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To the resilient people of Kenya, whose hope and courage continue to inspire progress. May this report serve as a catalyst for informed citizenship, responsible leadership, and a future where devolution fulfills its promise of equitable development and accountable governance.
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When the people of Kenya overwhelmingly adopted the Constitution of Kenya 2010, they did more than approve a new legal document; they embraced a bold political transformation. At the heart of that transformation was devolution—a system designed to transfer power, resources, and decision-making from the central government to the counties.

For decades prior to the new constitutional order, governance in Kenya had been highly centralized. Development priorities were largely determined in the capital, often far removed from the daily realities of citizens living in rural towns, villages, and emerging urban centers across the country. Many communities felt marginalized, their voices distant from the corridors of national decision-making.

Devolution was intended to correct this historical imbalance.

By establishing county governments across the country, the constitution sought to bring governance closer to the people, enabling local communities to participate directly in shaping their development priorities. The creation of county governments promised a new era in which public resources would be distributed more equitably, services would be delivered more efficiently, and citizens would have greater influence over how they were governed.

When the first county governments assumed office in 2013, the national mood was one of optimism and anticipation. The new system appeared capable of transforming governance by empowering local leadership and revitalizing grassroots development.

County governors would oversee executive administration. County assemblies would legislate and provide oversight. Citizens themselves would participate in public decision-making through structured forums of consultation and engagement.

In theory, the architecture of devolved governance was both innovative and democratic.

Yet institutions, however well designed, do not automatically guarantee good governance. Their success depends on the integrity of leadership, the strength of accountability mechanisms, and the vigilance of the citizens they serve.

More than a decade after the birth of devolution, Kenya now possesses sufficient experience to undertake a thoughtful and objective evaluation of this system.

Have county governments fulfilled the promise that inspired their creation?

Have public resources allocated to counties translated into tangible development for citizens?

Have county assemblies exercised their constitutional responsibility to provide effective oversight, or have political dynamics weakened their institutional independence?

These questions are not asked in hostility toward devolution. On the contrary, they arise from a recognition that devolution remains one of the most important governance reforms in Kenya’s modern political history. Precisely because it carries such significance, it must periodically be subjected to honest evaluation.

The Report Card of Devolution is written in that spirit.

This work seeks to examine the performance of county governments over the past thirteen years by exploring legislative productivity, financial accountability, development outcomes, and citizen participation. It also seeks to provide voters with practical tools for evaluating the performance of their elected representatives, particularly Members of County Assembly who serve as the legislative guardians of county governance.

The objective is not merely academic analysis. The ultimate aim is civic empowerment.

A healthy democracy depends on informed citizens who evaluate leadership based on measurable performance rather than rhetoric or temporary political gestures. When voters understand how governance institutions function, they become better equipped to demand accountability and responsible stewardship of public resources.

As Kenya approaches the 2027 Kenyan General Election, the question of leadership performance within county governments will become increasingly important. Citizens across the country will have the opportunity to assess whether those entrusted with the management of devolved institutions have honored the responsibilities placed upon them.

Devolution was never intended to be an end in itself. It was designed as a means of improving the lives of ordinary citizens through more responsive and accountable governance.

Its success will ultimately be measured not by the number of institutions created, but by the quality of leadership exercised within those institutions and the extent to which they serve the public good.

It is my hope that this book will contribute to a broader national conversation about the future of devolution and the responsibility shared by both leaders and citizens in ensuring that its promise is fully realized.

Chapter One
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The Promise of Devolution
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Roots, Architecture, and the Weight of a Nation's Hope
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On 4 August 2010, Kenyans walked to polling stations across the country and made a decision that would reshape the architecture of their nation. When the votes were counted, more than 67 percent had approved the proposed constitution, an affirmation so emphatic that it left little doubt about the depth of public desire for change. The constitution was formally promulgated on 27 August 2010 by President Mwai Kibaki in a ceremony that carried the gravity of a new beginning. Among the many transformations embedded in that document, one stood above the rest in ambition, in complexity, and in the weight of expectation placed upon it: devolution.

Devolution was not merely a technical arrangement for redistributing administrative functions. It was a political covenant. It was the answer to decades of accumulated grievance, the constitutional remedy for a centralised system that had, in the eyes of many Kenyans, concentrated wealth, opportunity, and power in the hands of a privileged few while vast regions of the country remained neglected. To understand devolution, therefore, one must understand the wounds it was meant to heal and the historical circumstances that made it both necessary and inevitable.

The Long Shadow of Centralisation

Kenya gained independence from Britain on 12 December 1963. That independence was achieved under a constitution that was, in a meaningful sense, federalist. Negotiated at the Lancaster House conferences between 1960 and 1962, the independence constitution created eight autonomous regions, each with its own assembly and a measure of authority over local affairs. The regional system was known by the Swahili word majimbo, meaning regions, and it had been championed principally by the Kenya African Democratic Union (KADU), the party of Daniel arap Moi, Ronald Ngala, and Masinde Muliro. KADU represented smaller ethnic communities and minority groups who feared that independence would simply replace one form of domination with another, substituting British colonial rule with the political dominance of larger communities, particularly the Kikuyu and Luo, who formed the base of the rival Kenya African National Union (KANU) under Jomo Kenyatta.

The majimbo system survived barely a year. Once Kenyatta assumed the prime ministership and then the presidency following Kenya's declaration as a republic in 1964, constitutional amendments stripped the regions of their authority in rapid succession. KADU itself dissolved and its leaders crossed the floor to join KANU. By 1969, a replacement constitution had formally converted Kenya into a unitary state, consolidating executive power in the presidency to a degree that would grow more pronounced with each passing decade. The dream of regional autonomy, born at Lancaster House and buried within months of independence, would take nearly half a century to be meaningfully revived.

What followed was a prolonged era of centralised governance, in which the national executive held near-absolute authority over the allocation of public resources, the appointment of local administrators, and the direction of development. Provincial Commissioners and District Commissioners were appointed by the president and reported to Nairobi, not to the communities they oversaw. The 175 local authorities that existed before 2010 were nominally local but effectively subordinate, dependent on national ministries for funds and bound by the priorities of central government planners. Development decisions for communities in Turkana, Lamu, Mandera, or Kwale were not made by the people of those areas. They were made in Nairobi.

The consequences were visible and measurable. Over time, certain regions experienced sustained investment in infrastructure, education, health facilities, and economic opportunity, while others fell systematically behind. The disparities were not random. They followed patterns of political proximity to the centre of power, reinforcing the sense among marginalised communities that the national government was not their government in any meaningful sense. Civil society organisations, opposition politicians, and ordinary citizens increasingly voiced the view that equitable development could not be achieved without structural reform of the governance system itself.

Violence, Reform, and the Road to 2010

The constitutional reform conversation that eventually produced the 2010 constitution did not unfold in a single movement. It was fractured, contested, and at times violently disrupted. Efforts at constitutional change accelerated in the 1990s following the reintroduction of multiparty politics in 1991, and the Constitution of Kenya Review Act of 1997 provided a framework for a more comprehensive revision. In 2001, the Constitution of Kenya Review Commission was established to steer the reform process, gathering submissions from Kenyans across the country and producing what became known as the Bomas Draft, a document that incorporated strong devolution provisions and significant checks on executive power.

The Bomas Draft was, however, substantially amended before a referendum in 2005. Those amendments, contained in what critics called the Wako Draft, diluted many of its most progressive provisions. The Liberal Democratic Party faction of the governing coalition, led by Raila Odinga and supported by KANU, successfully campaigned for a rejection of that draft. The 'No' vote prevailed, and constitutional reform stalled once more. The political tensions that had simmered through this period exploded with catastrophic effect following the disputed general election of December 2007. The post-election violence that swept across parts of Kenya left more than 1,000 people dead and displaced hundreds of thousands more. It was, in the assessment of the African Union mediation team headed by former United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan, a crisis rooted in grievances that were fundamentally political: unresolved questions of land, ethnicity, governance, and the distribution of power and resources.

The peace agreement that ended the crisis mandated a return to constitutional reform. A new Committee of Experts was assembled to produce a harmonised draft. Their work, drawing on the Bomas process and incorporating feedback from thousands of Kenyan submissions, produced the final draft released in November 2009. After verification forums held across the country between February and April 2010, and after parliament approved the draft on 1 April 2010, the document was put to a referendum on 4 August 2010. The result was unambiguous. With voter turnout reaching approximately 72.5 percent of the then 12.5 million registered electorate, Kenyans endorsed the new constitution by a margin of 67 percent.

The vote was a message as much as it was a mandate. When the Wilson Centre analysed the result, it described it as reflecting the singular desire of Kenyans for change from a political system defined by imperial presidency, incoherent devolution structures, and gross land and regional inequalities. Devolution, in this context, was not an administrative preference. It was a democratic demand.

The Constitutional Architecture of Devolution

The Constitution of Kenya 2010 established devolution through Chapter Eleven, which created a two-tier system of government consisting of the national government and 47 county governments. The counties were defined and listed in the First Schedule of the constitution, and their establishment as distinct governmental units with their own executive arms, legislative assemblies, and financial resources was among the most consequential structural changes in Kenyan history.

The objectives of devolution were enumerated explicitly in Article 174 of the constitution. They included: promoting the democratic and accountable exercise of power; fostering national unity by recognising diversity; giving powers of self-governance to the people and enhancing their participation in the exercise of state power; recognising the right of communities to manage their own affairs; protecting and promoting the interests and rights of minorities and marginalised communities; promoting social and economic development; promoting equitable sharing of national and local resources; facilitating the decentralisation of state organs and their functions; and enhancing checks and balances in governance. This was not an aspirational list. It was a constitutional mandate, binding on every level of government.

The constitutional design of each county government comprised two principal arms. The County Executive, headed by the governor and deputy governor, held responsibility for implementing county legislation, managing county affairs, and delivering services to citizens. The County Assembly, composed of elected Members of County Assembly and nominated representatives including women, youth, and persons with disabilities, was mandated to pass county legislation, vet and approve appointments, and exercise oversight over the executive. Together, these institutions were intended to replicate at the county level the separation of powers and system of checks and balances that the constitution had established at the national level. The Senate, as a new second chamber of Parliament, was created specifically to represent and protect the interests of county governments in national legislative processes.

Critically, the constitution embedded the principle of public participation as a non-negotiable feature of county governance. Citizens were not to be passive recipients of services but active participants in decision-making. Governors and county assemblies were constitutionally obligated to ensure that the public had meaningful opportunities to engage with budgetary processes, development planning, and legislative initiatives. This was more than procedural requirement. It was a philosophical statement about the nature of the governance the new system was intended to establish.
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The Financial Architecture

[image: ]




Bringing Resources to the People

No governance reform is meaningful without the financial resources to match it. The architects of the 2010 constitution understood this. Articles 202 and 203 of the constitution established a framework for equitable revenue sharing between the national and county governments, requiring that revenues raised nationally be shared in a manner that allowed both levels of government to perform their constitutionally assigned functions. The constitution further mandated, through Article 203(2), that county governments receive no less than 15 percent of the most recently audited national revenue, ensuring a minimum fiscal floor beneath which transfers could not fall.

In practice, the amounts transferred to counties have exceeded that constitutional minimum. When the first county governments took office in March 2013, following elections held under the new constitutional framework, the equitable share allocation for the financial year 2013/2014 marked the beginning of a fiscal decentralisation programme that would grow substantially over the following decade. By the financial year 2021/2022, the equitable share to counties had reached 370 billion Kenyan shillings, representing an increase from initial allocations and reflecting both economic growth and evolving political negotiations between national and county interests. By the financial year 2024/2025, that figure had risen to 387 billion shillings, and cumulative allocations since devolution began totalled more than 3.2 trillion shillings by 2023/2024, reaching 4.04 trillion shillings in all forms of county transfers including conditional and unconditional grants through to 2024/2025.

Revenue sharing among counties is not flat. It is governed by a formula developed and periodically reviewed by the Commission on Revenue Allocation (CRA), an independent constitutional commission created specifically to provide technical guidance on inter-governmental fiscal transfers. The formula considers population as the dominant variable, currently assigned a weight of 42 percent, followed by a basic equal share designed to ensure that even the smallest counties can meet certain baseline administrative costs, poverty levels, geographic size, and indicators of income distance based on Gross County Product. The formula has been revised over successive review cycles, with the Fourth Basis for Revenue Sharing due to govern allocations from the 2025/2026 to 2029/2030 financial years.

Beyond the equitable share, counties are constitutionally authorised under Article 209 to raise their own revenue through property taxes, entertainment taxes, and charges for services. Own Source Revenue, as this locally generated income is known, was estimated to be approximately 40 billion shillings in the 2018/2019 financial year. Studies conducted by the National Treasury and the World Bank found significant untapped potential in this area, noting that if all counties performed at the level of the most effective ones, total own source revenue collection could immediately double, with a longer-term potential at least four times higher than then-current levels. In practice, county governments remained heavily dependent on national transfers, which accounted for more than 72 percent of county revenues in the 2023/2024 financial year.

The constitution also established an Equalisation Fund, to receive 0.5 percent of national revenue and to be directed specifically at marginalised areas, providing additional resources to counties and regions that historically received less than their fair share of national investment. The administration of this fund became one of several points of intergovernmental contention in the years following 2013, illustrating that the translation of constitutional provisions into functional reality was seldom as smooth as the text implied.

The Birth of Forty-Seven Governments

The general election of March 2013 was the first conducted under the framework of the 2010 constitution. For the first time in Kenyan history, voters were electing not only a president and members of parliament but governors, deputy governors, senators, women representatives, and Members of County Assembly. It was, in sheer institutional scope, the most complex election Kenya had ever administered.

The 47 counties that emerged from that election were not arbitrary administrative units. Their boundaries had been shaped through a process that attempted to balance considerations of historical communities, geographical coherence, population size, and practical administrative capacity. They ranged enormously in population, from Nairobi County with several million residents to Lamu County with one of the smallest populations in the country. They ranged equally in geographic size and economic base, from the vast arid counties of northern Kenya such as Turkana and Marsabit, which cover enormous land areas but had long been among the most marginalised in the country, to densely populated agricultural counties in western and central Kenya.

The establishment of county governments required, almost simultaneously, the recruitment and secondment of thousands of civil servants, the construction or adaptation of administrative infrastructure, the transfer of functions and assets from national government agencies, and the creation of functional legislative assemblies in counties that had never before had representative institutions of that kind. The Transition Authority, a body established by the Transition to Devolved Government Act of 2012, was tasked with overseeing this transfer of functions. In practice, the transition was accelerated beyond the constitution's five-year phasing schedule, as the newly elected governors moved quickly to claim the functions and resources attached to their mandates. President Uhuru Kenyatta directed in June 2013 that all county functions be transferred immediately, though many counties had not yet established the structures needed to absorb them effectively.

Among the most significant functional transfers was the devolution of health service delivery. Before 2013, health facilities below the level of national referral hospitals had been managed by the Ministry of Health and various provincial structures. Under devolution, the management of county hospitals, health centres, and dispensaries passed to county governments, while the national government retained responsibility for policy, regulation, and national referral facilities. This single transfer restructured the operational management of healthcare for millions of Kenyans and placed enormous administrative and financial responsibilities on county health departments whose capacity varied widely across the 47 counties.

The Spirit of Optimism and the Scale of Expectation

When county governors were inaugurated in 2013, the mood in many parts of Kenya was one of genuine optimism. Communities that had long felt invisible to national government suddenly had visible, local leadership. Governors were accessible figures, present at community events, launching development projects, and speaking to the specific needs of their counties in ways that national ministers rarely had. Members of County Assembly were neighbours, not distant bureaucrats. The proximity of governance to the governed was, in itself, a form of change.

Citizens expected that devolution would accelerate development in areas that had been systematically neglected. In the counties of the arid north, communities anticipated improved healthcare, water infrastructure, and educational facilities. In coastal counties long peripheral to economic opportunity, devolution raised hopes of locally driven development that would finally reflect the region's potential. Across the country, the expectation was that resources would follow the mandate, that accountability would follow proximity, and that development would follow both.

These expectations were rational. They were grounded in a constitutional promise of equitable development, democratic participation, and responsive governance. Whether the institutions created to fulfil that promise would rise to the scale of the challenge was a different question entirely. That question would only be answerable through the accumulation of evidence across years of implementation, across the ledgers of development expenditure and health outcomes, across the records of public participation processes and legislative activity, across the testimonies of citizens who had engaged with county governments and formed their own verdicts about whether devolution had served them.

More than a decade after those first county governments took office, Kenya possesses sufficient experience to begin answering that question seriously. The chapters that follow attempt exactly that: a structured, evidence-based assessment of how county governments have performed across the range of functions the constitution assigned to them. The objective is neither to condemn nor to celebrate, but to evaluate. Just as a report card does not exist to shame a student but to measure progress, identify weaknesses, and guide improvement, this assessment of devolution's first thirteen years exists to help Kenya's citizens, leaders, and institutions understand what has been achieved, what has fallen short, and what must be done differently in the years ahead. The scale of the original promise demands nothing less.

––––––––
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Chapter Two
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The Architecture of County Power
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Devolution, as enshrined in the Constitution of Kenya 2010, did not simply redistribute administrative tasks. It reorganised the very idea of the state. For the first time in Kenya's post-independence history, sovereign power was constitutionally declared to be exercised not only at the national level but equally at the county level. Article 1(4) of the Constitution is explicit: the sovereign power of the people is exercised at both the national and county levels. This was a radical departure from a system that had, since independence, concentrated governance in Nairobi and left the rest of the country to receive whatever the central government chose to send.

The transition from 175 centrally-controlled local authorities to 47 autonomous county governments was not merely a numerical reorganisation. It was a structural revolution. Each of the 47 counties, demarcated by the Independent Electoral and Boundaries Commission along boundaries that loosely track historical, ethnic, and geographic considerations, became a distinct unit of governance with its own executive, legislature, revenue base, and public service. The architecture that the Constitution created to house this revolution is complex, carefully balanced, and demanding of its participants. Understanding it is the first step toward evaluating whether it has worked.

The County Executive: Power at the Centre

At the apex of each county government sits the governor, the directly elected chief executive whose office is the most visible and the most powerful in the devolved system. The governor chairs the County Executive Committee, which functions as the cabinet of the county government, and bears constitutional responsibility for implementing county legislation, managing public resources, and overseeing the delivery of services across all devolved functions. These functions, as listed in the Fourth Schedule of the Constitution, include health care services below the national referral level, early childhood education, county roads, agriculture, trade development, and control of air pollution and public nuisance, among others.

The County Executive Committee, commonly referred to by its acronym CEC, is composed of members nominated by the governor and approved by the county assembly. These CEC members head the various county departments, performing functions that are analogous to those of national cabinet secretaries but with a localised mandate. They are responsible for the day-to-day administration of their sectors, the preparation of sector budgets, and the management of county staff within their dockets.

Supporting the CEC are Chief Officers, who are the equivalent of Principal Secretaries at the national level. They are the administrative heads of county departments and are responsible for the execution of programmes on a technical basis. Below the Chief Officers are sub-county administrators, ward administrators, and village administrators, each accountable upwards to the governor's office. This decentralised administrative hierarchy, envisioned under Article 176(2) of the Constitution, was designed to bring government services within physical reach of citizens even in remote areas.
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