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           Reducing malnutrition levels calls for concerted efforts
A multicausal problem like malnutrition cannot 
be sustainably solved by a one-sector approach. 
This is why the Ministries of Agriculture and 
Health agreed to join forces in Kenya. Rural 21 
talked to Jane Wambugu Wanjiru, Head of the 
Agri-Nutrition Unit at the Kenyan Ministry of 
Agriculture.

Ms Wanjiru, in Kenya, the Ministry of 
Health and the Ministry of Agriculture 
have been cooperating closely since 2017. 
Why?
Jane Wanjiru Wambugu: In Kenya, the 
level of malnutrition is high, both in terms of 
stunting and wasting, and in terms of over-
weight and obesity. The Ministry of Health, 
which has the mandate for nutrition policy, 
and the Ministry of Agriculture, which is re-
sponsible for food policies, saw the need for 
concerted efforts to tackle this problem. 

How did you develop this cooperation?
In 2017, the food and nutrition security poli-
cy implementation framework was developed, 
co-ordinatinng policies at both National and 
county government level. For the devolution 
of agricultural extension, to mention an exam-
ple, is the mandate of the county government. 
The same applies to health extension. At the na-
tional policy level, we have the Kenya Nation-
al Nutrition Action Plan (KNAP) 2018–2022. 
In the context of this action plan, we created 
a food and nutrition linkages technical work-
ing group that plans for nutrition-related in-
terventions which are based in agriculture. In 
accordance with KNAP, key department areas 
were identified at each ministry which com-
pile the respective documents, for example the 
Agri-Nutrition Strategy 2020-2025. The aim 
is to further link the policies in food to the 
policies in nutrition and health, thus delivering 
on the mandate to reduce malnutrition levels 
in Kenya.

Has this already resulted in concrete ini-
tiatives?
In 2017, we ran the first National Agri-Nu-
trition Conference. Both the counties and na-
tional governments were involved. Since then, 
we have held such a conference each year. It 
is a forum in which we bring together all the 
stakeholders who are doing nutrition work in 
agriculture. Responding to COVID-19, the 
national government has installed the One 
Million Kitchen Gardens campaign. The aim is 
to mainstream nutrition in the agriculture val-
ue chain. With this we are supporting house-
holds – especially the vulnerable households 

– with a variety of seedlings to plant fruits and 
vegetables. Moreover, all the programmes in 
agriculture have a nutrition component. Every 
proposal made that is related to agriculture and 
has a nutrition goal is provided with support 
via a grant. Furthermore, there is the School 
Meals Strategy 2017–2022. Here, the role of 
agriculture is to stimulate home-grown school 
meals. The school committees are strength-
ened through the capacity to procure safe nu-
tritious foods within the local communities, 
stimulating production and consumption of 
diverse food at school level.

What are the biggest obstacles on the 
way to better nutrition?
Maize flour is a staple food in Kenya. Nor-
mally, it is over-processed. But because it is 
easy to cook and is also easily available, almost 
90 per cent of households in Kenya consume 
maize meal. Here, the Ministry of Health has 
launched an initiative to fortify the maize flour 
in order to make it more nutritious. But this 
is not enough. A study done in 2015 shows 
that the consumption of fruit and vegetables 
is very low in Kenya. Changing this so that 
the households consume at least five servings 
of fruit and vegetables a day, as recommended 
by the World Health Organization, calls for 
behaviour change and campaigns addressing 
the issue.

Is there a difference between dietary pat-
terns in rural and urban areas?
The same study – the STEPwise survey for 

non-communicable diseases risk factors – has 
shown that there is not so much of a variance 
in terms of rural and urban. Sometimes, the 
urban population even consumes better than 
the rural households, the reason being that dif-
ferent types of food are available. What pre-
vents them from being consumed more is their 
cost, their affordability. In the rural settings, in 
some regions, people consume more beef than 
any other food because that is what happens 
to be available and what they themselves pro-
duce. But when people produce for the mar-
ket, for example French beans or cauliflowers, 
these products often do not end up in the rural 
households because they are not affordable in 
the rural settings. However, production for 
income doesn’t translate into better nutrition, 
because the income gained through crop sales 
doesn’t translate into buying nutritious foods. 
This has been noted in cash crop sectors like 
coffee and tea, where we still find high levels 
of malnutrition at household level.

How is the Agri-Nutrition Strategy de-
veloping? 
In implementing our Agri-Nutrition Strategy, 
we want to achieve more engagement and co-
operation between the national and the county 
governments, between the private sector and 
civil society, and between all stakeholders. 
One example here is the flour-blending initia-
tive for household food and nutrition security, 
income and employment creation. With this 
initiative, we are trying to improve the nutri-
tion content of our maize meal by blending 
maize with more nutritious flours like millet 
and sorghum. Here, the role of the private 
sector is critical because it is the millers who 
process the blended flours. At the same time, 
the farmers need to produce the blending 
crops which currently are under-produced due 
to climatic conditions. So there is a need for 
more engagement between the national and 
county governments as well as with the private 
sector to produce and process blended flours. 
Any programme designed, whether in crops, 
livestock, or fisheries, is now required to have 
a nutrition objective to attract any funding. 
The need to understand nutrition indicators in 
agriculture is a capacity-building agenda both 
for national and county government, because, 
for a long time in Kenya, nutrition was seen as 
a health issue. Retraining the extension work-
ers on nutrition matters in agriculture value 
chains is our next initiative.
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