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Congratulations for the fifth year since the
banning on use of plastic polythene bags which
took effect in your tenure as the Cabinet Secretary
for Environment, Water and Natural resources.
Effective banning of plastic carrier bags continues
to elude many nations. How were you able to get
it done?

Appreciative of this 5/6th Anniversary recognition of
the banning of single-use plastic bags in Kenya in
2017. This was a bold decision at that time considering
plastic pollution was fully entrenched in all our
ecosystems and livelihoods. It was an ecological
time bomb.

The Kenya Constitutional Right to a “Clean and
Healthy Environment” was actively being violated.
Further, single-use plastics were so cheap that
their use had become ubiquitous. As they had no
value, Kenyans were immersed in wanton littering. In
order to address this menace & health hazard, we

launched monthly clean-ups in 2013 in partnership
with all Counties. However, due to lack of meaningful
waste management practices, the clean-ups were
not effective nor were they a long-term solution.
Therefore, other solutions were needed urgently.
The NEMA & KMA engaged quarterly on how to
phase out single-use plastics as well as adoption of
alternatives such as biodegradables & compostables.
This encompassed the entire value chain.

A comprehensive road-map and options were
considered severally but these options were not
time-bound. Meanwhile, the plastic pollution & waste
management crisis was unfolding. Understandably,
many Kenyans were in uproar. They did not
understand why the Ministry of Environment was
unable to handle this crisis. It is important to note
that Waste Management is a devolved function in
Kenya. Therefore, | consulted the Council of Governors



(COG). But the COG was also relying on the Ministry.
My thoughts at that time were to propose banning the
entire value chain of single-use plastics. | consulted
The Presidency, my colleague in Industry and Trade,
and Attorney General. It was extremely bold.

The final decision was mine but | had consulted
widely. Given this brief background, the reason
many Countries have been unable to ban
single-use plastics is that their Legislative
environment may not be us conducive as

It requires courage
for leaders to

for the recycling investors. But as Kenyans, we must
acknowledge this embarrassing fact. We are wanton
litterers!

Our waste is somebody else’s
problem. While we complain
about water insecurity, we
unconsciously toss plastic bottles
in our fragile water bodies and
then blame somebody else. As

waste management is a devolved

embrace this

ours was at that time. It requires courage for
leaders to embrace this Herculean exercise.
Partnership amongst the Public, Private Sector,
and Civil Society entities is important.

We may take such partnerships and open
dialogue for granted in Kenya. Anyway, it behooves
me to conclude by stating that implementation is
another matter!

What role can the East African Community play in
ensuring all the member countries ban single use
plastic carrier bags?

The role of the East African Community is absolutely
critical. Our borders are relatively porous. Therefore,
bans in Kenya and Rwanda may not be as effective
as they ought to be. I'm aware that strategies aimed
at addressing this plastic pollution crisis are at an
advanced stage in the East African Assembly. It is
worth recalling at this juncture that this cuts across
many sectors including Environment, Trade, Health
and so on. Decisive leadership will be paramount.

Polyethylene terephthalate (P.E.T.E) bottles
continue to be a menace in water ways across the
world. What do you think should be done to stop
pollution of the water bodies by P.E.T.E bottles?

Our original roadmap in 2013 included water bottles
(PET). But the industries resisted this proposal amongst
others. This is to be expected in any negotiations due
to give-and-take and win-win solutions. | had also
tabled Extended Producer Responsibility concerning
PET. The KMA perceived this proposal as being too
draconian. It was dropped at that time as the
Industries promised to seek other solutions. | then
provided the option of recycling and also returning
PET bottles. A few collection centers were opened

Herculean exercise.

function, the Counties must take
leadership with the guidance of
the Environment Ministry & NEMA
to address this crisis. Advocacy
on such matters is daily.

How can the legally binding global instrument to
end plastic pollution strengthen national action
plans and policies especially in the global south
where financial aid and private investment
constraints inhibit greater circularity in such
growing economies?

The Global Binding Instrument was inspired by a few
countries, including Kenya. | take pride in this as we
are the home of UNEP and by extension UNEA. The
UN has many worthy documents advising Member
States on the state-of-the-art options. Many States
have complied with comprehensive National Action
Plans. But rhetorically, how many Countries will
implement them?

There is general fatigue with the financial aid carrots
that are dangled to the global south. In my view,
practicing circular economy is common sense at all
levels. We do not have an endless frontier of natural
resources. However, circularity can extend the life-line
of materials that we use. Each Country must take a
stance for national interests and preservation.

Circular economy has for long been advocated
for as the solution to solid waste pollution.
However, many countries still lag behind due to
factors such as lack of proper waste handling
infrastructure and poor plastic product designs.
How can it be made to work?

As | may have alluded to in the previous questions,
the science and technology of circular economy is
at an advanced stage. The plastic designers are




adjusting due to prevailing consumer demands
and expectations. Moreover, financial instruments,
incentives, and practices exist and are compelling
to investors. This is the future and early adopters
are paving the way. What is being accomplished,
although pioneering, is promising.

Having Waste Management Legislation is important
for Kenya. | initiated the process and | hope the
Sustainable Solid Waste Management Act 2022 will be
implemented to fully realize the potential of circularity
in solid waste management. Lastly, we must also at
the individual level be conscious of the fact that we
are waste producers. | know that it is not easy, but
we must be conscious about our individual waste
footprint. Being in the field is an eye opener.

Extended Producer Responsibility schemes are
being advanced as transformative as they boost
recycling and push forimproved product designs.
However, the complexities associated with the
EPR variants have led to slow implementation
and most importantly failure to involve informal
sector. How can the informal sector players
benefit from these schemes?

I'm an advocate of Extended Producer Responsibility.
But when | first introduced it as one of the circularity
value options in Kenya, it was met with resistance. But
the manufacturers now understand its importance
and the broader reach to diverse consumers. These
consumers include partnerships with the informal
sector as these will be the easiest to implement.
Again, lest | sound like the proverbial broken record,
courageous leadership is needed to announce and
implement this directive.

Fossil fuel is a primary ingredient in the
manufacture of plastics. Can the world do without
the use of fossil fuel?

Fossil fuels and the use of them are part of our
fabric in many sectors. The use of alternatives in
the energy and transport sector is making good
progress. Proof of concept in Green and Blue energy
inventions are commendable. Prospects for the
materials sector are also exciting from a STEM
perspective. But given the ubiquity of fossil fuels &
our universal addiction to them, we shall not be able
to live without petrochemicals for the foreseeable

.we must be
conscious about
our individual
waste footprint.

future. However, we can use these materials more
judiciously and there are many worthy examples both
from alternatives and circular economy exemplars.

| Parting shot

Let us take a moment to consider that for
most families our most important investment
is our homes no matter the scale. We value
our homes as a safety net. Collectively, our
only home is Earth. Those that plunder the
Earth are destroying the future for all of us
starting with the most disenfranchised. They
are suffering beyond imagination.

The actions we take today, irrespective of the
magnitude, are important in ameliorating
the situation. Each one counts. I'm proud of
the visionary decisions | made as Kenya's
Minister of Environment. | run my leg of the
race carrying our national flag. | handed
over the baton safely and at top speed for
my successor to run their leg of the race. |
continue to be a steward of our home, Earth!




