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Import and
Supply Chain
Strategy
A technical note on Kenya's fish supply gap, selective
import dependence, input localization, and resilient
inland aquaculture supply chains.
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Selective Dependence,
Deliberate Localization
Kenya's fish economy is a hybrid system, not an all-import or all-local one. Domestic production
remained the backbone of supply in 2024 at 168,424 metric tonnes, while imports were 9,960
metric tonnes; the country is mostly fed by locally landed fish by volume, but it still imports specific
categories of food fish and several specialized aquaculture inputs.

Official and research estimates agree that fish consumption remains below nutritional benchmarks.
Strategy documents place average consumption around 4.5-5.7 kg per person per year, while a
recent peer-reviewed reconstruction of fish actually available for consumption estimated 2.5 kg per
person per year and found that per-capita consumption fell over 2005-2020 even as total supply
rose.

For Aqualabs, the practical implication is that early import dependence is rational in selected
niches: frozen market fish, high-quality seed and live feed, feed premixes and some protein
ingredients, and specialized hardware. The long-run cost and resilience logic points toward
deliberate localization of feed, seed, cold chain, transport, and service capacity.
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What Kenya Produces and
Consumes
According to Kenya Fisheries Service, total fish production rose from 151,327 metric tonnes in
2020 to 168,424 metric tonnes in 2024, after a peak of 173,741 metric tonnes in 2022 and a dip
in 2023. The 2024 production mix was still led by inland capture fisheries at 52 percent of total
output, followed by marine production at 29 percent and aquaculture at 19 percent.

DOMESTIC PRODUCTION, IMPORTS, AND EXPORTS (2024)

Consumption is the pressure point. FAO's East Africa aquaculture factsheet reported that
per-capita fish and seafood consumption in Kenya increased from 4.2 kg in 1999 to 5.7 kg in 2019,
while newer Kenyan policy and marketing documents still place average per-capita consumption
below the African benchmark of 10 kg and far below the global average near 20 kg.

The 2025 draft aquaculture policy uses the 10 kg benchmark to imply expected consumption of
roughly 540,000 metric tonnes at Kenya's current population and separately estimates an annual
supply-demand deficit around 200,000 metric tonnes. Exact gap estimates vary by method, but
every method points in the same direction: demand growth and population growth are outrunning
the supply reaching consumers.
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Imports Are Selective, Not
Generic
Local production is concentrated in a few systems and species. Lake Victoria remains the economic
center of the sector, led by omena, haplochromis, Nile tilapia, and Nile perch. Aquaculture is more
concentrated still: 2024 farmed production was 33,423 metric tonnes, cage culture supplied
25,547 metric tonnes or 76.4 percent of aquaculture output, and freshwater aquaculture harvests
were mostly tilapia, followed by catfish and trout.

FISH IMPORT MIX BY CATEGORY (2024)

Imports in Kenya are therefore selective rather than generic. In 2024, imports totaled 9,960 metric
tonnes worth KSh 921.1 million, down from 11,253 metric tonnes worth KSh 1.65 billion in
2023. The 2024 mix was led by tilapia at 5,594 metric tonnes, mackerel at 2,147 metric tonnes,
Nile perch at 415 metric tonnes, tunas at 400 metric tonnes, sardines at 92 metric tonnes, and
salmon at 72 metric tonnes.

The import story is not that Kenya imports fish because it cannot produce fish. It is that Kenya
imports particular fish products because local production does not fully match market demand by
species, product form, season, or price point. Kenya can simultaneously export premium fish and
import lower-cost or differently formatted fish for domestic consumers.

"The import problem is not volume alone. It is mismatch: species,
format, price point, timing, and input quality."
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Why Imports May Be
Necessary
Consumer preference helps explain why imports persist. Survey evidence shows that tilapia is a
favorite species in both urban and rural markets, followed by omena, Nile perch, and catfish, largely
because tilapia scores well on availability and taste. In lower-income markets, sardine-type fish
remain essential because they can be bought in small, affordable portions.

That demand structure makes edible fish imports rational in the early stages of market
development. Frozen mackerel fills an affordable mass-market niche that is not central to Kenya's
inland production structure. Cross-border tilapia imports can also make sense when nearby supply
reaches consumers faster or cheaper than domestic fish from more distant production zones.

For aquaculture operators, the need for imports is broader than finished fish. Kenya's aquaculture
development plan says high-quality seed remains a critical bottleneck. Hatchery work still
references Artemia as a key larval input, and recent hatchery research notes that Kenyan hatcheries
commonly use imported Artemia cysts even though local production is emerging.

Feed is the third major import channel. A 2024 East Africa review estimated that around 7,000
tonnes of aquafeed are imported annually into Kenya, while broader feed-industry evidence shows
that more than 70 percent of feed-manufacturing ingredients are imported from neighboring
countries, around 80 percent of soy is imported, and vitamin-mineral premixes and amino acids are
still largely or exclusively imported.

Hardware follows the same logic, though more selectively. A modern operator's early imported
hardware is most likely the precision end of the chain: water-quality probes, controllers, specialized
hatchery pumps and blowers, automatic feeders, filtration or sterilization components, and tightly
calibrated spare parts rather than every part of the farm.
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Cost, Lead Time, and
Fragility
The cost consequences of import dependence are immediate. In semi-intensive and intensive
aquaculture, Kenyan researchers report that feed alone typically accounts for 40-60 percent of
production costs and can exceed 50 percent of total operating cost. One Kenya tilapia case found
feed at 82 percent of total cost for cage farmers and 87 percent for baseline farmers.

Risk Where it appears Operating response

Feed cost exposure Imported feed, soy, fishmeal-linked
inputs, premixes

Localize bulk feed work while buffering
specialized additives

Lead-time risk Artemia, sensors, spare parts, imported
equipment

Hold critical local inventory; avoid pure
just-in-time operations

Regulatory friction Non-tariff barriers, customs, CET issues,
import restrictions

Use regional suppliers where possible and
document alternatives

Service gap RAS controls, probes, pumps, cold-chain
equipment

Train local technicians and stock
service-critical components

Post-harvest loss Landing delays, weak cooling, rain
exposure, poor preservation

Invest in ice, cold rooms, insulated transport,
and handling SOPs

Lead-time and regulatory risks are also real. Imported inputs are exposed to non-tariff barriers,
bureaucratic trade measures, Common External Tariff issues, container shortages, sea-freight
volatility, foreign-exchange risk, and unpredictable replenishment time. Importing better
production inputs without localizing service, cold chain, and handling capacity can improve
biological performance while leaving commercial performance fragile.
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Localize the Bulky, Buffer
the Precise
The logic of localization in Kenya is sequential, not ideological. The first layer to localize is the layer
with the highest freight intensity and the lowest technological complexity: ponds and civil works,
cages and tanks, ice and cold rooms, insulated transport, smoking and drying equipment,
packaging, and a growing share of feed blending or extrusion.

IMPORT DEPENDENCE TO LOCAL CAPACITY

The second layer is biological and nutritional capability: hatcheries, breeding programs, feed
formulation labs, disease diagnostics, and extension networks. Kenya's policy documents
repeatedly stress high-quality seed, improved varieties, disease surveillance, biosecurity, and better
feed formulation using known nutrient profiles.

The last layer to localize is the most specialized one: precision electronics, advanced probes and
controllers, specialty sterilization or recirculation components, and some high-spec biological
inputs. The practical goal is not instant domestic manufacture of every advanced component. It is a
shift from full importation, to local distribution and stocking, to local assembly where volumes
justify it, and only then to deeper domestic production.
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A Dual-Track Supply Chain
For Aqualabs, the most robust design is a dual-track supply chain. Source mainstream fish, labor,
haulage, ice, simple packaging, and as much feed blending and cold chain as possible locally or
regionally. Reserve imports for genuinely quality-sensitive items: live feed such as Artemia,
premixes and specific additives, selected protein ingredients when quality is inconsistent, and
specialized sensors or hatchery-system parts that cannot yet be serviced reliably from local stock.

The commercial strategy should match Kenyan demand, not just production science. Tilapia
remains the clearest anchor species for broad domestic demand, catfish works in narrower markets,
and omena or sardine-type products remain essential for low-income affordability. Product form
matters as much as species: many consumers still prefer whole fish, smaller harvest sizes fit
cash-constrained households better, and roadside fried fish remains an important retail format in
urban informal markets.

Controlled import dependence in the short run; targeted
localization in the medium run.

The broad conclusion is straightforward. Kenya's fish economy does not justify a blanket claim that
fish is imported, and it also does not support the opposite claim that local supply is already
sufficient. Domestic inland capture remains foundational, marine landings and cage culture are
growing, and imports are concentrated in specific fish categories and specialized aquaculture inputs.

The winning strategy is to localize what is bulky, perishable, service-intensive, and central to
margin first; keep importing what is precise, low-volume, or not yet supported by a reliable
domestic supplier base; and use policy-backed investment in hatcheries, feed, transport, cold chain,
and extension to move the frontier over time.


