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Introduction

The main objective of the biophysical work is to characterize landforms, soil types and vegetation by giving the conditions and ecological indicators.

The biophysical baseline survey in Middle Yala block commenced after the community mobilization meetings, which took place in the last week of February 2007. The middle Yala block touches parts of Kakamega South District while most of it covers Vihiga District. In Kakamega South District the clusters cover Shinyalu Division and Ikolomani Division, and in Vihiga District the clusters cover Sabatia and Tiriki East Divisions.

The mobilizations meetings were organized by KARI- WKIEMP, however an ICRAF staff member also participated. The meetings took place close to administrative centers (Chiefs offices), however this kind of arrangement turned out not to be the best way to do mobilization and sensitization of the block because the ICRAF survey teams had to repeat the same exercise at cluster level. Some of the meeting venues were 7km away from the clusters with an exception to few which were closer. Thus, the information had simply not reached the 16 clusters. This delayed the survey work (baseline data collection) since the teams had to take time explaining to the communities on what the project entails. 

The area of the middle Yala block is mainly under agricultural production and is extensively over utilized. The conversion to agriculture took place in the 1930’s. Most of the farms appear to have been over utilized with an exception of few which went under rotational system.

Other activities in the area include livestock rearing but livestock numbers are small, ranging from 2 to 5 animals. The few well off people have upgraded their locals breeds with graded animals, while majority still keep local cattle mainly to meet other traditional demands like dowry and slaughtering in ceremonies apart from the benefits from the little milk mainly for domestic use. The area is potential for Napier grass planting for animal feed.

Landforms

Generally, the area is made of mountainous highlands with numerous small narrow permanent streams and clusters of wetlands that are currently heavily destructed and replaced with plantations of Eucalyptus ssp along the water catchments. 

Few remnants forests which are left for ritual ceremonies could still be seen. These forests are found in Tiriki East and they are mainly used during circumcision of boys. These areas are well protected and governed by traditional laws along side the springs. It was hard for the biophysical team to identify the tree species found in these forests because strangers are not to step near the forest, leave alone going inside them.
Generally, the block area has the same ecological potentials as well as geomorphological and topographical features.

Crops

The main crops in the area are; maize, beans and sweet potatoes which conditions ranging from fair to good in most of the farms. The area has a potential for tea growing but only scattered tea plantations are seen ranging from 1.5 to 2.5 acres in size. This tea is mainly grown as a cash crop.

Trees
Tree species are mainly Eucalyptus ssp., Pinus patula, Bischovia ssp., Croton microstachyus, Cupressus lusitanica and Bridelia micranthus. Most of these trees are planted in homesteads for shade, hedges for boundary demarcations, where Eucalyptus spp. is planted for timber (for sale), construction, and surplus for fuel wood.

Fruit trees

Fruit trees are mainly Mangifera indica (Mango), Persia Americana (avocado) and Carica papaya (paw paw).

Soil types

Soil type ranges from clay to clay loam, with soil depth ranging from shallow to moderately deep.

Recommendation

Promotion of conservation agriculture in the area this could be of great importance to farmers to improve on production and soil conservation.
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