
Agrobiodiversity as a coping strategy in 

the face of climate change: 

Lessons from rural farming communities of 

Kitui, Kenya



Introduction ÅE.g. in 2009 the area 
experienced 
unprecedented drought 
while in 2010 it is 
experiencing extreme 
wetness

ÅChanges are attributable 
to Climate change

ÅKitui provides an ideal 
case to learn how local 
farmers mitigate the 
effects of climate change 
and food insecurity

Source: Google map 

ÅKitui is generally semi-
arid
ÅDroughts are common 
but in recent years 
weather is more erratic

Nairobi



Ave  rainfall and temp. in Kitui 1999/2000
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5-month Average Rainfall of Kitui:  1999/2000 compared with 2009/2010 

Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Total

1999/2000 0 328 231 13 0 3.1 574.7

2009/2010 191 153 401 8.5 18 309 1079

Erratic weather with extremes



Extreme drought 

(Oct 2009) and 

wetness (Mar 

2010)

Both months are 

the hottest and 

driest in the year



Objective and methods 

Objective: To assess how farmers in Kitui use 

agrobiodiversity and local farming skills to 

mitigate the effects of frequent droughts

Methods: 20 villages used 

ÅAgrobiodiversity determination in household 

crop fields

Å24 hr recall among 300 households

Åmonthly market surveys for 1 year



Study site

ÅKitui: 
180km E. 
of Nairobi.

ÅMiddle part 
has Kitui 
hills

ÅThree 
ecological 
zones & 6 
sub-zones

Source: Google map 
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High variation in rainfall and temp. within a short 

distance.

Temp. 2009-2010
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Result: On-farm agrobiodiversity survey

Average (2.29)



Results

ÅMost farmers mix crops to balance nutrient intake and as a strategy 
to cope with erratic weather (100%)

ÅThere are more biennial and perennial crops than annuals.

Å Perennials such as fruits cope better in erratic weather, a fact used 
by farmers to enhance resilience

Å Two-season (biennial) crops are also hardy and include some 
important legumes such as pigeon pea, lablab, climbing bean 
(ngelenge) and creeping forms of cowpeas (ndamba).

Å Most farmers keep livestock to provide additional nutritional benefits 
and also manure

ÅHaving farms in different ecological zones/ habitats (e.g near water, 
different soils, altitude) spreads the risks and diversifies food

ÅMarkets provide an opportunity for farmers to access foods that are 
in season in other agroecological zones

ÅLarge workforce (women groups, children, relatives) ensures that 
there is sufficient labour.



H1
H2

H3

Home 

Garden
0.84 acres

Maize (1)

Pigeon pea (1)

Bean (1)

Cowpea (1)

Pumpkin (2)

Gourd (1)

Cassava (1)

Water melon (1)

2nd field
2.38 acres

Maize (1)

Pigeon pea (1)

Cowpea (1)

Bean (1)

Green gram (1)

Pumpkin (1)

Gourd (1)

3rd field
1.24 acres

Maize (1)

Pigeon pea (1)

Cowpea (1)

Pumpkin (1)

200m

Most houseolds have more than one crop 

field.

Home gardens have more diversity( ) indicates no. of landraces.


