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1 Development problem 

The Nairobi Metropolitan Area is the most dynamic 
engine of growth and employment creation in Kenya, 
accounting for more than 30 percent of the country’s 
GDP. However, it is urbanizing rapidly, and the growth of 
motorization has strained the transport system sufficiently 
to limit economic growth and hinder access to job 
opportunities, education, and recreation. The Nairobi-
Thika Highway project was designed to address these 
growth constraints by improving mobility, increasing 
the efficiency of the transport network, strengthening 
public transport services, and encouraging private sector 
participation in the operations and financing of the 
transport infrastructure. 

The development of the Nairobi-Thika Highway into a 
major transport corridor was conceived as part of the 
overall Nairobi Metropolitan Growth Strategy and the 
Government’s Nairobi Urban Transport Master Plan. The 
highway was initially constructed to bitumen standard 
in the early 1970s. This section—a four-lane divided 
carriageway—was operating beyond capacity, carrying 
more than 80,000 vehicles per day. Its condition had 

deteriorated, and it required serious rehabilitation. 
Transport operators—passenger vehicles, trucks 
transporting light and heavy goods (domestic and 
regional), non-motorized road users and horticultural and 
dairy farmers along the road—needed an efficient and 
reliable transportation system.

The Nairobi-Thika road is also an important link on the 
Great North Trans-African Highway (Cape Town to Cairo), 
one of the highest priorities in the NEPAD short-term 
action plan. The improvement project complements other 
recent Bank interventions on this Trans-African Corridor: 
Isiolo-Merille-Moyale in Kenya, Hawassa-Moyale in 
Ethiopia, Athi River-Arusha in Kenya and Tanzania, and 
Singida-Babati in Tanzania. The project is also one of the 
flagship projects of the Government of Kenya under the 
Vision 2030 development program. 

The Nairobi-Thika project is a significant infrastructure 
project—“the most ambitious infrastructure in Kenya’s 
history,” according to former President Mwai Kibaki. He 
called it “a source of national pride.”  

2 Project description

The Nairobi-Thika project had the objective of 
improving road transport services along the Nairobi-
Thika corridor and enhancing urban mobility within 

the metropolitan area by reducing traffic congestion. 
This will contribute to the development of a 
sustainable urban public transit system. In addition, 
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the project facilitated the promotion of private sector 
participation in the management and financing of road 
infrastructure in Kenya. More specifically the project 
focused on: 

 ◗ Upgrading the Nairobi – Thika Highway by 
constructing additional lanes (from four-lane to 
a six or eight-lane highway), service roads and 
interchanges at six locations;

 ◗ Improving Nairobi City Arterial Connectors by 
constructing three major arterial connectors linking 
Pangani to Uhuru Highway in Nairobi Central 
Business District and related interchanges; and

 ◗ Undertaking studies on a comprehensive public 
transport system, private sector participation and 
the institutional strengthening of road maintenance.

The project has had direct and indirect effects on the 
counties of Kiambu, Nairobi and Murang’a. Some of the 
immediate impacts of the project are as follows: 

Greater travel efficiency for commuters – The 
project road facilitates travel for commuters, 
especially wage employees and students. In 
Kiambu and Thika districts at least 64% and 43% of 
households, respectively, rely on wage employment 
in—and must commute to—the Nairobi Commercial 
Business District. Students from Nairobi and other 
places are now able to travel with ease to the many 
post-secondary education institutions in the two 
districts, which have three universities, eight colleges, 
24 polytechnics and nine commercial institutions.

Enhanced returns to commerce and agriculture – The 
road has enhanced agricultural activities. There are 
over 26,000 trade and commercial operators in the two 
districts, of which about 50% are informal operators. 
Farmgate prices for dairy products and horticulture have 
increased as a result of the improved access to markets 
for inputs and produce, and enhanced extension 
services. The road has also spurred the establishment 
of new manufacturing, food processing, and small and 
medium enterprises.

Employment and gender equity – The road project 
brought employment opportunities to the people 
along the road corridor. More than 3600 unskilled and 
semiskilled personnel and 600 technical staff and 
engineers were employed, with strong multiplier effects 
along the road corridor. In addition, the project created 
many female-oriented service sector jobs providing food 
and catering services to construction workers.

3 Analysis and appraisal 

The analyses undertaken by the project team during 
project preparation focused on tackling the problem 
of poor transport in the Nairobi Metropolitan Area. 
The Master Plan Study of 2006 characterized the 
situation as congestion arising from high motorization 
levels unmatched by inadequate transport supply; 
an inappropriate transport modal split, with up to 
49% of trips being made on foot, 42% by a poorly 

organized and unregulated public transport system, 
and 1.5% by commuter rail; and a poor infrastructure 
maintenance regime, with an increasing maintenance 
backlog and widening funding gap.

The project design demonstrated a fair amount of 
innovation by budgeting for feasibility and technical 
design studies for mass rapid transit systems as a 

3

AFRICAN DEVELOPMENT BANK GROUP



more sustainable solution to constrained mobility and 
accessibility in Nairobi. In addition, grant financing 
under the project funded a feasibility study to assess 
private sector participation options in maintenance 
management, providing crucial information the 

Government needed to engage private sector entities in 
maintenance and operation of the completed Nairobi-
Thika Highway—an approach that is expected to relieve 
the Government of financial pressure and assure the 
sustainability of the Bank’s intervention in this area.

4 Rate of return 

The economic evaluation carried out during project 
preparation, using the Highway Development 
Management Model, resulted in an economic internal 
rate of return (EIRR) of 30%, which is higher than 
the 12% opportunity cost of capital in Kenya. Project 
investment worth in the base-case scenario of net 
present value at $215 million also confirmed the 
viability of the intervention in the project. Even in a 
worst-case scenario of a simultaneous 15% increase in 
capital investment costs and 15% decrease in traffic, 
the project still remained viable with an EIRR of 23%. 

Various simulations for the effect of changes in the 
capital investment cost and project benefits on the 

base EIRR were undertaken to determine the project’s 
financial resilience. The result indicated that the 
capital investment cost would have to increase by 
over 80% before project EIRR dropped below 12%, 
and benefits would have to drop by over 67% before 
project viability is threatened.

Development in the project area today is much more 
than what was assumed at project preparation. 
The traffic flows for the heavily congested sections, 
estimated at about 85,000 vehicles per day in 2007, 
have increased by 45%, to 123,000 per day, in 2012, 
with a significant positive effect on the cost-benefit 
ratio. 

5 Beneficiaries

Hundreds of thousands of people benefit from 
this project—not only from the significant 
reduction in travel time and the related effect on 
vehicle operation costs, but also from the other 
environmental and social benefits the project has 
brought to the community. 

A trip that used to take three hours now takes 30 
minutes. Some 100,000 people residing in Kasarani, 
Kiambu and Thika towns work in the formal sector, 
while another 125,000 are in the informal sector—most 
of whom have to commute to Nairobi. Other groups 
of commuters are students, health patients, shoppers 
and traders (formal and informal). The road also serves 
two public universities—Kenyatta University and Jomo 
Kenyatta University of Agricultural Technology—with 
approximately 12,000 students who attend part-time 
programs, of which 49% are women. In addition, as 

part of the Trans-Africa highway, the project improves 
the flow of goods and people from the Mombasa port 
to neighboring land-locked countries such as South 
Sudan, Uganda and Rwanda. 

HIV/AIDS awareness and prevention campaigns and 
trainings were conducted during the execution of the 
project. Voluntary counseling and testing centers were 
established, and testing was made available to project 
workers and the local community. In subsequent 
workshops, it was noted that the awareness 
campaigns had been successful in minimizing the 
stigma of HIV/AIDS: of 282 staff members who 
participated in one of the workshops, 172 took the HIV 
test—a response rate of 61%. 

Road safety awareness campaigns, temporary road 
signs, speed humps, rumble strips, and zebra crossings 
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for pedestrians were among the measures put in place 
during construction to improve the safety situation of 
the project. There was close coordination with traffic 

and police authorities for better traffic management. 
Print (flyers, safety banners, press brief) and electronic 
media (FM radio) were also used for safety awareness.

6 Monitoring and evaluation 

The project was designed with a robust monitoring 
and evaluation mechanism. Baseline data collected at 
the beginning of the project were compared with the 
impacts of the project at completion. The indicators 
are largely “SMART”: measures of mobility assessed 
through changes in traffic flows; accessibility, tracked 
using journey speed survey data at the beginning and 
at completion of the project; increased inter-regional 
trade flows between Eastern Africa and the Horn of 
Africa, measured through secondary economic data in 
2007 and assessed against target flows in 2011; traffic 
accident data in 2007 assessed against crash data 
in 2013; and average land values within the project 
corridor measured before and after the project.

The impact data at project completion were impressive: 
traffic flows increased from 85,000 vehicles per day 
in 2007 to 123,000 vehicles per day in 2012 (45% 
increase in mobility); journey speeds rose from 8km/

hour to at least 45km/hour in sections with the highest 
registered traffic; the number of traffic accidents 
fell; and land values rose from $23 thousand to $46 
thousand per acre in Thika, and even more in areas 
closer to the city like Kasarani—from $46 thousand up to 
$500 thousand per acre.

7 Environmental and social risk mitigation 

One of the risks identified at project preparation 
was institutional weakness in the early stage of 
operationalizing the Kenya Roads Act of 2007. To 
mitigate this risk, the project design proposed 
the establishment of a project implementation 
team comprising experts of different disciplines 
relevant to the project. Once the Government 
had fully operationalized the Act, implementation 
responsibility was transferred to the Kenya 
National Highways Authority, ensuring operational 
sustainability. The preparation of the project 
also included the formation of a Project Steering 
committee chaired by the Permanent Secretary of 
the line ministry with members from other relevant 
ministries. 

Fiduciary risks and risks related to the availability of 
counterpart funds were addressed by requiring prior 
review of all procurement documents as well as 
independent technical and financial audits.

Frequent consultation with stakeholders during project 
execution helped reduce adverse social and environmental 
effects, resulting in such measures as design modification, 
improved safety signs, introduction of speed breakers 
until the overhead pedestrian crossings were completed, 
additional overhead pedestrian crossings, and an enhanced 
road safety campaign. Environmental and social issues 
were implemented and monitored during project 
implementation. Environmental audits were conducted 
quarterly, and remedial actions were taken. The following 
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other activities were undertaken to improve the social and 
economic impacts of the project: 

 ◗ Solid wastes were used in the road construction, 
and unsuitable materials were disposed of at 
approved disposal areas according to national 
regulations, in consultation with the National 
Environmental Management Authority.

 ◗ Substantial landscaping work was done along the 
project road: 34.5 hectares were planted with 
grass, and 10,000 small and large plants, 68,500 
medium shrubs and 106,000 bedding plants/
groundcovers/small shrubs were planted.

 ◗ Large discharge outlets along the road alignment 
were constructed and expanded

8 Lessons learned and applied 

The project’s significant effects in spurring 
development in the project zone of influence and 
beyond has confirmed the direct and indirect benefits 
of such projects to multiple stakeholders. Some of 
the benefits of the project that were visible during 
project execution are now, as lessons learned, more 
specifically targeted during the design of new projects. 

One good example of a project influenced by the 

Nairobi-Thika project is the Nairobi Outer Ring Road 
Project, approved by the Bank in November 2013. 
The Nairobi Outer Ring Road Project has a similar 
objective of significantly improving mobility in one 
of Nairobi’s densely populated areas. To maximize 
and quantify benefits, the project has included 
components for artisan skill development, road safety 
audit, and periodic monitoring of socioeconomic 
impacts. 

9 Sustainability

The Government of Kenya has now fully operationalized 
the Kenya Roads Act of 2007, which provided a clear 
mandate and legal identity for each organization 
involved in the road sector. The Road Authorities, one 
of which is the Kenya National Highways Authority, 
are responsible for higher classes of roads, including 
the Nairobi-Thika Highway. The Act limits the role of 
the Ministry of Transport and Infrastructure to policy 
formulation and regulatory functions, while the Kenya 
National Highways Authority handles the executive 
functions of planning, programming, development and 

maintenance. This arrangement will do much to put the 
management of the country’s road networks on a solid 
footing. 

Going forward, to foster sustainability of the outputs 
and outcomes, the project has included a component 
for private sector participation in the maintenance and 
operation of this major highway. The private sector 
participation study is complete, and the Government is 
reviewing the modalities for engaging the participation 
of the private sector.

10 Partnerships

The project was one of its kind in the country. 
The Government committed to delivering it by its 
contribution of $83 million in addition to the Bank’s 
contribution of $186 million, of which $4.8 million 

was a grant. The project has also leveraged additional 
financing from the Government of China for an 
amount equivalent to $168 million.
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11 Dissemination

The Nairobi-Thika Highway project has been 
showcased in the media as exemplary in promoting 
inclusive growth. The Bank has also developed 
brochures, newsletters, and documentaries on 
the project. 

www.kenyaengineer.co.ke/index.php/profiles/77-
top-projctes/448-nairobi-thika-superhighway-kenyas-
newest-road-to-prosperity

www.roadtraffic-technology.com/news/newskenya-
opens-superhighway-nairobi-thika

www.constructionkenya.com/1678/thika-road-
expansion-pushing-up-land-prices/

www.africareview.com/Blogs/A-story-about-the-AfDB-
China-and-a-Kenyan-road/-/979192/2004122/-/
vmk7w2z/-/index.html
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What They Said… Beneficiaries of the Thika Superhighway

“I can now close my business late and reach home in good time to help my kids with their 
homework” 

Norah, pharmacy shop owner

People living along the Nairobi-Thika Highway are 
experiencing a sigh of relief following the completion of 
the works on the new highway. Businesses are thriving and 
road-users are reaping the benefits of the ultra-modern 
superhighway. 

The Nairobi – Thika superhighway is part of international 
trunk road connecting Nairobi city with Ethiopia to the north 
and is located in Nairobi and Central Provinces of Kenya. It 
starts in Nairobi on Uhuru Highway at three points namely 
Haile Selassie Avenue, University Way and Museum Hill 
Interchange and converges at Pangani. 

It then proceeds to Thika via Muthaiga, GSU, Kasarani, Githurai Interchange, Kenyatta University, Ruiru Town, Juja 
Town and ends at the bridge near Blue Post Hotel. The total project length is 45 km. The road is also an important 
link to the Great North Trans-African Highway (Cape Town to Cairo) one of the highest priorities of the New 
Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD) short-term action plans.

In a recent visit along the busy highway, we sampled testimonies from an array of beneficiaries.

“I buy my stock cheaper”

Jane, fruitseller

For 23-year-old Jane Njeri, the grand opening of the Thika Superhighway is a dawn to a 
new beginning. Jane, a fruit seller in one of the major interchanges is one among the 
growing list of Kenyans whose businesses have improved following the completion of 
the 45 km ultra-modern super highway.

“I am able to buy my stock cheaply from Githurai Market because of the ease of connection. 
While I used to pay Sh 30 as fare to Githurai, I now pay only Sh 10,” said the mother of two.

A rise in the volume of human traffic brought about by the superhighway has boosted her fruit business. She now 
takes home an estimated Sh 2000 per day on a typical day when business is good.

“Expansion of this road has made connections to and from Nairobi faster and cheaper than 
in the past and this is good for business,” she said.

Traffic at Museum Hill before the works
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“I now can have dinner with my kids!”

Norah, chemist

Her sentiments are shared by Norah Gesare, who runs a drug store together with her 
husband in Kasarani.

“I have been able to expand my business to include mobile cash 
transfer services, selling of airtime besides running the drug store. 
This is because of a considerable increase in traffic. I am also 

able to close the business late and reach home in good time to help my kids with their 
homework,” said Gesare, 30.

The mother of 4 says when she is out of stock it only takes her between 20 and 30 minutes to restock her pharmacy 
due to the ease of movement along the highway to and from Nairobi.

Her only concern is that the superhighway has dislocated many hawkers, who used to ply their trade at the Kasarani 
Interchange, something she says could increase crime rates.

The huge traffic snarl ups that used to occur along Nairobi-Thika road are no more, freeing up time and fuel 
consumption savings. 

“While it took about 2 hours from Mwiki to Nairobi and fare of Sh 100, it now takes only 
30 minutes at most at almost a third of the fare,” 

said Njoki Wairimu, a resident of Kasarani.

“I was losing clients because of the traffic”

James, motor dealer

The Nairobi -Thika superhighway has attracted a long list of businesses from hyper 
supermarkets, car dealers, hotels and real estate developers.

“Traffic movement on this road used to be crazy. But now the 
superhighway has opened up areas like Kiambu and beyond Thika. 
We are now receiving an average of 20-30 clients walking through 

our doors on a good day, either to make queries of make a purchase” said James Mwangi 
Muturi, Managing Director-A plus Motors Limited.

Compared to the traffic flow along Mombasa road, Waiyaki Way, Ngong or Jogoo road, Nairobi-Thika road has a 
comparative advantage given its size and number of lanes, enabling easier and faster movement of traffic. 
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 “Previously, clients were put off by the traffic on this road when we told them that we are 
located along Thika road. But all that has changed now,” said Mwangi.

Already, a huge shopping complex is being constructed a few metres away from the Safari Park Hotel. Another 
shopping mall is also coming up nearby along the superhighway, setting the stage for an intense battle for shoppers.

“We plan to expand the business in the near future with a possibility of running a 24-hour 
operation, to take advantage of the opportunities offered by the super highway. In the end, we 
intend to become a one stop shop for all motor vehicle accessories and makes,” said Mwangi.

“We could miss lecturers when stuck in the traffic”

Emily, student

“We could miss lecturers when stuck in the traffic. But now the situation 
has changed. Some students are even able to live outside campus and still 
commute comfortably to attend lecturers,” said Emily Kimathi Mukiri, a 21 
year old third year Bachelor of Education student at Kenyatta University.

Over the past, traffic road accidents along the busy highway have been a common feature.

But the upgrading of the highway is expected to provide adequate capacity and considerably decrease the accident 
rate by minimizing vehicle conflicts with traffic interchanges and by providing separate service roads for local and 
non-motorized traffic.

The Thika superhighway is expected to contribute to improvement in accessibility, affordability and reliability of the 
transport infrastructure system to promote economic growth and socio-economic development in Kenya. It will also 
contribute to regional integration in the eastern and horn of Africa regions.

The Nairobi Thika Highway Project cost, which was approved in November 2007, is approximately USD 360 million. 
The African Development Bank (AfDB) Group financed the project with a financial package through its concessional 
window, the African Development Fund, including a loan of approximately $175 million (civil works and related 
consultancy services) and a grant worth USD 5 million (feasibility and detail design of a mass rapid transit system for 
the Nairobi Metropolitan area). The Kenya government contributed on its part to the tune of $80 million. EximBank 
of China contributed the last USD 100 million. Works started in 2009 and finished in 2012.
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  Pre-Construction

  Construction in progress

  Construction in progress

Progress pictures of the Nairobi-Thika Highway 

Improvement project
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  Substantially completed sections

  Completed sections
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