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Struggle to keep social ills at bay

You could fill a small
library with official
inquiries since independ-
ence into abuses by

Kenya’s political elite. There
have been investigations into
land theft and land disputes, into
political and tribal clashes. From
2003 to 2004 there were daily pub-
lic hearings into the “Golden-
berg” corruption scandal that
cost the country 10 per cent of
gross domestic product during
former president Daniel arap
Moi’s rule.

In most instances the culprits
were clearly identified. Yet there
has never been a high-level pros-
ecution nor have effective poli-
cies been shaped to prevent con-
tinuing abuse. Since the days of
Mr Moi, Kenya’s leaders have
buried their sins in voluminous
reports and deferred the conse-
quences to future generations.

Judge Philip Waki’s 500-page
inquiry into the blood spilt in the
aftermath of last December’s dis-
puted election results could
prove the exception.

Published last week, his report
traces the causes of violence that
claimed the lives of 1,200 Ken-
yans, displaced hundreds of thou-
sands more, and interrupted a
well-worn narrative that saw
Kenya firmly on the path to
democracy and free market
growth. The report goes on to
recommend that the government
set up a tribunal to try those
cabinet members, politicians and
businessmen who allegedly
fanned the flames. The overall
message is clear.

There is little scope for delay
in addressing a nexus of corrup-
tion and politics that has steadily
undermined the authority of the
state since the advent of multi-
party democracy in 1991. For
electoral ends, the country’s vari-
ous ethnic groups have been
diverted on to a collision course

while a generation of the young
and unemployed have been co-
opted into “shadow [militia] gov-
ernments in the slums”. Continu-
ing on the same course will be a
“race to the bottom”.

“Simply put, the individuals
and institutions who have bene-
fited in the short term from the
chaos and violence need to give
up the methods they have used
or Kenya could become a failed
state,” Mr Waki warns.

From some vantage points this
might seem an overstatement. At
the end of February, Kenyan pol-
iticians found a formula – albeit
under intense international pres-
sure – to put rival claims to vic-
tory in presidential elections

behind them before irreparable
damage was done to the fabric of
society.

In more affluent parts of Nai-
robi, the shock and anxiety has
eased since Kofi Annan, the
former United Nations secretary-
general, brokered the agreement
between the incumbent President
Mwai Kibaki and his opponent in
the polls, Raila Odinga, who is
now prime minister.

Parts of Kenya’s economy – the
most developed in east Africa –
while buffeted by events, have
also proved resilient. Many busi-
nesses are rebounding, although
tourism is still suffering and
remittances, another mainstay of
foreign exchange, are down

because of tightening financial
circumstances among Kenyan
migrants in the west.

Signs still abound in Nairobi of
a flourishing “Afropolitan” exist-
ence – a term used to describe
educated young Kenyans with a
world view straddling Africa and
the developed world. It is possi-
ble to sit at any of the “Java
House” cafés that dot the capi-
tal’s suburbs, sipping lattes and
surfing the internet within easy
reach of a well-provisioned super-
market.

You can even flit past some of
the continent’s most densely-
packed slums on highways lined
with giant billboards advertising
banks, mortgages and an array of

mobile phone services. Traffic on
the way is proof – to some – of a
steady rise in consumer spending
and an expanding middle class.

Kenyan companies are, mean-
while, pioneering the provision of
services such as mobile phone
banking and micro loans to
poorer as well as rural segments
of society.

Young Kenyans call this the
“Sambaza economy”, after an
advertising catch-phrase for cash
transfers via mobile phones. In it,
poorer Kenyans are constantly
recycling limited capital and
“trading little bits of nothing”.
Evidence that all is not well is
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