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THE KENYAN   
WAR IN DRC

Kenya has intensifi ed its role in the 
protracted confl ict against rebels 

in Congo that has sucked in soldiers 
from other African nations and stirred 

the interest of world powers. With 
Uganda and Rwanda heavily involved, 

will the KDF operation build or 
destroy delicate regional relations?





lutionary rebel leader Lau-
rent-Désiré Kabila over-
threw Mobutu in 1997, 
and later under his son Jo-
seph Kabila’s 18-year rule. 
Yet, the DRC, a vast coun-
try with an incredibly crea-
tive and resourceful popu-
lation of 90 million people, 
is easily one of the world’s 
richest countries in terms 
of natural resources, par-
ticularly the incomparable 
mineral wealth. 

Apart from its poor po-
litical leadership and ad-
venturism of its mostly in-
ept military, DRC’s troubles 
have been compounded 
by the covert and overt in-
terference of world powers 
— including America, Bel-
gium and France — and, in 
recent decades, neighbour-
ing countries like Rwanda 
and Uganda. The uncount-
able brutal rebel groups 
that have operated in the 

country — especially  in 
the East — since independ-
ence have caused thou-
sands of deaths, displaced 
millions of people and trig-
gered instability in a coun-
try that should ideally be 
Africa’s undisputed super-
power.  

But now President Félix 
Tshisekedi, son of the late 
veteran opposition leader 
Étienne Tshisekedi, wants 
to change all this. He is talk-
ing tough, rebuilding the 
army and seems to have a 
reasonable economic plan. 
The President, who took 
over in 2019, has also made 
one of the most significant 
leaps by joining the East 
African Community. 

Nonetheless, he has 
pointed out that insecuri-
ty remains the biggest hin-
drance to achieving any 
reasonable progress. The 
return of the ruthless M23 
rebel group and fresh accu-
sations of the involvement 
of neighbouring Rwan-
da — and not for the first 
time—should concern 
everyone who has the re-
gion’s interests at heart. 

That President Tshise-
kedi invited the Kenya De-
fence Forces to help in se-
curing parts of DRC is a 
move that could pay off. 
Though regarded with sus-
picion, the involvement of 
Ugandan forces, whose in-
terest is to wipe out the Al-
lied Democratic Forces re-
bel group, has also brought 
in a new aspect to the secu-
rity matrix. One hopes that 
these regional efforts, to-
gether with the DRC gov-
ernment’s economic and 
social plans, will awaken 
Africa’s sleeping giant to 
prosper and savour true in-
dependence.

   mowuor@ke.
nationmedia.com

25TIGRAY’S LIVING 
HELL: The region 
that was once a 

tourist attraction is now the 
scene of a vicious war for 
conrol of the vast area, which 
has long been seen as the 
key to power in Ethiopia, or 
what was historically part of 
Abyssinia.

I
n 1960, as the country labelled 
Belgian Congo gained its inde-
pendence from the traumatising 
grip of colonial rule, legendary 
rhumba superstar Joseph ‘Grand 
Kalle’ Kabasele released the up-

beat hit, Indépendance Cha Cha, 
which became the unofficial na-
tional anthem and stirred pan-Af-
rican fervour across the continent.

“Independance Cha-cha to zu-
wi ye! Oh Kimpwanza cha-cha tu-
bakidi…” (Independence, cha-cha, 
we’ve won it! Oh, Independence 
cha-cha we’ve achieved it) went 
the optimistic opening lyrics in-
fused with catchy guitar riffs by 
musicians from Grand Kalle’s Af-
rican Jazz and some members of 
OK Jazz band (later TPOK Jazz) of 
Franco Luambo Makiadi.  

Today, 62 years later, the beats 
of Grand Kalle’s iconic composi-
tion are a haunting reminder of 
a tragic post-independence his-
tory for a country that has var-
iously been known as Congo, 
Zaire and now the Democratic 
Republic of Congo (DRC). 

After years of perhaps the 
world’s most unimaginable co-
lonial brutality and looting —  
first as the personal property of 
Belgian’s King Leopold II before 
being taken over by the Belgian 
state — the vast country hoped 
for a fresh start upon unshack-
ling the chains. It was never to be.

DRC has for more than six dec-
ades been beset with coups and 
protracted violent conflict inter-
spersed with the inevitable at-
tendant instability, poor govern-
ance and economic stagnation. 
In other words, reading Miche-
la Wrong’s book, In the Footsteps 
of Mr Kurtz, which details the ex-
cesses of flamboyant dictator 
Mobutu Sese Seko Kuku Ngben-
du Wa Za Banga, triggers a simi-
lar depressing feeling as thumb-
ing the pages of King Leopold’s 
Ghost by Adam Hochschild on 
the stomach-churning coloni-
al-era atrocities. 

The promise of real change 
came to naught even after revo-
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Apart from its poor political 

leadership and adventurism 

of its mostly inept military, 

DRC’s troubles have been 

compounded by the covert and 

overt interference of world 

powers — including America, 

Belgium and France — and, in 

recent decades, neighbouring 

countries like Rwanda and 

Uganda. 

Mike Owuor
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Red Bull’s Max Verstappen drives in the pit lane during the Japanese 
Grand Prix at Suzuka, Mie prefecture, on October 9. PHOTO | AFP

  Dutchman celebrates second driver’s title

Newly acclaimed double world 
champion Max Verstappen has 
every right to enjoy celebrating 
his second drivers’ championship 
success in relaxed Texan style this 
weekend.
But, as he seeks to break another 
on-track individual record at the US 
Grand Prix two weeks after his title 
triumph in Japan, his Red Bull team 
boss Christian Horner will be fired 
by two more serious ambitions.
His first is to defend the Milton 
Keynes-based outfit’s reputation 
amid claims that they ‘cheated’ on 
their way to powering Max Verstap-
pen to his two consecutive drivers’ 

title successes in 2021 and 2022.
The accusation that has tarnished 
their recent achievements came 
after Red Bull were found to have 
been in breach of an official budget 
cap for 2021 — for which they have 
yet to learn their punishment, but 
which prompted one rival team to 
say they had been cheating.
Horner’s second goal is to ensure 
that the team stay focussed and 
maintain the stunning form that 
has seen the Dutchman canter to a 
runaway second championship by 
claiming the constructors’ title for 
the first time since 2013 and fifth in 
all. 

Verstappen, Red Bull ready for Texas

  MPs to debate challenges facing the nation 

Parliament resumes sittings on 
Tuesday after a two-week re-
cess, with the legislators who 
were recently sworn in, settling 
down for business.
The initial business of the Na-
tional Assembly and the Sen-
ate following the resumption 
will include receiving the re-
port on the committee that 
has been vetting nominees for 
Cabinet positions. 
The vetting was led by Nation-
al Assembly Speaker Moses 
Wetang’ula. The committee 
has 28 days from the first sit-
ting within which they are to 

audit President Ruto’s nomi-
nees and table a report in the 
House. 
The House plenary will debate 
the report within seven days as 
it has until November 3 to  con-
clude the process. 
The House will discuss the re-
port and vote on whether to 
adopt or reject it. 
Besides, MPs are expected to 
discuss legislation that will 
help to  improve the challenges 
facing the nation, including the 
high cost of living, and the sky-
rocketing petrol and electrici-
ty prices.

House resumes sittings this week

The 13th Parliament on September 29. SILA KIPLAGAT | NATION

  Firms will have to apply for licenses

South Africa’s financial watch-
dog has declared cryptocurren-
cy a financial product, paving 
way for the regulation of the 
assets in the continent’s most 
advanced economy. The an-
nouncement comes in the wake 

of financial institutions around 
the world grappling with how to 
regulate digital currencies. 
The decision by the Finan-
cial Sector Conduct Authority 
means financial firms dealing 
in cryptos will have to apply for 
licensing next year. “You cannot 
have a situation where you have 
entities operating outside the 
regulatory framework, it is not 
ideal, and certainly not in the 
public interest,” said FSCA Com-
missioner Unathi Kamlanag.

SA paves way for crypto regulation

  ‘Franckisters’  preparing for 2025 elections

In just a few weeks, Paul Biya will 
celebrate 40 years as president of 
Cameroon. 
The 89-year-old has shown no 
sign of wanting to give up the role, 
though critics claim he spends 

much of his time abroad, even as 
conflict in the English-speaking 
part of the country rages. 
There is, however, a huge political 
debate in Cameroon about who 
should eventually replace Paul Biya.
Among the apparent contenders 
in the presidential elections sched-
uled for 2025 is one Franck Biya, the 
president’s son.
The man himself has not spoken 
much about his ambitions but sev-
eral groups of ‘Franckistes’ - or sup-
porters of Franck - have sprung up.

Biya’s son lining up for Cameroon seat 



By MACHARIA GAITHO

Kenyan soldiers risk coming into direct 
conflict with M23 rebels allegedly sup-
ported by Rwanda as they deploy under 
the East African Community peace initi-

ative in sectors controlled by the insurgents in 
the eastern part of the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo.

The rebels fighting the government of Pres-
ident Félix Antoine Tshisekedi are reportedly 
backed by President Paul Kagame of Rwanda
— a claim Kigali denies. Military experts say 
Kagame’s battle-hardened troops have been 
permanently encamped in eastern DRC since 
ousting the government of late President Juve-
nal Habyarimana in 1994 and chasing his ar-

my across the border.Kagame’s Rwanda Patri-
otic Front forces also teamed up with troops 
from their sponsors of the time, Uganda Pres-
ident Yoweri Museveni’s National Resistance 
Army, to march deep into the then Zaire and 
topple long-serving dictator Mobutu Sese Se-
ko, who was replaced by a rebel leader, Laurent 
Kabila.

Eastern DRC, with its vast mineral depos-
its, has since been a playground for Rwandese 
and Ugandan troops, who have turned from 
bitter string allies to bitter foes.

Entering the fray as spearhead of the East Af-
rican regional force puts the Kenya Defence 
Forces right in the middle of an enduring con-
flict that over the years has attracted atten-
tion from distant African countries such as 

South Africa and Angola, as well as major glob-
al powers like the United States, France, Chi-
na, Belgium and Britain. Kagame has used the 
M23 rebels to counter the remnants of Hab-
yarimana’s forces, the so-called Interahamwe 
militia who are considered chief perpetrators 
of the 1994 Rwanda genocide.

They remained in eastern DRC from where 
they have threatened Kagame’s Rwanda Pa-
triotic Front government, and he has coun-
tered the threat by stationing troops across 
the border. Initial expectations of a routine 
peace-keeping assignment have been damp-
ened in recent days, however,  over different in-
terpretations of the role of the regional joint 
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THE CONGO EXPEDITION
The Kenya Defence Forces are in the middle of an enduring confl ict that over the years has attracted 

attention from distant African countries such as South Africa and Angola, as well as major global powers 
like the United States, France, China, Belgium and Britain

  IS IT MISSION IMPOSSIBLE FOR KENYAN TROOPS?

Continued on Page 6
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forces mission.It was initially envisaged that 
with both Tshisekedi and Kagame on board, 
things would go smoothly. However, the DRC 
President is still accusing his Rwandese coun-
terpart of supporting M23 rebels who are still 
holding ground around Goma and attacking 
government military camps. 

Tshisekedi also takes it that the mandate 
of the regional force is to support his army in 
fighting the rebels and their Rwandese spon-
sors, rather than keeping the peace while a po-
litical settlement is concluded.

This is a position that Kagame rejects and 
thus has delayed in pulling his troops out of 
the conflict zone. 

Tshisekedi has ruled out bringing in Russian 
“mercenaries” to help quell a raging conflict in 
the east of the country.“I know it’s fashionable 
now, but no, we don’t need to use mercenaries,”
he told the Financial Times on Tuesday.

“I don’t even know where to find them,” he 
joked, referring to the Russian private securi-
ty company Wagner Group, which has provid-
ed mercenaries to fight in countries from Mali 
and Central African Republic (CAR) to Ukraine.
The M23 militia, which has been dormant for 
a decade, resumed fighting last November fol-
lowing the failure of a 2013 peace deal and has 
been waging an offensive in the resource-rich 
eastern Congo, causing deaths and mass dis-
placements.

But the rebel group is one among more than 
100 pillaging the area, which is rich in gold and 
coltan, an ore crucial for the manufacture of 
electronic devices. Following a visit to Moscow 
in late August by DRC defence minister Gilbert 
Kabanda, western diplomats based in Africa 

expressed concern about a potential deploy-
ment of Wagner forces in Congo.

Wagner, a private military company founded 
by Yevgeny Prigozhin, an ally of Russian presi-
dent Vladimir Putin, has been accused of hu-
man rights violations in Mali and CAR, which 
borders the DRC.

Tshisekedi said it was normal to keep dia-
logue open with Russia and pointed out that 
Emmanuel Macron, France’s president, had 
maintained contact with Putin following Mos-
cow’s invasion of Ukraine. “We are an inde-
pendent country, respectful of internation-
al conventions and, believe me, we don’t have 
any (Russian mercenaries).”

“We are not going to use a militia to support 
our actions,” he said. “We will strengthen our 
security by increasing our defence and securi-
ty capabilities,” he added.

The DRC would rely on “our usual traditional 
partners”, including Belgium, the former colo-
nial power, “to train, to reinforce our capacities 
and the capacities of our army,” he said.  

Kenya has over the past year played a key 
role in brokering a peace settlement in eastern 
DRC driven by former President Uhuru Ken-
yatta who, on relinquishing office last month,
was asked by his successor William Ruto to 
continue spearheading what has now been 
christened the Nairobi Conclave. 

A senior official in the Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs in Nairobi downplayed the threat of Ken-
yan and Rwandese troops squaring off.He ex-
plained that the military intervention to bring 
peace and stability in eastern DRC was sanc-
tioned by all the East African Community 
member states, including Rwanda, which he 
said had agreed to pull its army out of eastern 
DRC and focus on securing its side of the bor-

der.Uganda, Burundi, Tanzania are all contrib-
uting troops to the EAC Joint Regional Force, 
with Kenya shouldering the burden of over-
all command and also being deployed in the 
flashpoints around Goma where M23 rebels 
with Rwandan backing have been keeping the 
DRC army at bay. 

The senior Foreign Ministry official, who 
spoke on condition of anonymity, explained 
that in his final term in office, Uhuru invested 
a lot of personal diplomacy in engaging Kag-
ame and Tshisekedi on the value of a peace 
and stabilisation mission. 

He worked hard, alongside other region-
al leaders, to assure Kagame that his security 
concerns would be taken care of if he ceased 
supporting the M23 rebels, pulled back his 
troops and allowed the regional force to move 
in.  Kagame also agreed that as a protagonist 
state, he would not contribute troops to the re-
gional force, but concentrate on securing the 
Rwanda border.

Uhuru also facilitated and helped fast-track 
DRC’s membership of the East African Com-
munity, in one stroke catapulting the region-
al bloc into an African behemoth stretch-
ing across the middle belt of the African con-
tinent from the Indian Ocean coast to the At-
lantic, a population of over 300 million and al-
most unlimited economic potential. 

Beyond joining the scramble for Congo’s 
riches, Kenya has deep and abiding interest 
in the peace dividend. The Port of Mombasa 
is a key gateway for goods to and from East-
ern DRC, as well as Uganda, South Sudan and 
Rwanda. 

Kenya also looks at intra-African trade, be-
ginning with trade within the community, as a 
key area for economic growth. Uganda has for 

Continued from Page 5

Uganda People’s Defence Force soldiers near the town of Goli in the Democratic Republic of Congo’s Ituri region on May 19, 2003.

Bridge over the Congo: KDF’s new battleground



many years been Kenya’s biggest trading part-
ner, and Kenyan manufacturers are also keen 
to push deep into the other countries in the re-
gion. Peace in the DRC would present an im-
mediate boom in both enhanced access to a 
vast market extending from the eastern sec-
tor into the interior, as well as enhanced trade 
routes stretching from Mombasa deep into 
the mineral-rich giant. 

Kenya itself has little in way of natural re-
sources, but would be in prime position to ce-
ment its position as a regional transport, com-
munications and service hub. 

According to the official, the three Nairobi 
Conclaves hosted by Uhuru intend to bring a 
sense of normalcy, economic discipline and 
social stability to eastern DRC.Kenya invested 
in bringing various DRC rebel groups for the 
Nairobi 1 Conclave where the rebels indicated 
readiness to lay down their arms if Kinshasha 
listened to their demands.

Fighting thereafter subsided significantly in 
the region, around except around Boni, the ar-
ea M23 is active.Uhuru was the only leader to 
attend President Tshisekedi’s inauguration in 
January 2019, when he succeeded President 
Joseph Kabila in the DRC’s first ever peaceful 
transfer of power. Kabila had assumed leader-
ship in 2001 when his father, Laurent Desire 
Kabila, was assassinated by his palace guard.

According to sources, Uhuru and Tsishek-
edi stuck an immediate rapport as the for-
mer sought to ease his country away from the 
ambit of the Southern African Development 
Community (SADC) and build new links with
eastern Africa. He was also trying to move 
away from the ‘transactional relationships’ 
that his predecessor Kabila had built with the 
SADC powerhouse, the Republic of South Afri-
ca, whose military interventions in the coun-
try had borne no fruit.

International efforts under the United Na-
tions and western powers were also making 
little progress. Uhuru played a key role in sig-
nalling to the world that Tshisekedi was a le-
gitimate leader who needed support to stabi-
lise a sleeping giant. It was from those initial 
contacts that the Nairobi process was born.

Last September, the East African Communi-
ty kicked off its maiden mission to the DRC to 
sensitise the government on the EAC’s integra-
tion pillars and governing instruments.A key 
participant at the meetings was Kenya’s Prin-
cipal Secretary in the Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs, Macharia Kamau, attending as Uhuru’s 
Special Envoy under the Nairobi Peace Pro-
cess.He pointed out that the security situation 
in the Eastern DRC continues to be of great 
concern. 

“As we welcome the Eastern Africa Regional 
Force to Eastern DRC, we must do so with the 
recognition that the threat posed by armed 
groups still remains, one that requires clos-
er cooperation and collaboration with our re-
gional and international partners to counter 
and eradicate,”  he said told senior DRC gov-
ernment officials.He explained how the Nai-
robi process would accelerate the political and 
military tracks of the search for peace.

“There is need for each and every one to re-
double their efforts to pursue dialogue, de-es-
calation and the use of effective national, re-
gional and international mechanisms to re-
solve disputes”. He further assured both the 
EAC delegation and the DRC leadership that 
the incoming government of President Ruto 
was committed to continuing and strengthen-
ing the Nairobi initiative.

Earlier, in June, Uhuru had hosted the Nai-
robi 3 Conclave followed by an EAC Heads 
of State and Government summit. The pres-
idents from the seven EAC countries were 

briefed in the outcome of a strategic meet-
ing of their Chiefs of Defence of all five coun-
tries. They agreed to commit troops for their 
assigned regions and sanctioned the strategy 
for security, deployment and logistics worked 
out by the military chiefs.

Kenya was put in command of the entire 
operation, providing the regional force com-
mander while critical responsibilities were 
shared with the other militaries.

A communique issued after the Heads of 
State Summit endorsed the detailed brief 
on the military track Kenya Chief of Defence 
Forces of Kenya, General Robert Kibochi, who 
chairs the Committee of East African Com-
munity Chiefs of Defence. The brief defined 
the problem, highlighted the threat analy-
sis, Concept of Operations (CONOPs), Status 
of Forces Agreement (SOFA), Rules of Engage-
ment (ROE) and other legal and technical reg-
ulations to facilitate the operationalisation of 
the Regional Force and its various operation-
al arms.The Heads of State instructed that the 
Regional Force should, in cooperation with 
the military and administrative forces of the 
DRC, seek to stabilise and secure the peace in 
the DRC and cooperate in implementation of 
the disarmament and demobilisation process.

The Summit was attended by Presidents 
Tshisekedi, Museveni,, Kagame, Salva Kiir of 
South Sudan and Evariste Ndayishimiye of Bu-
rundi. Tanzania President Samia Suluhu Has-
san was represented by her High Commission-
er in Nairobi, John Steven Simbachawene.

The Heads of State directed an immediate 
ceasefire and cessation of hostilities, along-
side commencement of a political process to 
secure peace in the region.In September, Tsh-
isekedi presided over the signing of an agree-
ment giving green light to the deployment of 
the EAC Joint Regional Force.

EAC Secretary General Peter Mathuki and 
DRC’s Vice Prime Minister and Minister of 
Foreign Affairs, Christophe Lutundula Apala 
Pen’Apala signed the Status of Forces Agree-
ment (SOFA) at the official residence of the 
President in Kinshasa. “The Agreement envis-
ages an initial deployment of the EAC Joint 
Regional Force for a period of six months after 
which the deployment will be evaluated,” the 
Secretary General noted.

The Force Headquarters has been estab-
lished and key personnel appointed, led by 
Major General Jeff Nyagah, a highly decorat-
ed Kenyan military officer with valued expe-
rience in the KDF mission in Somalia. Even 
before signing of the formal agreement, The 
Weekly Review has learnt that deployment of 
forces had started, with Kenya and Burundi 
leading the way in their assigned regions. 

Military and foreign ministry officlals in 
Kenya remain tight-lipped on the number of 
troops deployed and specific operational ar-
eas. Queries to the Communications office at 
the EAC headquarters in Arusha got not re-
sponse, but it is understood that even before 
the main body of Kenyan troops started to de-
ploy, small teams of Army Special Forces were 
already on the ground in reconnaissance mis-
sions.
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The Kenya Quick Reaction Force (QRF) 01 Company at the Embakasi Garrison on June 15, 
2021, before they were deployed to the United Nations Organisation Stabilisation Mission 
in the Democratic Republic of Congo (Monusco). FRANCIS NDERITU | NATION 
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By JAINDI KISERO

As the ramifications of President William 
Ruto’s move to dismantle the monopoly 
that the Standard Gauge Railway (SGR) 
has been enjoying over other transport-

ers in hauling goods to Nairobi begin to sink in, 
questions are emerging over what the devel-
opment means for Kenya’s overall exposure to 
both the US$5 billion SGR debts and the finan-
cial sustainability of the largest infrastructure 
project in decades. 

Even more significant, concerns are rising 
about likely implications of the move by the 
President on relationships with what counts 
as the largest lender to infrastructure projects 
in Kenya today — The China Exim Bank. Ac-
cording to the latest external debt register, the 
outstanding amount owed to the China Exim 
Bank as of June 2021 was a whopping Sh759.6 
billion. 

The Weekly Review has seen a copy of the ‘De-
livery and Movement of Freight to the Em-
bakasi Container Depot’ agreement dated Sep-
tember 30, signed by the Kenya Ports Authori-
ty and Kenya Railways Corporation, whose ob-
jective was to oblige KPA to ensure that a set 
level of cargo between Mombasa and Nairobi 
was transported by the SGR.

This is what the agreement says: “KPA shall 
consign to KRC as a carrier for transport to its 
Embakasi ICD — on a take or pay basis — the 
minimum volume of freight and other cargo 
stipulated in this agreement.”Better known as 
the “take or pay agreement”, it is a crucial cov-
enant in the SGR loan contracts. It comes com-
plete with a schedule specifying clear perfor-
mance benchmarks, including details such as 
minimum tonnage to cover loan repayment 
per day, minimum tonnage to cover loan re-
payment per year, number of wagons per day, 
and minimum volumes and turnaround time. 

To tie the government’s hand even fast-
er, China Exim Bank also made sure that this 
agreement was part of the pledges and secu-
rities for repayment of the loan. This is what 
the agreement says: “The repayment of the 
principal and payment of the interest and fees 
of the loans are to be secured, inter alia, by a 
long-term service agreement with the aim of 
guaranteeing a minimum amount of freight 
throughout the term of the agreements to be 
charged and received by the operator for the 
project, which shall be used to secure the re-
payment of principle and interest.”

Thus, in granting SGR the monopoly over 
freight to Nairobi, the government was mere-
ly implementing what it had signed in loan 

SGR ‘TAKE OR PAY’ DEBT TRAP
Concerns are rising about likely implications of the President’s radical changes at the port on relationships with the largest 

lender to infrastructure projects in Kenya today — The China Exim Bank

  Chinese contractors rule the roost in the infrastructure space

agreements and collateralised as securities for 
the massive loan with this influential lend-
er. Without prior warning, the President con-
signed a key provision in a critical agreement 
with the influential lender to the dustbin. 
How KPA deals with this situation remains to 
be seen. The agreement stipulates that if cargo 
on the SGR drops below the levels stipulated 
in the take or pay agreement, KPA must draw 
on its own revenues to make up the difference. 
Clearly, this covenant is a major contingent lia-
bility to the port authority.

But is there a chance that the circumstances 
may cause President Ruto to rescind the deci-
sion? With the immense influence of the road 
trucking lobby and considering the growing 
clout of operators of Mombasa-based contain-
er freight stations, an about-turn may prove 
politically unpalatable for the new adminis-
tration. 

The more interesting question keen follow-
ers of the China factor in infrastructure fi-
nancing in Kenya will be asking is what Pres-
ident Ruto’s stand might entail in terms of the 
fortunes of the clout that Chinese EPC con-
tractors have been wielding in Kenya in the 
last 20 years. China Roads and Bridges Com-
pany, which negotiated the SGR loans on the 
country’s behalf — is perhaps the most influ-



Industrialisation 
remains a mirage 
in African nations
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An agreement signed by the Kenya Ports Authority and Kenya Railways Corporation on 
September 30 seeks to oblige KPA to ensure that a set level of cargo between Mombasa 
and Nairobi is transported by the SGR. KEVIN ODIT I NATION

ential Chinese EPC contractor in Kenya.
When the government of former President 

Mwai Kibaki ended, the Chinese EPC contrac-
tors that depended on the patronage of that 
regime found themselves exposed. Good ex-
amples are the tribulations and change of for-
tunes that surrounded the fate of the multibil-
lion-shilling Greenfield Airport project, NSSF’s 
Hazina Towers, the Mzima Spring Water pro-
ject, Kenya Pipeline’s new pipeline from Mom-
basa to Nairobi, the Eldoret Hospital Referral 
Expansion Project and the Police Service Com-
munications and Surveillance project. Away 
from the limelight, the elite of the new regime 
that had taken over engaged in intense fights 
to inherit the patronage of Chinese EPC con-
tractors. The battles to supplant Chinese con-
tractors politically linked with the power men 
of the previous regime also became intense.

Chinese EPC contractors rule the roost in the 
infrastructure space. It the reason Kenya’s ex-
ternal debt register is today cluttered with too 
many Chinese debts. In the last 10 years, the 
country has been on a spending spree, pour-
ing hundreds of millions of US dollars and 
Chinese Yuan — sometimes billions — in-
to everything: building road, railways, ports, 
transmission lines to buying equipment for 
the National Youth Services, drilling geother-
mal wells, buying surveillance cameras, to 
dam construction projects — many of which 
are incomplete. 

They are adept at putting together and mo-
bilising the so-called contractor-negotiated 
loans. Today, the typical Chinese contractor 
is a streetwise schemer who goes about town 
carrying an English name — Charlie, Lee, Ton-
ny, Lily, Sandra, Johnny. Flanked by a local fixer 
— most likely a politically well-connected op-
erative with friends in high places — the Chi-
nese will approach a Cabinet Secretary or a 
parastatal head with a proposal to implement 
a large infrastructure project, complete with 
the promise to arrange financing for it. The 
contractors even do a feasibility study for you.

During the initial stage, an MoU is hurried-
ly signed with the CS. That is followed by the 
signing of a commercial agreement by the 
ministry or parastatal. Finally, the National 
Treasury will be invited to sign a financing 
agreement with a Chinese bank, which will 
have been brought into the picture by the for-
eign contractor. That way, a new expensive 
Chinese loan will have been secretly intro-
duced into our national debt register.

Kenya’s nouveau riche prefers this type of 
deal for several reasons. First, it allows one to 
sign opaque commercial contracts and MoUs 
by circumventing oversight institutions such 
as Parliament, Controller of Budget and the 
Auditor-General. That way, one can conspire 
with their foreign cronies to push a project 
into the government’s spending programme 
without having to wait for appropriations 
from Parliament.

Secondly, the deals can be procured and con-
cluded without subjecting the project to inter-
national competitive bidding because they 
are arranged as government to government 
deals. The third reason why today’s oligarch 
loves deals with Chinese EPC contractors is be-
cause debt service is a first charge on the Con-
solidated Fund and are therefore paid before 
appropriations. Thus, repayment of the mon-
ey borrowed from China is almost guaranteed.

In 2015, the public got a rare glimpse of deal-
ing with Chinese contractors when an aide of 
former Prime Minister, Raila Odinga, Mr Her-
bert Ojwang, presented before Parliament, 
tapes of conversations between himself and 
the Chinese ERPC contractor, China Wuyi, in 
which he disclosed details of agency agree-
ments he had signed with the contractor.

The Chinese will recruit a local middleman 
today and drop him tomorrow, depending on 
where the political wind is blowing in Kenya. 
The Herbert Ojwang tapes also disclosed how 
being a broker or political godfather for a big 
Chinese contractor can be an extremely lucra-
tive thing in Kenya.

M
any Afri-
can na-
tions pro-
fess the 
intent to 
indus-

trialise as part 
of general slo-
gans like “in-

dustrialise Africa”. However, I doubt tha 
their leaders and ruling elite hold serious 
commitments or interest to industrial-
ise their countries beyond empty slogans 
and occasionally paying lip service to the 
“goal” to industrialise, typically ventilated 
around election times.

First, let’s go back to the future. The Kiba-
ki Administration is widely acknowl-
edged as Kenya’s best and most trans-
formative since Independence. He came 
to power while the “window to industrial-
ise” using the labour intensive, export-led, 
industrial policy model had not closed 
totally. If any administration was well 
placed to industrialise Kenya, it was the 
Kibaki Administration. 

But to do that it needed to adopt indus-
trial policy. That entails picking winners 
to create national (industrial) champions, 
prioritising labour-intensive manufac-
tures and embracing export-led growth. 
Some tariff and non-tariff measures 
would need to be thrown in, as well as di-
rected credit policies in some form to fi-
nance the national champions due to low 
national savings. Similar policies enabled 
national industrial champions in South 
Korea (“Chaebols”) and Japan (“Keiretsu”) 
to enjoy virtually unlimited capital in the 
formative years as they made a dash for 
industrialisation. But alas! None of these 
measures was implemented.

The Kibaki team formulated the Eco-
nomic Recovery Strategy for Wealth and 
Employment Creation in June 2003 that 
many charge was no more than a glori-
fied PRSP from the Bretton Woods Twins. 
It hosted Kenya’s first International In-
vestment Conference in March 2004 and 
established the National Economic and 
Social Council (NESC) to ensure the gov-
ernment received sound advice on eco-
nomic policies. NESC would go on to de-
velop Vision 2030.

EPZs as fore-runners of export-led 
industrial policy: I pause to mention 
export processing zones (EPZs) and spe-

By ALEX OWINO
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One of the uplifting stories 
coming out of the new gov-
ernment President Wil-
liam Ruto is assembling is

the nomination of Zachariah 
Mwangi Njeru as Cabinet Secre-
tary for Lands. The former nom-
inated councillor, who hails from 
Bondeni slums of Nakuru City, is 
on the verge of being only the sec-
ond Cabinet Minister from the ex-
pansive Nakuru County after in-
dependence hero Achieng’ Oneko. 

And as Nakuru residents anx-
iously wait to get a taste of the gov-
ernment flag, last flown in the re-
gion in 1966 by the man who was 
jailed alongside Kenya’s first Pres-
ident, Jomo Kenyatta, the gesture 
by Ruto conjures sweet memories 
of this beautiful city as the politi-
cal face of Kenya.   

Besides Oneko, the first Nakuru 
Town MP who hailed from Rarie-
da in Luo Nyanza, Nakuru resi-
dents would – on the onset of re-
introduction of multiparty pol-
itics in 1992 – elect Lwali Oyon-
di, the brother of outspoken pol-
itician Martin Shikuku, as Naku-
ru Town MP. Ever since, a hand-
ful of politicians from outside the 
wider Rift Valley have been elect-
ed as area MPs. This has been the 
trend countrywide, with voting 
taking a tribal pattern. However, 
the just concluded elections wit-
nessed some shifts, with new fac-
es emerging in very unlikely loca-
tions.        

One of the political giant-slay-
ers this year is John Bwire, the 
newly elected MP for Tave-
ta. The newcomer, who trac-
es his roots to Busia Coun-
ty, pulled one of the major 
shockers this year by trounc-
ing Dr Naomi Shabaan, a sea-
soned politician and former 
Cabinet minister.

Admittedly, though, the MP is be-
lieved to have also been a bene-
ficiary of tribal competition be-
tween the local Taveta communi-

ty and the Akamba, who have set-
tled in the constituency in large 
numbers. With the many candi-
dates from the two communities 
splitting their votes, Bwire gave 
meaning to his Wiper party lead-
er Kalonzo Musyoka’s political rid-
er of “kupitia katikati yao” (pass be-
tween them and win).   

This notwithstanding, Bwire 
rolled out programmes that res-
onated well with locals, includ-
ing bursaries to students,  distri-
bution of water in hospitals and 
ambulance services. An advocate, 
Bwire, singles out his pro bono 
services to the people facing land 
disputes as having touched many
people. 

The MP, whose father hails from 
Sibale village in Funyula constitu-
ency, was born and raised in Tav-
eta. 

The Center for Multiparty De-
mocracy (CMD-Kenya) reports 
that changes in the voter-patterns 
this time round have mostly oc-
curred at the lowest level 
of representation – 

ward level. This, according to the 
CMD Executive Director, Frank 
Mukwanja, is the point at which 
the politician interfaces with the 
electorate. 

This, therefore, is precise-
ly where realistic decisions are 
made depending on the inter-
ests of the voters. Having largely 
declined the so-called six piece 
suit, or rather the trend where key 

presidential candidates appeal to 
the electorate to vote in individu-
als in all the six ballots from one 
specific party, it was clear that 
there were other considerations 
on the card apart from party affil-
iation, including qualities of indi-
vidual candidates.

Mr Simon Maina, the newly 
elected Member of County As-
sembly (MCA) for Marachi West
in Butula Constituency of Busia 
County, agrees that issues, rath-
er than tribe, carried the day in 
his case. Maina, who hails from 
Nyandarua County, attributes his 
win to continuous investment of 
hard work and cooperation with 
local residents.  

“Wuod Okuyu”. or son from Ki-
kuyu land as he is fondly referred 
to by some of his customers at his  
supermarket in the busy Buma-
la shopping center on the Kisu-
mu-Busia highway, describes him-
self as a local boy who has always 
strived to give back to the society.

The MCA, who speaks local Lu-
hya dialects and Dholuo flu-

ently, is an active contrib-
utor towards devel-

THRIVING FAR AWAY FROM HOME
Changes in voter patterns in the August elections occurred mostly at the lowest level of representation, where politicians 

interface with the electorate

  ISSUES WIN OVER TRIBAL LINKS

Taveta MP 
John Bwire 
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opment initiatives in local church-
es and schools. Apparently, the 
outbreak of the coronavirus (Cov-
id-19) pandemic presented a silver 
lining for him: he volunteered to 
distribute free food to locals and in 
neighbouring institutions – a ges-
ture that won the hearts of many. 

Not far off from Maina, who was 
elected on a Movement for De-
mocracy and Growth (MDG) par-
ty ticket, is Peter Kipkoech Talam, 
who was elected as Bukhayo West 
MCA in Matayos constituency on 
an ODM party, which is the pre-
dominant political outfit in Busia 
County. Talam is a former Prisons 
Officer at Korinda. 

And about 107 kilometres away 
in Lugari constituency, Kakamega 
County, is Charles Anyona Ogachi 
from Kisii in Nyanza region, who 
clinched the MCA seat in Mautu-
ma Ward on a United Democratic 
Party (UDP) of former area MP and 
ex-Minister, Cyrus Jirongo. 

Earlier, the 2017 elections pro-
duced the first civic leader from
the Luo Nyanza region to serve in 
Central Kenya. Cyrus Omondi, who 
hailed from Siaya County, shocked 
many by clinching the Kahawa 
Wendani Ward seat in Ruiru con-
stituency, Kiambu County, on a Ju-
bilee Party ticket. 

Based on previous studies by 
CMD, Mukwanja argues that vot-
ers in rural areas are more hon-
est about their choices, which are 
mainly pegged on their primary 
needs. In other words, an “outsid-
er” who stands out from the crowd 
and who best connects with the 
people will earn his or her rightful 
share of the vote. 

 The scenario is relatively differ-
ent in urban constituencies, where 
tribal pride and alignments come 
into play. Here, it is a tribal con-
test as politicians mobilise mem-
bers from their communities to 
register in specific constituencies, 
with a view to get advantage over 
opponents. It is the kind of game 
that seasoned Nairobi politicians, 
including former Prime Minister 
Raila Odinga, ex-Ministers Fred Gu-
mo and Maina Kamanda, perfect-
ed from the 1990s. 

And this explains why certain 
constituencies, including Kibra, 
Langata, Westlands and Starehe 
enjoy leadership from MPs from 
given communities. 

This reality is alive even today.  In 
the meantime, as Bwire aptly ob-
serves, the best way for a politician 
to survive the tribal wave is “to as-
sociate oneself  with the people by 
addressing their plight”.  

This “political survival” factor is 
best epitomised by Kisumu Town 
East MP Shakeel Shabbir, a mem-
ber of the Asian community who 
is today the longest-serving elect-
ed MP from the entire Nyanza 
region. Shabbir’s record of four 
straight terms in Parliament is 
only equalled by ODM’s national 
chairman, John Mbadi, and Suba 
North MP Millie Odhiambo, except 
that the two have separately been 
nominated to Parliament for a sin-
gle term each.    

And except for 2007 and 2013,
when he was elected on an ODM 
ticket, Shabbir has twice been 
elected as an independent can-
didate, meaning he has twice sur-
vived the wave of the Odinga-led 
party in Luo Nyanza.  

That he is not Luo is a somewhat 
positive factor that allows him 
room to deliver services fairly de-
void of favouritism, clanism, and 
nepotism. 

In fact, this places him above the 
fray of petty clan rivalries. Being 
an independent politician, as he 
says, frees him from being subject-
ed to rules from third parties – po-
litical parties and their leaders. “I 
was born in Kisumu, and I will die 
and be buried there. So I am tech-
nically a Luo, the only problem is 
the colour of my skin,” says Shab-
bir, who speaks fluent Dholuo. 

Rahim Dawood and Swarup, al-
so of Asian origin, had mixed for-
tunes in August, with Dawood re-
taining the Imenti North seat for 
the third time and Mishra suc-
cumbing to the strong wave of the 
President’s UDA party. 

Separately, Junet Mohamed of 
Suna East managed to charm his 
way back to Parliament for the 
third time. But unlike Shabbir, the 
politician from the Somali com-
munity is still strongly allied to Mr 
Odinga’s party as he battles the po-
litical storm in Luo Nyanza.     

Mukwanja, views this emerg-
ing trait as a case of voters gradu-
ally taking control of their polit-
ical destiny. He observes that the 
results — particularly in County 
assemblies — show a clear shift 
away from the influence of politi-
cal party leaders and cronies. 

The apparent shift is of great in-
terest to CMD-Kenya, a political 
parties-based membership organ-
isation established in March 2004, 
whose mandate includes enhanc-
ing multiparty democracy and 
promoting social justice, as well as 
political governance.

cial economic zones (SEZs) 
that developing countries have 
used as critical policy tools 
to industrialise their econo-
mies. In 2004 I prepared Ken-
ya’s first-ever Survey of EPZs 
(through Market Intelligence
magazine) with input from the 
EPZ Agency and Kenya’s Trade 
and Industry Ministry. 

A key finding from the sur-
vey was that Kenya’s first-gen-
eration EPZs were set up as “en-
clave” developments with little 
backward or forward linkages 
to domestic value chains. 

Nearly a decade later, as 
a consultant on a National 
Treasury Project, I would pro-
pose industrial policy and help 
to develop Kenya’s SEZ poli-
cy framework and draft SEZ 
Bill 2012. All three were not 
adopted and were effectively 
mothballed until 2015 when 
a “bland” SEZ law was enacted 
over the objections of Treasury 
to its tax giveaways and incen-
tives. The SEZ agency provided 
for in the 2015 SEZ law has not 
been fully operationalised sev-
en years after enactment.

A similar fate befell the Mas-
ter Plan Study for Kenyan In-
dustrial Development (Map-
skid) that Japan’s JICA devel-
oped for Kenya in 2007. Map-
skid remains the most compre-
hensive industrial blueprint 
ever developed in Kenya’s his-
tory. It was promptly con-
signed to the national policy 
“cemetery” or graveyard on the 
boulevard of broken dreams to 
“industrialise Kenya”.
Identifying the intent to in-
dustrialise: Vision 2030 Blue-
print explicitly stated the “in-
tent” to industrialise Kenya. It 
set the goal of establishing a 
“robust, diversified and com-
petitive manufacturing sector” 
that grows at 10 per cent annu-
ally to account for 15 per cent 
of GDP. It identified manufac-
turing as a priority sector in 
the economy with the estab-
lishment of two special eco-
nomic zone clusters and five 
SME industrial parks as flag-
ship projects. None of these 
have been implemented. 

Meanwhile the share of man-
ufacturing in Kenya’s GDP con-
tinues to fall from 12.5 per cent 
to 7.5 per cent. Vision 2030’s 
professed intent to industrial-
ise Kenya was still-born.

Reality of de-industriali-
sation: I see little public disa-
greements in Kenya on the in-
tent to industrialise. Most lead-
ers broadly agree on it and 
even on HOW to do it � for ex-
ample by establishing SEZs. 

The true binding constraint 
to industrialising Kenya, how-
ever, lies in the failure-to-im-
plement, the inability to get 
things done. This is evident in 
the poorly designed EPZs with 
no forward or backward link-
ages to the domestic econo-
my; the dithering over SEZs 
for years; and dumping com-
prehensive industrial master-
plans like Mapskid. 

The failure-to-implement 
stems fundamentally from a 
failure to invest in the requisite 
(state) capacity and capabili-
ty to get things done with ex-
treme competence in the apex 
institutions and ministries of 
finance, international trade 
and industry, and in econom-
ic planning, coordinating and 
monitoring units in the Presi-
dent’s or Prime Minister’s offic-
es modelled, say, on Malaysia’s 
Permandu. 

Kenya needs to concentrate 
significant capacities and ca-
pabilities to get things done 
in those apex institutions . It is 
not enough to merely profess 
the intent to industrialise. 

Kenya’s long-term econom-
ic blueprint (Vision 2030) and 
its industrial masterplans like 
Mapskid lie forgotten in a pol-
icy-stagnation freezer, with 
only occasional motion but 
no meaningful movements. 
Like bystanders Kenyans 
watch “latecomers” like Malay-
sia (from 1978) and Vietnam 
(from 1994) adopt industrial 
policy and get on with indus-
trialising at warp speed – dash-
ing from third world to near-
first world in little more than 
one generation.

Mr Owino is a consultant and 
financial sector specialist

...Continued from Page 9

There’s need to promote  
industrialisation in Africa
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China’s President Xi Jinping arrives 
for the opening session of the 20th 
Chinese Communist Party’s Congress 
at the Great Hall of the People in Beijing 
on October 16. PHOTO I AFP 

A Basotho jumps while being paraded with others by Lesotho 
horsemen before the start of the traditional horse race 
in Semonkong, a remote town in the Maluti mountains on 
October 15. PHOTO I AFP 

US boxer 
Deontay 
Wilder (left) 
knocks out 
Swedish-
Finnish boxer 
Robert 
Helenius in the 
1st round of 
their 12-round 
WBC World 
Heavyweight 
Title Eliminator 
fight at 
Barclays 
Centre in 
Brooklyn, 
New York, on 
October 15.
PHOTO | POOL

Health workers carry a coffin during the mass burial of 27 protesters and six 
police officers at the Bolima cemetery in the Waterloo District in Freetown, 
Sierra Leone, on October 17. They were killed in August riots. PHOTO I AFP

Elephant keeper Kiapi Lakupanai plays with two calves at Reteti Elephant Sanctuary in 
Namunyak Wildlife Conservancy, Samburu on October 12. Reteti Elephant Sanctuary has been 
overwhelmed with rescue operations and an influx of orphaned and abandoned calves due to 
the current drought. Parched lands and dry wells cover the terrain. PHOTO | POOL

North Korea leader Kim Jong Un 
visits the Mangyongdae Revolutionary 
Academy in Pyongyang to watch live 
pistol shooting by alumni. PHOTO I AFP 
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Although podcasting is an emerging industry in Africa, Eli Mwendwa is 
making a name for himself, and money, from online conversatons about issues 

that men face but do not discuss

MAN TALK



BY MOSES OJUANG’

‘D
istil good even from the devil…’ 
It is pain that sets thoughts to 
thinking; a state of undisturbed 
happiness would make reflec-
tion, inquiry and invention re-
dundant. 

Sometime in the mid-80s, a cheeky old-
er neighbour asked me my year of birth;
I quickly told him and he burst out laugh-
ing. He informed me quite artistically 
that in that year he was being treated for 
his third bout of gonorrhoea.

He must have meant that he was old 
enough to be my father since he was al-
ready sexually active at the time of my 
birth. Those were the days of free sex. 
Every Monday, hospitals were filled 
with those suffering from Sex-
ually Transmitted Diseas-
es (STDs). They would line 
up before rude nurses who 
were boiling blunt injec-
tion needles ready to pump 
them up their rears; before 
the painful injection, they 
had to drink a packet of milk 
right in front of the nurse. Every-
body knew what they were being treat-
ed for.

All this happened before the proper ar-
rival of the Acquired Immune Deficien-
cy Syndrome (Aids). It was that reckless 
time when people knew the worst that 
one could get from sex was a baby or gon-
orrhoea. It had a cure and those who con-
tracted it wore their suffering as a badge 
of honour; you could get a high-five from 
your peers just because you were a ‘man’.
It was never a shameful thing.

Then entered HIV onto the scene and 
things just went haywire. The balance 
was toppled and things had to change 
painfully for many of this generation. 
The infection rate of HIV spread like 
bushfire. Those infected somehow did 
not know their status and thus went on 
spreading the virus unknowingly. By the 
early 90s, those who got Aids began dying 
very horrendous deaths sans care.

The lines at the gonorrhoea treatment 
clinics thinned out and the medical pro-
fession had to make radical changes 
in their systems of treatment. The kid-
ney-shaped containers used to boil sy-
ringes and needles to be reused on other 
people were pushed aside; there would 

Albert Maloba
President William 

Ruto knows what he 
is doing by disbanding 
the DCI special unit, 
having served as the 
second-in-command 
for the past decade. He 
has in the past accused 
the police of behaving 
in a brutal and unpro-
fessional manner so it 
is his mandate to clean 
up the force and en-
sure that Kenya and 
Kenyans are protected 
from internal and ex-
ternal threats.
— Universities Council 
of Kenya leader

OPEN SPACE

AIDS: NOT ALL DOOM
POSITIVES : Despite the fear brought about by this infection, 
there were many great changes it brought about in medicine

hitherto be no more sharing of needles 
or syringes and thus only sharp needles 
would be used, once.

Things they used to do with bare 
hands had to be done in surgical gloves. 
Blood transfusion that had before then 
been done without much care was 
now anathema: the blood had to be 
screened for the virus before being ac-
cepted in the blood bank. Indeed, even 
the people donating blood decreased 
since they were afraid of being tested 
for Aids before giving blood.

Despite the gloom, fear and suspicion 
wrought by this new infection, there 
were many great changes it brought 
about on the medical scene, which the
living enjoy today. Things had to change 

radical to stem new infections. Blunt 
needles were gone, reused scal-

pels forgotten, medical waste 
collection and destruction 
became even more meticu-
lous. All these came about 
due to the evil that was HIV 
and Aids. 
On the social scene, pain-

ful corrections had to be made. 
Outdated cultural practices like 

wife inheritance, traditions deeply in-
grained into the psyches of the practi-
tioners, was shaken to the core. 

The die-hards who could not accept 
change became the horrid lessons for
those that dared face the virus. It was 
a baptism of fire and death that slowly 
eroded the obsolete practices. A new dis-
cipline was taking over.

The holier-than-thou religious leaders 
who thought that the virus was only for 
sinners were shocked when it hit their 
congregations. The virus had moved 
deep into the family and hit even those 
insolent people who were burning con-
doms publicly to declare family plan-
ning immoral. Religion, science, culture 
and the whole government became one 
united front against Aids. This singular 
voice had never before been heard on 
one issue.It is amazing just what this in-
fection made our country achieve.

Mr Ojuang’ is a social commentator.

Are you young and ambitious? We would 
like to hear from you. Send your views 
and observations on topical issues to: 
weeklyreview@ke.nationmedia.com

MIND SPEAK
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Ayub Yensis Adan
The disbandment of 

the Directorate of Crim-
inal Investigations spe-
cial unit amid allega-
tions that its officers 
engaged in extra-judi-
cial killings is not a sur-
prise. I hope the kill-
ings and arbitrary ar-
rests conducted by the 
team will be investigat-
ed and officers found to 
have abused power and 
authority be brought to 
book. Kenya needs an ef-
ficient and professional 
team of security officers.
— Student, Daystar 
University

Cynthia Tanui
Insecurity is not a new 
thing in Kenya. Each 
day, we hear tales of 
missing persons, with 
some being found dead. 
It is the duty of the 
National Police Service  
to ensure Kenyans are
safe. President William 
Ruto has a duty to 
ensure Kenyans have 
confidence in the 
security organs and 
vouch for justice for the 
families of victims of 
police brutality. 
— Customer relations

Raisy Rono
I appreciate the Pres-

ident’s directive to dis-
band the DCI Special 
Service Unit. It is not 
pleasing to have peo-
ple who are meant to 
be enhancers of secu-
rity turning to perpe-
trators of violence and 
causers of agony in the 
state. I believe that is 
a short-term solution 
and I am anticipat-
ing the President and 
his team will roll out a 
good plan.

— University student



BY WAGA ODONGO

I
had a look at last year’s crime
statistics with a particular inter-
est in the drugs section.  

 The report, which is availa-
ble on the Kenya Police website,
shows that Kenya does not have 

a “dangerous drug” problem per 
se; it has a marijuana problem. In 
almost three-quarters of all coun-
ties, bhang is the only drug po-
lice busts have uncovered. Bhang 
arrests and discoveries were al-
so widespread, with every single 
county recording an incident. The 
appendix also shows that over 
95 per cent of all dangerous drug 
cases are due to bhang.    

When it comes to bhang, drug 
enforcement has completely 
failed. If we instituted a zero-tol-
erance policy that saw the arrest 
of everyone who  has been in pos-
session of bhang we would empty 
all institutions of higher learning 
and the suspect numbers would 
bankrupt the Prison Service.    

Marijuana is so common that 
there are numerous Facebook 
groups that connect sellers and 
users, depending on the location. 
For the more discrete, Snapchat,
with its timed messages and its 
image-sharing limitations, is not 
only good for sharing raunchy 
photos, but perfect for drug deal-
ers to advertise their wares while 
making it hard to leave a digital 
trail. I’d wager that over half of 
all adults under 35 do not think 
marijuana should be considered 
a dangerous drug.  

With marijuana being so prev-
alent and demand being so high,
we are asking the police to imple-
ment a law that has lost public 
consent. 

The move towards legalising 
marijuana globally has been 
slow, but the tide is turning and it 
would be folly for Kenya to ignore 
this trend. 

By my count,cannabis has been 
decriminalised wholly or in part 
in the Netherlands, Australia, 
Canada, Chile, Colombia, Costa Ri-
ca, Portugal, South Africa, Spain 
and Uruguay. 

Marijuana, it should be not-

MY TAKE

Medicine: Cannabis has been decriminalised 
wholly or in part in the Netherlands, Australia, 
Canada, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Portugal, 

South Africa, Spain and Uruguay

SHOULD KENYA 
LEGALISE BHANG?
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ed,has some medicinal uses. We 
have methadone clinics in two 
cities locally to help those addict-
ed to heroin, a far more danger-
ous drug. In fact, those two clinics 
have been feted globally for their 
work, yet when it comes to bhang,
a far more common and, com-
pared to heroin, more innocuous 
drug, Kenya has been a laggard.  

Bhang is currently classified as 
a narcotic drug under the Narcot-
ic Drugs and Psychotropic Sub-
stances Act No 4 of 1994 and the 
fines involved can reach three 
times the value of the drugs 
nabbed. We were greeted with 
headlines earlier this year of ped-
dlers getting 50 years for selling 
what in some countries amounts 
to government rations. 

  Meanwhile, the National Au-
thority for the Campaign Against 
Alcohol and Drug Abuse (Naca-

da), has been more of a hindrance 
than a help when it comes to 
drugs. It still wants current penal-
ties on drug possession enhanced 
rather than work towards de-
criminalisation of bhang.  

Nacada is in the grip of religious 
zealots. A former boss of the or-
ganisation proudly claimed that 
bhang would be legalised in Ken-
ya “over his dead body”. It is sad 
when the head of a drug adviso-
ry body proudly and publicly de-
clares himself impervious to sci-
entific evidence. The board of 
Nacada currently has members 
whose primary qualification is in 
religious pursuits which, I think,
is wholly inappropriate. 

The spirits the board advises on 
are not the Holy kind. The reli-
gious establishment convulses in-
to histrionics whenever the whiff 
of reefer blows their way. They are 

the main impediment to any evi-
dence based reform.  

The menace of marijuana use 
comes from the fact that the gov-
ernment does not test and regu-
late the drug, just like alcohol and 
tobacco. 

Drug addiction is a medical and 
social condition, so drug popular-
ity will always remain unaffected 
by the length of prison sentences 
or government proscriptions. 

You are unlikely to enforce ab-
stention through the law.  

Drug use is stigmatised in a way 
that obesity is not, despite the 
two being related. It should be 
no more a crime to be hooked on 
heroin than it is to be an alcoholic 
or a binge eater. 

 Whatever ills the drug caus-
es, they are better addressed 
through regulation rather than 
leaving the young to the chaos 
and self-interest of the market,
where it can be adulterated. A 
study by Nacada last year found 
that in all cases of street-acquired 
heroin that the organisation test-
ed, the product was adulterated. 

It is easy to explain the presence 
of strains of cannabis that have 
been linked to psychiatric prob-
lems. We have a system in which 
the cannabis produced is untest-
ed, unregulated and untaxed, 
which is the source of all these 
problems. 

The lesson from history is that 
prohibition leads to stronger 
strains of drugs. During alcohol 
prohibition in America in the 
1920s, people began drinking for-
malin, which is used to preserve 
organisms, in lieu of alcohol. Can-
nabis must somehow be distrib-
uted under the ambit of govern-
ment control if we are to guaran-
tee its safety. 

Alcohol is a more potent drug 
and has more deleterious so-
cial effects than cannabis. Go to a 
small town on a Friday night and 
see the social cost of alcohol. You 
will find fighting, vomiting, pub-
lic urination and unprovoked ag-
gression towards others. 

Given the choice, would anyone 
rather have a child who is an al-
coholic as opposed to a stoner? It 
seems even ridiculous to ask that 
out loud.  

  We must have a grown-up dis-
cussion on not just cannabis, but 
all drugs, based on science and 
harm reduction. 

Mr Odongo is a Software Engineer
wagaodongo@gmail.com



BY EDDY ASHIOYA

W hen I meet Pavraj Singh, he is enjoying 
a burger at The Oval in Westlands and 
is making that face that I too make 
in the fringes of the night when I am 

reading other writers’ magnum opus and 
thinking: “That is a nice line; let me take it 
from you”. Among the many hats that Pavraj 
wears are a mixologist’s beanie, a tech bro’s 
hoodie and a chef’s toque. He also has that 
face that Nairobi gossip sites would kill to write 
headlines for: “Meet the Nairobi mixologist 
giving Kenyan ladies sleepless nights.”

We are at ArtCaffe for an interview, one of 
those establishments frequented by all and 
sundry yet still manages to convey an air of ex-
clusivity. My only misgiving would be the cor-
porate pop in the form of soul-killing Muzak 
that the speakers are blurting out. 

“I am a man of many talents,” begins Pavraj, 
“a chef by profession but a mixologist by heart. 
But I have been in the tech industry all my life,” 
he says, swirling down the words with a beer. 
When he says all his life, it is all of 27 years. 

“I was poached by a Fintech company, moving 
to Nairobi from Canada. My first job was in cus-
tomer experience and from there I rose to the 
top.” He found himself treading the gossamer 
fine line — a fintech expert by day moon-
lighting as a mixologist. Sleep? Sleep is for 
the dead. 

“Mixology started as a joke. I used to at-
tend a lot of influencer events and every 
Wednesday they had bar culture at Ta-
pas. The owners invited me to bartend for 
them, which I did once a week, then twice, 
and it slowly became something I was fond 
of.”  

Fintech, he says, is where he has grown pro-
fessionally. Fintech is a portmanteau of “fi-
nancial technology”, which refers to firms 
using new technology to compete with tra-
ditional methods in the delivery of financial 
services. Think blockchains, Cloud Comput-
ing and Big Data. “We are not a bank. We do 
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A MAN OF MANY TALENTS
JACK OF ALL TRADES : Among the many hats that Pavraj wears are a mixologist’s 

beanie, a tech bro’s hoodie and a chef’s toque

Pavraj Singh is a financial expert, a chef and a mixologist. JEFF ANGOTE | NATION

Product financing is not a new thing in Kenya. 

On the contrary, with product financing, the 

company, in this case Aspira, finances the 

product for you and you pay them back in 

monthly instalments. It is risk-free for the vendor and 

gets you your product — sort of like borrowing 

from Peter to pay Paul. Win-win-win. 
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product financing, which is unsecured loans 
or big investments with big returns. We on-
ly finance one out of ten applicants, making it 
very stringent and protective. We make it eas-
ier with unsecured financing, no need for col-
lateral.”

That brings to mind the fact that Kenyans 
borrowed an average of Sh1.6 billion daily in 
Fuliza loans in the past half year. We are a heav-
ily debt-leaning nation. 

“That’s true but we do check your Credit Ref-
erence Bureau stats. We all have a credit score, 
whether you take loans or not. We do not fi-
nance those whose risk is very high.” Pavraj 
speaks as if he is the first person to look around 
and strip the world of pretence, leaving only 
the funny and the painful, which he magical-
ly makes the same.

“You see, at Aspira, we empower Kenyans by 
giving them a lot of financial knowledge. Once 
we have the customer it is up to them to choose, 
and thus build their credit history.” But not 
everyone has a smartphone, which is why they 
have brand ambassadors and field agents who 
sign you up “manually”.

Product financing is not a new thing in Ken-
ya. On the contrary, with product financing, the 
company, in this case Aspira, finances the prod-
uct for you and you pay them back in month-
ly instalments. It is risk-free for the vendor and 
gets you your product — sort of like borrowing 
from Peter to pay Paul. Win-win-win. 

What has Fintech taught him about the fi-
nancial habits of Kenyans? “It’s addictive but all 
for the right reasons. Start-up businesses don’t 
have the funding. Money is not easy to come by.” 
He says that his biggest fear when it comes to 
money is his bank account reading zero and 
him not knowing where it went. So far, so good. 

He defines a successful career as spending 

your money smartly. “If I can invest in some-
thing that can generate more income for the fu-
ture, then why not?” 

Pavraj gives off the air of someone to whom 
money is very important. He talks it, breathes 
it, lives it. So, what’s the first thing he tells peo-
ple with money who don’t know what to do 
with it? “I’d tell them to put it in a Sacco. Or put 
it down as a fixed deposit if the bank is giving 
you a good rate. If you don’t need the money, 
save it. I am passionate about mixology and I 
know what I want to invest in.”

“The more you chase money, the more it’s not 
going to come. I am telling you to work smart, 
not hard. If you are not budgeting, then you 
are going to stress yourself. Invest in some-
thing that will give you a return.” Warren Buffet 
would be proud. Or is it Aliko Dangote? Speak-
ing of, who has had the most impact on his 
journey with money?

“Myself. I have been working for about nine 
years now. I started working in Fintech at 19. I 
have learned the hard way by making my own 
mistakes,” he says. You quickly tell that he walks 
around with self-confidence bordering on hu-
bris. 

“But if I were to change something for people 
coming after me it would be to lessen taxes.” 

Let’s talk a bit about his other love – mixol-
ogy. If he was a cocktail, what would he be? “I 
would be Two Oceans. It’s a gin and rum-based 
cocktail.” “Rum initially was used in the 1860s 
as a method of money. It was also used in hair 
products. Rum was everything. There is more 
to rum than meets the eye.”

So what’s underneath? “The sugar syrup.”
Atieno Otieno, a former colleague, chimes 

in. “Look, Pavraj makes me feel like I have not 
done anything with my life. This guy never 
sleeps, never complains and always shows up.” 
I want to tell them not sleeping is not a good 
thing but she cuts me short. “The one thing I 
know about Pavraj is that he will challenge you 
to work harder and smarter. Once he sets his 
mind to something, you are either with him or 
in his way. I’d advise you to be with him, or at 
least not in his way.” 

With people like Atieno, who needs cheerlead-
ers? Happiness is like a butterfly: the more you 
chase it, the faster it runs. Does he ever feel tru-
ly happy?

 “If you are not happy with yourself you can-
not be happy with anything. It’s all about 
self-acceptance.” And speaking of acceptance, 
he tells me he struggles with burning calories. 
He is preparing for the Stanchart marathon lat-
er this month. That burger that he was having 
earlier doesn’t seem like such a good decision 
after all. 

Have things turned out well? “At 27 I thought 
would be at a desk job. Or a chef. I am at the 
peak of my career and things have turned out 
better. There is so much trial and error to do. I 
can’t wait for the future.” 

As Wafula, our waiter, refills his glass, he tells 

me the one thing people keep getting wrong 
about drinks. “They think about how their 
drink should always be the strongest cocktail. 
Or how they can easily replicate it. (He is pre-
paring for his first pool edition. He will be mak-
ing his three signature cocktails.) 

“Mixology has taught me discipline and pa-
tience. Being a party person and a consumer 
of alcohol, you want to maintain your profes-
sionalism. If you want the best whiskey sours, 
you have to go several hundreds of hours be-
fore you get your own perfect signature. So far, I 
have made three.” 

But for all the good he is good at, the bad sticks 
out too. “I am terrible at keeping in touch. I am 
not consistent.” Even with God?

“If I am in trouble, I know God will be by my 
side.” When was the last time you failed God? 
“On my birthday. You see, my birthday was on 
the same day as the Westgate Attack. I had in-
vited a couple of my friends over to the mall for 
a party. However, my car jammed. We spent al-
most three hours trying to get it to work. It is 
then that my mother called me and asked me 
to watch the news. That day, I lost two of my 
closest friends. If there was no God, would I still 
be here?”

For the first time, I can see that the emperor is 
naked. He takes a swig of his beer and I ask for 
my burger. Yes, he still drives the car. Yes, he still 
thinks about how lucky he is. “Things are going 
so well for me that I sometimes wonder, what’s 
the catch? It’s like making a deal with the devil.”

Have you made a deal with the devil? “No.” 

My burger arrives. I bite. Tastes like heaven. 
eddyashioya@gmail.com

Pavraj Singh at work in a Nairobi club. 
PHOTO | POOL

Mixology started as a 
joke. I used to attend 
a lot of influencer 
events and every 
Wednesday they had 
bar culture at Tapas. 
The owners invited 
me to bartend for 
them, which I did 
once a week, then 
twice, and it slowly 
became something I 
was fond of.
Pavraj Singh

”

Sh1.6 billion
What Kenyans borrowed daily on Fuliza in the first half of 
2022



BY SINDA MATIKO

P
icture this. When you are 
just two months old, your 
family relocates to the United 
Kingdom, only for you to 
return to Kenya by accident, 
27 years later. That’s right, by 

accident.
That accident marks the begin-

ning of your journey as a podcast-
er in a third world country that 
has yet to fully embrace podcast-
ing. Truth be told, podcasting in 
Kenya, or Africa for that matter, is 
not for the faint-hearted, especial-
ly when the end game is to com-
mercialise it.

But even with this knowledge 
at your fingertips, you are not de-
terred. You believe, hope and sol-
dier on. You invest millions to actu-
alise this dream and suffer terrible 
losses. You inject hundreds of shil-
lings into the venture again, but 
there is still no return on invest-
ment. Do you quit?

Content Creator Eli Mwendwa 
can afford to smile now. On this 
day, as we sit down for an inter-
view, his face gleams with an infec-
tious smile, a facial curve that sets 
everything straight as American 
comedian Phyllis Diller once ob-
served. Finally, his podcasting ca-
reer is shaping up.

It has been three years since 
his friendship with lawyer Oscar 
Koome culminated in the emer-
gence of one of the top podcasts in 
Kenya, Mantalk.ke, which boasts an 
audience of 150,000.

Last month, Mantalk.ke emerged 
winners of the African Podcast 
and Voice Awards.

“Having lived most of my life in 
the UK, I came back to Kenya on 
holiday and fell in love with the 
country. I decided to set up an 
import-export business, which 

picked up well, and that’s when I 
decided I wouldn’t be going back 
to the UK.”

“Parallel to that, I ventured in-
to digital content creation, quite 
by accident. I didn’t have a social 
life, didn’t know many people and 
wanted to connect with people 
here.That’s how I started creating 
lifestyle content randomly, but al-
so posting it online for my friends 
in the UK to see what it is like to be 
in this part of the world.”

“I began to notice I was gaining 
followers in Kenya, then events in-
vitations began streaming in for 
events where I kept meeting es-
tablished content creators. I de-
cided to be a content 
creator and be-
gan working to 
build to audi-
ence,” Mwend-
wa, recalls.

Having 
been raised 
in a country 
where pod-
c a s t s  a re 
very popu-
lar, he felt 
t h a t  t h i s 
was a space 
that need-
ed to be ex-
plored. He in-
itially did not 
plan to make 
money from 
the podcasts. 
“I found that 
t h e re  we re 
m a ny  n e ga -
tive things being 
talked about online 
and wanted to cre-
ate a space where we 
could have positive 
conversations and 
especially around 

men’s issues. I was making a new 
group of friends and realised we 
were struggling with the same is-

sues offline. So far, it has gone re-
ally well. It was aimed at men but 
now we have lots of women listen-
ing in and we have had to elevate 
the conversations to include both 
genders.”

Podcasting began when former 
MTV video jockey Adam Curry 
wanted internet radio broad-
casts to automatically download 
to his iPod. So, in 2004 he creat-
ed an application, iPodder; a cou-
ple of tweaks here and there by a 
few developers and a podcast was 
born.  People started paying atten-
tion when a podcast on investiga-

tive journalism se-

ries, 
Se-
rial, 
be-
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NEW KID ON THE SOCIAL MEDIA BLOCK

PODCASTING: THE 
NEXT GOLDEN GOOSE

CONTENT CREATION: Though it is growing quickly in Africa, podcasting is still an emerging industry. To 
consistently produce quality episodes, maintain a revenue stream and build a community is no easy feat

Eli Mwenda 

is a content 

creator.
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came a worldwide hit.
Though still not very popular 

here, podcasting is beginning to 
make inroads into the African 
market, especially in urban set-
ups. 

“Podcast audiences are largely 
concentrated in the capital cities 
of Kenya, Nigeria and South Afri-
ca, according on our research, but 
there is an audience growing in 
other major urban centres in the 
three countries,” observes Jose-
phine Karianjahi, Co-Director of 
Africa Podfest, a continental pod-
cast platform. “Mobile phones are 
the major device used to access 
podcasts, aligning with Africa’s 
high mobile internet penetration 
and usage patterns,” she adds.

Despite its rising popularity, 
monetisation of podcasts remains 
a hard nut to crack in this part of 
the world. Is there money in Afri-
can podcasting, was a question 
raised by Africa Podfest in a part-
nership summit with Internation-
al Podcast Day.

“Mantalk.ke was self-funded for 
the first two years. Now we work 
with brands. Before that, we were 
always running at a loss, going in-
to our pockets or getting mon-
ey from elsewhere to fund the 
project. Since we began, we have 
forked out approximately Ksh2 
million on Mantalk.ke.”

Simple as the set-up may seem, 
with two guys seated in front of 
microphones to discuss social is-
sues, cost depends on the quality 
and format (audio, video or both) 
of the podcast produced.

“A quality podcast is relatively 
expensive to produce, but worth 
it,” Mwendwa explains.“The hosts 
are Oscar and I, but we outsource 
the production team. We recently 
hired our first employee, a social 
media manager.”

Consistency in quality and audi-
ence growth convinced the brands 
supporting them to pump money 
into the podcast.

“Mantalk.ke has created a unique 
ecosystem – an audio-visual pod-
cast that is available on every sin-
gle platform you can think of – 
from Apple, YouTube, TikTok and 
Spotify to Afripods, Castbox, In-
stagram and Facebook. This way, 
we are able to compete on all plat-
forms and have a wider mass mar-
ket, so when a brand comes to us 
and probably just wants a post on 
Instagram, we are able to demon-
strate that we can offer much 
more than a post or mention on 
one platform,” Mwendwa explains.

Mantalk.ke has begun selling ad-
vertising space as well. 

“As more brands become aware 
of the value of the podcast and the 
audience listenership, we are now 
able to sell advertising space, just 
like TV. We could sell ad space on 
YouTube, TikTok or Instagram.”

However, Mwendwa notes that 
Mantalk.ke is not yet making as 
much money as it should but he is 
thrilled with the progress. 

“Most podcasts abroad are just 
audio and have less audience than 
Mantalk.ke but still make much 
more money because the indus-
try is developed there. We are not 

there yet in terms of making a lot 
of money from just audio ads so 
we have had to do audio-visual.”

Homeboyz radio presenter and 
Deejay Conrad Gray, popularly 
known as G Money, attests to this. 
His podcast, Mics Are Open, has 
been doing pretty well since in-
ception in April 2019, bagging 
over 850,000 plays. Co-hosted by 
Andy Young and Calvin Wangu-
ku, where they explore entertain-
ment, comedy and life, the podcast 
has so far made over Sh250,000 in 
branded merchandise sale of the 
podcast such as hoodies, flasks 
and t-shirts.

And like Mwendwa’s Mantalk.ke, 
they have been fortunate to secure 
advertisement placements from 
brands such as Prudential Insur-
ance, Safaricom and Adidas.

But this came with a hefty price. 
“The little success we are enjoying 
has come at a cost that includes in-
vesting in billboards and digital 
campaigns to publicise the pod-
cast. Employing a full-time edi-
tor and videographer has been 
key,” G Money says. (Placement of a 
billboard in Nairobi cost between 
Ksh100,000 and Ksh150,000, de-
pending on the location).

By December 2020, former Kiss 
100 radio presenter Adelle On-
yango’s podcast, Legally Clue-
less, launched in March 2019, had 
amassed over 1.2 million streams. 
Legally Clueless has over 112 epi-
sodes, averaging 10,000 plays per 
week. Just like Mantalk.ke and Mics 
are Open, it runs on multiple plat-
forms including YouTube, Face-

book and IG TV, Apple, Sound-
cloud, Sticher, Tune-In and Spotify.

In 2020, Adelle managed to com-
mercialise her podcast by syn-
dicating the content with Trace 
FM, becoming the first podcast to 
achieve the fete in East Africa. 

In addition, with the help of 
sponsors and partnerships, Legal-
ly Clueless has been able to push 
up its growth by extending into 
residences and tours, with stops 
in Senegal, Ghana, Ethiopia and 
Egypt. Even then, Adelle agrees 
that podcasting in Africa requires 
a lot of investment and patience to 
succeed.  

“Podcasting is growing quickly in 
this part of the world, but it is still 
an emerging industry. To consist-
ently produce quality episodes, 
maintain a revenue stream and 
build a community is no easy feat,” 
she says.

Nonetheless, Mwendwa is opti-
mistic about the future of podcast-
ing in Africa. In May this year, Man-
talk.ke represented Kenya at the 
Sounds of Africa Summit by Spoti-
fy in South Africa, where a grant of 
Sh12 million for podcasters in Af-
rica was launched by the stream-
ing platform.

“We started slightly later than 
the rest of the world but there is 
lots of money being poured into 
podcasting in Africa now. Some 
organisations even have depart-
ments for podcasts. We are head-
ing where America and the UK 
have been for a while,” he enthus-
es.

tmatiko@ke.nationmedia.com



 SATURDAY NATION OCTOBER 23, 2022 The Weekly Review  SUNDAY NATION OCTOBER 23, 2022 20

K
enyans have seen President Ruto’s fre-
netic domestic action, then off to Lon-
don and Washington, followed by a run 
through three regional capitals. Killing 
the petrol subsidy and lowering fertiliser 
prices sent the message that a blunt and 

stark President will make quick and tough de-
cisions. 

And by lowering interest on mobile money 
loans, the President affirmed that he wants to 
incorporate his triple favourites, namely wom-
en vegetable vendors, hand cart-pushers and 
small businesses in hustler politics and bot-
tom-up economics. But some mistakes the ad-
ministration has made have aroused fear that 
President Ruto is rushing to centralise power 
in himself, pardon and reward the criminally 
culpable, and circumvent the Constitution for 
personal political profit.

The dust had not settled on the August Gen-
eral Election before he triggered defections 
from the rival Azimio coalition, swiftly mov-
ing his Kenya Kwanza coalition from minori-
ty to majority status. The gambit ensured his 
coalition won the speakership of the Nation-
al Assembly. 

Before Kenyans could digest this, the Presi-
dent manoeuvred Kenya Kwanza to grab the 
position of Majority Leader of the National As-
sembly from under the nose of a shell-shocked 
Azimio. Parliament in his pocket, he met a 
hapless holdover Cabinet unsure of his inten-
tions, on its last legs , whose members were 
scared they were marked for retribution. 

The meeting, excluding public participation, 
performed the last rites on the 2012 ban on 
importation of genetically modified organ-
isms (GMO). The reversal galvanised civil so-

ciety and, most importantly, the oft-wavering  
Kalonzo Musyoka and ageless Raila Odinga, in-
to action. Civil society adopted a more scientif-
ic and global approach, with the politicians go-
ing for the jugular, thus declaring open season 
on the President. 

Remember candidate Ruto, a la 2013, prom-
ised change and happiness in double quick 
time. It is why his administration is already 
attracting a lot more scrutiny on its pledges 
and delivery than its predecessors under two 
months into office.

There is a lot more clamour for cheaper fu-
el, flour and cooking oil or, put another way, 
lowering of the cost of living, which is current-
ly consigning many a Kenyan household to 
penury. Add to that the fact that the many op-
portunistic politicians who defected to Kenya 
Kwanza in what amounted to last minute job 
applications are still jobless, bitter and toxic.

But it is President Ruto’s and Deputy Presi-
dent Rigathi Gachagua’s handling of criminal 
investigations and of politicians facing crimi-
nal cases that takes the biscuit. Candidate Ru-
to laid into the Director of Criminal Investi-
gations George Kinoti, calling him a failure at 
a campaign rally. Post-election, Gachagua ac-
cused Kinoti of overseeing a corrupt, coercive 

and weaponised investigative agency. Nobody 
was surprised when Kinoti was reported to 
have resigned. Most believe he was forced out.

Suddenly,Cabinet nominees who faced seri-
ous criminal charges had their cases dropped 
days before their vetting by a parliamenta-
ry panel. Ms Aisha Jumwa, the pick for Public 
Service, faced murder and theft charges, and 
Mithika Linturi, marked for agriculture, was 
accused of rape and fraud. 

They were rid of these charges in a flash, beg-
ging the question: What has befallen Noordin 
Haji, the Director of Public Prosecutions? He 
charged them, amid fanfare, presumably be-
cause he had enough evidence to sustain their 
prosecution and secure their conviction. Qui-
etly, he withdrew their cases.

However, by taking the errant politicians out 
of the courts of law, Haji put the President in 
the clamorous court of public opinion. 

Its verdict is simple and direct.  
With friends such as Jumwa and Linturi, 

among other high-profile criminal suspects, 
the President does not need enemies.

But ultimately, after the Minority has its say, 
President Ruto, having constructed a majority, 
will have his way. 

kwendo58@gmail.com

Ruto centralising power at State House

o p i n i o n

There are fears the President might circumvent the Constitution for personal political profit
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O
ur attentions have been rivetted on tel-
evision screens over the past week with 
live proceedings from the National As-
sembly vetting of President William Ru-
to’s Cabinet nominees.

Public vetting of nominees for Cabinet 
Secretary and other key officials, including the 
Judiciary, is an important constitutional re-
quirement in fulfilment of transparency and 
accountability principles.

It opens up the nominees to scrutiny not 
just by interlocuters in Parliament, but also by 
members of the public, who are able to submit 
their queries and observations on the nomi-
nees, and also watch the proceedings on live 
television.

One big take home from the vetting is that 
it has been reduced to a pro-forma charade 
far removed from the purpose for which the 
process was instituted.I can bet my last pen-
ny that all the nominees will be cleared for for-
mal appointment irrespective of clear unsuit-
ability for high public office.

We saw some with suspect academic creden-
tials and intellectual vacuity that would make 
them ineligible for minor clerical jobs, but 
they will soon be at the centre of policy mak-
ing and execution. 

There were those who are clear candidates 
for prison cells or otherwise in complete viola-
tion of ethical requirements and code of con-
duct for public office. 

Some could also have been called out for 
clear conflict of interest in known business en-
gagements with their assigned dockets. But 
they, too, will pass the vetting with flying col-
ours.

All those miscreants will soon be earning ob-
scene salaries and perks from our money. They 
will fly the national pendant on their official 
limousines, drive around with entire battal-
lions of goons bullying other motorists off the 
road with chase cars exhibiting all the bells 
and whistles, in and complete disregard for 
traffic etiquette.

What matters in the vetting ritual is not the 
serious questions that may be posed of the 
nominees, but partisan politics.

National Assembly Speaker Moses We-
tang’ula, Deputy Speaker Gladys Boss Shollei, 
Majority Leader Kimani Ichungwa and their 
Kenya Kwanza troops were more interested 
in being advocates and cheerleaders for the 

nominees rather than subjecting them to se-
rious scrutiny.

The Azimio coalition opposition troops, led 
by Minority Leader Opiyo Wandayi and Whip 
Junet Mohammed, tried gamely to interro-
gate the nominees, but theirs were lame ef-
forts clearly hampered by lack of background 
information and unwillingness or inability to 
ask the tough questions or follow up on incon-
sistencies in replies and documentation sub-
mitted.

About the only thing that came to catch 
much attention during the vetting was the 
worth of nominees, all of them multi-million-
aires amid a sprinkling of billionaires, which 
served to expose the lie of a hustler govern-
ment.

There were some nominees who impressed 
with detailed knowledge of their dockets and 
clear ideas of what they want to do. Kipchum-
ba Murkomen in Roads, Transport and Public 
Works and Davis Chirchir in Energy and Petro-
leum, particularly, stood out. 

Both are in the strategic ministries that Ken-
yans usually refer to as ‘lucrative’ because of 
the huge budgets and opportunities to skim 
plenty off the top as demonstrated under pre-
vious regimes. 

For some reason it has also been the practice 
that such ministries have historically been en-
trusted to loyal ‘home boys’. 

We will not dwell on the reasons whereof, but 
suffice to conclude that in demonstrating such 
clarity on what they want to do in their re-
spective dockets, Murkomen and Chirchir al-
so raised red flags on risks that they may try 
to micromanage, riding roughshod over exist-
ing governance structures and the institutions 
charged with policy and implementation.

The other side of the coin from the bright 
whizzkids was exemplified in the nominee 
for Tourism, Wildlife and Heritage, Peninah 
Malonza. To put to most charitably, she was to-
tally clueless. She demonstrated grossly inade-
quate knowledge of a critical docket that used 
to be Kenya’s top foreign exchange earner. It 
was also painfully evident that she is a very 
poor communicator and incapable of think-
ing on her feet.

No worry, she will still pass muster despite 
the glaring deficiencies, for ultimately it is will 
not be about competence and suitability for 
office, but the herd voting which will dictate.

And that is why we must give serious 
thought to the process witnessed from the Na-
tional Assembly. If it does not serve the pur-
pose envisaged by drafters of the Constitution, 
then we might as well do away with vetting 
and give the President a free hand to appoint 
whoever he wishes. 

The other alternative would be to de-politi-
cise vetting by removing the process from Par-
liament and entrusting it to a truly independ-
ent body that is not beholden to the President 
or to any political formation, whether govern-
ment or opposition. 

Finally, there is one little detail from the pro-
ceedings that cannot pass without mention: 
almost every nominees claimed to be from 
poor backgrounds, to have gone to school 
barefoot, suffered hunger and deprivation in 
childhood and to have constantly been out 
of school for lack of fees. Even multi-million-
aires must concoct fictional hustler narratives 
to justify their existence in the Kenya Kwanza 
regime.

*** ***
Deputy President Rigathi Gachagua’s loose 

tongue is at it again. Last week he provoked an-
other storm with his declaration that court or-
ders on evictions, for instance, will not be en-
forced without concurrence of the local secu-
rity committee. 

Maybe that is important for maintenance 
of law and order, but the DP by the same to-
ken offered justification for the National Se-
curity Committee’s illegal and foolish attempt 
to ‘moderate’ the outcome of the presidential 
election results that brought the present gov-
ernment to power. Logic. 

                              gaithomail@gmail.com

o p i n i o n

Vetting reduced to a pro-forma charade 
The Tourism, Wildlife & Heritage nominee was totally clueless

M A C H A R I A 

GAITHO

About the only thing that came to catch much 
attention during the vetting was the worth of 
nominees, all of them multi-millionaires amid a 
sprinkling billionaires, which served to expose 
the lie of a hustler government. There were some 
nominees who impressed with detailed knowledge 
of their dockets and clear ideas of what they want 
to do. Kipchumba Murkomen in Roads, Transport 
& Public Works and Davis Chirchir in Energy & 
Petroleum particularly stood out. 
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MINISTERS IN PARLIAMENT

 SEPARATION OF POWERS

BY HAMMERTON MALOBA

T he desire expressed in President William 
Ruto’s election campaign manifesto for 
amendments to the Parliamentary Stand-
ing Orders so that Cabinet Secretaries be 

required to appear for ‘grilling’ on the Floor of 
the House could turn out to be a political hot 
potato.Similar efforts in 2014 were shot down 
when then President Uhuru Kenyatta refused 
to give assent on grounds that they would of-
fend the constitutional principle of separation 
of powers.The same issues will arise if the Ken-
ya Kwanza government revisits the propos-
al, and further questions could also be raised 
about Ruto’s commitment and respect for the 
basic principles.

Ruto, for instance, has indicated that ways 
will be found to allow MPs access to the Constit-
uency Development Fund (CDF), disbursement 
that the courts have declared unconstitution-
al because members of the Legislative branch 
cannot be in direct charge of expenditure they 
are supposed to oversight. Former President 
Uhuru Kenyatta’s Jubilee government, which 
Ruto served as Deputy President, tried to get 
around the legal strictures by re-christening 
CDF as the National Government Constituen-
cy Development Fund, but the courts were not 
persuaded that anything had changed.

National Assembly Speaker Moses We-
tang’ula has meanwhile been fronting defi-
ance of a move by the Salaries and Remuner-
ation Commission to curtail the allowance 
binges by which MPs manage to multiply their 
emoluments. 

There is no indication that Ruto, who has 
called for belt-tightening and spending cuts 
all round in the midst of a budgetary cri-
sis, is prepared to rein in the MPs. Instead, 
he is signalling support for creation of yet 
another fund for Members of the Sen-
ate, supposedly to be used in overseeing
County government expenditure.

In the last government, Ruto led oppo-
sition to the Building Bridges Initiative 
constitutional amendments sponsored 
by President Kenya and Opposition leader Rai-
la Odinga. The main grounds for rejecting the 
proposals included their being used to create 
room for political deal-making by bringing 
back the office of Prime Minister.

BBI was defeated, but Ruto still cut his own 
deals by creating the docket of Prime Cabinet 
Secretary within the Presidency for his Kenya 
Kwanza coalition partner Musalia Mudavadi. 

Questions have been raised about the legal-

ity of the office for the Constitution recognis-
es only the President and the Deputy President 
within the Executive Office of the President. 

Protests were mooted, however, because Op-
position leader Odinga had also proposed the 
office of Chief Cabinet Secretary for his own co-
alition partner, Kalonzo Musyoka.

The BBI Ruto rejected had also proposed a 
system where Cabinet Secretaries could be 
drawn from sitting parliamentarians as was 
the case under the pre-2010 Constitution, 
again offending the separation of powers prin-
ciple.Will CSs attend parliamentary sessions 
to answer questions? On June 11, 2014 and 
August 28, 2014, MPs adopted amendments 
to provide for CSs to report to the House, con-
verting Parliament into a Committee on Gen-
eral Oversight to receive answers to questions. 
These amendments were short-lived, howev-
er, as President Kenyatta wrote to Parliament 
reminding it of the new constitutional 

order that is based on the doctrine of separa-
tion of powers as enshrined in Article 153(3).

He said the new Standing Orders would up-
set the delicate balances between the executive 
and the legislative branches of government. 
The President then implored Parliament to 
stay implementation of the new Standing Or-
ders and consider revision that emphasised 
the principle of separation of powers. 

With that, the operations of the Committee 
on General Oversight were suspended. Parlia-
ment’s saving grace was an addendum to the 
Standing Orders which provided an avenue for 
CSs to appear before House committees to re-
spond to questions. It is through this arrange-
ment that CSs appeared before the various 
House committees. According to President Ru-
to, time is ripe for a different approach.

For Parliament to properly function to check 
the Executive, it must be given powers to sum-
mon CSs to be “grilled” on the floor of the 
House. In doing this, the President will be bank-
ing on MPs to introduce amendments to the 
Standing Orders to allow CSs to attend Parlia-
ment to communicate the position of govern-
ment as and when need arises. 

The elephant in the room, however, would be
how to achieve the delicate balance between 
the need for a united government amid consti-
tutional demands for separation of powers be-
tween the Executive and Parliament. It is high-
ly likely that MPs will re-introduce the amend-
ments suspended by the 11th Parliament with 
a few modifications.

Amendments to the Standing Orders could 
be initiated either through the Procedure and 

House Rules Committee or by an individu-
al member with the support of at least 50 

members. In both instances, the Proce-
dure and House Rules Committee con-
siders the written request of proposed 
amendments to the Standing Orders. 
Such a request contains the text and jus-
tification of the proposed amendment, 
which must contain the name and sig-
natures of members supporting the re-
quest. he request for amendment is 

lodged with the Speaker who, upon being sat-
isfied that the request meets the aforesaid re-
quirements, forwards the request to the Pro-

cedure and House Rules Committee for consid-
eration. The Procedure and House Rules Com-
mittee has 21 days to consider the request and 
table its report in the House.

Mr Maloba is an Advocate of the High Court of 
Kenya

Cabinet Secretary nominee for the Minis-
try of Environment and Forestry Roselinda 
Soipan Tuya at Serena Hotel on October 1.

President Ruto will be banking on MPs to introduce amendments to the Standing Orders to allow Cabinet Secretaries to 
attend Parliament to communicate the position of the government as and when the need arises
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GATUNDU: A STUDY 
IN CONTRADICTIONS

WHEN FAME SUPERCEDES REALITY

It is not as though the constituency that has produced two presidents — father 
and son 34 years apart — is inhabited by lazy folk; it is just that they have 

lacked leadership

BY MAGESHA NGWIRI

For a very long time in this country’s histo-
ry as an independent nation, all roads were 
said to lead to Gatundu. This is simply be-
cause Kenya’s first president, Mzee Jomo 

Kenyatta, hailed from this division in Kiambu 
District, and anybody who desired any kind 
of audience, formal or informal, had to trav-
el to his rural home when he was not on offi-
cial duty in Nairobi. For reasons that have never 
been understood, he used to commute daily be-
tween State House and Ichaweri village, which 
is some 32 kilometres away from Nairobi. 

Indeed, from 1964 or thereabouts, it was fun 
for school-children to line up on Kenyatta Road 
waiting for their President to go home in the 
evening escorted by blaring sirens and flashing 
lights. He would acknowledge their adulation 
with a wave of the famous fly-whisk, and then 
he would be gone. The chaps who waited in line 
to cheer are now respectable elders, but they 
would be hard-pressed to say what they were 
celebrating. Today, very few can say off-head 
what Mzee Kenyatta did for them when he was 
both their MP and President for all those years.

In the colonial times, Kiambu County at large 
was dominated by vast tea and coffee planta-
tions owned by white settlers. 

Apparently, many of the farmers became jit-
tery at the onset of Independence, sold off their 
plantations, and left. That is why there are no 
longer any of them left in Gatundu South and 
North constituencies. It is rumoured that some 
of the farmers were coerced into selling their 
land but that is not easy to prove. Whatever 
the case, in less than five years, most of those 
plantations were in the hands of a few wealthy 
Kenyans while the lot of ordinary citizens re-
mained unchanged. 

Moreover, Mzee Kenyatta, unlike his succes-
sor President Moi, was not keen on encourag-
ing the building of many primary or secondary 
schools. But to be fair, it emerges that he want-
ed a university built at Mutomo Village, a kilo-
metre away from his home. Unfortunately, due 
to the recalcitrance of the community leaders, 
it didn’t happen, and the Jomo Kenyatta Uni-
versity of Science and Technology (JKUAT), was 
instead built at Juja.  Now it turns out that the 
new Mama Ngina University is being built on 
the site. Since history tends to repeat itself, this 
move, too, is being contested in court by folks 
who do not want to cede their land.

Gatundu is a study in contradictions, for its 
fame far supersedes the reality. The two con-
stituencies (now sub-counties in Kiambu) have 
no extraordinary development to boast about. 
They may, indeed, not be the poorest, for they 
belong to the second richest county in Kenya, 
but you cannot tell, judging from the fact that 
the gap between the very rich and the very 
poor seems to widening inexorably. 

With roughly 700,000 inhabitants, Gatundu is 
a highly-density population area, and the ma-
jority own very small parcels of land. At best, 

they rely on rain-fed agriculture to grow just 
enough for subsistence. 

However, very few area leaders, ranging from 
the first President, their MCAs, MPs, governors 
to the fourth President, have advised them 
how to maximise on those small portions (the 
average is 0.7 acres) to make a decent living. It 
is not as though the constituency that has pro-
duced two presidents — father and son, 34 
years apart — is inhabited by lazy folk; it is just 
that they have lacked leadership. There are no 
agro-processing factories of any description 
though the farmers grow enough bananas, 
pineapples, avocados and macadamia to sus-
tain such enterprises with year-long supplies. 

The Gatundu people who voted whole-heart-
edly for the new government are fervent-
ly hoping that there will be a change in their 
fortunes. According to one community lead-
er, they did not vote for President William Ru-
to because they hated Mr Raila Odinga; they 
were voting against President Uhuru Kenyatta 
because he had neglected them for so long, and 

then had the ef-
frontery to tell them to vote for Raila.

This revolt has had a long history. When 
in 1997, Mr Kenyatta first ran for the Gatun-
du South MP seat, he was defeated by a lit-
tle-known aspirant owing to a particularly 
odious trick played on him by his detractors. 
He became MP between 2002 and 2013, but it 
may as well have not mattered because his rep-
resentation was not marked by any particular 
development project associated with him. In-
deed, he habitually annoyed many for delegat-
ing the more tiresome duties of an MP to mem-
bers of his family to represent him. 

The second mistake he made, this time as 
President, was to shun counsel from communi-
ty leaders, who would have told him what was 
cooking on the ground. If he had kept away as 
MP, as President he disappeared altogether and 
became inaccessible. As a result he failed to re-
alise the people were moving away from him 
and pinning their hopes on someone who was 
promising change. As a man who is knowledge-
able in many things, he should have remem-
bered that the saying “charity begins at home” 
may be hackneyed, but it is true all the same.

The final blow was the Karimenu II dam that 
he commissioned just eight days before the 
end of his tenure. The Sh24 billion dam, locat-
ed in Gatundu North should, by right, supply 
water to the constituents, but it turns out that 
the water is meant for towns on the pipeline’s 
path, namely Juja, Ruiru, the Kenyatta family’s 
Brookside Dairy Ltd, and on to the same fami-
ly’s Northlands City. That, of course, did not sit 
well with Gatundu residents, who have for long 
gone without clean piped water.  

As for those fellow countrymen who were 
told there is an office built by Jomo and reno-
vated by Uhuru where money is dished out reg-
ularly to Gatundu residents, it is not true. 

The majority of the area citizens are poor 
folks who depend on the sweat of their brows 
to survive, which is why the hustler message 
resonated so well with them. The result is 
that this final defeat may very well sound the 
death-knell for the Kenyatta family’s domi-
nance in Gatundu politics. But then again, you 
never know in politics.

                     andrewngwiri@gmail.com

Mzee Jomo Kenyatta
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If you are the type of person 
who is forever forgetting 
to charge your wireless 
headphones, help may finally 

be on hand.
I t  c o m e s  a s  t h e  f i r s t 

commercially available solar-
powered headphones are now 
on sale. The models, by Swedish 
firm Urbanista and German 
sports giant Adidas, both have 
solar panels built into their 
headbands.

In each case the flexible panels 
are made by another Swedish 
company, Exeger, which has 
spent the past decade working 
to make them light, thin and 
powerful enough to do the job.

Exeger’s boss Giovanni Fili says 
it is both a matter of convenience 
and, more importantly, doing 
the right thing environmentally.

“Charging - everyone hates 
it,” he says. “But every time 
you don’t charge [using mains 
electricity] it is a good thing for 
the world.

“The new generation of 
young adults expect to be 
offered tools to do good (for the 
environment), and that is what 
we are offering.”

Exeger’s solar panels are called 
Powerfoyle, and they are just 
1.3mm thick. The technology is 
based around strips of titanium 
dioxide covered in a natural 
dye. In very simple terms, the 
dye absorbs photons from light, 
which are then converted into 
electrons.panels of the same size 
in full sunshine, the titanium 
dioxide panels are, in addition 
to being significantly thinner, 
much easier and cheaper to 
produce. 

T h e  s o l a r - p o w e r e d 
headphones still have a built-
in battery that can power up to 
80 hours of playback time. It is 
this that the Powerfoyle strip 
charges. Fili says that currently 
the tech can create one hour’s 
worth of power “from just 20 
minutes of English or Swedish 
summer sunshine”.

Yet the panels can also create 
some power from artificial 
light, such as indoor lighting, so 
the idea is that the headphones 
are always charging unless it 
is the dead of night. And the 
headphones also still have a 
power socket if back-up power is 
required after heavy usage.

Fili adds that solar panels are 
unlikely to be added to mobile 

phones any time soon, because 
so many of us keep our handset 
in a pocket, and therefore it 
doesn’t have access to light. 
Instead he envisages the panels 
being fitted to people’s clothing 
and bags, and phones to be 
charged from these.

Finnish company Planno is 
already making fabrics that have 
built-in solar panelling.

The firm is led by Elina Ilén, 
who is also a professor at the 
Polytechnic University of 
Catalonia’s Department of 
Textile and Paper Engineering, 
and a leading expert on 
wearable textile electronics.

Rather  than producing 
clothing that can charge 
your mobile phone, the firm 
instead focuses on washable 
garments with built-in, solar-
powered sensors. These can 
monitor various aspects of the 
wearer’s health, such as heart 
rate, temperature, posture, sleep 
quality and body fat levels.

“Although these solar cells 
do produce enough energy to 
power wearable devices, placing 
a solar cell behind a textile will 
never have the same efficiency 
of harvesting energy as a solar 
cell in direct sunlight,” says Ilén.

S C I E N C E  &  T E C H

     SOLAR HEADPHONES  
THE NEXT MUST-HAVE

Webb telescope 
solves dusty 
star mystery

It is one of the most striking 
images we have yet seen from the 
new super space telescope, James 
Webb. Many people were rather 
puzzled by it when it first popped 
up on social media late in August, 
but astronomers in the know were 
delighted with the insights they 
could draw. The picture shows 
WR 140. It is a double star system, 
or a binary, some 5,000 light-years 
from Earth. Those rings are dust 
shells that extend outwards over 
10 trillion km. That is a distance 
that is hard to comprehend. Put 
another way, it is 70,000 times the 
distance between Earth and our 
Sun.
“Previous observations of WR 
140 revealed the presence of up 
to three shells. To see 17 like this 
is amazing, and shows the power 
of James Webb,” said Dr Olivia 
Jones from the UK Astronomy 
Technology Centre in Edinburgh, 
which helped to build the 
telescope. The WR in the name of 
the system refers to “Wolf-Rayet”. 
It is a type of star, a big one that’s 
reaching the end of its life.
Wolf-Rayets are unwieldy. They 
billow huge gaseous winds into 
space. This one likely started 
out as big as its companion, an 
O-type star which is 30 times the 
mass of our Sun. The Wolf-Rayet, 
however, is probably now only 10 
solar masses. But it is the binary’s 
properties and behaviour that 
explain the production of the 
dust shells. These are pumped 
out as the two objects come close 
together in their eight-year orbit 
around each other. 
Their winds compress to create 
dust particles. Interestingly, this 
dust production is at its greatest 
when the two stars move towards 
and away from each other, not at 
closest approach. This explains 
the slight unevenness in the 
bull’s-eye pattern, but the angle at 
which Webb is viewing the scene 
also plays its part. Astronomers 
are fascinated by how stable the 
shells are. “We’re looking at over 
a century of dust production 
from this system,” said Dr Ryan 
Lau from the US National Science 
Foundation’s NOIRLab.
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Ethiopian refugees who fled the fighting in the Tigray region transport jerrycans of water at Umm Rakuba camp in eastern Sudan’s Gedaref 
State on August 11, 2021. 

ADDIS ABABA

Hyenas scavenging on the corpses of villag-
ers, cities and towns hit in air strikes, el-
derly men and young women conscript-
ed into armies — these are the horrif-

ic accounts emerging from a war that has left 
tens, if not hundreds, of thousands dead in 
Ethiopia’s historic region of Tigray.

The region was once a tourist attraction, with 
visitors drawn to its rock-hewn churches, Mus-
lim shrines and ancient scripts in the Ge’ez 
language. Now Tigray is the site of a vicious 
war, as the Ethiopian and Eritrean armies on 
the one side, and the army of the Tigray Peo-
ple’s Liberation Front (TPLF) on the other, fight 

for control in a region that has long been seen 
as the key to power in Ethiopia —  or what was 
historically part of Abyssinia.

It has been under a blockade for 17 months 
—  with no banking, telephone or internet ser-
vices, and no media access.

Over the last two years, the fortunes of the 
two sides have constantly changed on the 
battlefield, with Ethiopian and Eritrean forc-
es capturing the Tigray capital, Mekelle, in No-
vember 2020 after the TPLF was accused of 
launching a rebellion; the Tigrayans launch-
ing a counter-offensive in the neighbour-
ing Amhara and Afar regions, bringing them 
close to the federal capital, Addis Ababa, about 
a year later; the Ethiopian and Eritrean forc-

es regaining territory in Tigray — including 
the key city of Shire — in the latest round of 
fighting, raising the prospect of them trying 
to capture Mekelle once more. “There are at 
least 500,000 Eritrean and Ethiopian feder-
al troops in active combat, plus 200,000 from 
the Tigrayan side,” said Alex de Waal, the ex-
ecutive director of the US-based World Peace 
Foundation.

He added that after more than 50 days of 
non-stop fighting, this week the Tigrayan de-
fence lines around Shire could no longer hold 
out because of a lack of ammunition.

“It’s a big setback for the Tigrayans. It leaves 

TIGRAY’S LIVING HELL

  ETHIOPIA CIVIL WAR: HYENAS SCAVENGE ON CORPSES

...Continued on Page 26
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The region was once a tourist attraction, with visitors drawn to its rock-hewn churches, Muslim shrines and ancient scripts 
in the Ge’ez language. Now the vast land is the site of a vicious war, as the Ethiopian and Eritrean armies on the one side, 
and the army of the Tigray People’s Liberation Front on the other, fight for control in a region that has long been seen as 

the key to power in Ethiopia � or what was historically part of Abyssinia



civilians exposed to massacre, rape and starva-
tion,” de Waal said, though the Ethiopian gov-
ernment has promised aid and the restora-
tion of services in Shire and other areas under 
its control.Shire reflects the humanitarian cri-
sis in Tigray, with an aid worker saying that 
around 600,000 civilians were taking refuge 
in the city and its surrounding areas after ear-
lier fleeing war-hit areas.“More than 120,000 
were out in the open, sleeping under trees and 
bushes,” he said, speaking on condition of ano-
nymity for fear of reprisals.

Almost all humanitarian workers withdrew 
from Shire last week after it came under fero-
cious bombardment from Ethiopian forces.

Thousands of residents are also fleeing Shire 
amid fears that they could be subjected to 
atrocities — similar to those in other areas 
that fell under the control of Ethiopian and Er-
itrean troops.“Four witnesses reported that in 
the village of Shimblina in September, 46 peo-
ple were rounded up and summarily execut-
ed. Other villagers found their bodies lying 
mixed with domestic animals, which had also 
been killed,” the aid worker said.

“Hyenas had eaten a few of the bodies, and 
they could be identified only by the remains 
of their clothing. The witnesses said they had 
no time to bury the bodies, and the hyenas 
must have finished them by now,” he added.

What made the atrocity stand out, he said, 
was the fact that most of the victims came 
from the small Kunama ethnic group, which 
has not been involved in the conflict.

“Both sides are losing soldiers, and when 
they come into a village they take out their an-
ger on locals,” the aid worker added.

Tigrayan forces faced similar accusations,  in-
cluding of rape, extra-judicial killings and loot-
ing,during their advances into Amhara and 
Afar before being pushed back into Tigray. The 
region has a population of around seven mil-
lion, a small number in a country with a pop-

ulation of more than 100 million.Apart from 
atrocities, all the armies have been accused of 
forcibly recruiting civilians to fight, and of us-
ing the “human wave” tactic to gain ground.

“People are drafted into the armies and, after 
only a few weeks of training, they are sent in 
large numbers through mined areas towards 
the trenches of the enemy,” said UK-based 
Horn of Africa analyst Abdurahman Sayed.

“The enemy opens fire and kills many of 
them, but they keep coming in waves until 
the enemy runs of ammunition and they oc-
cupy their trenches.“It is the old way of war-
fare. It was first used by the king of Abyssin-
ia to defeat the Italian invaders in the 1890s. 
Despite their superior firepower, the Italians 
were overwhelmed by the sheer number of 
people who confronted them.”Abdurahman 
said that this tactic leads to massive casualties, 
with his estimate being that between 700,000 
and 800,000 people have already lost their 
lives in almost two years of fighting.

“This is the most brutal war in the history of 
Ethiopia,” he added.Though US-based Horn of 
Africa analyst Faisal Roble disputed that the 
Tigrayans used human wave attacks, his esti-
mate of the death toll was not very different.

“In the first two phases of the war, around 
500,000 died in combat, and 100,000 have 
probably died in this third phase,” he said.

Roble added that the Tigrayan army was 
well trained, with “the heart” to fight, but the 

Ethiopian army had two advantages: num-
bers and airpower.

“A general who is now an ambassador said 
they could enlist one million young men 
every year, and they have fighter jets and Turk-
ish drones that have proved very effective. The 
Tigrayans have no air force.”The command of 
the Ethiopian air force had moved to Eritrea’s 
capital, Asmara, he explained, from where 
fighter jets were taking off as the city was 
much closer to Tigray than their usual base in 
Bishoftu in central Ethiopia.“The drones are 
still leaving from Bishoftu,”  Roble said.

Eritrea intervened in the conflict as the TPLF 
is its sworn enemy. The TPLF dominated a co-
alition government in Ethiopia until current 
Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed rose to power in 
2018. Under the TPLF, Ethiopia and Eritrea 
fought a border war which claimed the lives 
of about 80,000 people. An international tribu-
nal later ruled that Ethiopia should hand over 
territory to Eritrea, but the TPLF-controlled 
government failed to do so.

Eritrea regained the territory soon after the 
latest war started in November 2020, and its 
critics say that President Isaias Afwerki is de-
termined to help Mr Abiy finish off the TPLF 
so that it does not threaten his nation again.

“Eritrea’s concern is that the TPLF wants to 
either regain power in Ethiopia, or it wants a 
satellite government in Asmara that will give 
it access to the Red Sea because Tigray is a 
landlocked, impoverished region,” Mr Abdu-
rahman said.

As the war in Tigray escalated in recent 
weeks, Eritrea’s government intensified its 
military mobilisation and hunted down draft 
dodgers across the country, multiple sources 
in Eritrea said. In one instance in September, 
Eritrean troops raided a church in the south-
ern town of Akrur, detaining a priest, young 
worshippers and choir members who had not 
heeded the military call-up, the sources said.

Prof de Waal said the call-up showed that 
Mr Isaias was “not taking any chances”, but he 
has not deployed conscripts to Tigray in large 
numbers.“Eritrea has units in Tigray, but most 
of the fighting is being done by Ethiopian forc-
es. What Isaias is doing is running the war 
because he believes he can show Abiy how 
to win, but the Tigrayans will fight, even if it 
means with knives and stones because it is a 
matter of life and death for them,” he said.

According to Abdurahman, the war is being 
fought on four to six fronts, with tens of thou-
sands of Ethiopian and Eritrean troops sta-
tioned near the Tigray town of Adigrat.

“They are ready to launch an attack on Adi-
grat and Mekelle,” he said.Sources on the bat-
tlefront told the BBC that the two armies were 
already advancing from Shire towards the his-
toric city of Aksum, as well as Adwa and Adi-
grat, in an operation that has seen them move 
from west to east.While foreign powers have 
been urging the two sides to resolve the con-
flict peacefully, Abdurahman said this was un-
likely to happen.“Historically, the ruling class-
es of Abyssinia, and now Ethiopia, always 
fought their way to power.”
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Hyenas pick 
over the dead 
of Tigray war

Amhara Fano militia fighter Eshete Zewudru (right) kisses a cross held by an Ethiopian 
Orthodox priest at a rock-hewn church in Lalibela on December 7, 2021.
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BEIJING 

Few foresaw that Xi Jinping would become 
the most assertive Chinese leader in dec-
ades — he is now set for a third term in 
power.

A decade ago, little was known about Xi — 
apart from the fact that he was a “princeling” 
because his father was one of the country’s 
revolutionary leaders.His lineage helped him 
win the support of party elders, which was 
crucial to ascending power within the Chinese 
Communist Party (CCP) as these leaders of-

ten wielded political influence even after re-
tirement.“Before his elevation, Xi Jinping was 
regarded as someone who could compromise 
with everyone,” said Joseph Fewsmith, an ex-
pert in Chinese elite politics at Boston Univer-
sity.But 10 years on, Xi’s authority appears to 
be unquestionable, and his power unrivalled. 
How did that happen?

The barrel of a gun
Mao Zedong, the founding father of Commu-
nist China, once famously said: “Political pow-
er grows out of the barrel of a gun.”

After the establishment of the People’s Re-
public of China in 1949, Mao ensured it was 
the party, not the state, which controlled the 
People’s Liberation Army (PLA). Since then, 
the CCP leader has also been Central Military 
Commission (CMC) chairman.

Xi was luckier than his predecessor, Hu Jin-
tao, because he became the CMC chairman 
instantly — and wasted no time in weeding 
out opposition within the armed forces. The 
most shocking episode came in 2014 and 2015, 

Two years after he came to power, authorities confirmed the arrest of a “tiger”, former domestic security chief Zhou 
Yongkang, for corruption. The investigation sent political shockwaves as it shattered the unspoken rule that members of 

the Politburo Standing Committee would not be subject to criminal punishment

  HOW HE MADE HIMSELF UNCHALLENGEABLE
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when former CMC Vice-Chair-
man Xu Caihou and former PLA 
General Guo Boxiong were ac-
cused of corruption.

“They were already retired 
when the axe fell, but Xi’s ability 
to target them reduced the for-
mer Chinese leader Jiang Zemin’s 
lingering influence in the PLA,” 
said Joel Wuthnow, a senior fel-
low at the Pentagon-funded Na-
tional Defense University.

“It also sent a powerful signal to 
current serving military officers 
that no one who resists Xi’s con-
trol is immune from harm,” he 
added.

In 2015, Xi also overhauled the 
structure of the military. He abol-
ished the four military head-
quarters — staff, politics, logistics 
and armaments — and replaced 
them with 15 smaller agencies. 
The new structure allows the 
CMC to issue orders directly to the 
various branches of the military 
— extending as far as even finan-
cial auditors, who now have to re-
port directly to the CMC, adds Mr 
Wuthnow. Above all this is the in-
sistence upon absolute loyalty to 
Xi —  something that is still being 
reiterated.

Last month the People’s Libera-
tion Army Daily, the country’s of-
ficial military newspaper, pub-
lished an article emphasising 
that the CMC is in overall com-
mand. “The message helps coun-
teract any tendency that might 
develop in the military to build 
loyalty towards senior PLA lead-
ers who might someday oppose 
Xi,” said Timothy Heath, a senior 
international defence research-
er at US think tank RAND corpo-
ration.

“Loyalty to the party means the 
PLA is expected to carry out any 
and all orders to keep the party, 
and Xi in particular, in power.”

Loyalty comes first
After securing the gun barrel, it 
is essential to bring the knife —  
the internal security apparatus —
under total control. Two years af-
ter Xi came to power, authorities 
confirmed the arrest of a “tiger”, 
former domestic security chief 
Zhou Yongkang, for corruption. 
He was closely linked with Bo Xi-

lai, another “princeling” who was 
a rival of Xi’s.

The investigation sent political 
shockwaves as it shattered the un-
spoken rule that members of the 
Politburo Standing Committee, 
the most powerful decision-mak-
ing body, would not be subject to 
criminal punishment. “Xi Jinping 
turned out to be a ruthlessly bril-
liant politician who patiently rose 
through the system before seiz-
ing his moment to rule,” said Neil 
Thomas, a senior China analyst of 
Eurasia Group.

“The communist party elders 
who supported Xi’s rise were like-
ly surprised by the speed and 
scale of his power grab.” Observ-
ers say Xi’s signature anti-corrup-
tion campaign is also used to re-
move his political rivals and oth-
er factions within the party.

In the past decade, more than 
4.7 million people have been in-
vestigated by anti-corruption au-
thorities. “In the last two years, Xi 
further purged career security of-
ficials who supported his rise to 
power in the first place,” said Vic-
tor Shih, a political scientist at 
University of California, San Die-
go. “Now the security agencies are 
run almost exclusively by officials 
who shared a past history with Xi 
and who are presumably trusted 
by him.”

Xi has also stacked his loyalists 
at important regional posts, such 
as the party secretaries of key cit-

ies like Beijing, Shanghai and 
Chongqing. These positions are 
are important because they are 
responsible for “interpreting and 
implementing central directives 
in localities with millions of peo-
ple”, said Thomas. At least 24 of 
the 31 provincial-level party sec-
retaries are political associates of 
Xi, having previously known his 
family, studied with him, worked 
under him, or worked for one of 
his close allies, Thomas says.

Meanwhile, nearly all of the 
281 standing committee mem-
bers in provincial standing com-
mittees were promoted by Xi, ac-
cording to data compiled by Wu 
Guoguang, a politics professor at 
the University of Victoria in Can-
ada.

Crafting a personal brand
In 2018, “Xi Jinping Thought on 
Socialism with Chinese Charac-
teristics for a New Era” was en-
shrined in China’s constitution. 
It may sound like a mouthful, but 
having an ideology named after 
him was something that cement-
ed Xi’s legacy.

Before Xi, only Chairman Mao 
achieved this. Even Deng Xiaop-
ing, known as the architect of Chi-
na’s modernisation, only had a 
“theory” under his name, while 
Xi’s immediate predecessors, 
Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao, did 
not have any thought or theories 
attached to their names.PIts de-

batable what exactly Xi Jinping 
Thought means, but that’s not the 
point, analysts say — it’s a power 
move. “Xi’s thought is aimed pri-
marily at strengthening Xi’s own 
legitimacy and power above any-
one else in the CCP and the coun-
try. 

It is part of a new personality 
cult that links up Xi not only to 
Mao but to the most glorious and 
successful Chinese emperors of 
yesteryear,” says Jean-Pierre Ca-
bestan, an emeritus professor of 
political science at Hong Kong 
Baptist University.

Dozens of universities and insti-
tutions, including the prestigious 
Peking University and Tsinghua 
University, have set up research 
centres under Mr Xi’s names, ac-
cording to Hong Kong newspa-
per Ming Pao. In August, the Min-
istry of Education unveiled a plan 
to promote Xi Jinping Thought in 
the national curriculum.

In 2019, a mobile app called 
Xuexi Qiangguo — literally 
translated into “Learn from Xi, 
Strengthen the country” — that 
includes quizzes on Xi Jinping 
Thought was launched. Xi be-
lieves “he has the correct ideol-
ogy, and everybody must accept 
it,” says Andrew Nathan, a politi-
cal science professor at Columbia 
University. “Whenever Mao took 
a policy position, everybody else 
had to fall in line, and that is also 
true of Xi.”
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How Xi crushed rivals in Communist Party
Continued from Page 27

Supporters wave national flags and Communist Party flags as they watch the opening session of the 
20th Chinese Communist Party Congress in Huaibei, in China’s eastern Anhui province, on October 16. 
President Xi Jinping hailed China’s rise as a global power and demanded unity around his leadership.
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LONDON 

L iz Truss’s resignation as Brit-
ish prime minister this week 
triggered the second Tory 
leadership election in four 

months.
Truss said her successor would 

be elected by next week after a 
rebellion by Tory MPs forced her 
to quit. Chancellor Jeremy Hunt 
said he would not run in the con-
test but other senior Tories are 
considering bids.

Tory MPs revolted against Truss 
after a series of U-turns on her 
economic plan sapped her of au-
thority.

In a brief speech outside Down-
ing Street, Truss said the Conserv-
ative Party had elected her on a 
mandate to cut taxes and boost 
economic growth.

But given the situation, Truss 
said: “I recognise that I cannot de-
liver the mandate on which I was 
elected by the Conservative Party.”

Labour leader Sir Keir Starm-
er and other opposition parties 
called for an immediate gener-
al election following Ms Truss’s 
resignation speech.

Truss said she would remain 
in post until a successor formal-
ly takes over as party leader and 
is appointed prime minister by 
King Charles III. Mr Hunt, who 
was appointed chancellor last 
week, has said he will not stand 
in the leadership contest to be the 
next prime minister, but none of 
the candidates who stood against 
Truss in the previous contest have 
indicated whether they will be 
standing.

Sir Graham Brady, chairman of 
the 1922 backbench committee 
of Conservative MPs, said it would 
be possible to conclude a leader-
ship ballot by Friday next week.

He said he expected Conserva-
tive members to be given a say on 
who succeeds Truss, but would 
set out further details later.

And Sir Graham side-stepped 
questions about whether one or 
two candidates would be likely to 
run, telling reporters: “The party 
rules say there will be two candi-
dates unless there is only one can-
didate.”

Truss will become the short-
est-serving PM in British histo-
ry when she stands down. In her 
speech, Truss said she entered “of-
fice at a time of great economic 

and international instability”, as 
war rages in Ukraine and living 
costs skyrocket. The prime min-
ister said her government deliv-
ered on providing support for en-
ergy bills and reversing a rise in 
National Insurance, a tax on work-
ers and companies.

But Truss’s resignation comes 
after a period of political and eco-
nomic turbulence, which forced 
her government to ditch tax cuts 
that sent financial markets into a 
tailspin.

The prime minister sacked close 
political ally Kwasi Kwarteng as 
chancellor and appointed Hunt 
as his successor as she attempted 
to calm the markets.

At Prime Minister’s Questions 
on Wednesday, Truss insisted she 
was a “fighter, not a quitter” after 
Labour’s leader asked her why 
she had not resigned.

But more instability followed, 
when Suella Braverman quit as 
home secretary and a vote on 
fracking fell into disarray, with 
some Tory MPs accused of bully-
ing. 

Remarks made by 1922 Commit-
tee chairman Sir Graham Brady
— that under current rules, the 
last two candidates from the lead-
ership contest go to the member-
ship unless there’s only one left—
suggest there is still a bit of wiggle 
room.

One of the wheezes that has
been discussed in Parliament in 
the last few days is that MPs could 
set such a high threshold that 
only an MP with a lot of support 
would get there. It was not certain 
what was going to happen next, 
as this was an unprecedented sit-
uation.

Sir Graham will be conscious of 
spelling out how the next leader 
will be chosen. 

There are a lot of MPs who do
not want this to go to the Conserv-
ative Party membership — they 
think a new leader needs to be 
chosen as quickly as possible.

The logistics of trying to consult 
the membership in only a week 
are hard to figure out - unless it 
was a quick online ballot. But 
even that would be a hard task.

As for MPs, it will be inteesting 
to see if they will end up choos-
ing the next leader themselves, 
and whether they will coalesce 
around one person. 

UK IN TURMOIL

  HER EXIT SETS OFF ANOTHER TORY LEADERSHIP RACE

Truss steps down after only 45 days at 10 Downing Street. 
Sir Graham, chairman of the 1922 backbench committee 
of Conservative MPs, says it will be possible to conclude a 

leadership ballot by Friday next week

British Prime Minister Liz Truss leaves No. 10 Downing Street in 
London for the House of Commons to announce her energy price 
plan on September 8. 
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W hen Kenya became the 
first country in sub-Sa-
haran Africa to embrace 
family planning as a na-

tional policy, one woman opted to 
shift her teaching skills from the 
classroom to the public arena. 

In 1970, Salome Auma Wamal-
wa embarked on a one-woman 
crusade to promote birth control 
in the present-day Busia Coun-
ty under the auspices of the Fam-
ily Planning Association of Kenya 
(FPAK).

As she would later confess to 
friends and family, this was the 
most difficult job she had under-
taken in life. And it did not help 
the situation that she had sev-
en healthy children and a grow-
ing number of grandchildren, 
which naysayers used to counter 
her campaign, saying that she was 
misleading them to limit the num-
ber of children they had while her 
own family tree was flourishing. 

It was a curious irony, but one 
that Salome did not shy away 
from. She laughed off the ac-
cusations, explaining that she 
was keener on ensuring people 
planned their families in order to 
effectively carter for the needs of 
their children. 

Salome rested on October 8, aged 
81. She had a distinct personali-
ty and imposing physique, which 
made her stand out in any crowd 
or event. Locals vividly recall her 
outreach programmes: she moved 
from one location to another on a 
motorbike, and then walked down 
the village paths in her distinctive 
green and yellow FPAK outreach 
uniform as she spread the family 
planning gospel.  

Salome was the first female mo-
torbike rider that many people 
had ever set their eyes on, and hers 
was the first scooter many had ev-
er seen.  Before she got the motor-
cycle, traversing the entire Busia 
District was one of her greatest 
challenges. She would wake up at 
4am each day in order to catch the 

only bus that passed by her mat-
rimonial home in Bukiri village at 
4.30am. 

When she joined FPAK in 1971, 
Salome was the sole member of 
staff deployed to the field in the 
1,678 square kilometre district, 
which is currently occupied by 
seven constituencies: Budalang’i, 
Butula, Funyula, Matayos, Nam-
bale, Teso South and Teso North. 
The struggle was further com-
pounded by the poor road net-
work and scarcity of public trans-
port vehicles. 

These were hard times for the 
mother of seven, as her daugh-
ters, Nellie and Elizabeth, recall. 
Salome would sometimes walk 
long distances to get home 
because she could not find 
any means back, many 
times in the rain, return-
ing to her husband 
and children late in 
the night. She would 
then have to sit up 
and write her field 
reports, sleeping 
for a few hours 
and then getting 
up again at 4am.    

Little wonder, 
then, that when she 
was given a motorbike 
by her employer, Sa-
lome learnt how to 
ride it in four days. 

But she still faced 
other challeng-
es in the field, 
the biggest one being 
misconception about 
family planning. She 
initially faced hostility 
from men, who round-
ly accused her of want-
ing to ruin their families.  

Some believed that fam-
ily planning would make 
women promiscuous by 
enabling them 
to have sex 
with 

strangers without the incriminat-
ing evidence of pregnancy. Oth-
ers claimed that family planning 
made a woman ‘cold’ in bed. 

Considering that Salome 
was a female talking to people 
about issues related to sex, the 
odds of success seamed stacked 

against her, but the straight talk-
ing and humorous ex-teacher sur-
prised many with her boldness.    

Prof Julia Ojiambo, who was As-
sistant Minister for Housing and 
Social Services in the 1980s, when 
Salome spearheaded the fami-
ly planning awareness drive in 
western Kenya, hails her as a bold 
health worker who conquered 
gender and cultural biases to deliv-
er services to the community. 

Family Planning was in Ojiam-
bo’s docket, and she recalls that 
the mere mention of “birth con-
trol” was considered taboo in most 
communities. She regards Salome 
as one of the gallant foot soldiers 
who helped to dispel myriad mis-
leading perceptions of the issue. 

When she returned from Colom-
bo in 1979, where she had led a 
Kenyan delegation to the Interna-
tional Parliamentary Conference 
that asked parliaments to put in 
place friendly policies on popula-
tion and development, Ojiambo 
recalls Salome hugging her and 
giving her a thumbs up for a job 
well done. 

Incidentally, Ojiambo was also 
the MP for Funyula, where Salome 
hailed from, but they did not get 
along politically. Salome was allied 
to former Vice-President Moody 
Awori, who dethrone Ojiambo as 
area MP in 1983.  

“My sister Salome was a great de-
velopment partner, but when it 
came to politics, she plainly told 
me we were on different paths. She 
was an honest and straight-for-
ward person and I respected her 
for that,” Ojiambo told The Week-
ly Review. 

The eighth child in a family of 
14, Salome was married to Eli 
Augustine Namaindi, an econo-
mist who died in June 2014. Sa-
lome taught in several primary 
schools in Busia, Mombasa, Nairo-
bi and Kakamega counties before 
joining FPAK as a social worker in 
1970. Upon retirement in 1995, 
she served on the boards of sever-
al schools.

O B I T

 SHE ALSO SERVED ON THE BOARDS OF SEVERAL SCHOOLS

Naysayers said she was misleading them to limit the number of children they had while her own family tree was 
flourishing

BIRTH CONTROL CRUSADER BOWS OUT

Salome Wamalwa was a family planning crusader. PHOTO/POOL






