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ABSTRACT

Resolving the fuelwood problem in Kenya has been the cause of many debates. A review of the literature reveals the changing
emphasis on the cause and effect of the problem. The dominant focus links fuelwood consumption with environmental
degradation. This view has been perpetuated and reinforced by the “Woodfuel Gap’ theory of supply and demand differentials,
based on population growth. The demand mitigation has been addressed through the ‘Fuelwood Orthodoxy’ approach and
energy technologies. This paper shows that deforestation, and subsequent degradation, has little to do with fuelwood
consumption as much is extracted from outside the forest. Therefore, costly interventions of afforestation programmes have
had little impact in addressing the issue. The locale-specificity of the fuelwood problem means there can be no simple, technical
solution. The local nature of shortages means that national projections cannot capture the complex socio-economic and cultural
issues. Such complexity and diversity of rural contexts demand that the rural energy problem cannot be treated in isolation from
the equally pressing issues of poverty, labour, food, culture and values. Copyright © 2001 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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INTRODUCTION

The majority of rural people in low-income economies rely on fuelwood as the major source of household energy
for cooking and heating. Fuelwood may account for as much as 90 per cent of rural household energy consumption.
The household sector accounts for 50-95 per cent of total energy consumption in subSaharan African countries
(Mearns, 1995). Kenya has been the focus of much of the work. This paper will argue that in Kenya, fuelwood
problems have little to do with environmental degradation and much to do with poverty.

A review of the literature documents the changing emphasis in seeking to address the fuelwood issue. The
review has three main phases, the last of which considers factors beyond the fuelwood problem. The phases are
summarized as follows.

(1) The period between 1971 and 1979, when the problem was identified, but not seriously pursued until around
the onset of the second OPEC price rise of 1979 which impacted significantly on subSaharan economies.

(2) The period between 1979 and 1990, focusing on the problem by addressing the issue of energy supply and
demand frameworks with a growing realization that it was not the forests, but trees outside it that power the
household economy.

(3) The period from the early 1990s, when the focus was on gender issues and an integrated land-use approach.
There was a realization that there could be no simple, technical solution to the fuelwood problem due to their
locale-specificity. Although the landscape changed with increased biomass, there was a parallel decrease in
access to wood, especially by women. Land use became the dominant reference instead of fuelwood.
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