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Safeguarding Kenya's Water Towers

Community stewardship restores catchments and strengthens water security

AT A GLANCE

Project Name: Eldoret-Iten Water Fund
for Tropical Water Tower Conservation
(GEF ID 10209)

Country: Kenya
Agency: IFAD 5
GEF Financing: $2.98 million

Co-financing: $24.84 million

CHALLENGE

Rapid land conversion, unsustainable fuelwood and
timber harvesting, and weak enforcement in upper
catchments have accelerated erosion, reduced

forest cover, and degraded wetlands in the Kenyan
counties of Uasin Gishu and Elgeyo-Marakwet. These
trends compromise water quality and quantity critical
to Eldoret and Iten, increase sedimentation that
raises treatment costs, and undermine smallholder
resilience. Kenya's water towers generate over
three-quarters of the country’s renewable surface
water; yet rising demand, excessive abstraction, and
poorly planned land use are intensifying competition
and fragility. The Mau and Cherangani systems face
mounting pressures, compounded by high youth
unemployment and limited pathways for youth
engagement in restoration.

Without coordinated planning that aligns agriculture,

forestry, and water governance, catchment management

cannot match the scale of degradation or climate stress.
A water fund model offers a cost-effective pathway

to reduce sediment, stabilize flows, and conserve
biodiversity while improving farm productivity and
livelihoods. This will create youth opportunities through
skills development, technology access, and leadership
roles in conservation—aligned with global goals for
biodiversity and land degradation neutrality.

RESULTS

L

93,700 hectares of land placed under improved
management, including 51,600 hectares of protected
forest with strengthened community surveillance
and natural regeneration measures.

37,500 households adapting to climate risks,
notably through 24,000 farmers enrolled in a
climate-SMS advisory platform (39 percent women),
receiving real-time guidance aligned to seasonal
rains and extension messages.
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380 km of riparian systems restored by water user
associations through buffer planting and eucalyptus
removal, reducing sediment loads and protecting

riverbanks in Kipkaren and Moiben sub-catchments.
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425 hectares of wetlands under restoration in
Kapsemwo, Narasha, Kapsoen, and three springs
protected with enclosures—enhancing aquifer
recharge, habitat integrity, and dry-season water
availability.

Over 130 youth trained and employed to pilot
unmanned aerial vehicles, support sustainable
land management, monitor seedlings, and produce
modern beehives.



APPROACH

Establishing a public—private water

fund has unlocked cost-effective “green
infrastructure.” Community-led soil and
water conservation addresses sedimentation
and flow variability, generating measurable
gains in forest integrity, riparian stability, and
wetland function. Participatory forest and
sub-catchment planning has strengthened
water user associations, enabling them to
apply practical measures sequenced from
site diagnostics to farm-specific action plans
with ongoing field coaching. Blended inputs,
including bulk-procured tree seedlings (1.4
million distributed, ~75 percent survival) and
local nursery capacities, drive economies of
scale and rapid adoption.

Institutional reforms embed natural resource
management mandates and budget

lines, ensuring continuity and ownership.
Complementing this, the project prioritized
youth engagement as a lever for environmental
and socioeconomic transformation. Digital
tools, such as SMS advisories, enhance
information flows and accountability, while
river flow loggers and biodiversity monitoring
support adaptive targeting. Partnerships with
universities and private foundations strengthen
links between science, policy, and on-the-
ground delivery.
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)) Private sector engagement

is stronger when value chain
analysis identifies off-takers and
quick-win income streams.

LESSONS LEARNED

Sustained outcomes depend on early and meaningful inclusive
governance, starting with the integration of youth alongside
Indigenous Peoples, so finance can flow predictably to priority
sites and ownership is broadly anchored. Providing youth

with clear roles and sequencing their training ahead of key
restoration activities enables them to apply skills and strengthens
accountability. Private sector engagement is stronger when value
chain analysis identifies off-takers and quick-win income streams
(fruit trees, fishponds, honey), helping households—and engaged
youth—maintain conservation practices. Gender-focused
outreach raised women'’s participation to nearly 40 percent;
similarly, youth quotas, sports-for-nature and school-based
initiatives, and access to digital tools, proved effective. However,
sustaining momentum for both groups requires targeted
subsidies, mentorship, and small grants for time- and liquidity-
constrained households.

LOOKING AHEAD

Governance structures for the Eldoret-Iten Water Fund are
being finalized to secure long-term sustainability, anchored

in science-based evidence that catchment restoration can
extend reservoir lifespans by 20-40 years. This evidence has
been instrumental in informing policies and building buy-in
among water users and public authorities. Strong government
ownership is reflected in the replication of water-tower
investments in other regions, including World Bank—supported
initiatives, and their consolidation within a Water Funds for
Africa Network. Implementation has been underpinned by
inclusive catchment planning—engaging seven community
forest associations, four water user associations, and 10
community groups—combined with training and on-the-ground
measures in soil and water conservation, agroforestry, riparian
restoration, and invasive species removal. This has contributed
to a 20 percent increase in farm production, with priority given
to ultra-poor and vulnerable households to enhance incomes
and dietary diversity. Tariff-linked conservation finance, county
climate fund allocations, and private sector partnerships will
scale delivery, with replication across green infrastructure.



