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KENYA

BACKGROUND: In 2013, Uhuru Kenyatta, the son of Kenya’s inaugural president, won the first presiden-
tial election conducted under a 2010 constitution that added checks on executive power. Kenyatta was 
declared the winner of a high-turnout August 2017 presidential election, but the Supreme Court annulled 
the result and upheld main opposition challenger Raila Odinga’s claim of irregularities. Kenyatta won an 
October 2017 revote in an election marred by low turnout. Kenyatta and Odinga appeared to reconcile 
in 2018. Kenya is East Africa’s economic, financial, and transport hub, and its real GDP growth has been 
robust in recent years. Kenya owes China $5.3 billion, which is about three-quarters of its bilateral debt and 
a tenfold increase since 2013.

Kenya’s economic freedom score is 55.3, making its economy the 
132nd freest in the 2020 Index. Its overall score has increased by 0.2 

point, but a higher property rights score was largely offset by a drop in 
the labor freedom score. Kenya is ranked 23rd among 47 countries in the 
Sub-Saharan Africa region, and its overall score is approximately equal to 
the regional average and well below the world average.

The Kenyan economy has been mostly unfree for more than two 
decades. GDP growth over the past five years, however, has been robust, 
led by expanded consumer demand.

Historically, economic freedom in Kenya has been hampered by weak 
rule of law (especially government integrity) and less-than-stellar 
performance in investment freedom and financial freedom. Although 
the government seeks to alleviate structural obstacles to more rapid 
economic growth and to prioritize trade liberalization, policymaking and 
implementation remain vulnerable to such risks as drought, insecurity, 
corruption, and political squabbling.

POPULATION: 
48.0 million

GDP (PPP): 
$177.3 billion
6.0% growth in 2018
5-year compound 
annual growth 5.6%
$3,691 per capita

UNEMPLOYMENT: 
9.3%

INFLATION (CPI): 
4.7%

FDI INFLOW: 
$1.6 billion

PUBLIC DEBT: 
57.2% of GDP
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The cumbersome and opaque process required to acquire 
land raises concerns about security of title, particularly 
given past abuses related to the distribution of public land. 
Foreigners may not own land in Kenya. The legal system is 
based on English common law, and the judiciary is generally 
independent, but courts are undermined by weak institutional 
capacity. Entrenched corruption is pervasive throughout 
the country.

The top individual income and corporate tax rates are 30 
percent. Other taxes include a value-added tax and a tax on 
interest. The overall tax burden equals 18.1 percent of total 
domestic income. Government spending has amounted to 
26.1 percent of the country’s output (GDP) over the past three 
years, and budget deficits have averaged 7.8 percent of GDP. 
Public debt is equivalent to 57.2 percent of GDP.

Kenya continues to try to improve its business environment 
but still lags in some areas. The government is the largest for-
mal-sector employer. The nonsalary cost of employing a worker 
is low. Labor inspectors are routinely bribed not to report 
illegal child labor. The government continues to regulate prices 
through subsidies (for example, for electricity and maize); 
agricultural marketing boards; and state-owned enterprises.

The total value of exports and imports of goods and services 
equals 36.2 percent of GDP. The average applied tariff rate 
is 12.3 percent, and 53 nontariff measures are in force. The 
poor investment regime lacks efficiency and transparency, 
discouraging investment activity. The financial sector remains 
vulnerable to government intervention. The state owns 
or holds shares in financial institutions and influences the 
allocation of credit.
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