppliers and that the government does little to address this. A potential lever of change exists 
with the competition authority of Kenya and their ability to deter businesses from unfairly exploiting informal 
actors within the food system.

 
6 This patchwork of legislation includes the Physical Planning Act, the Land Act, the Local Government Act, the 
Trade Licensing Act, the Public Health Act, and the Employment Act   

         Figure 8: The Policy Cycle 



SOLUTIONS LANDSCAPE 

 

International Initiatives 
Various international organizations and initiatives are currently in place to support informal workers in the 
food system in Kenya. Within the United Nations alone, numerous specialized agencies work in this area (FAO, 
IFAD, ILO etc.). Other countries, including Canada, engage in international aƛŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ YŜƴȅŀΩǎ ŦƻƻŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΦ 
The majority of these initiatives aim to support rural agricultural production, and as a result urban food systems 
are neglected. 
 
An innovative international solution that focuses on urban food security is the Milan Urban Food Policy Pact 
(MUFPP), to which Nairobi is a signatory (Nairobi City County, 2019). A monitoring indicator within this pact is 
public investment in food markets and retail outlets. The total proportion of county investment in markets is 
consistently 0.024% and the budget is allocated to formal retailers (MUFPP, 2019). While MUFPP remains a 
promising initiative, county authorities have yet to implement the recommended interventions to any 
significant effect. Nairobi county officials could learn from other African municipalities like Tamale, Quelimane 
or Douala that have won the MUFPP Governance Award for their food policy reform.  
  

 

National Initiatives 

The Government of Kenya has a number of food system related initiatives, including Vision 2030, the Kenya 
Agri-Nutrition Strategy 2020-2025, and the Big 4 Agenda. Much like most international initiatives, their focus 
is on rural agriculture. For instance, Kenya Vision 2030 is a development blueprint aimed at άǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ƘƛƎƘ 
ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ ƛǘǎ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎέ (Kenya Vision 2030). One of the pillars of Vision 2030 is to invest heavily in 
agriculture, with the contentious Galana Kulalu project at the center of this plan. 
  

 

County Initiatives 

The Nairobi City County government has a food system strategy that seeks to provide affordable, accessible, 
nutritious, and safe food for all Nairobi City County residents within the existing policy and legal foundation 
(Nairobi City County, 2020). County authorities dedicated to this plan work within this patchwork of county 
legislation that limits any legitimate recognition of informal food system actors within the city and therefore 
significantly favours formal partnerships.  
 
  

Community and Neighbourhood Initiatives 

Platter of Compassion is a non-profit organization that attempts to alleviate hunger by empowering poor 
communities to generate incomes for self-sustainability through collecting, purchasing, growing, and packaging 
food for distribution (Food Banking Kenya, 2021). Another organization called Kwanza Tukule aims to alleviate 
food insecurity in Nairobi by providing economically empowering, energy-saving, and socially inclusive food 
supply services through market solutions (Kwanza Tukule, 2018). There is also the Kenya National Alliance of 
Street Vendors and Informal Traders. Their mission is to organize and empower street vendors and informal 
traders through training, access to credit, and dialogue with authorities (KNASVIT, 2022). Their effect, however, 
is limited. 



GAPS AND LEVERS OF CHANGE 
 

 
Figure 9: Impact Gaps Canvas 

 
 
 
 






