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Despite compelling evidence 
of looming disaster posed by 
continued mass usage of plastic 
bags in the country, the govern-
ment is not anywhere near to tak-
ing the necessary and bold step 
of banning them.

There is no doubt that power-
ful interests from the lucrative 
multi-billion shilling industry 
that manufactures and distrib-
utes the plastic bags are standing 
in the way of decisive action that 
is urgently needed to address this 
problem.

For instance, in 2007, efforts 
by the government to eliminate 
plastic bags less than 30 microns 
were dropped at the last minute 
due to unrelenting pressure and 
threats from the industry.

Again, late last year, there 
were plans by the Nairobi Coun-
ty Assembly to eliminate the use 
of plastic bags in the city, through 
legislation, but efforts appear to 
have been quietly dropped, pos-
sibly due to the strong influence 
of industry players who had pro-
tested the move.

Manufacturers and retailers 
of plastic bags who profit from 
the business have claimed alarm-
ingly that doing away with their 
products would result in ‘massive 
job losses’ and ‘grave conse-
quences for the economy’. This 
argument has cowed many of our 

The Eurobond, fiscal and 
monetary policies, revenue, ex-
penditure, budget balance, fi-
nancing items, Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) and the Public Fi-
nance and Management Act 2012 
are commonplace in Kenyan par-
lance today.

Our Constitution gives the fol-
lowing as principles of public fi-
nance: openness and account-
ability, including public 
participation in financial matters; 
public finance system promoting 
an equitable society, and in par-
ticular, fair share of the tax bur-
den; equitable share of national 
revenue among national and 
county governments; and expen-
diture, promoting the equitable 
development of the country in-
cluding by making special provi-
sion for marginalised groups and 
areas.

Further, the burdens and ben-
efits of the use of resources and 
public borrowing are expected to 
be shared equitably between 
present and future generations, 
in addition to public money be-
ing used in a prudent and respon-
sible way.

Finally, fiscal reporting must 

Of knowledge, public money and corruption

Gover-
nment 
money is 
a collec-
tion of 
the blood, 
sweat and 
tears of 
the diverse 
Kenyan 
population.

be clear. This elaborate guidance 
notwithstanding, Kenyans across 
all walks of life still seem to see 
public funds as an excellent op-
portunity for our many tender-
preneurs.

In the first and the second 
governments, the most lucrative 
business opportunity seems to 
have been getting contracts to ei-
ther supply goods or services to 
the government at inflated prices 
or make a killing on fictitious ten-
der supplies and purchases.

Already, the Ethics and An-
ti-Corruption Commission 
(EACC) has declared that 70 per 
cent of all corruption in the coun-
try is related to procurement.

How, then, should we perceive 
public funds? One way is to con-
sider how funds flow into the 
public purse.

A collection of monies from a 
young man who has taken out a 
loan to buy a motor cycle as a 
business venture will most likely 
end in debt operations; to pro-
cure a license and insurance so as 
to operate as a boda boda.

This will end up as revenue for 
the Kenya Revenue Authority 
(KRA).

A woman going to hospital af-
ter feeling a swelling on her left 
breast pays for consultation and 
after numerous tests, is diag-
nosed with cancer.

The money she and her family 
have is used for treatment which 
sadly is revenue for the hospital, 
joining the monies collected by 
the taxman.

A sugar farmer’s cane costs 
him by the way of implements, 
but that is before his earnings are 
further taxed at pay, once again 
feeding national coffers.

An educated, young tempo-
rary worker selling bank accounts 
or insurance policies endures a 
long day with dry lips, trying to 
convince a sceptical public to buy 
his wares to meet his daily target, 
all for a wage that will also be 
taxed.

From the foregoing, the taxes 
that make up our revenue are 
thereafter used in the procure-
ment of development projects, 
payment of salaries, and to repay 
our internal and external debts.

As such, the government can-
not be a bottomless pit of nev-
er-ending monies. Government 
money is a collection of the 

blood, sweat and tears of the di-
verse Kenyan population.

Squandering this money, 
therefore, will amount to subject-
ing present and future genera-
tions to an additional tax burden 
and less of its expected benefits.

Why, then, do we expect lead-
ers and government officials to 
give us money as gifts and dona-
tions?

Why do we bribe government 
officials for tenders?

Why do we bribe the police on 
our roads? Why do we bribe some 
journalists for our stories to be 
published and broadcast pro-
grammes to be aired?

Clearly, we are on the supply 
side of graft, and the ‘mali ya um-
ma’ perspective is not doing us 
any good. At this rate, will we ev-
er achieve our Vision 2030; our 
shared national goal.

The war on crime should be a 
collective effort, and we each 
need to own this war.

We are the custodians of Vi-
sion 2030, and must get ‘Kenya 
right’ for future generations.

Rwanda 
and Mau-
ritania 
have taken 
this issue 
head-on 
by banning 
the use of 
plastic bags

Banning plastic bags long overdue
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Next time you go seeking 
services in a Government office 
and you are assailed by some 
unintelligible conversation; 
something that goes like ‘we is 
not know where the boss he go 
for runch‘, take a deep breath 
and relax, it‘s no big deal really! 
Government offices are filled 
with people, most of whom have 
no formal education; only ‘tall 
relatives‘. In Kenya, only who 
you know matters!
oped@standardmedia.co.ke
 

Palaver
We all clamoured for a new con-
stitution, and we got it alright. 
But there is trouble and as they 
say, too much of anything is 
often dangerous. Believe it or 
not, there is too much freedom; 
it is actually contri-
buting to increased 
death cases! Doc-
tors and nurses 
strike when they 
want. They kick out 
patients and leave 
them by the hospi-
tal gates. They refuse to admit 
accident victims but not even 
the president can do anything, 
why? The new Constitution and 
its freedoms!

Fameen Yusuf of Thika is an 
unhappy Kenyan; not when 
roads in the town present a 
nightmare! He says it is now 
four months since Njucha cont-
ractors started the expansion 
but they have hardly done any 
work. It is unbelievable that a 
road barely 700m is taking so 
long. Businesses on this road 
are reporting heavy loses. It 
is very shameful neglecting 
such a beautiful town, he adds 
and wonders; is this similar to 
the wheelbarrows and other 
corrupt issues?

President Museveni of Uganda 
is busy campaigning. Presi-
dent Magufuli of Tanzania is 
busy firing the inept. Presi-
dent Kagame is 
looking forward 
to the next pre-
sidential election 
after changing the 
constitution while 
President Uhuru 
of Kenya is buil-
ding the Jubilee party. A stone 
throw away, Burundi is an 
abattoir and nobody notices! 
Can‘t they do something now 
rather than vilify the ICC later 
for targeting Africans?
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spineless politicians into silence.
They have also insisted that a 

total ban on the bags is unneces-
sary and instead called for aware-
ness campaigns to influence Ken-
yans to responsibly dispose off 
plastic bags to minimise their 
damage to human and environ-
mental health.

Apart from the pressure from 
the manufacturers, the govern-
ment is failing to act just out of 
sheer inertia and negligence de-
spite all evidence of an unfolding 
crisis caused by the plastic bags.

It is time that Kenyans are no 
longer held to ransom by certain 
vested interests and government 
negligence to address this vital is-
sue that is fast becoming an exis-
tential threat to the country if not 
addressed urgently.

Currently, there appears to be 
no initiative or plans by the gov-
ernment to address this issue 
comprehensively, leaving the 
damage to proceed rapidly apace.

Frequent talks by some offi-
cials of the Environment Ministry 
in the current and previous gov-
ernments to address the issue 
have been just that; talk and no 
tangible action.

The current situation of inac-
tion is no longer tenable. Waiting 
will increase the magnitude of the 
problem exponentially and cause 
irreversible damage to the human 

and environmental wellbeing in 
Kenya.

As we speak, the toxic plastic 
bags are being dished out by their 
millions in every shop and super-
markets across the country to 
wrap everything including small 
household commodities before 
they are quickly disposed off in-
discriminately.

Such plastic bags are not only 
an eye sore in our towns and cit-
ies they also block drainage and 
sewer systems and poison live-
stock and marine life.

They also produce toxic fumes 
when they are burned in our land-
fills, thereby endangering the lives 
and health of many Kenyans.

Efforts are needed to transi-
tion the manufacturers of such 
plastic bags into other equally lu-
crative and sustainable ventures 
such as producing safer and bio-
degradable alternatives that do 
not harm humans, animals and 
the environment.

Other countries, including 
Rwanda and Mauritania have tak-
en this issue head-on by banning 
the use of plastic bags and enticed 
the manufacturers to transition 
into other related economic activ-
ities.

The success stories in address-
ing this issue are therefore readily 
available in the region and across 
the world. They offer ready and 

valuable lessons on how Kenya 
can move beyond plastic bags 
without looking back.

It is obvious that relying on 
consumers in Kenya to make 
smart choices in avoiding the use 
of plastic bags and disposing 
them off responsibly as industry 
players suggest, will not work for 
now.

Attempts by major supermar-
kets to sell more environmental-
ly-friendly shopping bags to their 
customers in order to replace the 
toxic plastic bags have failed. The 
manufactures of such plastic bags 
should be made to contribute 
funds for the long term clean-up 
of the mess they have created in 
order to undo the terrible dam-
age.

The same principle of the ‘pol-
luter pays for the clean-up’ is be-
ing applied in efforts to combat 
climate change.

We need inexpensive replace-
ments for the plastic bags which 
can easily be taken up by the con-
sumers. They should preferably 
be biodegradable.

The time to address this grow-
ing crisis is now and further paral-
ysis and inaction is unsustainable 
if we are to avoid a disaster in the 
near future.

‘I cry for my beloved country‘, 
says Jayne Jamwa! She agrees 
with Palaver‘s observation that 
incitement charges levelled 
against Mwangi Kiunjuri several 
years ago were curiously with-
drawn. Oh my, how convenient 
this was; having our memories 
wiped out too! ‘The vetting 
process is flawed as it seems it 
all depends on who you are and 
whose you are,‘ she adds and 
asks; ‚Is there a place to go for 
redress when due process hasn‘t 
been followed?‘


