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John M. Cohen* 

PARTICIPATORY PLANNING AND KENYA'S 
NATIONAL FOOD POLICY PAPERt 

Development Plans are useless unless they are followed with concrete 
action to make them a reality. I therefore wish to stress once again, 
that each one of us must play his or her role to ensure that we achieve 
the objectives of our national food policy. 

President Daniel arap Moi 
October 14, 1982 

In 1981 the government of Kenya issued a National Food Policy Paper in 
response to increasing production and marketing problems. The Paper set forth 
an officially approved strategy to maintain self-sufficiency in the main foodstuffs 
so that the nation can be fed without using scarce foreign exchange on food 
imports, achieve a calculated degree of security of food supply for each area of 
the country, and ensure that the distribution of foodstuffs will provide every 
member of the population with a nutritionally adequate diet (Kenya, 1981, 
p.2). 

There is nothing unusual about the process by which the Paper was formu­
lated. It is a product of Kenyan planning officers directed to produce a public 
document addressing an existing food crisis, government economists charged 
with preparing a paper that analyzes the problem and outlines a strategy for 
addressing it, and senior civil servants exercising political caution. What mer­
its attention are the national seminar and provincial workshops sponsored by 
the Ministries of Agriculture and Livestock Development. These meetings were 
intended to publicize widely the Paper's contents in an effort to demonstrate 
that the Ministries were acting responsibly to ensure adequate food supplies, 
stimulate central and field-level bureaucrats and technicians to translate the 
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Paper's recommendations into action, and gain support in the government for 
the necessary price policy changes and research and extension investments. 

The meetings deserve analysis because of the current food trises in Africa, 
the international development community's call for the formulation and effec­
tive implementation of realistic food policy strategies for the continent (World 
Bank, 1981), and calls by experts for increasing the capacity of technical field 
personnel and rural people to alter the urban or large-farm biases in agricul­
tural production policies, programs, and projects (Lofchie and Commins, 1982, 
p. 24). In this regard, the Kenyan case provides solid empirical evidence that 
appropriately managed, broadened participation can improve formulation and 
implementation of food policies in Africa. 

In support of this conclusion, this article attempts to demonstrate that 
increased participation by technical government officers would have generated 
information and insights that could have improved the content and utility of 
those sections of the Paper related to programs and projects required to im­
plement the proposed policy; the public discussion that did occur ensured that 
the Paper's contents were better understood by technical personnel and would 
have increased their support for the policy's objectives and interventions had the 
government decided to use the Paper as the basis of a committed campaign; 
and the participatory process that took place after the Paper was published 
facilitated the sponsoring ministries' programmatic objectives. It will be as­
serted that while participation by government officers, field technicians, and 
rural people is most likely to be useful to those sections of a food policy paper 
that articulate programs and projects, increased participation can also serve 
to promote responsiveness to political realities and sensitivity to constraints 
and opportunities. Finally, the article will conclude by offering some general 
guidelines for increasing participation in such policy-making exercises. 

PLANNING AND PARTICIPATION 

Comprehensive national development plans and supporting sectoral policy 
papers have been prepared for less-developed countries by economists since the 
1950s. Despite the use of increasingly sophisticated techniques, however, these 
documents have generally failed to provide realistic guirlelines for promoting 
more rational and rapid development. A number of reasons for this have been 
outlined in the critical literature. 1 Among the most. important. of these to the 

1 For a review of the criticism of plans and policy formulation see Rondinelli (1983, 
pp. 28-42). Among the more serious of these are lack of strong political and admin­
istrative support, tendency to allow political decisions to overrule technical recom­
mendations, lack of data, failure to link plans to realistic action programs or resource 
allocation possibilities, ineffectiveness of macro planning methods and techniques, and 
weaknesses in government administrative structures charged with execution and eval­
uation. See also Waterston (1965) and Mead (1977). 
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ease of food policy formulation is the eharge that typieally those framing poli­
eies eome from seetoral planning units and tend to disregard the need to involve 
eentral ministry tedmieians ultimately responsible for implementing poliey rec­
ommendations and hold inflated estimates of their own knowledg<! about di­
verg<mt loeal-Ievel wnstraints and opportunities (Couisen, 1(77). Henee, it is 
not surprising that among the prineipal reasons identified for failed plans and 
polieies is the fact that eeonomists are often ill-informed about the realities of 
politics, insensitive to finaneial eonstraints, overly optimistie about adminis­
trative eapaeity, and unaware of the eomplexity of eonditions and ehanges at 
the loeal leveJ. 2 These reasons are partieularly salient in the Afriean eontext 
beeause foreign experts serving in governments on a short-term basis often play 
a major role in formulating agrieultural poliey doeuments. 

The failure of seetoral planners and eeonomists to involve technieal offieers 
of development ministries and agencies in policy formulation can be eured by 
senior civil servants aware of the need to broaden the policy analysis process. 
That this can be done is evidenced by experience in India, Pakistan, and Thai­
land (UNECAFE, 1969; Changrien, 1970). It requires, however, a commitment 
to use the emerging policy to guide implementation. Far more difficult a ehal­
lenge is to get such leadership and its teehnieal experts to acknowledge the need 
for local input. 

Based on long experience in African policy formulation, Bruce F . .Johnston 
and William C. Clark (1982, p. 229) argue a need to develop 

techniques for tapping local knowledge and for learning from the ex­
perience of actually implementing programs '" and to devise more 
effective means of combining the two approaches of intellectual cogi­
tation and social interaction. 

Toward these ends, they advocate increased farm-level investigations and more 
assessment surveys. However, more than this is needed. As long as governments 
limit the private seetor's capacity to cope with variation and insist on public 
institutions regulating agricultural produetion and markpting at or below the 
district level, it is essential for food policy planners to have specific knowledge 
of local eonditions. This is because successful implementation of state intt'rven­
tionist food policies depends on accurate dat.a on and understanding of many 
divergent production, marketing, proeessing, and consumption patterns, as well 
as appreciation of eonstraints and opportunities faced by government agrncies 
and private firms eharged with promoting food policy guidelines. Indeed, a re­
cent eommentary by the International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) 

2 For example, Bruce F. Johnst.on and William C. Clark argue that. "National 
planning typically fails to take account of realities at the local level. Planner~, b('caust' 
of their backgrounds and interests, too often are inclined to spend most of their 
time in t.he capital city, remaining ignorant of tht' rural sector in general and of 
semisubsistence farming in particular .... Too little time and effort. have been devott'd 
to adapting national t.argets and budgt't allocations in the light of the actual conditions 
and changes taking place at the local level" (1982, pp. 228-29). 
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on the need to improve the food policy process in Africa argues that ways need 
to be found of "getting agricultural producers to help formulate polic:y" (Mel­
lor and Delgado, 198:3, pp. 1, 4). While Johnston, Clark, and IFPIU do not 
consider the wider participation of government ofiicia);; and field agents or offer 
examples supporting the utility of this exercise or methodologies as to how this 
might be done, they are clearly on the right. track. 

A growing literature argues that government. interventions aimed at rural 
development. objectives are more likely to succeed if provincial political interests, 
implementing field officers, and the rural populat.ion are involved in t.heir design, 
implementation, and evaluation. 

Since the early 1970s, much has been learned about the concept. of "induced 
participation" and the utility of incorporating partic:ipation strategies into de­
velopment efforts. 3 While an increasing number of governments and donors 
are promot.ing the use of dec:entralii>ation, local inst.itutional development, and 
popular involvement strategies, such efforts are c:onfined largely to specific pro­
grams and projects. Importantly, many economists in central planning agencies 
are not aware of the potential utility of partic:ipation to the policy-making pro­
cess. Others, whether aware of it or not, believe that it is impossible to craft 
macro polic:y when large numbers of nonprofessionals are involved. 

The princ:ipal exception to this fac:t has been where central planners have 
requested loc:al plans for use in the formal preparation of a national five-year 
plan. Typically, this approach has led to the preparation of long shopping 
lists of projects by field agents, the inability of central planners to handle the 
resulting volume of lengthy and inconsistent input, the failure of published 
plans to reflec:t loc:al requests, and mutual disillusionment with the attempted 
strategy (Chambers, 1974, p. 141; Howell, 1977). While this ha'3 happened in 
Kenya (Found, 1980, p. 85), it need not be t.he c:ase if the participatory input 
is well organized and focused (Delp, 1980, p. 13). 

Proponents of participatory planning argue that. they have much to offer 
planners and economists seeking to formulate development polic:ies and to gov­
ernments committed to implementing them. Among the specific benefits touted 
are: ac:c:ess to acc:urate information; identific:ation of loc:al problems and needs 
the c:enter overlooks or is ill-informed about; rec:ognition of divergent provincial, 
district, and local patt.erns; broad-based critique of emerging policy assumptions 
and guidelines; promotion of humane recommendat.ions; generation of support 
for policies by those who contributed to their formulation; promotion of better 
c:oordination among involved ministries; and stimulation of latent creative en­
ergy of rural people and provinc:ial government field officers. Rarely arc these 
advantages sought, in part beeallse their validity is not well demonstrated. 

3 Accumulated evidence is presented in the state-of-th(~-art paper by Uphoff, Co­
hen, and Goldsmith (1979); see also Gow and Van Sant (1981). 



PARTICIPATORY PLANNING IN KENYA 191 

FORMULATION OF KENYA'S 1981 FOOD POLICY 

In 1980 the government of Kenya had to import large quantities of maize, 
wheat, and milk powder. The shortages of that year ended essentially two 
decades of self-sufficiency in food production and dealt a severe hlow to na­
tional confidence.4 Unable to bear the political costs of long lines of Kenyans 
queued up for rationed food,5 the high costs of food imports,6 or the scandal as­
sociated with the export of maize when national shortfalls were projected,7 the 
government of President Moi advanced an ongoing food policy analysis being 
undertaken by the Ministry of Agriculture into a National Food Policy Paper. 

Since independence, the government has heen engaged in development 
planning. By 1980, the country had been through three five-year plans. In 
the middle of a fourth plan, which emphasized agriculture and small farm pro­
duction, government economists suddenly found that gross domestic product 
and agricultural production were growing far helow projected rates. 8 They did 
not have to look far to explain this inadequate performance. Rapidly increasing 
energy costs, world-wide recession, declining terms of trade, and bad weather 
certainly were widely recognized by the public. Yet those who drafted the 
emerging food policy plan went much further. 

While pointing out that the past two decades had seen an average annual 
growth in agricultural production of 3.5 percent, an opening paragraph of the 
Paper starkly notes (Kenya, 1981, pp. 1-2): 

The rapid expansion of the population and a shortage of unexploited 
arable land in the main high potential areas are heginning to expose 
a potentially dangerous imbalance in the relationship between the na­
tional supply of and demand for food. The nation no longer enjoys 

4 Some maize was imported during the periods 1965/66 and 1970/71, and there 
has always been illicit trade across the Tanzanian and Ugandan borders, but Kenya 
has been largely self-sufficient. For background on Kenya's agricultural sector, see 
Heyer et al. (1976). 

5 In 1978/80 shortfalls in maize production led to ration conditions. For example, 
"hundreds of Nairobi residents queued for maize meal at Uchumi Supermarket .. . 
The residents included women, children, and men who started queuing at 8 am ... . 
Similar queues have been seen outside various shopping centers in the city where maize 
meal has become a rare commodity" (Daily Nation, July 1, 1980, p. 2). Milk, bread, 
and rice were also in short supply at this time and stores with those commodities 
quickly sold out without satisfying long lines of buyers. 

6 It was estimated that between 1981 and 1983 imports of maize would cost Ksh 
2,500 million, or five times the cereal import bill in 1980. For the entire decade, the 
food imports were expected to reach Ksh 15,000 million (Weekly Review, May 15, 
1981, p. 26). 

7 For details on this scandal see Daily Nation (March 15, 1980, p. 1) and The 

Standard (March 20, 1980, p. 2; June 17, 1980, p. 4; and July 2, 1980, p. 4). 
8 For reviews of recent Plan performance, see Gurry (1982) and Kenya (1980, 1982). 
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the advantage of regular surplw.;es of foodstuffs to cushion the impact 
of a fall in production in years of crop failure. Whereas present levels 
of domestic food production would have been broadly suffieient to sat­
isfy dprnand in the mid-1970s, Kenya today faces shortages of mail':e, 
wheat, rice and milk. 

The causes of this problem run far deeper t.han those of an estimated 4 
percent allllual population growth rate pn'ssing on an arable land supply of less 
than 18 percent of the country's total area. They are found in poor government 
strategy, inappropriate public policies, and poorly administered programs and 
projects problems widely discussed in the Kenyan press.9 

ASHerting that the HhortageH of 1980 and 1981 were not isolated events but 
the beginning of an endemic problem, the Paper carefully points out how diffi­
cult it will be to obtain the 4.9 percent annual growth rate needed to return to 
conditions of Helf-:·mffici<mcy in mail':e, much less other food cropH. It then artic­
ulates a sweeping but vague set of policies and programs for obtaining national 
self-sufficiency in food production. CautiouHly optimiHtic in tone and bureau­
cratic in style, the Paper is long on generalized analysiH and short on detailH for 
developing, financing, and implementing its numerous recommendationH. 

Proce88 of Formulatz'on 

The National Food Policy Paper is the product of the Development Plan­
ning Division (DPD) of the Ministry of Agriculture, a unit built up in the 1970s 
as part of the government's effort to create sectoral analysis capaeity in devel­
opment ministries. 1O The food policy draft grew out of earlier efforts by the 
DPD to respond to papers prepared by FAO and Rockefeller consultants on 
the topic "Toward the Year 2000" (FAO, 1981; McCarthy and Mwangi, 1982). 
Since there was no perceived food crisis at this time, work had begun on this at 
the requeHt of the Director of Agriculture, who wanted to have a paper focused 
on the immediate decade of the 1980s. An ad hoe committee was formed and 
given a vague mandate t.o review food requirernent~ and production potential. 
While the committee had no dear terms of reference, initially it did not Heek 
to produce an action-oriented food policy paper. 

In early 1980 the committee prepared a c:olleetion of papers that rdieeted 
primarily the personal technical interestH of its members. Then the polities of 
the maize shortage crisis intervened. As a result, the committee's <1HHignrnent 

9 For exlunple, .Joseph Karimi '8 and Calestolls .Jllma's articles in Daily Nation (May 
11, 1981, p. 25; May 24,1981, pp. 16 17). 

10 The DPD had two separat,,_ contingents of multilaterally funded adviscrs: the 
Technical Assistance Pool, administered by the Harvard Institute for International 
Devdopmcnt and focused on strategy formulation, commodity analysis, and project 
design; and the Food and Agricultural Organil':ation's Mark(~ting Development Project, 
which concentrated on agricultural marketing iSS1WH. Three economists from the two 
groups played a major role in drafting the resulting Food Policy Paper. 
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rapidly expanded into an exercise aimed at producing a national food policy 
paper. At this time, senior Kenyan officers made the central decision on whieh 
the Paper was premisc~d: that Kenya coule! and should aim to achieve scM­
suffieienc:y in basic food supplies. Benee, the most critical assumption was made 
early on, without analysiH or consideration of alternative approaches. Shortly 
thereafter, an in-house first draft waH produeed. Although major changes were 
to occur in the Paper over the c:oming months, it provided the basic: position 
ultimately taken by the government. 

While overseen by an intraministerial committee of Kenyan officerH and 
given general guidance by an ad hoc eommittee of eentral planners, 11 DPD 
economists were largely responsible for the analysis and writing of each suc­
ceeding draft. Throughout this process there was little of the "planner decision 
maker dialogue" the planning literature idealizes (Roemer, 1976; Killick, 1976). 
Rather, draftsmen prepared the paper with no substantive directions or adviee 
from the operations divisions at ministerial headquarters, field-level technicians, 
or other planners or economists elsewhere in the government. 

Only on final review by senior political officers in the goV('rnment were ma­
jor queHtionH asked about the draft. These centered on criticism that the Paper 
lacked an explicit plan of action. Since there was a growing public r1amor for 
the Paper, a hurried last-minute redraft waH done. Specifically, a new section 
appeared that called for the creation of five food policy committees 12 respon­
sible for formulating, developing, and coordinating policies and programs and 
that outlined some dozen general programs for increasing production and COIl­

sumption. 13 The unwritten rationale for the committees was that even with thp 
newly added section tlw Paper glossed too many issues and failed to articulate 
the kinds of detailed policy and program statements needed to fulfill its general 
strategy recommendations. 

Finally, in May 1981, the Ministry of Agriculture published the National 
Food Policy Paper as Sessional Paper No.4, and the Minister tabled debate in 

11 Drafting was done under the chairmanship of the head of the DPD's Commodity 
Analysis Section. Thf' drafting team was made up of five expatriate advisers and three 
Kenyans. Members of the ad hoc drafting committee were from the' staffs of technical 
units in the Ministries of Livestock D~'velopment and Economic Planning (MEPAD) 
and the National Cereals and Produce I30ard (NCPI3). In practice', the' MEPAD and 
NCPI3 made no substantive contribution to thf' drafting process. 

12 These committees were Increasing Food Production; Agricultural Inputs: Pro­
cessing and Marketing; Nutrition; and Mid- and Long-Term Policy Issue'S. The specific 
focw; of each was briefly outlined in Kenya (1981, pp. 25 26). 

13 Specifically, programs were recommended to improw the supply of s('eds; land 
preparation services; supply and utili:r,ation of fertili7.('r and other agrinrltural inputs; 
credit facilities for food production; extension services; rf'search on food production; 
livestock and fish production; food processing facilities; marketing and distribution 
of food; agricultural information; weather monitoring and warning systems; national 
food security; and nutrition (Kenya, 1981, pp. 27-44). 
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Parliament until after the mid-year recess. The 52-page paper attracted the full 
attention of the widely read Kenyan press, with one major magazine publishing 
the paper in full (Weekly Review, May 15, 1981, pp. 26 35). 

Communication to Officials and Public 

Shortly after the release of the food policy paper in early May, one of 
Kenya's most perceptive political commentators expressly noted the top-down, 
planning-expert-guided origins of the Paper. In a strongly worded editorial, 
Hilary Ng'weno called for wider participation in the discussion of the Paper's 
overall strategy (Weekly Review, June 5, 1981, p. 1): 

The paper is due to be debated in Parliament and it is our hope 
that out of that debate, as well as debate outside parliament, a work­
able system for ensuring self-sufficiency in food will be created. We 
emphasizse the word debate here because it is important that those 
responsible for drawing up the sessional paper reassess their major 
policy stances in light of the views of other, and probably equally 
competent experts who may not have had any in-put into the pro­
duction of the sessional paper. It is only after such reassessment has 
been done that the policies outlined in the sessional paper should be 
implemented. The reassessment will be meaningful if it is the prod­
uct of the give and take of debate and the debate will be worthwhile 
only if those who engage in it present their views from informed po­
sitions ... (the debate) most certainly deserves more than the usual 
rambling and parochial contribution many MPs make in Parliament 
when discussing issues of national importance. We likewise plead to 
other Kenyans who have something to contribute to the debate on a 
national food policy to make their views known. The time to offer 
advice is now, not after things have gone wrong. 

Parliamentary debate did not occur until November of 1981, and although 
some constructive criticisms were offered,14 the Paper emerged from the process 
unchanged. 

Once Parliamentary approval was accomplished, the Permanent Secretaries 
of the Ministries of Agriculture and Livestock Development, with the approval of 
the Office of the President, moved to broaden discussion of the Paper so that the 
government and the private sector could begin to develop specific programs and 
projects for promoting food production. Toward these ends, they formulated an 
approach for stimulating two kinds of public discussion: a high-level national 
seminar on policy issues and a series of provincial workshops on implementation 
issues. 

The objective of the seminar was to promote wide-ranging discussion of 
Kenya's Food Policy Paper by senior officers in the government. Specifically, 
the seminar sought to promote interministerial discussion of issues raised and 

14 See, for example, Daily Nation (November 20,1981, p. 5). 
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tasks posed by the Paper; generate interministerial recommendations for the 
Task Forces; advance interministerial understanding of and cooperation for the 
implementation of the Paper; and develop a government position on implemen­
tation that would provide the basis for detailed discussions with international 
donors on the financing of food policy programs and projects. 

The three-day seminar was held July 1;3 15, 1981, at Nairobi's Kenya In­
stitute of Administration. On the first day, papers were presented by outside 
consultants and then discussed by seminar participants. The second day saw the 
division of participants into five working groups: (1) strategies for overcoming 
constraints to increased food production; (2) agricultural and livestock inputs; 
(3) food processing and marketing; (4) nutrition; and (5) long-term policy ob­
jectives. Finally, on the third day the working groups presented their findings to 
the seminar and through discussion a set of general recommendations emerged. 

More than 125 people participated in the seminar. Included were high-level 
officials of the Office of the President and the Ministries of Agriculture, Live­
stock Development, Finance, Economic Planning and Development, Health, 
Cooperative Development, Environment and Natural Resources, Water Devel­
opment, Basic Education, Industry, Energy, Transport and Communication, 
Commerce, Higher Education, Information and Broadcasting, and Foreign Af­
fairs. The Seminar also included Members of Parliament, representatives of 
food-related parastatals and boards, and observers from multilateral donor 
agencies. 

The Seminar's participants produced an extensive set of recommendations 
for consideration by the five task forces to be created under the Food Policy 
Paper. In addition, a set of priorities and an action agenda also emerged from 
that meeting. A summary report of the seminar papers and action agenda 
was prepared in the Ministry of Agriculture. It was widely distributed in the 
government and to all seminar participants, all members of Parliament, and 
more than a thousand field officers of development-oriented ministries at the 
provincial food policy workshops. 

Stimulated by the perceived success of the seminar, the Ministries of Agri­
culture and Livestock Development formed an internal ad hoc committee to 
organize a series of provincial workshops focused on effective and efficient im­
plementation of the new Paper. The objectives of the workshops were: (1) to 
brief frontline field officers on the Paper; (2) to identify constraints preventing 
effective and efficient food production programs; (3) to ensure better coopera­
tion among ministries and organizations charged with implementing food pro­
duction programs; (4) to communicate to the headquarters staff problems and 
constraints that hamper implementation; (5) to identify ways to decentralize 
decisions so that field officers could more effectively implement programs; (6) to 
identify new projects that could increase food production in the provinces; and 
(7) to discuss ways to increase activities despite budget cuts by the Treasury. 
The overall goal was for the workshops to end with the development of a plan 
of action for increasing food production. 

The first day focused on a summary of the National Food Policy Paper, 
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a discussion of the implications of the Paper for the province's strategy for 
increasing food production, and a consideration of constraints and opportuni­
ties affecting the adequate supply of agricultural inputs, the improvement of 
provincial processing and marketing infrastructure, and the promotion of bet­
ter nutrition and health of the province's population. On the second day, the 
workshops concentrated on an analysis of constraints affecting programs and 
projects aimed at increasing food production, giving particular attention to 
ideas for improving existing activities, developing new activities, and improv­
ing the coordination of activities within or between ministries. 

As background preparation for the workshops, the Provincial Directors of 
Agriculture and Livestock Development in each province completed question­
naires outlining their major food production programs and projects, their major 
implementation activities, and their ideas for improved program implementa­
tion. Data from this survey were woven together with general data on the 
province's agriculture and livestock sectors to produce a background paper to 
stimulate discussion on each province. 

In general, the logistics went smoothly, and senior officers from Agricultural 
and Livestock Development's headquarters staff, as well as planning officers and 
expatriate advisers involved in drafting the Food Policy Paper, participated 
with more than a thousand field staff in seven provincial workshops. The field 
staff was drawn from all of the related development ministries. An eighth 
workshop was held in Nairobi and focused on marketing issues, with private 
sector representatives in attendence. 

Most workshops were well organized and run and marked by spirited dis­
cussions. They opened with a speech by a Minister or other high-ranking official 
from Nairobi, who touched on some of the factors behind the recent food short­
ages that led to a call for a national food policy. The official then summarized 
Sessional Paper No.4 and warned participants not to attempt to formulate pol­
icy, for the Paper already did this, and told them to concentrate on identifying 
constraints and action-oriented proposals for overcoming them. The workshops 
then divided into six subgroups: agricultural research and extension, land use, 
livestock production, credit, and marketing. Reports on the proceedings of 
each syndicate were delivered to the entire workshop at the last session. Most 
workshops ended with a final speech by the Provincial Commissioner exhorting 
participants to work hard to carry out the recommendations of the Food Pol­
icy Paper. Shortly thereafter, each workshop secretariat produced an "action 
report," which was distributed to all those attending. 

COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVES OF TECHNICAL PLANNERS, 
SENIOR GOVERNMENT OFFICERS, AND FIELD AGENTS 

Four interesting questions about participatory policy planning processes 
can be addressed through a comparative analysis of the National Food Pol­
icy Paper, the proceedings of the national seminar on food policy, and seven 
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provincial workshops:15 (I) Would the policy formulation process have been 
better managed if participation in it had been broadened; (2) Did the seminar 
and workshop produce information and insights that might have improved the 
Paper; and (3) Would the probability of the Paper's outlining an implementable 
set of action recommendations have been increased had the process been more 
participatory from the outset? 

A detailed comparative analysis will not be summarized hereJ6 Rather, 
six examples of major differences between the three participating levels will 
be highlighted, illustrating in the process some of the significant disadvantages 
of top-down policy formulation and the potential utility of more participatory 
approaches. 

Ensuring an Effective, Timely Policy-Making Process 

As noted earlier, the Food Policy Paper was conceived as a mid-term, 
problem-oriented exercise rather than an action statement until tbe closing 
days of the policy formation process, when critics elsewhere in the government 
faulted the draft for its lack of details on how to formulate, implement, and 
finance interventions aimed at promoting its major objectives. This is the case 
despite the fact that throughout the early 1980s the President, ministers, and 
senior political officers were openly calling for an end to research and analysis 
and a rapid accleration of development activities. It is submitted that a more 
participatory, iterative process, such as that outlined in this article, would have 
ensured that draftsmen were more knowledgeable about the expectations of 
major political actors and more responsive to their objectives. 

The preparation of the Food Policy Paper took far more time than was 
needed, largely because there was little pressure on those drafting it. Experience 
elsewhere suggests that participation generates demand for action by those who 
contributed positive suggestions. Hence, it is submitted that had there been 
broader participation in the policy formulation process, there would have been 
greater pressure on Kenyan officials to manage the process more effectively and 
deliver the Paper at the earliest possible date. 

15 The Paper was largely written by two DPD advisers whose native language is 
English. Its meanings are unambiguous, though general. The proceedings of the 
national seminar were summarized by a native English speaker and foreign adviser 
who attended all sessions. They also contain summaries of four papers delivered by 
academics (two of whom are Kenyan), which enhance the information on and analysis 
of food production constraints. While they illustrate the utility of broadening debate, 
they were not used in the analysis. 

Detailed proceedings were prepared at the end of each workshop by Kenyan 
members of the DPD and appointed provincial or district officers. It should be noted 
that the documents that emerged from the provincial workshops were summarized 
and edited by rapporteurs who exerted varying degrees of influence over the results. 

16 A 44-page report was produced, which divided the analysis into nine major cat­
egories. This report was summarized in Cohen (1983, pp. 24-44). 
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Evidence in support of thiH is drawn from the actions of thmic who at­
tended the seminar and workshops. As a group, they imiisted that a few of 
their colleagues serve as recording secretaries and produce by the final session 
a document summarizing the proceedings and outlining the meeting's recom­
mendations. Nearly every provincial workshop produced its lengthy, typed pro­
ceedings within days of the final session; group pressure was intense to produce 
on time. 

And one could argue that increased participation might have lengthened 
the process; raising points and creating issues could complicate debate and 
prolong the drafting process. Still, given thc experi<mcc of the Paper's drafting 
process and the enthusiasm, commitment, and product-oriented character of 
most provincial workshops, this hypothesis on the utility of participation to 
policy formulation exercises merits further exploration and testing. 

Adding Detailed Knowledge 

Economists who engage in planning and policy making for large sectors of­
ten lack the field-specific knowledge needed to accurately describe major devel­
opment constraints and opportunities and fully outline programs for addressing 
them. Moreover, governments are rarely organized to provide channels allow­
ing them to get insights, facts, and suggestions from those charged with im­
plementing government food policy interventions or financing their operation. 
Both patterns characterize the Kenyan case. In this regard, broadened partici­
pation within a ministry can constrain the tendency of policy analysts to gloss 
topics on which they are poorly informed. It can also increase their knowledge 
about such topics, enhancing their ability to forge better policy recommenda­
tions. These advantages are illustrated by the Paper's treatment of agricultural 
extension. 

The Food Policy Paper eschews discussion of major technical and admin­
istrative problems that plague the extension service. Rather, broad statements 
are made about strengthening the training and management of extcnsion agents 
and innovating to get more information on production and farm management 
techniques to farmers (Kenya, 1981, pp. 1-19). Where details are providcd for 
specific programs to reach these objectives, they are based on general lists of 
actions (Kenya, 1981, pp. 3132) that provide little insight into the complex 
and often intractable problems that may hamper their cxecution. For exam­
ple, Kenya's often-criticized agricultural extension service (Leonard, 1977) is to 
be improved by simplification of reporting procedures, provision of additional 
transport facilities, staff training, and dissemination of printed materials to 
farmers (Kenya, 1981, pp. 3132). 

The Paper's sections on extension services would have been substantially 
improved had they addressed the issues deliberated at the national seminar. 
These ranged from frank discussion of problems in the extension service to 
specific recommendations for improving the service's performance. Specifically, 
seminar participants discussed in some detail such topics as the advantages 
and disadvantages of expanding the number of extension agents or identifying 



PARTICIPATORY PLANNING IN KENYA 199 

agents with particular types of crops; the limited organizational and communi­
cations linkages between extension agent and research station technicians; the 
absence of new, field-tested extension-produetion packages tailored to specific 
agro-ecological areas; the failun~ of extension leaders to develop new methods 
for increasing farmer contact; and the lack of imaginative Ilse of progressive 
farmers through paraprofessional programs. 

The proceedings of the provincial workshops include a number of comments 
that focused attention on additional administration and communication prob­
lems of the extension service not addressed by the policy paper. For example, it 
was pointed out that excessive administrat.ive and paperwork tasks wasted time 
that could be spent in the field, that late arrivals of budget expenditure autho­
rizations and slow tendering procedures slowed program performance, and that 
lack of adequate transport and insufficient petroleum supplies made it difficult 
to get into the field, particularly toward the end of the fiscal year; other prob­
lems cited were the lack of printed matter in farmers' own language outlining 
what extension agents advise them and underutilized potential for promoting 
extension through women's and youth clubs. 

The question here is why a major policy paper is unable to be more spe­
cific. It. can be argued that a longer paper would have been an ineffective paper, 
that more detailed discussions of constraints would have piqued sensitive vested 
interests and blocked publication, or that too specific a set of guidelines would 
have forced closure on program options for improving a floundering extension 
service. To be sure, these arguments have some validity; however, that other 
seetions of the Paper have far more specificity on topics of lesser importance 
supports the point made here. For example, the Paper spells out in great detail 
a set of recommendations for the Ministry of Agriculture's Tractor Hire Service 
and Agricultural Machinery Testing Unit (Kenya, 1981, pp. 28- 29). These are 
detailed because the planner who did the first draft was also working on mecha­
nization problems with colleagues in an FAO-funded Testing Unit. This exam­
ple illustrates what happens when central planners gain detailed knowledge of 
a particular issue through indirect participation based on personal contacts. It 
also argues for the utility of a knowledge-building process based on discussing 
particular food policy issues with those who manage programs or are served by 
them. 

In sum, the draftsmen knew the extension service was ineffective but were 
either ill-informed about the reasons and possible solutions or under no pressure 
to be more specific about them. Clearly, the sections on these topics would 
have been more detailed and responsive had the Paper's authors attended the 
seminar and workshops prior to completing the final draft. 

Overcoming the Tendency to Avoid Political Issues 

Central policy analysts have a strong inclination to play it safe and gloss or 
avoid political issues. Broader horizontal involvement by othar ministries and 
expanded vertical participation by provincial and district officers who face such 
issues on a regular basis can serve to bring them to the forefront of discussion, 
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increasing the likelihood of the exercis(' producing realistic policy recommenda­
tions. This benefit of increased participation is illustrated by the issue of land 
tpnufl,.17 

The Food Policy Paper discusses land tenure and usp issues in very general 
terms. 18 This is surprising given the increasing population pressure on Kenya's 
limited arabIc land and the effects of fragmentation, underutilized holdings, and 
speculation on efforts to raise smallholder production. There are three reasons 
for this. First, the political aspects of land tenure worried the draftsmen and 
senior Ministry officers. It seemed safer to them as technicians and bureaucrats 
to gloss over the issues. Their perceptions of what the politicians would tolerate 
set narrow limits on the Paper's coverage of land tenure and use. Second, 
jurisdiction over some land tenure issues rests with other ministries. Since they 
did not participate in the Paper's formulation, Agriculture's draftsmen were 
careful to avoid conflict with them. Third, lack of knowledge about technical 
details and the absence of a strong proponent of land reform among those 
drafting the Paper led to ambiguous treatment of the topic. 

Yet discussions by senior members of the Kenyan government at the na­
tional seminar were quite forthcoming on land tenure constraints. 19 Provincial 

17 It is also illustrated by the Paper's avoidance of touching the political aspects of 
credit administration (Kenya, 1981, pp. 30- 31) when the national seminar was quite 
open about the corrupt management of cooperatives. This was the case despite open 
criticism of the credit system in the Kenyan press. See, for example, Daily Nation 
(November 27, 1981, p. 5; and January 23, 1982, p. 1). 

18 Sections under the title "resource development" call on the government to see 
that land is efficiently utilized; make district development committees responsible 
to oversee and coordinate key aspects of land tenure and use; assess the efficiency 
of existing tenure systems; and accelerate the process of land adjudication. The 
government is vaguely asked to deal with two politically sensitive topics: de facto 
subdivision of group-owned land and land speculation. In all, the Paper's discussion of 
these critically important matters takes up less than one page in th(' 40-page document 
(Kenya, 1981, pp. 23-4). 

19 Among the issues addressed were: "Incomplete land adjudication processes which 
inhibit the ability of the farmer to gain credit for inputs necessary to intensify land use. 
More resources should be invested in the execution of adjudication objectives. Policies 
need to be formulated which promote the use of presently idle or underutili7.ed lands. 
This can best be done by a dual strategy of providing incentives for full land utili7.ation 
and tax penalties for land holders who do not sei7.e such incentives. Areas of the 
country should be zoned in regard to land suitability for particular crops. Resources 
for producing such crops should then be limited to farmers in recognized areas of 
suitability. Finally, where possible farmers should move to zero-grazing strategies, 
turning pasture into farmland and using crop residues and commercial feed for fodder. 
Also a land use commission was recommended to dearly define land use and tenure 
policy" (Cohen, 1983, p. 30). 
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workshops witnessed lengthy and detailed discussions of land tenure problems.2o 

Clearly, hroader participation would have estahlished that discussion of many 
land tenure issues was politically feasible and would have pressured the drafts­
men to directly address them. 

In this regard, it should be noted that the written memoranda of the 
small numher of central planners and economists can make them individually 
responsible for the issues they raise and points they make. Participants at 
seminars and workshops are more submerged in a group, their oral statements 
taking on something closer to collective responsibility if accepted by the group. 
As a result, workshop participants had more freedom to speak out, giving their 
statements potential utility for contributing to the planning process. 

A caveat is in order, namely that centrally produced policy papers can 
address politically sensitive issues that might be suppressed by expanded par­
ticipation. Again, the Food Policy Paper illustrates this point, as it did raise 
what is perhaps Kenya's most pressing development problem: an excessively 
high population growth rate. Prior to the Paper's publication, the widely dis­
cussed faet that Kenya had one of the world's highest birthrates and desperately 
needed an effective population policy was not officially acknowledged. Yet, after 
the Paper's review of this issue, the government came out strongly for family 
planning. The inclusion of data about this problem and analysis of its rela­
tionship to food supply and nutrition can largely be credited to the draftsmen 
who in effeet used the Paper to challenge the prevailing wisdom that Kenya 
had no serious population problem. So strong was this view that broadened 
participation might have reinforced rather than challenged it. Hence, among 
planners and economists who believe that policy papers best serve to dispute 
established but incorreet positions, broadened participation in the formulation 
process is viewed with distrust. Whether this concern is justified remains an 
important research question. 

Challenging Assumptions oJ Planners 

Broader participation by officials in other central ministries and field agents 
of development ministries can bring forth expertise and experience that can 
challenge assumptions or data on which an emerging food policy paper is based. 
This is illustrated by an example from the lengthy section of the Paper dealing 
with fertilizer. 

In proposing programs to increase the supply and distribution of fertilizers, 
the Paper commits the government. to mounting an extension campaign "to 
provide farmers with adequate information on suitable types and application 

20 For example, neglected farms are common and the Agricultural Act should be 
enforced to see that land is passed to farmers who will care for it and make it produc­
tive; land tenure and use issues in areas where farming and livestock compete with 
wildlife and tourism need to be addressed; squatters on public land should be assisted 
by purchase programs and supporting extension services; and slow and corrupt land 
adjudication processes should be ended and land adjudication programs expanded. 
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rates" (Kenya, 1981, p. 30). Yet a review of the provincial workshop proceedings 
reveals a more complex and expanded problem. Specifically, distributon; and 
stockists have little knowledge of the inputs they sell, the inputs often stay 
on shelves too long and decline in quality, labels on packages generally have 
inadequate or unintelligible instructions, and inputs are frequently packaged in 
quantities unsuitable to small-scale farmers. Clearly, the problem is larger than 
just educating farmers on input use. 

The question here is not whether the draftsmen held correct assumptions 
and used good or appropriate data. Rather, it is that increased participation 
produces important challenges that planners can use to test and refine their 
emerging recommendations and their underlying arguments. The proceedings 
suggest that had the draftsmen had forums for involving parastatal experts, field 
agents, merchants, and farmers, more useful and appropriate recommendations 
might have appeared in the published Paper. 

Providing Access to Wider Interests 

Expanded participation in food policy formulation exercises can help en­
sure that important interests and views are not excluded. This point is well 
illustrated by the inattention given in the Paper to nutrition. 

The first draft of the Food Policy Paper contained no reference to nutrition. 
Subsequent drafts added reference, but mostly as an afterthought. Sections of 
the Paper that attempt to measure nutritional intake and per capita nutritional 
requirements, elaborate a nutritional policy, and formulate a nutrition program' 
(Kenya, 1981, pp. 21-23, 43-44) are all highly general products of economists. 
Not only were experts from the Ministry of Health uninvolved in formulating 
the Paper, but even units within the Ministry of Agriculture concerned with 
horne economics did not participate in drafting the sections on nutrition. 

Inattention to nutrition is part of a larger representational problem. In 
Kenya, nutrition programs are typically run by women. Since no women par­
ticipated in drafting the Paper and few attended the seminar or workshops, it 
should not be surprising that the Paper and discussion of it gloss over the topic. 
Hence, the case of nutrition underlines the need for conscious efforts to follow 
participatory planning strategies and to ensure that important groups are not 
excluded. 

Attention on Implementation Constraints 

The Paper failed to give systematic attention to the financial capacity of 
the government to carry out the proposed program, to priorities among recom­
mended actions, or to implementation constraints and administrative capacity. 
Yet as soon as the Paper was made public these became salient topics of dis­
cussion. 

The advantages of involving those who will be charged with implementa­
tion is illustrated by financial capacity issues. First, members of the involved 
ministries' budgetary units were not consulted by the Paper's draftsmen; analy­
sis of cost estimates for all recommended activities were delegated to task forces 
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to be created after the Paper's pUblication.21 By not involving such officials, 
the draftsmen lost the opportunity to base their policy recommendations on 
financial realities. As such, they violated a critical rule identified by Naomi 
Caiden and Aaron Wildavsky (1974, p. 20): 

Budgeting is of special interest to planners because they need money 
to make their plans operational. Plans may fail when tried, but they 
cannot be tried unless the desired allocations of resources are carried 
out through the budget process. 

The failure of the Paper to link planning and budgeting concerns was iden­
tified at the national seminar and all provincial workshops. Discussion was 
most intense and focused at the national seminar. The participants debated 
the need to work out the cost of implementing the Paper's recommendations; 
develop recommendations sufficiently to let financial costs be estimated; set 
priorities among recommended programs and work out timetables; reduce sub­
sidies to the inefficient parastatals the Paper charges with carrying out recom­
mendations; and improve financial management in ministries concerned with 
food production. 

Consideration of these issues was often focused and detailed, in sharp con­
trast to the Paper's avoidance of them. For example, among specific topics 
discussed were shortages of accountants to process development resources, in­
adequate financial management systems leading to a low rate of utilization of 
allotted funds, insufficient managerial status given to officers in the budgetary 
staff, and late issuance of Authorizations to Income Expenditures. To resolve 
these it was recommended that the Ministry's planning and budgeting capacity 
be strengthened and that greater financial accountability and project manage­
ment authority be delegated to the district level. 

Discussions at the provincial workshops were even more focused. There 
the primary emphasis was on uncertain, uneven, and inadequate budget allo­
cations, excessive paperwork and complex reporting procedures, and lack of 
training in accounting techniques. Field officers also used the workshops to 
bring forth such operational problems as inadequate funding for present re­
search and extension activities, poor collection of user fees for tractor hire and 
artificial insemination services, low staff morale due to late salary payment and 
rundown government housing, insufficient per diem for field travel, and lack of 
funds to run or maintain vehicles. 

Clearly, by not involving budget officers in the Ministry of Agriculture, 
senior decision makers in other ministries competing for limited government 
funds, and field officers charged with managing budget allocations and carrying 
out programs, those who drafted the Paper were not pressed to address impor­
tant aspects of a key implementation constraint. The result was a decline in 
the Paper's credibility. 

21 Rough cost estimates are provided only for storage facility, grain reserve, fertilizer 
subsidy, credit, and beef and dairy marketing programs (Kenya, 1981, p. 44-45). 
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WOULD PARTICIPATORY PLANNING HAVE MADE A DIFFERENCE? 

The three leveb of proceedings added different perspectives to the overall 
discussion of food issues. In essence, central sectoral planners and economist.s 
were orient.ed toward t.echnocratic, st.at.ist.ical, and macro strategy and policy; 
seminar participants were surprisingly enlightened, capable of engaging in dis­
cussion on complex issues, and concerned wit.h political and administrative is­
sues of policy imiplementation; and workshop part.icipant.s were eager to provide 
specific information, discuss constraints, and seek solutions. 

The lengthy analysis of the Kenyan seminar and workshop proceedings 
that underlies the examples present.ed here (Cohen, 1983) gives empirical sup­
port t.o the contention that broader participation of involved ministries and 
their central and field staffs would have led to better ident.ification of local con­
straints and opportunities and expanded awareness of issues central analysts 
are likely to disregard, overlook, or be ill informed about.. Further, greater at­
t.ent.ion would have been given t.o local resource potent.ial and variabilit.y and t.o 
administrat.ive, fiscal, and manpower constraints. And focus on key issues and 
more constructive approaches to their resolution would have been sharpened 
and emerging policy objectives and recommendations clarified. Indeed, it is 
plausible to argue that the quality of information and special insights gathered 
by planners would have been further increased had t.he workshops been held 
in each of Kenya's 40 dist.ricts and involved more farmers, businessmen, and 
community leaders. 

Some planners and economists are likely t.o reject these views. They would 
argue that increased participation would produce little new information on 
constraints and opportunities and place excessive emphasis on local concerns, 
obfuscating the need to develop a national perspective and would cit.e hampered 
ability of policy analyst.s to sharpen their focus on key issues and dilut.ed analy­
sis and decisive discussion. Such arguments may have some trut.h in t.hem. It is 
acknowledged that t.here are costs as well as benefits from increased participa­
tion (Cohen and Uphoff, 1980), but it. is submitted that. the Kenyan experience 
presented here justifies moving beyond these conventional crit.icisms and further 
testing the potential for participation ill food policy formulat.ion exercises. 

Several minor observat.ions can be drawn from t.he case reviewed here. For 
example, the recommendations of seminar participants were still more asser­
tions than technically established facts. This argues for more horizontal par­
t.icipation, bringing in university and t.echnical specialist.s to help prepare th(' 
strategy paper. Since only insights and recommendations are sought. and een­
tral government planners make the final decisions, there need be no fear of the 
old adage that "the eamel is a product of a committee." 

A number of the points and recommendations made in the nat.ional seminar 
and provincial workshops were not new, but th(~y were publie statement.s of facts 
and issues not covered in the government's policy paper. Together t.hey provide 
an enriched background review that more likely reflects the reality of food pro­
duction problems, the complexity of strategy options, and the constraints and 
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opportunities for implement.ing policy recommendatioIls. It cannot. t)(' assllITH'd 
that senior administrative officers, donor repr<~sentatives: or expatriate advis('rs 
know t.hese finer) more detailed points and recommendatioIls. Indeed, it. is ar­
gued that often t.hey do not; hence, a bottom-up proeess that aC'cuTlmlat<'s facts 
and insights and preserves them in an expanded, mOff' specific national policy 
statement. ean have utility to those involved in d<~veJopm<'nt interventioIls. 

In particular, it should be noted that while workshop participants did spend 
time complaining about the need for better terms of service amI more govern­
ment projects for their areas, their proceedings did not present the shopping 
lists or sets of grievances that planners tend to beJi('ve are the inevitable re­
sult of participatory planning. Rather, constructive proceedings were drafted, 
perhaps beeause the Paper was already official policy and op<'Tling speeches by 
minist.ers requested that discussion be focused on implementation issu('s. Had 
the process been bottom-up and the spirit been participatory, they might have 
expanded the knowledge of the center's economists, directing them in more 
pragmatic, problem, and action-oriented directions. 

Those at the bottom trnded to focus on short-run, tactical problems as op­
posed to long-run, strategic ones. Their discussion of those problems frequently 
resulted in recommendations needing resources. This snggeHtH that if a bottom­
up process is followed, planners will need to formulatr eritrria that allow the 
merit of competing tactical and strategic claims on limited rrS01ll'crs to be eval­
uated and ranked. This is essential if crntral planners and the decision makrrs 
who approve their products are to avoid the all-too-frequent imbalance between 
public-sector responsibility and the availability of resources for fulfilling thosr 
responsibilities. At the moment, planners have few answers for thr rstablish­
ment of such criteria, yet they are essential if bottom-up planning processrs are 
to be encouraged. 

Thes(' conclusions must be tempered by an important fact addressrd ear­
lier: while the final draft of the Food Policy Paper appears to hr an aC'tion­
oriented doculIlent, this is only the result of hurried last-minut(' alterations in 
what was initially intended to be a grIlrral. analyticaL policy-oriented paper. 
H<'IH'e, thr criticisms of lack of specificity raised here may in several places have 
addressrd st.raw mrn. A reading of the seminar and workshop proc('rdings. 
however, t.estifies to thr rich set of insights and commrnts that are available 
for improving a food policy paper if the draftsmen seek tlWIll out through a 
participatory strategy. 

Generation of Increased Support for Implementation 

Two questions need to be addrrssed hrre. First, it is important to speculate 
whether increased support [or and commitnH'nt to the Paper would have come 
from key political actors in th(' government and from central and field prrsonnel 
of operating ministries had they bren involved in actually formulating HlP Paprr 
through a bottom-up process. Second, it is important to analyzr whether the 
after-the-fact participation that occurred in tlH' national seminar and provincial 
workshops gen('l'ated implementation support for the Paper's rrcornnlPnciations. 
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The am;wer to the first question depends on whether increased participa­
tion would have led to more open discussion of vested political and economic 
issues, increased governmental and public awareness of the need to ensure ef­
fectiV<' implementation of the policy, expanded political pressure to carry the 
Paper's recommendations forward, or stronger commitment by central and field 
officers to translate the recommendations into program and project activities 
and to overcome past constraints resulting from jurisdictional battles and failed 
coordination. In addition, it is useful to ask whetlwr those charged with im­
plementation would have been more motivated in their execution of the policy 
had they been involved in its formulation. 

Obviously, it is difficult to use the information presented here to answer 
these questions. But the answer to the second question lends support to the 
hypothesis that ex ante participation would have generated improved imple­
mentation of the Paper. 

First, it is important to review a number of events that make it appear that 
the Paper achieved no results, a common perspective among the donor commu­
nity. First, good rainfall and higher farm prices combined to produce adequate 
harvests and reserve maize stocks, reducing public concern after 1981.22 The 
end of shortages and queues took political pressure off the government. Second, 
Kenya passed through two politically troubled years after the Paper was issued. 
Throughout 1981 and 1982 the financial crisis facing the country deepened,23 
forcing the government to make substantial reductions in development and re­
current expenditures. Particularly hard hit were the Ministries of Agriculture 
and Livestock Development, which had to revise downward their 1981/1982 and 
1982/83 budget requests just at the time when they were asked to implement 
the sweeping recommendations of the Food Policy Paper (Leonard et aI., 1983). 
Third, in August of 1982, Kenya was shocked by an attempted coup (Stamp, 
1983). Throughout the second half of 1982 and most of 1983, the government 
was preoceupied with the political implications of the coup, holding national 
elections and forming a new cabinet. 

These physical, political, and economic reasons make it diffieult to for­
mulate a causal argument about whether the national seminar and provineial 
workshops stimulated government eommitment to implementing the Paper. It 
is dear that many of the Paper's central recommendations were not directly 
addressed by the government. Speeifically, the five implementation committees 
promised by the Paper were tardily appointed and never met (in part because 
policy formulation is not an established institutional proeess and perhaps be­
cause the seminar and workshops relieved pressure), the recommendations in 
the Paper had little effect on ministerial budget allocation decisions or on thp 
operational divisions of involved ministries and food parastatals (in part be-

22 Increased food availability and predictions of bumper crops were widely publi­
cized after 1980. See, for example, Weekly Review (October 29,1982, p. 28). 

23 See, for example, Weekly Review (September 24, 1982, pp. 24·31; October 1, 
1982, pp. 17-20; March 25,198:3, p. 17). 
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cause the Paper ignores the financial realities of bureaucratic interests), and 
the action recommendations that concluded each provincial workshop were not 
specifically followed up (in part hecause of government crises and the resulting 
elections and reorganization). 

Given all of the above, it should not be surprising that some critics believe 
that the Food Policy Paper failed because it was never intended by the govern­
ment to he more than a political document symbolizing that it took the crisis 
seriously and was acting in the public interest. Such criticism is unduly harsh 
given the changed circumstances just described and the fact that the Paper's 
major recommendations were incorporated into the new 1984-88 Development 
Plan (Kenya, 1983). More importantly, such criticisms are remarkably naive 
about the complex political characteristics of Kenya's less formal policy pro­
cesses. 

Unlike the critics, senior officers in the Ministries of Agriculture and Live­
stock Development understood why formal policy documents tended to have 
limited impact on decision making and recognized the constraints on their ca­
pacity to promote the Paper's recommendations. They knew that the key 
to gaining support from major political actors in the government was to get 
them on public record as supporting the Paper's objectives. a tactic the na­
tional seminar's participatory format aptly promoted. They also recognized 
that central ministry divisional chiefs had great potential to frustrate program 
and project initiatives supporting the Paper's recommendations. so they ex­
pressly used the seminar and workshops to generate group-based deliberations 
that built a broad-based consensus on programs and projects needed to increase 
food production. Finally, they realized they could use the provincial workshops 
to generate a de facto "national farm movement" based on provincial and dis­
trict field agents of development-related ministries and calling for the kinds of 
government interventions outlined in the final section of the Paper. 

Two specific examples can be given in support of these assertions. First, 
contrary to the experience of earlier years and expectations of economists in 
the government, technical recommendations for significant producer price in­
creases were approved by the Cabinet, the government expressly acknowledging 
recent pressure for such increases from publicity surrounding the issuance of 
the Food Policy Paper. 24 Second, unlike previous extension reform efforts, a 
donor-supported, nationwide training and visit program was designed, tested, 
reviewed, and accepted within nine months of initial discussions. which was 
dramatic given the initiative's major changes (Hall. 1983). It is submitted that 
both successes in effect implementrd important components of the Food Policy 
Paper and are directly attributable to the effects of thr national seminar and 
provincial workshops. 

Establishing that the seminar and workshops had thrse results cannot be 
done here; it requires a separate analysis of Kenya's bureaucratic processes and 
their effects on the formal recommendations of such govrrnmrnt documents 

24 See Weekly Review (December 18. 1984, p. 14). 
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as dev('lopnH'nt plans, cahinet memorandums, and sessional papers. However, 
sufficient. research exists (for example, Moris, 1977) to support the rationale 
und('rlying the argument made here. First., oral discussions are a Ulore effec­
tive media for reaching senior decision makers t.han th!' written word. Second, 
group deliherations involving high-level political participant.s and middle-level 
civil servants clarify t.he position of t.hose with power and authorit.y for those 
who IIlust implement policies, thereby overcoming their tendency to be t.enta­
tive and f1!'xible about paper commitmellts until the views of the powerful are 
known. Third, formal minut.es reflecting the groups' consensus about delilwr­
ations on an official document often are more important than the documents' 
recommendations themselves. Finally, group discussions are an essent.ial pre­
requisite to overcoming the ambivalence senior decision makers hold of t.echnieal 
recommendations emerging from middle-level professionals in general and for­
eign advisers in particular. Clearly, the Kenyans who conceived of the need 
for t.he national seminar and provincial workshops understood their own sys­
t.em better than those who wrote the Paper and achieved important results 
by generating support for its recommendations through an overt. part.icipatory 
strategy. 

LESSONS FOR PARTICIPATORY FOOD POLICY PLANNING 

The Kenyan experienee suggests that it is possible to stimulate meaningful 
participation in a centralized burealleratic environment generally marked by 
limited attention to field staff opinion and that participatory involvement in 
policy exercises need not be charades or eynical manipulations of public opin­
ion for political or bureaucratic purposes. It also demonstrates that vagueness 
in policy papers is not necessarily t.he result of elever bureauerat.ic effort.s t.o 
avoid being pinned down to specific action [(~quirements that may be difficult 
to implement. Furt.her, recornrnendat.ions made in earefully desigllf~d and [0-

eused seminars and workshops rlPed not lcad t.o bureaucratic overload or loss 
of eentral cont.rol. Finally, participatory strategies complement important as­
peets of African bureaucrat.ic culture, strengthening in the process government 
eonsensus OIl and support for policy implementat.ion recOInrnendat.ions; more 
generally, the Kenya case HuggestH that it is pOHsible to design participatory 
poliey exercises that are constructive, tempered, and politically aecept.able. 25 

Given t.hese observations, it. seems uHeful t.o conclude by offering some t.pnta­
tive comparative guidelines for increasing part.icipat.ory content ill food policy 
formulation processes. 

First, the Kenya ease Huggest.s that. a participat.ory process has four major 
stages. It should not begin with unguided public deliberat.ions at t.he grass-roots 
level. Rat.her, the first stage should be the preparation of an init.ial background 
paper by central planners and economists. The paper should out.line a st.rategy 

25 I3riefer but similar condusions on the utility of participation to planning in Kenya 
are found in Delp (1980, p. 7) anel Hopcraft (1977, pp. 12-13). 
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and set general limits establishing what the analysts believe is technically, po­
litically, and financially possible. In essence this is to ensure that deliberations 
resulting from broadened participation are focused and constructive, to pro­
vide participants with the larger picture to constrain the generation of laundry 
lists, and to limit the frustration that can emerge when politically inappropriate 
suggestions are rejected. The second stage should be a set of governmentwide 
deliberations on the paper similar to those held at the national seminar and 
provineial workshops. Redrafting of the paper on the basis of input from the 
second stage should occur in the third stage. All the recommendations of the 
s(~cOIld stage's deliberations will not necessarily tw adoptc'd, but draftsmen and 
decision makers must review them prior to completing the final policy papPI" 
and obtaining government approval of it. Finally, a fourth stage should occur 
inside the implementing ministries using the momentum of the second stage's 
participatory processes to facilitate the design and implementation of programs 
needed to carry out the policy's recommendations. In essence. the KOllyans suc­
cessfully carried out all but the third stage, th(~reby testifying to the feasibility 
of this recommendation. 

Second, a credible argument can be made that it is not necessary to hold 
the kinds of widespread public discussions described here. Rathc'!"' planners 
and economists preparing the policy can simply tour agricultural areas at some 
point in their deliberations. gathering data, test.ing assumptions, and obtaining 
suggestions. This argument is particularly favored by planners because of their 
professional concern with cost-effectiveness amL frankly. t hC'ir trlldrllcy to br­
lieve they have an adrquate knowledge about the things firld agents and local 
people can tell them, largely because they have a broad('r frame of referencr 
against which to test local input. At. least two hypothes('s Iwre m('rit further 
testing, for the analysis presented herr raises questions about how knowledge­
able such policy analysts are about the wide rangp of issues surrounding food 
production amI consumption26 and points out the latpnt bpnefits of support 
and commitwent that are likPly to How from sPC'king the involvC'ment of those 
dmrgl'd with iruplC'lllPntation. 

Third. given th(' divC'rsity of policy environTllmts it is not always possi­
bll' to achieve in other eoulltril's the success tlw Kenyans did. At a minimum. 
how('ver, draftsTllm should tour the fi<'id thoroughly prior to developing their 
policy and impl('lIlentation positions, ohtain some systematic review of their 
('arly drafts by a rC'prC'sentative group of central and rural actors affected by or 
involV<'d ill carrying out the paper's recOlnmendations. and end with implemen­
tation s('rninars similar to thosp held in Kenya aftn t hp issuance of the policy 
statel1H'nt. Other approaches could be dC'velopf'd, depending on the eharacter­
ist.ics of the policy ellvironmmt and the commitment to participatory objectives 

26 For example, the competing ethnic, rpligious. class. and political factions in any 
country greatly complicat~' the task of developing food policy positions that are po­
litically workable but sensitive to interest groups. An example of how such interests 
complicate food policy formulation in Africa is found in l3ienen (1983). 
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by those managing the process. Common to any sueh effort, however, should 
be th<' us(' of the press to keep the public awar<' of the proeess and, depending 
on the openness of th<' government, to provid(' a channel for public input. in the 
process. (;('rtainly the Kenyan case illustrates wPll t.he useful role the press can 
play in stimulating constructive public criticism of a food policy paper. 

Fourth, the cont.ent of food policy papers can be spread along a contin­
uum running from highly technieal macroeconomic and statistieal analyses to 
action-oriented project recommendations. The Kenya case suggests that the 
henefits of expanded partieipation ar<' likely to be far greater at. the applied, 
implementation ('nd of this spectrum. Nevertheless, opport.unit.ies t.o expand 
understanding of participants on the more technical aspects of these papers 
should not be lost by foreclosing discussion of them. Nor should it be forgotten 
that several useful challenges to technical positions did emerge in the Kenyan 
proc<~edings. 

Fifth, in the Kenyan context, and probably in other African bureaucratic 
cultures as well, the "informal messages" in the participatory processes may 
be more important than the formal cont.ent of the actual documents reviewed 
in terms of the ultimate effect of the policy paper on food production. Hence, 
even if planners and economists believe government. officers and rural people 
have little to contribute to the policy formulation process, they would be well 
advised to seek to understand how to use participation to support their recom­
mendations if they wish to see them implemented. 

Sixth, there is some risk that participation in central decision making can 
"freeze" a policy in public life long after its salience has gone, precisely because 
of the aura participation can give t.o it.s legitimacy. Critics of Kenya's Food 
Policy Paper argue that this in effect happened in regard to the decision to 
seek self-sufficiency. That objective, set early on in the policy analysis process, 
was strongly n~inforced by the seminar and workshops, making it difficult to 
effect those structural changes in grain marketing and export crop policies that 
are currently needed. 

Seventh, the Kenyan experience indicates that part.icipat.ory review exer­
cises do not necessarily cause delays. While it took more t.han a year t.o finalize 
the Paper, both the seminar and the workshops were carried out within 45 days 
of the initial concept, and proceedings of those exchanges were availahle within 
days of their completion. Although the experience offers no evidence that t.he 
output of the proceedings could have heen processed in a timely manner, it 
seems dear that partieipatory involvement need not be r<'jetted on U)(' grounds 
that it will delay important policy formulation efforts. However, they must 1)(' 
managed well, a point returned t.o helow. 

Eighth, in the final analysis, policy papers are political documents and mllst 
be the product of a government's political leaders, senior professional offic('rs, 
and technical staff. Otherwise, they are likely to become unimplernentable 
showpieces. While it is essential to expand public involvement heyond t.his core 
of participants, it is equally essential t.hat expatriate advisers not dominate 
the exercise. Foreign experts can provide valuable comparative insights and 
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tedmical support, but they should serve as consultants to the design committee 
rather than as authors of the policy. That is, the participation of foreign experts 
(and for that matter donor representatives) must be carefully constrairH'd, a 
need particularly important in the numerous African countries hosting large 
numbers of advisers and condition-setting mission directors. 

Ninth, organizing and carrying out the participatory process described re­
quires administrative skill. One foreign adviser assisted the Kenyans in earrying 
out the seminar and workshops in an efficient, timely manner. Yet he worked 
with administrative offieers in the two Ministries who could have carried out 
the process sueeessfully, if less professionally, without the adviser. Moreover. 
while the adviser helped ensure that the headquarters logistics were arrang('d 
and that background materials for the provincial workshops were delivered on 
time, the organization of faeilities, proceedings, and reporting was largely car­
ried out by Provincial Agrieulture and Livestock Development Officers. This 
being the case, it appears reasonable to conclude that participatory policy for­
mulation exercises of the type proposed here need not be rejected as beyond 
the administrative eapacity of African development ministries. 

And tenth, the financial costs are not excessive given the potential bene­
fits generated. What is proposed here is not inexpensive. The direct costs of 
the national seminar and provincial workshops to Kenya were approximately 
$75,000. 27 Costs limit the use of participatory strategies to very important ex­
ercises and constrain the number of iterations in such exercises. If tlI(' argument 
made in this paper is valid, however, then the costs of participatory proeesses 
are justified. After all, cheap policy formulation exercises can be very expensiw 
if they are ill-informed, unsupported or incapable of effective implementation. 
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