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The major sources of demographic data for Kenya are cen­
suses, vital registration and sam pIe surveys. The last two are con­
ducted to help in studying the population characteristics in detai1.
Censuses thus form the major source of data for estimating population
size. Although sorne surveys incorporating population data have been
carried out in the country, they have been limited in their demo­
graphie analysis and therefore have been less useful in estim ation of
the country' s population size.

1. Pre-Second World War estim ates

Estim ates of Kenya t s population size exist as far back as
the 1870s with the coming of the explorers. However, the estim ates
before 1948 (when the first national colonial census was taken) were
mere guesses based on observations and im pressions of the administr­
ators.

Kenya's first official population estimate was made in 1897
by the resident Governor, Sir Arthur Hardinge, who put it at 2.5 mil­
lion. Between 1902 and the outbreak of the First World War, the pop­
ulation of Kenya was variouslyquoted as either 4 million or 3 million
and between the wars the official estim ates of the African population
showed steady increase from 2 549 300 in 1925 to 3 413 371 in 1931­
The means by which these estim ates were constructed were obscure but
were undoubtedly based principally on the Hut and PolI Tax records
which were defective in two ways no account was taken of the male
tax defaulters from the registers and secondly the num ber of dependents
per adult male were based on little more than guesswork.

AlI the censuses taken in 1911, 1921, 1926 and 1931 were con­
fined to non-Africans. However the 1931 census was extended to inclt.ide
the African population of Nairobi and Mom basa and as many natives
as possible residing on non-native premises and farms. The total
number enumerated was 70 448 or 2.4% of the estimated total African
population of Kenya.

In all, the available evidence points to a very obscure and
confusing demographic posture of the country before the first census
in 1948. It is not possible therefore to give a precise estim ate of
the population before this date.
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2. The 1948 Census

A 1945 proposal to hold a complete census of the East
African territories was effected in 1948 when the first national census
covering the whole population was carried out in aH three countries.

The Kenyan 1948 census however had its own problems. For
example, it was conducted in three stages the non-Afriean popul­
ation was enumer ate d in Fe bruary and that of the Afric an pop ulation
in August. The last stage involved the Northern Province including
Samburu district where only limited samples of the population were
undertaken. These factors cast much doubt on the population esti­
mates as derived from the census. The reported figure of 5.4 million
for the whole country could as weH have been an underestim ate as was
proved later by the 1962 census.

to omission of areas, double
due to inability of enumerators

this was the problem of the lack
communications especially in the
of the population further compli-

attributed
mistakes

Added to
limited

nature

The errors were
counting of population and
to understand their work.
of enough enumerators and
rural areas. The nomadie
c ate d the situatio n.

However, the 1948 census rem ains a historie landm ark in the
census history of Kenya. Of the reported 5 407 599 total population
5 252 753 were classified as Africans, and 154 846 as non-Africans.

3. Inter-censal estimates 1948-1962

During the 1950s, annual estim ates of the African population
of Kenya were based on an assumed rate of growth of 1.5% per annum.
In 1961 estimates were revised in the 1ight of both the results of cen­
s uses of Tanzania and Uganda and of a re-exam ination of the fertility
and mortality data obtained in Kenya in 1948. The revised rate of
growth of 2.25% per annum gave a total estimate of 7 155 000 compared
to the previous one of 6 453 000 given by the 1.5% rate of growth.

The low population tota1s were attributed to two factors,
p artly to the low estim ation of the 1948 census but mainly to the under­
estim ation of the rate of growth whieh was assumed to be in the region
of 2.8% instead of 2.25%. The 1962 census figure of 8 365 942 showed
indeed that these two estim ates were under-estim ate d by 1. 2 mHlion
or 30%.

4. The 1962 Census

The 1948 census was reckoned as a major feat taking into
account the problems encountered in recruiting and training the enumer­
ators. The later censuses were therefore staggered. These problems
a1so cropped up in the course of the second national census whieh was
held in August 1962. It gave a total population of 8 636 263 million
including 2 629 persons in transit. Ethnic breakdow n indicated a
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total African population of 8 365 942; 176 613 Asians, 55 759 Europeans
and 34 048 Arabs. 3 901 persons were classified as others. Com-
pared to the 1948 results, the population had nearly doubled. The
growth rate for the inter-cens al period 1948-1962 was estimated at 3.2%
from census data, which was higher than had been assumed.

Like the 1948 census, the 1962 census was conducted in
stages thus aUowing the infiltr'ation of the same errors of the last cen­
sus. The Northern Province census was conducted on a de jure basis.
Furthermore, the estim ation of African population of Turkana, Sam buru,
Marsabit and Isiolo districts was based on sample counts rather than
corn plete enumeration.

These factors reduced the reliability of the data for the
Northern Province and therefore those of the who le country. Also it
would seem the number of sorne of the tribes in the North Eastern parts
of the country were exaggerated in this census.

Other problems also persisted during the census. It is
documented that sorne districts experienced extraordinary rains during
the census night and most roads were rendered -im pass able. Politic aUy,
it is argued, the timing of the census was wrong. Kenya's inde­
pendence was round the corner. Many administrative changes were
taking place with the resignation of many colonial administrators.
These changes, as was later realised, made the verification of sorne
of the results from certain districts very difficult as the new personnel
were in no position to account for the various mistakes.

One other serious problem revealed by the 1962 census was
the incom petence and dis honesty on the part of sorne enum erators, who
entered wrong and sometimes fictitious inform ation on the schedules.
Re-enumeration in certain areas had to be carried out to verify the
results .

Despite these problems, the 1962 census was considered to
be one of the most thorough and successful population censuses hitherto
held in East Africa.

5. The 1969 Census

The first post-independence census planned and administered
by the Kenyan government was held on the night of 24th-25th August
1969. Results from this census returned a total population of
10 942 705 of which 10 753 202 (98.25%) were Africans. A 3.3% inter­
censal rate of growth was also calculated, aU indicating a rapid in­
crease of population.

The 1969 cens us differs from the two previous
for the first time, an attem pt was made to enumerate
on a de facto basis throughout the country. A sam ple
of the rural population was also sim ultaneously carried
to secure more detailed data on certain variables, unlike
it was taken weeks later.

ones in that
the population
census of 10%
out in order
in 1962 when
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The 1969 census was also the first one in w hich the enumer­
ation areas were clearly delineated by maps. Although this census
could be said to have been national in scope and coverage, the issue
of the Northern Province rem ained. The nom adic nature of the popul­
ation presented the problem of underestim ation. Another factor infiu­
encing the 1969 res ults was the General Elections held countryw ide two
months after the census.

Apart from these few problems, the 1969 census was
planned, recelvlng maximum publicity and the results were not in
dispute with the projected figures. The 1969 figures have since
used for planning in the country.

well
much
been

The fourth round of census is expected to be conducted
throughout the country on the night of 24th-25th August 1979. Ac­
cording te the available projections by the Central Bureau of Statistics
and the' Population Institute at the University of Nairobi, the popul­
ation is expected to be in excess of 15 million (15 427 000) by this
time. The estim ations for the other years made by the Central Bureau
of Statistics are as follows :

Table 45

KENYA - EVOLUTION OF THE POPULATION FROM 1970 Ta 1980

14 8Qû 000

14 314 000

13 842 000

15 313 000

1978

1977

1975

1979

1976

1974

1972

I------------------I-------------------------r-------------------1
1 DATE 1 BASED ON A SERIES* 1 BASED ON B SERIES* 1

I------------------t-------------------------~----------------_~

1970 1 11 247 000 1
1 1
1 12 091 000 1

1 12 935 000 1

1 1

1 13 413 000 1

1 13 853 000 1

1 1
1 1

1 14 348 000 1

1 1
1 1

1980 1 - 1 15 877 000 1

L l l 1

* A - SERIES - Assumes deeline in age-specifie fertili ty rates leading to
a fall in total fertility rate from 7.6 in 1969 to 6.9 in 1980

* B - Assumes no change in age-specifie fertility rates through 1980.

The United Nations data sheet 1978 also provides population
estimates for Kenya, 14.8 million, which is in close agreement with the
above projections based on the B-Series.
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Postrcensus surveys have been used to a limited extent in
the estim ation of population size in the country. Of the three
national censuses so far held in the country, postrcensus surveys were
carried out only in 1962 and 1969. These surveys were conducted to
obtain more detailed inform ation on general population characteristics
Le. mortality and fertility. It s hould however be note d that d uring
the 1962 census, sample surveys were conducted in sorne parts of the
country to verify the res ults.

Apart from the above surveys, the Central Bureau of Stati­
stics in the Ministry of Economie Planning has since 1972 embarked on
a series of National Demographie Sam pIe Surveys in order to be able
to obtain inform ation on general population characteristics, fertility,
mortality and migration, which would be corn parable to those obtained
in the census of 1969.

So far four of these surveys have been conducted. The re-
sults from these surveys still give enough evidence of the country's
high fertility with a nsmg total fertility of 8.0 (1978) and rate of
growth of 3.5% (1978). These indices point to an ever increasing
total population, a point to be confirmed by the results of the forth­
corn ing national cens us.

Though not so useful, in the estimation of population size,
these surveys nevertheless provide very useful demograp hic data.

Conclusion

We have pointed out that prior to the 1948 national census,
the country 1 s population estim ates were made by various adm inistrators
either from PoU Tax lists or from observed number of huts. We have
also show n that these population estim ates were in most, if not in all
cases, underestim ates of the country' s population size as the cens us
later proved.

We have further indicated that of the three censuses so far
held in the country, Le. 1948, 1962 and 1969, only the last one gave
estimates which agreed with other sources available at the time. Analy­
sis of 1948 and 1962 census results proved them to be underestimates.
This was attributed to various factors, among which, lack of enough
enumerators, natural hazards, poor corn munie ations, dishonesty on the
part of the few enumerators and the underestim ation of both the early
censuses and the inter-censal growth rates. However, indic ations from
the results of these censuses are that Kenya' s population is grow ing
very rapidly. Even most of the work on Kenya' s population by Profes­
sor Ominde, Director of the Population Studies and Research Institute
at the University of Nairobi, tends to confirm this threatening rate of
population growth, said to be one of the highest in the world. With
a present rate of growth of more than 3.5%, the country's population
is expected to be more than 15 million in 1979, the time of the next
cens us.
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Vital Registration and Sam pie Surveys are still in experi­
mental stage as sources of data for population estim ation in the
country. The former is urban-based and is yet ta attain national
coverage. The latter is limited in coverage ta certain areas only.
However, with increased government involvement, they will form very
useful sources of demographic data.

Other useful non-conventional sources of data that could be
useful in updating the population estim ates would be the electaral
lists, voter's cards and the identify cards' registers that will be
available after this year's General Elections. But above all, the
pending 4th round of National Census will be very useful in updating
the data. We may also add that, with the establishment of the Popul­
ation Institute at the University of Nairobi headed by Professor
Ominde, more detailed information not only on Kenya's population size
but also on its growth and distribution will be available. Em phasis
will be on the major determinants of population namely fertility,
mortality and migration. With such information available, proper plan­
ning of the econom y will be carried out ta sustain the rapidly in­
cre asing population.
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