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Abstract:

Ensuring food and nutrition security in the dry lands of sub-Saharan Africa is a critical challenge.
Often, information on the level of insecurity is either scanty or unavailable. This paper looks at
food and nutrition access at the household level and its determinants in two cases in one of the
sub-Saharan African countries: Kenya. Data were collected from a repeat-visit survey of 50
households in two areas of Makueni District, located in the southern part of the country, during
1994-1996, a period that included 'normal' and drought seasons. Even in a season of normal
rains, 32 to 42 per cent of households were food insecure, percentages that rose to 40 and 52
during drought. The annual incidence of food poverty was higher (46%) in the drier area than in
the wetter area (36%). Food distribution among households, however, showed a reverse trend
with the drier area having a Gini coefficient of 0.32 compared to 0.34 in the wetter area.
Regressions were used to examine the causes of food and nutrition insecurity. Amongst the main
factors improving food and nutrition security was earnings from off the farm. Households headed
by women were more food secure than those headed by men, all other things being equal. These
findings provide support for prioritizing entitlements in terms or earnings and food prices in
policy-making, rather than focusing on food production alone. They also indicate that there may
be higher social returns to addressing issues of livelihoods associated with women rather than
men. KEY WORDS: Food security, nutrition, food policy, Kenya's dry lands, sub-Saharan
Africa.



