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BANKING CRISIS
RAISES RED FLAG

The collapse of three major banks in the US – Credit Suisse, Silicon 
Valley and Signature – has major implications on countries in Africa. 

As it happened in the 2007-2008 fi nancial crisis, global ripples hit 
economies far-removed from the epicentres of the convulsions. Has the 

Central Bank put in place measures to withstand the global shocks? 

T H E





22RUTO’S PLOT TO 
CAGE RAILA: The 
President views 

the opposition leader’s hold 
on residents of the wider 
Western Kenya as political 
and economic enslavement, 
from which the need to be 
emancipated.

The memories of the tur-
moil caused by the eco-
nomic recession of the 
early millennium are still 
with us. Those who lost 
big still feel the fear.Some 

never recovered, and their eco-
nomic wounds are still sore.

It is true that the world econ-
omy in this capitalist era is all 
intertwined like some spider’s 
web. And the tired phrase that 
‘when Wall Street sneezes, the 
whole world catches a cold’
seems very true since it has been 
experienced many times. 

There are many poor people 
who suddenly lose their life sav-
ings and income but do not even 
know just what happened to 
them. The easiest pointer is the 
war in far-off Ukraine and Rus-
sia that has affected our lives in 
the most devastating manner,
and many may not know its re-
percussions on their lives.

The collapse of three banks in 
the United States – Credit Su-
isse, Silicon Valley and Signature 
– has raised concerns across the 
world. Financial analysts believe 
the turmoil will impact Kenya’s 
debt-prone economy at some 
stage.

The mess began at SV Bank af-
ter losses emerged in sales of 
loss-making bonds to fund with-
drawals, forcing regulators to 
close down the tech lender. The 
threat at SVcame from the liabil-
ities side of balance sheets, with 
traditional depositors threaten-
ing withdrawals in the face of 
valuation losses in assets.

In 2008, banks took excessive 
risks, holding poor or doubt-
ful assets on the asset side of 
their balance sheets. Kenya was 
at the time struggling with the 
Grand Coalition Government 
between President Mwai Kiba-
ki and veteran opposition lead-
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27LIVING THE 
CANADIAN DREAM: 
There has been 

an infl ux of people arriving 
from Haiti, South American 
countries like Venezuela, 
and as far as Afghanistan, 
all dealing with their own 
domestic turmoil.

The causes of the present 

meltdown in the aff ected US 

banks may soon reach our 

shores, or are already rocking 

our canoe. Our political situation 

is in the same standoff  and 

puff ed egos are wrestling over 

our heads. Demonstrations are 

in the offi  ng and the battered 

economy is still anchored in 

some raging storm. It’s the 

worst time, indeed, for any 

recession or slump to ring home. 

Allan Buluku

er Raila Odinga. It was a dif-
ficult period. And politics is 
and must be the most con-
centrated economic move-
ment.As the financial crisis 
reached its peak, millions of 
people lost their jobs. Stock 
markets recorded a sharp 
fall in the value of their in-
vestments and general fi-
nancial net worth. Here, the 
immediate impact was the 
depreciation of the shilling. 

Many banks around the 
world incurred huge losses 
and relied on government 
support to avoid bankrupt-
cy. Financial experts traced 

the crisis to a decade of low 
interest rates in the US, which 
spurred liberal lending practic-
es by banks to clients that had 
no ability to repay loans.

We are still smarting from 
that debacle. The US govern-
ment bailed out the financial 
institutions in a very unpop-
ular but capitalistic manner 
to save the country from a to-
tal economic meltdown. The 
Kenyans who were victims of 
this offshore thing just disap-
peared to God-knows-where.

Well, we are in the same situ-
ation again. The causes of the 
present meltdown in the affect-
ed US banks may soon reach 
our shores or are already rock-
ing our canoe. Our political sit-
uation is in the same standoff,
and puffed egos are wrestling 
over our heads. Demonstra-
tions are in the offing and the 
battered economy is still an-
chored in some raging storm.
It is the worst time, indeed, for 
any recession or slump to ring 
home. It requires our financial 
and economic managers to re-
act in the most versatile man-
ner to counter any mess that 
may slide our way.

Should this snowball into a fi-
nancial crisis; are we ready to 
withstand the global shocks? 
How will the domestic econo-
my be affected? Through what 
channels will the crisis perme-
ate our economy? What is the 
Central Bank doing to mitigate 
any of these effects? What pol-
icy actions is the Central Bank 
supposed to undertake when 
such a crisis occurs?

This is an unwanted calami-
ty that must be stalled by any 
means necessary.

abuluku@ke.nationmed-
ia.com
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China has urged the United States to stop “unreasonably suppressing” 
TikTok.

   It denies sharing data with Chinese officials

TikTok CEO Shou Zi Chew says 
that US user numbers had soared 
to 150 million – almost half the to-
tal population – as he prepared 
to fight at US Congress for the Chi-
nese-owned site’s future. The com-
pany has also confirmed reports 
that the White House gave TikTok 
an ultimatum to part ways with its 
Chinese owners or face a US ban.

“Today, I’m super excited to an-
nounce that more than 150 million 
Americans are on TikTok. That’s al-
most half of the US coming to Tik-
Tok to connect, to create, to share, 
to learn or just to have some fun,” 
Chew said in a TikTok post.

This was up from TikTok’s previ-
ous measure in 2020 that 100 mil-
lion users came to the video-shar-

ing site every month, which already 
made it one of the most popular.

Chew also asked the app’s devot-
ed users to “let me know in the com-
ments what you want your elected 
representatives to know about what 
you love about TikTok.”

“Some politicians have started 
talking about banning TikTok. Now 
this could take TikTok away from 
all 100 and 50 million of you,” Chew 
said. The Singaporean CEO said he 
would share with Congress “all that 
we’re doing to protect Americans 
using the app,” in a reference to a 
proposal called Project Texas that 
would guarantee a special handling 
for the data of US users. TikTok has 
consistently denied sharing data 
with Chinese officials.

TikTok says half of Americans use site

 Team resumes after lifting of a Fifa ban

The men’s and women’s na-
tional football teams are set to 
make a return to the interna-
tional fold after 16 months in 
the cold. Harambee Stars will 
face Iran in Tehran in an inter-
national friendly on March 28. 
Harambee Starlets are, mean-
while, primed to face Albania 
away on March 30 in anoth-
er international friendly. Har-
ambee Stars’ coach Engin Firat 
has assembled his best availa-
ble squad for the assignment 
against a quality side in the 
frame of Iran, who are fresh 
from the 2022 Fifa World Cup 
in Qatar. The Stars squad in-
cludes Michael Olunga, who is 

based in Qatar, Anthony Aku-
mu (Japan) and Ian Otieno, 
who plies his trade in Zambia. 

Kenya is making a return to 
the international fold after the 
lifting of a suspension by Fifa. 
The suspension was enforced 
in November 2021 after Fifa 
ruled that the government had 
interfered with the running of 
the game. This followed a move 
by then-Sports Cabinet Secre-
tary, Amina Mohamed, to dis-
band Football Kenya Federa-
tion and institute economic 
crimes against embattled foot-
ball boss Nick Mwendwa. The 
ban led to Kenya missing out 
on a number of tournaments.

Harambee Stars back in action

Harambee Stars defender Alfred Scriven trains with team-
mates at Kasarani on March 20. CHRIS OMOLLO I NATION

  Committee meets after every two months

The Central Bank of Kenya’s 
Monetary Policy Committee 
(MPC) will hold its bi-monthly 
meeting this weekto make crit-
ical monetary policy decisions, 
mainly on the Central Bank 
Rate (CBR). 

The MPC meets every two 
months to review the status of 
the economy and issue mone-
tary policy directions, inluding  
the CBR, which guides commer-
cial banks on how to price loans. 
During the last meeting in Jan-
uary, the committee retained 
the CBR at 8.75 per cent, where 
it had been since November, 
when it was raised from 8.25 
per cent. The MPC had before 
January raised the rate twice to 
counter inflation.

CBK to review status of economy
  Senegalese opposition leader Sonko in trouble

Senegalese opposition lead-
er Ousmane Sonko claimed Mon-
day to have survived an assassina-
tion attempt during his appearance 
at a politically charged trial that 
sparked deadly unrest last week.

Sonko, a fierce opponent of Presi-

dent Macky Sall, has been receiving 
medical treatment since he was al-
legedly sprayed with tear gas and 
manhandled while authorities es-
corted him to a courthouse. In a 
Facebook post that evening, Sonko 
said he was suffering “terrible diz-
ziness”, lower abdominal pain and 
breathing difficulties. “We sent the 
product that was sprayed on me to 
France to find out what it was,” Son-
ko said from a private clinic in the 
capital, Dakar. “It is an assassination 
attempt,” he added.

Politician claims assassination plot



Silicon Valley Bank was shut down 

by California regulators and was put 

in control of the US Federal Deposit 

Insurance Corporation. Prior to be-

ing shut down by regulators, shares 

of SVB were halted after falling more 

than 60 per cent.

k e n y a  l e n s

Continued on Page 6

  IS THE CBK READY FOR SUCH A CRISIS?

THE BANKING WOESTHE BANKING WOES

BY MBUI WAGACHA 

In central banking and finan-
cial markets, tremors in indus-
trial countries periodically ruf-
fle both sides of the isle. Glob-

al ripples hit economies far re-
moved from the epicentres of the 
convulsions. It is currently the 
fate of failed banks – Credit Suisse, 
Silicon Valley Bank and Signature 
Bank – sparking issues raised in 

The Weekly Review of March 12, in 
an article under the headline, The 
Interest Rate Conundrum, on cen-
tral bank oversight and regula-
tions to stabilise banks. 

An emerging truce brings a de-
gree of bank stabilisation, but the 
turmoil will still impact Kenya’s 
debt-prone economy. One anal-
ysis ranks Kenya sixth out of 25 

countries at highest default risks 
globally, as shown with partial da-
ta points in the table on Page 7. 

Incredibly, vulnerability to 
cherry-picking unreliable opin-
ions just because it flows from 
Washington institutions seems 
legendary. Officials in govern-
ment watch the economy lurch 

The biggest banking collapse in America since the 2007-2008 fi nancial 
crisis is already causing ripples across the world. The fi nancial turmoil 

could aff ect Kenyan lenders if the situation gets out of control
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US President Biden Biden reassured investors 
and depositors that the global banking system is safe 
as financial stocks lost billions of dollars in value since 
the collapse of three US banks.

Stocks fell at the New York Stock Ex-

change as investors continued to show 

concern over the stability of global 

banks following the collapse of three US 

lenders.

Shares of First Republic Bank 
rose five per cent this week as they 
drew the attention of bargain-hunt-
ing retail investors, but still hovered near 
record-low levels on lingering fears about 
the future of the US regional lender.

The Federal Reserve Headquarters in the US. The 
Federal Open Market Committee met to decide on 
a possible interest rate hike in the middle of ongo-
ing banking turmoil after the  failures of Silicon Valley 
Bank, Signature Bank and Silvergate. 

Federal Reserve Board Chair Jerome Powell. 
The Federal Reserve needs to “strengthen super-
vision and regulation” of banks, Powell said, follow-
ing the swift collapse of Silicon Valley Bank and the 
contagion fears it triggered. 

The banking turmoil in the US will affect Ken-
yan banks. The country already holds a ticking 
time bomb of default on the US Exim Bank loan of 
Sh57.8 billion, guaranteed to Kenya Airways.
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through economic indicators blinking red 
and are still caught napping with assurances 
on debt sustainability. Yet, they drive econom-
ic mismanagement to a danger zone. Kenya al-
ready holds a ticking time bomb of default on 
the US Exim Bank loan of Sh57.8 billion guar-
anteed to KQ. It behooves policy makers to 
pause, examine their handiwork, and cease 
more damage, including the proposed car-
boot sales of ransacked parastatals and other 
taxpayers’ assets which were slated for reforms 
by the acclaimed Parastatal Reforms Imple-
mentation Committee nine years ago. 

Ghana, ranking second, defaulted in De-
cember 2022 on most of its external debt af-
ter praises to the last minute by multilater-
al institutions avowing debt sustainability. 
It faces its worst economic crisis in a gener-

ation and terms it an “interim emergen-
cy measure”. Recent debt defaults also 
include Sri Lanka (2021). Kenya must 
engage extraordinary measures not 

to sink into default. A rehearsal of com-
mon threads related to debt and threats 

thereof can be diagnosed with possible 
policy sides.  

Rebuild fiscal discipline
The epicentre of our wobbly economy the-
matically is fiscal indiscipline and stealing of 
public wealth. It slashes the output effects of 
any borrowing or spending and keeps mac-
ro-indicators behind the curve. Leaders re-
peatedly speak fiscal reforms, but their ac-
tions cancel turnaround plans for develop-
ment, exposing stark contradictions. After 
committing to cuts in spending to stabilise 
debt, we regularly spike the same with scan-
dalous waste and new spending, for example
the unprecedented addition to the taxpayer 
burden (in a time of wobbly revenues) of a his-
toric layer of CAS appointments in the public 
wage never seen before, even during healthi-
er public finances. As if to lump irrationality 
with an addiction to spending, not outcomes, 
appointments bypass the country’s top exper-
tise in vital areas of the economy.

Twin threats
The twin debt-related threats to the economy 

currently are the fiscal challenges of stabi-
lising the debt burden, and dwindling 

reserves relative to expected debt 
repayments coming due. We 

spend roughly 30 per cent 
of our (declining) revenues 

on interest payments and 
will have little access to 

capital markets in the 
medium-term. Our 
bonds in main cat-
egories (2028-7.25 
per cent, 2032- 8.25 

per cent and 2048-25 per cent) have lost al-
most half their value. I mention them because 
bond holders have taken the biggest knock 
from the current global banking turmoil and 
Kenya’s segment of holders could, in any event 
of debt default, be arm-twisted for haircuts if 
government finances wobble, especially hold-
ers of TBs and bonds. The economic underpin-
nings for repayment of the up-coming $2 bil-
lion bond due in 2024 also come into question. 
Even the proposed Budget for 2022-23 poses 
questions of fiscality. 

No less than the Parliamentary Budget Office 
flags the Budget Policy Statement (BPS) 2023-
2024 and the medium-term for lacking listed 
proposed projects and respective expenditure 
ceilings, reconcilable to the total proposed ceil-
ings for development expenditure. 

Debt restructuring options
Planned restructuring can ameliorate the 
specter of default. It is different from debt relief 
that creditor governments give to countries in 
debt crisis. Relief may be granted in the form 
of cancellation of some of the debt, removal of 
taxes involved or reinstatement of a new, more 
accommodating loan (called a haircut), usually 
designed as a new, longer-term loan with low-
er interest rates. In debt restructuring catego-
ries, term restructuring rather than reducing 
the actual amounts that must be repaid, may 
be negotiated.  Interest payments may be ame-
liorated, and the term structure extended, giv-
ing more time to pay. Haircuts involve reduced 
debt to be repaid and/or review of the stream 
of interest payment. Debt exchange involves 
rewriting a longer-term loan with lower inter-
est rates, while any restructuring may be par-
tial (covering part and conditions of the loan) 
or complete, reviewing all parts of the loan. In 
the case of private debt, companies may even 
shift debt ownership.

Voluntary vs involuntary restructuring
Countries with high debt default risks can save 
themselves money and strife by making de-
cisions pre-default rather than post-default. 
Pre-default debt restructuring implies a coun-
try starts the process (usually before missing 
a programmed payment) before missing the 
payment. A post-default process takes place 
when the debtor misses payments and at least 
one creditor forces repayment with default in-
terest, penalties and fees that can be very high. 
An IMF bailout and repayment plan may be on 

k e n y a  l e n s

Continued from Page 5

Kenya must engage extraordinary measures to stay afloat

It behooves policy makers to pause, examine their 

handiwork, and cease more damage, including the 

proposed car-boot sales of ransacked parastatals 

and other taxpayers’ assets which were slated 

for reforms by the acclaimed Parastatal Reforms 

Implementation Committee nine years ago. 

US Treasury Secretary Janet Yellen said the nation’s banking 
system is sound, adding that depositors in Silicon Valley Bank 
in California and Signature Bank in New York will be repaid in 
full after both banks collapsed. 
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the cards, while there is no consensus wheth-
er IMF worsens economic prospects or guaran-
tees a return on growth trajectory.

Post-Silicon Valley Bank collapse
Interesting repercussions will spread from the 
current turmoil in global banking. The wheels 
spun off SV Bank after losses emerged in SV 
sales of loss-making bonds to fund withdraw-
als, and regulators closed down the tech lend-
er. In the 2008 global financial crisis, it was 
banks that took excessive risks, holding poor 
or doubtful assets on the asset side of their 
balance sheets – toxic assets from sub-prime 
mortgages, for example. This time in 2023, the 
threat emerged from the liabilities side of bal-
ance sheets, with traditional depositors threat-
ening withdrawals in the face of valuation loss-
es in banks’ assets, especially digital and tech 
stocks. This is a textbook definition of a bank 
run. Some question why the banks in 2008 
were bailed out with taxpayers’ money on ‘too 
big to fail’ reasoning while in 2023, depositors 
receive merely moral suasion not to withdraw 
their money on the liabilities side. One US CEO 
went as far as to offer customers his cell-phone 
number – to cry on his shoulder – rather than 
withdraw deposits. The industry has a name –
contagion – if bank runs spread.

Causes of bank failures
A prolonged period of quantitative easing af-
ter the 2008 crisis saw interest rates fall to vir-
tually zero in industrial countries, favouring an 
uptick in long-term, low-risk Treasuries. When 
inflation forced the Fed to hike interest rates 
aggressively in the past year, stock market pric-
es and assets values retreated in a well-known 
inverse dynamic, where banks shift to lucra-
tive lending and profitability on uptick in in-
terest rates, while the values of assets held in 
securities and bonds decline. Banks current-
ly are sitting on unrealised losses on their as-
set portfolios. Hence, facing the double jeop-
ardy of falling asset prices and spiking inter-
est rates, customers turned to withdrawals 
at SV Bank to fund operations. In slow-grow-
ing economies, however, loan repayments de-
celerate, and banks tighten even more. Para-
doxically, if the main central banks (especially 
Fed, Bank of England European Central Bank) 
tracked the tightening trend to fight inflation 
(the expectations) they will enter a vicious cir-
cle where interest rates rise, real GDP growth 
is dampened, loan default rates increase, and 

assets held by banks continue losing value. 
With high-cost credit less available to bor-
rowers, and with bond yields rising, cus-
tomers pile up to withdraw their funds. 
Fortunately, the fallout has already trig-
gered some self-correction but thrown 
the can to the regulators. Central banks 
on a path to fight inflation with steeper 
interest rates are now forced to reconsid-
er. Treasuries during the week of crisis re-
treated five per cent to four per cent. This 
is indication that despite inflation, the 
Fed could probably taper interest rates,
or pause in its sitting in March, despite 
inflation, to allow the banks to stabilise.

Threats if Kenya defaults 
The banking turmoil will affect Kenyan 
banks. Expect more complex changes if 
Kenya defaults. Flows that techs withdraw 
from US banks to fund start-ups or conduct 
digital lending that has given CBK headaches 
with predatory lending in Kenya, could dry up. 
Further, banks hold about a fifth of govern-
ment’s total debt stock and about a half of to-
tal domestic debt. This includes external hold-
ers of domestic debt who would be exposed 
not just to a stock price rout, but government 
would find them sitting ducks to renegoti-
ate securities and bond payment terms (im-
posing haircuts or double haircuts when ex-
change rate losses are factored in). Ghana’s de-
fault presents a succinct example. It invited do-
mestic bond holders to exchange their hold-
ings for a new package of bonds, assuring 
new arrangements where investors hold-
ing Treasury Bills would be exempted, re-
ceiving the full value of their investments 
at maturity. 

A promised minimisation of the im-
pact of new arrangements (called Do-
mestic Debt Exchange Programme) 
turned out to be illusionary when an-
alysed. As in Kenya banks’ losses on 
bond holdings, Ghana’s banks had al-
ready lost significant values (63 per 
cent) in the inverse dynamic of inter-
est rates and bonds. Other victims of 
a debt default in Kenya would be Pen-
sion Funds and individuals holding 
or trading their wealth in securities.

Dr Wagacha, an economist, is a former 
Central Bank of Kenya chairman and 
adviser of the presidency

k e n y a  l e n s
SOVEREIGN DEBT VULNERABILITY (SDV) RANKINGS-2022

RANKING GOV’T BOND 
YIELD

INTEREST 
EXP. (%GDP)

GOV’T DEBT (% 
GDP)

1. EL SALVADOR 31.8 4.9 82.6
2. GHANA 17.1 7.2 84.6
3. TUNISIA 32.1 3 87.3
4. PAKISTAN 16.8 4.8 71.3
5. EGYPT 13.2 8.2 94
6. KENYA 14.6 4.4 70.3
Source: Visual Capitalist via Bloomberg

Treasury Cabinet Secretary 
Njuguna Ndung’u



BY JAINDI KISERO 

It’s a gripping tale about the lengths to which 
greedy elites will go to squeeze money out of 
cash-rich parastatals, especially in the build-
up to a general election when they are sur-

rounded by uncertainty and prospects of im-
minent regime change.

The Weekly Review has seen documents 
showing how – towards the end of the regime 
of former President Uhuru Kenyatta – the Na-
tional Treasury crafted a bizarre scheme to ir-
regularly raise a whopping Sh42 billion from 
the state-owned Kenya Pipeline Company. 

In a nutshell, the transaction was structured 
as follows: You force a parastatal that you own 
100 per cent to borrow billions from a syndi-
cate of banks to purchase another asset that 
you also own 100 per cent, and in the process, 
raise billions of shillings for the exchequer. 
Indeed, KPC was being forced by the Nation-
al Treasury, its shareholder, into buying the 
Changamwe-based Kenya Petroleum Oil Re-
fineries Ltd, whose facilities have been under 
its management under a lease arrangement 
since March 2017.

Documents seen by The Weekly Review show 
that stakes had been so high that former Na-

 SATURDAY NATION MARCH 26, 2023 The Weekly Review  SUNDAY NATION MARCH 26, 2023 8

k e n y a  l e n s
  THE PLAN WAS TO BUY ASSETS FROM THE KENYA PETROLEUM REFINERIES LIMITED

HOW A HOW A SH42BNSH42BN KPC  KPC 
DEAL WAS STOPPEDDEAL WAS STOPPED

Towards the end of the Kenyatta regime, the National Treasury craft ed a 
bizarre scheme to irregularly raise billions from the state-owned fi rm

According to correspondence in our 
possession, the Sh42 billion valuation that 
the National Treasury was hurriedly forcing 
through was conducted by the Ministry of 
Lands and Housing. It begs the question: 
Where is transparency in a transaction where 
the government is buying an asset it already 
owns on the basis of a valuation conducted 
by itself?  Where is arm’s length and how do 
you buy an asset at a price you have decided 
by yourself?

Kenya Pipeline Company CEO Dr Irungu Macharia told the National Treasury that the assets at Kenya Petreleum Refi neries Limited 
deemed useful from a business perspective were valued at a fi gure much lower than the government’s Sh42 billion valuation.



tional Treasury Cabinet Secretary, Ukur 
Yatani, personally took charge of the transac-
tion and would at some stages personally at-
tend board meetings of KPC as he strenuously 
and laboriously scrambled to unlock the irreg-
ular transaction by forcing a board resolution. 
Cabinet Secretaries rarely attend board meet-
ings of parastatals.

This was clearly an irregular transaction in 
many ways. Consider the following: You buy 
non-revenue generating assets that you al-
ready own with borrowed money, and dump 
a huge liability with third-party banks on the 
books of KPC, a company you owned at the be-
ginning of the transaction.

But even more controversial was the valua-
tion the National Treasury was scrambling to 
force through a resolution of the KPC board. 
According to correspondence in our posses-
sion, the Sh42 billion valuation that the Na-
tional Treasury was hurriedly forcing through 
was conducted by the Ministry of Lands and 
Housing. It begs the question: Where is trans-
parency in a transaction where the govern-
ment is buying an asset it already owns on 
the basis of a valuation conducted by itself?  
Where is arm’s length and how do you buy an 
asset at a price you have decided by yourself?

We have seen correspondence showing that 
the CEO of KPC, Dr Irungu Macharia, wrote 
to the National Treasury informing the com-
pany’s sole shareholder that in the corpora-
tion’s own assessment, the assets deemed use-
ful from a business perspective were valued 
at a figure much lower than the government’s 
Sh42 billion valuation.

 KPC insisted on a valuation of Sh19 billion 
for KPRL’s assets that it deemed useful for its 
business.

But the clearest indication that the trans-
action that the National Treasury was trying 
to force on KPC was dodgy and bizarre was to 
emerge in a report by the financial services 
advisory group, PricewaterhouseCoopers Ltd 

(PWC), a copy of which has been seen by The 
Weekly Review.

In brief, PWC’s assessment of the transaction 
was as follows: This asset is yours and KPC can 
get it for free by transferring the shares at a pa-
per con value. PWC’s conclusion was sensa-
tional, considering that the National Treasury 
was almost succeeding in forcing KPC to take 
up a loan of US$400 million to pay for the as-
sets of KPRL. 

PWC’s valuation of land, buildings, tanks 
and pipe works, and a captive power plant al-
so came to a mere Sh17.9 billion, which was a 
much lower figure when compared with the 

government’s valuation of Sh42 billion.
What comes through from the correspond-

ence is that the National Treasury was ada-
mant about proceeding with the Sh42 billion 
valuation. Indeed, the National Treasury ap-
proval for KPC to borrow the large amount 
had been given as far back as December 1, 
2021. “The purpose of this letter is to grant you 
approval to borrow Sh42.6 billion and to refi-
nance the existing facility,” said Yatani in a let-
ter to KPC.

Is it not the height of irony that the Nation-
al Treasury was planning to saddle KPC with 
this massive dollar loan despite the fact that 
the company was at that time still in the mid-
dle of servicing a massive US$350 million loan 
it had borrowed in 2015 to construct a 20-inch 
diameter pipeline from Mombasa to Nairo-
bi? As the pressure on KPC to borrow the mon-
ey mounted, the company wrote to Standard 
Chartered Bank of the UK – the mandated 
lead arranger in the existing dollar loan – to 
ask for the money. “We are seeking to refinance 
the existing facility, which stands at a balance 
of US$149.9 million as at December 2021, as 
well as raise additional funding of Sh42.6 bil-
lion to be utilised for acquisition of the KPRL 
facility,” said the company in a letter dated De-
cember 17, 2021.

What saved KPC from this dodgy transac-
tion that was going to saddle the company 
with massive loans? Clearly, the change of the 
regime following the advent of President Wil-
liam Ruto’s administration in 2022 was a ma-
jor factor. Pockets of resistance against the deal 
from within the board of the company were
also an important contributory factor. Doc-
uments show how the board at one point in-
sisted that the borrowing of the money be de-
layed until thorough due diligence of KPRL 
and a comprehensive business case for the ac-
quisition had been conducted

The board also insisted on an independent 
report by the PWC report on the best take-over 
options. As it turned out, term sheets from the 
financiers and lenders did not come through 
until January, 2021.  

The lenders also spelt out conditions that in-
cluded appointment of an independent trans-
actions adviser. The procurement of an inde-
pendent adviser did not happen until April 
2022. With the General Election approaching 
in a few months and a change of regime immi-
nent, the National Treasury found itself with-
out the political muscle to push through the 
unpopular and dodgy transaction.

KPRL has 45 tanks with a total storage ca-
pacity of 484 million litres, out of which 254 
million litres is reserved for refined products 
while the remaining 233 million litres is re-
served for crude oil. The thinking was that 
these facilities would provide additional stor-
age capacity for KPC, which would unlock sup-
ply chain bottlenecks in Mombasa and save oil 
marketing firms millions of dollars paid on 
demurrage charges to shipping companies.

KPRL also has about 370 acres of underuti-
lised land at the port which KPC intended to 
use to construct storage facilities, including for 
LPG.
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We are seeking to 
refinance the existing 
facility, which stands 
at a balance of 
US$149.9 million as 
at December 2021, as 
well as raise additional 
funding of Sh42.6 
billion to be utilised 
for acquisition of the 
Kenya Petroleum 
Refineries Limited.
Kenya Pipeline Company

”

Dr Irungu Macharia
Kenya Pipeline Company CEO

Ukur Yatani
Former National Treasury 

Cabinet Secretary



BY MACHARIA GAITHO

From demands for elector-
al justice and the campaign 
against bad governance and 
the high cost of living, the pro-

tests called by opposition leader 
Raila Odinga may be raising the 
stakes to contemplate exploiting 
what his camp calls a revolution-
ary moment. 

“This is not just about Azimio;
this is a revolution,” Wiper Party 
leader Kalonzo Musyoka told The 
Weekly Review. “The people who 
came out onto the streets (dur-
ing the protests last Monday) were 
not just Azimio followers, but all 
Kenyans.”

That is surprisingly tough talk 
from Kalonzo, a former Vice-Pres-
ident who over the years has 
earned a reputation for indeci-
siveness.

Now he seems very clear and 
resolute in his mind that the Azi-
mio la Umoja-One Kenya Coa-
lition must go all the way with 
demonstrations and civil disobe-
dience that will push the govern-
ment of President William Ruto to 
the wall. 

The justification he provides, be-
yond the initial demands for an 
accounting of the allegedly sto-

len 2022 presidential election and 
governance failures, is that Pres-
ident Ruto is bent on subverting 
the Constitution to bring back dic-
tatorial rule.

He points out what he says 
is heavy-handed police action 
against peaceful demonstrations, 
insisting that last Monday it was 
the police, rather than protesters, 
who were responsible for most of 
the violence witnessed. 

He added that ritual dismissal 
by police of Azimio notifications 
for public activities is in direct 
contravention of inalienable pro-
visions in the Bill of Rights guar-
anteeing all Kenyans the rights to 
assemble, associate, march, picket 
and present petitions to public of-
fices. 

Kalonzo claimed that the gov-
ernment is already moving to sus-
pend the Constitution through 
denial of basic freedoms, as well 

as a host of activities designed 
to dilute democracy by ensuring 
that oversight institutions, includ-
ing Parliament, are neutered and 
beholden to the ruling party. This 
is being achieved, he says, by the 
‘buying’ of opposition legislators, 
starting from the very beginning 
of the current Parliament, when 
Azimio was denied a majority 
and leadership of key watchdog 
committees through defections.

Raila was sufficiently embold-
ened in the midst of the Mon-
day, March 20, demonstrations to 
declare that the protests would 
be held every week. The follow-
ing day he upped the ante by an-
nouncing an increase in the fre-
quency of protests marches to 
twice a week, every Monday and 
Thursday.

It was clear by that time that Rai-
la’s camp was elated at the appar-
ent success of the first in a series of 

protests aimed at forcing the gov-
ernment to accede to demands 
for electoral justice and solutions 
to the rising cost of living.

Raila did have reason to see the 
Monday protests as a victory. Al-
though he did not make good on 
the outrageous threat to storm 
State House, a triumphant pro-
cession through the streets of Nai-
robi’s most populous areas, brav-
ing police tear gas and water can-
nons, served as proof that he still 
retains the clout to organise mass 
action and attract ecstatic crowds.

The lesson was that despite Pres-
ident Ruto’s successful efforts to 
woo opposition figures into his 
Kenya Kwanza alliance camp, Rai-
la is not weakened and isolated as 
might have been presumed.

The protests, largely confined 
to the capital city of Nairobi and 
the lakeside city of Kisumu, were 
hardly national in scope as ad-
vertised. Neither were they wide-
spread, large-scale or vigorous 
enough to even remotely threaten 
a fall of government. 

But the very fact of a sizeable 
turnout defying government 
warnings that the protests were 
illegal was justification enough 
that the veteran opposition lead-
er is on to something.
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  MASS PROTESTS FOR ‘ELECTORAL AND ECONOMIC JUSTICE’

RAISING THE RAISING THE STAKESSTAKES

The very fact of a sizeable turnout 
defying government warnings that the 
protests were illegal was justifi cation 
enough that opposition leader Raila 

Odinga is on to something

Opposition leader Raila Odinga addresses his supporters in Eastleigh, Nairobi, on March 20. DENNIS ONSONGO I NATION
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He is tapping into growing dis-
illusionment over the six-month-
old government’s inability to 
meet the extravagant campaign 
promises of quick fixes to the 
country’s economic travails.

He is also astutely exploiting 
government missteps around bro-
ken promises to achieve swift re-
ductions in the cost of food and 
fuel. The opposition is also bank-
ing on indications that the so-
called ‘Hustler Nation’, which vot-
ed for Ruto in big numbers ex-
pecting instant dividends from 
the Bottom-Up economic mod-
el, is growing disenchanted and 
disillusioned over the unfulfilled 
pledges.

The Kenya Kwanza administra-
tion is also shooting itself in the 
foot with a series of misguided 
pronouncements and policy de-
cisions that seem to illustrate its 
closed cronyism nature favouring 
only a select few, and the hypocri-
sy around calls for austerity and 
belt-tightening while a spending 
spree benefits a tiny elite.

Gaffes range from Deputy Pres-
ident Rigathi Gachagua’s contro-
versial pronouncements, such as 
likening Kenya to a private com-
pany in which only sharehold-
ers stand to reap dividends, to ap-
pointments to public office heavi-
ly skewed in favour of loyal politi-
cians, and on to appointment of a 
bloated cast of 50 Cabinet Admin-
istrative Secretaries.

There have also been percep-

tions that many policy decisions, 
including deals on direct petrole-
um imports and duty-free maize 
and rice imports, while geared to-
wards lowering consumer prices, 
are being done in complete disre-
gard of established procurement 
systems.

Latest was the Cabinet’s approv-
al of a controversial law intend-
ed to do away with public over-
sight, through Parliament, of sale 
of state corporations.

“They are preparing the country 
for plunder,” charges Kalonzo.

The grey area here is that the 
cost of living, Kenya Kwanza’s fail-
ure to meet election promises or 
even suspicion that grand corrup-
tion is on the comeback are gov-
ernance issues quite removed 
from the original quest for elec-
toral justice.

The latest round of post-poll 
agitation was centered around 
claims that an Independent Elec-
toral and Boundaries Commis-
sion whistleblower had provid-
ed a treasure trove of evidence 
that Odinga was the actual win-
ner of the 2022 presidential poll 
despite then elections boss Wafu-
la Chebukati declaring Ruto the 
victor.

Odinga lost a Supreme Court 
petition challenging Ruto’s victo-
ry, but claimed that the new evi-
dence, though time-barred, would 
show he was the winner.

The problem was that he did 
not have any real evidence, just a 

set of numbers at variance with 
the official vote count, which he 
claimed would be proven correct 
once the IEBC election data serv-
ers were opened to show the ac-
tual results transmitted from the 
polling stations before the vote 
count was allegedly altered at the 
Bomas of Kenya National Tallying 
Centre.

The whistleblower numbers 
by themselves could not stand 
scrutiny, but the IEBC’s refusal to 
‘open the servers’, just like it re-
fused before the Supreme Court, 
has played powerfully into Odin-
ga’s hands.

Even in the event that the serv-
ers were opened and Odinga was 
proved the actual winner of the 
elections, it is unclear what sce-
nario would unfold beyond him 
winning in the court of public 
opinion.

The Supreme Court decision on 
the election petition was final and 
cannot be appealed or re-opened. 
Even in the unlikely event that Ru-
to was persuaded to resign, Odin-
ga would still not become presi-
dent as he is not in the line of suc-
cession. Deputy President Gacha-
gua would take over, and if both 
in the Kenya Kwanza presidency 
pair quit, next in line would be Na-
tional Assembly Speaker Moses 
Wetangula.

Kalonzo still insists that, in ad-
dition to an ever-growing list of 
governance failures, the quest 
for electoral justice remains key 

to the Azimio protests. To that is 
added demands for a halt to re-
cruitment of a new slate of elec-
toral commissioners he says will 
create a compliant, Ruto-friendly 
electoral management body. Azi-
mio is also demanding that the 
sacking of the ‘Cherera Four’, the 
IEBC majority who disowned the 
results announced by Chebukati, 
be reversed.

He insists, however, that the Azi-
mio demands for electoral justice 
are not just about Raila’s alleged-
ly stolen election, but about en-
trenching constitutionalism and 
the rule of law which, he warns, 
is endangered under the present 
government.

He also dismisses claims by Ru-
to supporters that Raila is just an-
gling for negotiations that would 
earn him a place at the table as 
he supposedly did on losing elec-
tions in 1997, 2007 and 2017. 

“Nobody wants to be part of gov-
ernment by ‘handshake’,” he as-
serts, saying that those making 
such allegations just don’t under-
stand the motivation and what is 
at stake.

What is unclear, however, is how 
the end game will play out. The 
very word ‘revolution’ conjures 
up images of a violent or at least 
forceful ejection of the incum-
bent regime.

Ruto controls the government 
security agencies and would have 
virtual monopoly of violence if 
push came to shove.

While there has so far been lit-
tle sign of a settlement, both Ru-
to and Raila have hinted that they 
could be amenable to softening of 
positions.

A day ahead of the first demos 
last Sunday, Ruto declared that 
he was open to dialogue, but not 
under blackmail and threats. The 
previous day, Raila had walked 
back on threats to lead a mass in-
vasion of State House, saying he 
would be content with the oppor-
tunity for him and a few leaders to 
present a memorandum. 

While hardliners on both sides 
will want to hang tough, calls 
from influential quarters – in-
cluding religious leaders and busi-
ness lobbies – for Ruto and Raila 
to meet are picking up. 

The Weekly Review understands 
that there has already been some 
shuttle diplomacy, with emissar-
ies engaging both sides, but so far 
there has been little progress as 
no one wants to cede ground.

gaithomail@gmail.com
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Chaotic scenes on Tom Mboya Street in Nairobi as Azimio la Umoja-One Kenya supporters protest 
against the high cost of living on March 20.  WILFRED NYANGARESI I NATION
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Protestors clash with riot police during a 
demonstration against the regulations of the 
Management of Maritime Affairs in Rennes, 

western France, on March 22. PHOTO I AFP 

t h e  l i m e l i g h t

Ukrainian servicemen fire with a S60 
anti-aircraft gun at Russian positions near 
Bachmut amid the Russian invasion of 

Ukraine on March 20. PHOTO I AFP

An employee of the French aeronautics, 
space and defense research lab (ONERA) 
walks in a wind tunnel at Modane-Avrieux 

ONERA’s centre in Modane, on March 17.

PHOTO I AFP

This aerial view shows workers cleaning solar 
panels at the 15MW Sheikh Zayed Solar Pow-
er Plant in Nouakchott, Mauritania, on March 

21. PHOTO I AFP

Police officers take cover from fireworks during a demonstration a few 
days after the French government pushed a pensions reform through 
parliament without a vote, using the Article 49.3 of the Constitution in 

Nantes, western France, on March 21. PHOTO I AFP

Russian President Vladimir Putin and China’s President Xi Jinping 
make a toast during a reception following their talks at the Kremlin in 

Moscow on March 21. PHOTO I AFP

Azimio la Umoja supporters light fires during demonstrations to protest the high cost of 

living in Kaloleni, Nairobi, on March 20.  SILA KIPLAGAT I NATION
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Hollywood calling... Caroline Wambui has produced 
some of Kenya’s most renowned reality shows
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OPEN SPACE

Lemerey Lokpunya
I strongly support these 

demonstrations as 100 
days in office have lapsed 
and there’s still nothing 
good coming from the 
Kenya Kwanza govern-
ment. President William 
Ruto is overburdening us 
by rewarding political re-
jects as Chief Administra-
tive Secretaries. The cost 
of living is unbearable and 
nothing has been done to 
change the situation. This 
government is only de-
termined to suffocate the 
common mwananchi.
— A livestock breeder in 
Kajiado

MIND SPEAK

Michael Wachira
Tourism industry play-

ers are complaining about 
the protests, saying they 
are affecting their business-
es. They even share old co-
rona-era videos of tourists 
leaving the country. Well, 
the thing is, those Kenyans 
are protesting and demon-
strating because they are 
also being affected directly. 
They sleep hungry because 
they cannot afford unga
and are sleeping in the dark 
because they can’t afford 
the crazy bills Kenya Power 
charges them. 
— A marketing executive 
based in Nyahururu

Clarine Gesare
I wish the demos were 

daily to push this govern-
ment to lower the cost of 
basic goods. They said im-
mediately after swearing-in 
that the price of fuel would 
go down, but that didn’t 
happen. The common 
mwananchi can only af-
ford one meal a day. Bandits 
in the north are still killing 
Kenyans, making pastoral-
ist communities refugees in 
their own country. We must 
pile pressure on the state.
— A student at Kenya 
Methodist University

Lyneus Situma
When Kenya Kwanza 

were campaigning, they 
promised Kenyans that 
they will be the priori-
ty; they condemned the 
previous government for 
creating positions only 
for us to realise that they 
are wolves in the sheep’s 
skin. They have creat-
ed 50 positions of CASs 
to burden the common 
mwananchi. They have 
increased taxes, making 
life unbearable.
— A teacher at Star of the  
Sea School in Mombasa

BY SAMMY OJWANG’

W
hen a Kenyan tells you that
“life is difficult”, it means 
he is hungry and finds im-
mediate financial hurdles 
in the quest for assuaging 
the pangs. This is a coun-

try where the character of many peo-
ple would be largely transformed by the 
mere availability of regular meals. 

In such a lopsided economy, where the 
means of production are in the hands of 
a selfish minority while the rest of the 
population struggles to find food, cloth-
ing and decent shelter, the United Na-
tions’ listing of copulation as a basic hu-
man need is laughable. 

The famished Kenyan is not lazy. He 
does not lack ideas for personal pro-
gress or making money. He is 
generally a victim of circum-
stances, working hard but 
getting little in return due 
to the environment he is 
thrown into. 

The chain of food produc-
tion is awash with unregu-
lated, sweaty-palmed brokers 
criminally undercutting suffer-
ing farmers while inflating market 
prices and pushing the consumer to a
one-meal-a-day diet. His water supply 
is deliberately messed up so that cartels 
can exploit his helplessness. 

Given the chaos in the building and 
construction sector that forces him to 
pay unfair rents, one can pardon him for 
being surprised to hear there has been a 
Ministry in charge of Physical Planning 
and Housing Development in the coun-
try since Independence. The crowds of 
small-time traders along the streets hus-
tling late into the night, some with ba-
bies strapped on their backs, is actually 
the sign of an ailing economy. 

Naturally, the so-called common man 
rarely understands what brings him to 
such a pass, even admiring the opulence 
of the oppressor, praising him for his 
craftiness. The injury to himself is invis-
ible, the pain sadly accepted as normal. 
In his book, How Europe Under-devel-
oped Africa, Walter Rodney lays bare the 
elaborate system put up by Europe and 
North America to drain resources from 
Africa while keeping the populations in 
check through installed puppet leaders,
who are actually watchdogs of the plun-
der. The economic wounds are dressed 

with grants and crazy loans from the 
International Monetary Fund and the 
World Bank. Only a radical Messiah can 
save such a strangled people. 

Libya was lucky at some point. Muam-
mar Gaddafi took over power after a 
coup. The youthful Colonel had a clear 
vision for his country, a desire to place 
his people on the pedestal of human 
beings by greatly improving their so-
cial welfare. In his mind, the Libyan 
was struggling in a country endowed 
with resources simply due to poor gov-
ernance and theft by the puppet ruling 
elite. The corruption-riddled Govern-
ment would siphon revenue from Lib-
yan oil for the external Master and for 
individual gain, greed and entitlement 
acting as blinkers to the poverty around 

them. Within a few years, Gaddafi 
transformed Libya into an Af-

rican Dream, with free edu-
cation for all citizens from 
kindergarten to college, the 
Government even paying 
for those pursuing cours-
es abroad. Healthcare was 

radically revamped, quali-
ty treatment offered for free 

and decent housing provided
for each citizen. 

The provision of water in such a dry cli-
mate was like a miracle. It also promot-
ed food production, with prices under 
Government control, thereby eliminat-
ing hunger. National projects were com-
pleted without external borrowing. Em-
ployment became easily available, the 
Government enacting policies promot-
ing local manufacturing while paying 
all citizens a regular stipend from the oil 
revenue. Life expectancy increased. 

There could be a Messiah somewhere 
in our midst, one who shall bring down 
the cost of living, take Kenyans off the fa-
mous “Baba Otonglo” household budget, 
at least back to the days when they could 
afford the 4 O’clock tea and annual fam-
ily visits to grandmother. Kenyans are 
only crying for a Government that will 
rein in corruption and formulate poli-
cies that will make life a little less diffi-
cult for them. 

Mr Ojwang’comments on social issues. 
samojwang7@gmail.com

Any feedback on topical issues? We 
would like to hear from you. Send your 
views to: 
weeklyreview@ke.nationmedia.com

Tame the high cost of living
The chain of food production is awash with unregulated 
sweaty-palmed brokers undercutting suffering farmers 



ments or upscale it and use. (It also solicits 
feedback that I imagine is essential in improv-
ing the process.)

Of course there are a few issues. Firstly, be-
cause the model is constantly being fine-
tuned, there is no guarantee that the prompt 
for the masterpiece you create today will yield 
the same result tomorrow.

 The system is always learning; perfection is 
a moving target and the result of this is that 
every image you make is a sort of a snapshot 
of the capabilities of AI that day. There is a 
feeling of impermanence with every effort. 
No matter how good the result is, come back 
tomorrow and it promises you it will be bet-
ter. I imagine for the pros this isn’t a concern 
if you know your Cubism and Degas and can 
get fairly consistent results by simply spelling 

out exactly the art style you would like the im-
age in. 

There are also a number of times imper-
fections creep in. You get the odd sixth finger 
lurking, while post-processing of the images 
using prompts has proven notoriously hard 
for me. Also, while the results can surprise, 
we should remember that you are looking at 
a refraction of what already exists. Creativity 
doesn’t exist in the system. 

The system works like this: it has access to 
lots of photos with, say the caption ‘dog’, from 
the Internet. With these numerous images of 
dogs it can approximate an image of anoth-
er dog. So you could ask, for example, for a 
dog made of carrots and you will get a solid 
enough effort. 

The problem is when you ask it to do some-
thing that a human can imagine but it has 
next to no image to go off on. For example, I 
asked for an elephant riding a guitarist. It 
makes no sense, a human can, with a bit of 

head scratching, think that up, but Midjour-
ney falters. One is of an elephant with fin-
gers playing a guitar, a guitarist atop an ele-

phant and an elephant and a guitarist stand-
ing on what looks like a guitar case.

So is there any art in this artificial in-
telligence? Art is a subjective thing. Art-

ists are similarly split on the topic, since 
these systems have been trained on existing 

artwork and are generating approx-
imations of all the hundreds of mil-

lions of images and captions they have 
digested. The debates on whether art gen-

erated by AI is art mirrors the fears sparked 
by painters when photography was invented. 
There is scope for both to exist simultaneous-
ly. A machine already won a painting compe-
tition and to our better, future selves it might 
seem childish that we actually cared that mu-
sic or art was produced by machines.

While I do not think text can be easily re-
placed by GPT-3, I think images may be a dif-
ferent experience. Most of us are comfortable 
writing text, but very few people can draw, let 
alone create, these masterful digital images. 

I was honestly surprised at how satisfying it 
was. There is so much experimentation, play, 

curiosity and attempts at refinement you 
can descend into. 

Mr Odongo is a Software Engineer
wagaodongo@gmail.com

BY WAGA ODONGO

I
n one short year, image generation technol-
ogy has achieved multiple breakthroughs 
and revolutionised the world of creativity 
and art. In April 2022, Open AI launched 
Dall-E 2. Dall-E (a portmanteau of the epon-
ymous lead character in the Disney car-

toon, Wall-E, and surrealist painter Salvador 
Dali) was brilliant but tightly controlled by 
its makers to prevent its misuse. You couldn’t, 
for example, create realistic human faces for a 
while. A few months later, Stability AI came up 
with Stable Diffusion, a version that got rid of 
a lot of these speed bumps in DallE. 

The result of this was a wave of creativity 
that has led many to question the very na-
ture of art itself. Images are the perfect candi-
date for an AI makeover. An image can be ful-
ly ingested by a machine, as it is entirely made 
up of pixels. The internet is filled with images 
and captions. All that was left was for some-
one with a bottomless pit of money to buy 
the computing power to analyse all the imag-
es and birth a revolution. Since then, artificial 
image generation has scaled faster than al-
most any technology in human history.

A picture may be worth a thousand words 
but with just three words you can create the 
image you see accompanying this piece. 
There are several ways to get into the 
thick of things and try it out for yourself. 
There are versions you can down-
load on your computer or phone 
(both had better be powerful) 
that you can use to create images 
offline. I tried one version running 
Stable Diffusion offline on a fairly pow-
erful computer but it took too 
long and the results were subpar. 
The faces didn’t quite look human. 

A few websites offer great experienc-
es of this digital art but the one I have found 
most satisfying, quick and brilliant was Mid-
journey. Midjourney creates surrealist paint-
ings that allow for a level of granularity that 
would please many pedants. It allows ama-
teurs in the field to create great pieces and al-
so gives Art majors freedom to express them-
selves.

I was astonished at how even limited com-
mands did such heavy lifting. I was able to 
come up with a very beautiful Statue of Lib-
erty with the phrase “African Lady Liberty”. 
It is also not a palette swap of a white wom-
an; it gets the broad African nose and full lips 
just right, an upgrade, in my opinion, on the 
French mannequin overlooking New 
York. Midjourney gives you four 
variations of the image and you 
can make further improve-
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MY TAKE

Artificial image generation has scaled faster than almost 
any technology in human history and now provides an 

enjoyable experience for creation of artistic pictures

THE SHEER DELIGHT
OF DIGITAL ART

An image generated by Midjourney prompt, 
‘African Lady Liberty’.PHOTO|POOL
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FUN AND ADVENTURE

LET’S DRIFT OUT

BY EDDY ASHIOYA

In 2017, 26-year- old Alex 
Kamau had just graduated 
from university and was 
experiencing a severe bout of 

quarter-life crisis. “I didn’t know 
what I wanted to, but I knew what 
I didn’t want to do,” he says. What 
he did not want to do was become 
a corporate schmuck. 

 They say youth is wasted on the 
young but frankly speaking, youth 
isn’t what it used to be anymore. 
Thus, confronted with a life-al-
tering decision, he chose to make 
none. Indecision is still a decision, 
right? He packed up his stuff and 
left Nairobi for his rural home in 
Githunguri, Kiambu. In 2018, he 
began toying with photography. 
“A friend introduced me to Insta-
gram, where I started posting my 
nature pictures.”2018? Instagram? 
As if reading my mind, he says, “I 
am a late bloomer.”  

Destiny took a deep breath 
and considered its options. “Peo-
ple started taking notice of my 
work, asking me to take them to 
these places that I photograph. I 
thought why not? So every Sun-
day, I’d invite some of them to 
the trips, later graduating to a 
WhatsApp group for alerts. That’s 
when I began thinking about how 
I could make this a sustainable 
business.” 

 Destiny breathed out, nodded, 
and set off decisively along the 
path it had chosen. “My business 
partner [Daniel Njuguna], with 
whom I had tried several failed 
businesses, and I liked to call 
what we were doing ‘drifting’. We 
thought, why not just call this one 
‘Let’s Drift’?” and voila! A business 
was born and christened. 

Maybe there is no such thing as 
fate but there was a sense of inev-
itability about it all. “You couldn’t 
write this script” is a line often 
dished out by pundits and com-

Alex Kamau and 
his partner have 

made a successful 
business from 
hosting hiking 

tours out of 
Nairobi to some 
of the country’s 

most scenic 
destinations

mentators but you really could 
write this one. Let’s Drift is now 
Kenya’s largest community of peo-
ple who love adventure.  At the 
time of writing, Alex tells me they 
have organised over 800 hikes and 
other experiences since their in-
ception in 2018.

 It has not always been a walk 
in the park. Before they could put 
a finger to their business nerve, 
Alex had toyed with the idea of 
evolving into a tour company, sort 
of waving a red flag at the raging 
bull that is fate.  “As a young busi-
nessman, I couldn’t get my eyes 
off Bonfire [Adventures]. At some 
point we started advertising tours 
to Maasai Mara and Lamu. But 
that was not my niche.” 

 The Covid19 lockdown centered 
them. With everyone nestled in 
their houses, people naturally 
wanted to go back out. As the re-
strictions eased, appetite for Let’s 
Drift’s services whetted. “Before 
Covid, we had ten people; after it, 
we have an average of 50 people 
on a hike. The demand forced us 
to scale up.” 

“Currently, our main selling 
point is our membership mod-
el for KSh1,000 a month, which is 
unlimited and takes care of expe-
rience only; you have to pay your 
own fare and get your own food.  
We charge our experiences based 
on several factors. For instance, 
a trip to the Aberdares would 
go for up to KSh5,000 but if you 
are a member, it is discounted at 
KSh3000.” 

 Let’s Drift has now expanded 
to cycling trips. In the year 2022, 
they served around 5,400 hikers, 
an average of five hundred hikers 
monthly, with up to 60 per cent 
of them signed up on the mem-
bership model. “In a month we 
are doing between 40 to 50 trips, 
with up to 13 trips on a weekend.” 
Besides, he adds, we are the on-
ly company doing weekday trips. 
“We don’t have permanent em-
ployees, just people working in 
regular jobs during the week who 
act as guides during the week-
end.” Let’s Drift boasts 25 guides, 
with six of them being women. 

 Which is the most challenging Alex Kamau at Chola Pass, Everest Base Camp, in April 2022. 
PHOTO | POOL



hike he has gone to? “A hikeathon. 
That’s a 42-kilometre hike, the lat-
est one from Mai Mahiu to Ngong. 
“That is one of the most challeng-
ing because you are dealing with 
distance, about ten hours of hik-
ing, and you are also fighting the 
heat, needing so much water.” 

His favourite place to hike would 
have to be Kijabe. There is a huge 
forest with scenic views there. “Al-
most every week I am in Kijabe 
doing solo or group hikes.” Why Ki-
jabe? “When I first went there we 
didn’t know it is gazetted under 
the Kenya Forest Service. We were 
roaming and got arrested! After 
we were released, I went for a li-
cence and that’s how we became 
friends with the rangers.” 

 The uptake in hiking was like a 
hypodermic needle as young peo-
ple sought an alternative to par-
tying. “Unlike our parents, who 
saved up for major holidays, our 
generation prefers taking mini-es-
capes, long walks over the week-
ends, or camping and hiking. Plus, 
Nairobi is quite central: you can 
access many parts of the country 
through here. People are clam-

ouring for experience- and activ-
ity-driven travel adventures. How 
about I go ride a bike? A horse? 
Hike up a mountain? With that 
I can hit many birds with one 
stone: fitness, mental wellness 
and fulfilling the social aspect of 
meeting new friends.” 

“Our clients are very adventur-
ous,” he observes. “Our clientelle
has diversified and each of them 
has an identity. Coming up with 
new experiences is not as easy 
as it looks. A 60-year-old will not 
hike like a 26-year-old,” he says. 
“We have changed the way people 

access the outside. Our mission 
statement is simple: to make ad-
venture more affordable and ac-
cessible. I believe we have served 
the biggest number of hikers to 
date by bringing in the element 
of access. You don’t need a car, or 
a lot of money, just a willing heart 
and a kindred spirit. We have had 
a hiker as old as 76 years old and 
kids as young as four. If that is not 
diversification, tell me what is?”

 Nothing is guaranteed in life, 
which is why Alex is rolling the 
die, supplementing his hiking 
with his knack for painting. Ac-

tually, he holds a Bachelor of Arts 
in Design (Kenyatta University). 
With the precision of a carpen-
ter and the tireless focus of an 
artist, he has set aside Mondays 
to his mistress — painting. “My 
photography has always been na-
ture-based. I try to use art to tell 
stories of the places I have been.” 

 He has been to a lot of plac-
es. What has drifting taught him 
about Kenya and himself? “Ken-
ya is underrated in terms of the 
offerings we have. Every time I 
travel with my camera, I see how 
picturesque a country we have. I 
think more people should see and 
experience this. It has given me a 
new sense of pride that I get to do 
this for a living.”

 In April 2022, he hiked Mt Ever-
est, the highest mountain in the 
world. “And it was still not as ma-
jestic as hiking Kenya.” As to the 
question where he wants to take 
Let’s Drift: “I don’t know is the 
most honest answer I can give 
you. But what I know is the adven-
ture space in Kenya is growing. I 
know we have a lot of carbon cop-
ies — even if imitation is, indeed, 
the best form of flattery. It gives 
me such immense comfort that 
there is enough cake for everyone. 
Our vision is to make Let’s Drift a 
powerhouse of adventure and ex-
periences. When someone asks 
who our competitors are, I say we 
compete with Netflix. It’s not who 
you hike with, but the competi-
tion, what you are doing when 
you are not hiking?” 

If he could drift with one per-
son in the world, who would it be 
and where would they go? “I am a 
fan of Virgin Group of Companies 
founder Richard Branson. Last 
year he climbed Mt Kenya. He is al-
ways doing adventurous stuff, al-
ways outdoors. I wish there were 
more entrepreneurs and leaders 
taking up adventures because it 
humanises them. When they ask 
you for help, or you guide them, 
even in our private hiking events, 
you see the soft human behind 
the thick leadership carapace.”

 What did he know before that 
has helped him now? “Coming 
from art school to the world of ad-
venture has been a blessing. Ad-
venture is very visual. You try to 
show an experience, and coming 
from a school as an artist teach-
es your eyes to see. I am very intui-
tive and I am very good at observ-
ing things.” 

Maybe that’s true. Maybe our 
fates are predetermined at birth. 
Maybe it’s all written. Maybe you 
can be good at observing things, 
but I wager, even Alex didn’t see 
this coming.   

eddieashioya@gmail.com
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HOW IT ALL STARTED
In 2011, Alex Kamau joined an incubation programme run by Parklands 
SDA Church, where entrepreneurs would meet daily to flesh out ideas. The 
church encouraged him to create a poster and charge people for drifting to 
make the business sustainable. The first official hikers paid KSh300 each, 
with five people showing up. 
Some of the most popular places to hike in Kenya are the Karura Forest, 
Arboretum, Paradise Gardens and Paradise Lost. Others are Hell’s Gate and 
Mt Longonot in Naivasha, and Ngare Ndare in Laikipia. 
Hiking activities include bike riding, picnics, paragliding, ziplining and 
exploring waterfalls.  
It is important to pick an experienced group of guides. If the guides haven’t 
been there before you may end up getting lost or not finishing the trek. 

Alex Kamau hiking in Kijabe Hills in May 2022.  Let’s Drift  Limited, run by Kamau and his partner, Daniel 
Njuguna, seeks to make adventure more aff ordable and accessible to a wide range of clients. 
PHOTO | POOL



BY SINDA MATIKO

F
rom the very beginning, she has been 
doing what she wasn’t supposed to be 
doing. She wasn’t even trained for what 
she does. It all happened by accident. 

“For a long time, Captain Koki Mutungi 
was my role model. I was supposed 

to be a pilot; I had begun my classes then I 
deferred, but when I was ready to go back, life 
happened,” says Caroline Wambui Ngunjiri, 
head of Media Production at Documentary 
and Reality TV studios (D&R Studios)

As you read this she might be on the set of 
popular reality show The Real Housewives 
of Nairobi (RHON) or directing a cast on yet 
another celebrity reality show.

Caroline produced her first celebrity reality 
show, Sol Family, spotlighting the lives of 
members of top Kenyan band Sauti Sol and 
their record label Sol Generation signees 
Nviiri The Story Teller and Bensoul.

Kyallo Kulture is another of her productions, 
a reality show featuring Kenyan media 
personality-turned-entrepreneur Betty Kyallo.
While all the celebrities of the reality show 
she has been involved with swim in fame, 
however, Wambui is relatively unknown, the 
unsung hero. It is clear that the 26-year-old 
wouldn’t mind some attention coming her 
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CAREER CHOICES

Caroline Wambui 
Ngunjiri’s first love 

was flying, but she has 
found a new object of 
her affection in film, 
producing some of 

Kenya’s most renowned 
reality shows

FLYING 
HIGH IN 
THE FILM 
WORLD

Carol 
Wambui 
Ngunjiri, 
the Head 
of Media 
Production 
at D&R 
Studios.
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way too, if her celebration of attaining 9,000 
followers on Instagram is anything to go by.

Wambui justifies why she, too, needs to be 
celebrated.

“Watching this show is fun, but making 
RHON is not all that fun. It’s a lot of work. I 
mean, we just added another housewife, Dr 
Catherine Masitsa.”

Were it not for her traditional 
father, Caroline would probably 
be flying a Boeing 30,000 feet 
above the Indian Ocean.
“When I finished high school, 

my passion was aviation. My 
dad enrolled me in flying school 
at Wilson airport and I began my 

journey towards becoming a pilot. I 
was 17 when I started and obtained 

my private standard licence when I 
was 18. I trained on a Cessna 172 at 
Standards Aviations,” she narrates.
Caroline had just completed passed 

her f lying radio exams when results 
of the Kenya Certificate of Secondary 

Education were released. She found out that 
she had been called to study International 
Relations at Maseno University but wanted 
instead to focus on her ambitions to become 
the next Koki Mutungi, Africa’s first female 
pilot to be certified captain of the Boeing 787 
Dreamliner.

“I wasn’t interested in going to university at 
this point but according to my dad, who is very 
traditional, when you get called to university 
you have to go.” Moreover, he did not have the 
money to keep her in flying school, which is 
quite costly. He promised to take her back to 
aviation class once she graduated university.

It’s inMaseno that she accidentally stumbled 
on film. 

“I engaged in a lot of co-curricula activities at 
the university. I joined UN clubs, modelled and 
did brand activations. That’s actually how I 
managed to network with one of our directors 
at D&R, Mwaniki Mageria,” she recalls.

Caroline met Mageria, an actor who is the 
secretary-general of Kenya’s Riverwood film 
industry, at the premier of an Imax movie 
in Kisumu. She had told Imax team that she
was happy to volunteer should they have any 
marketing jobs, hence her presence there. 
Mwaniki was impressed with Caroline’s work 
ethic and personality and would later help 
her secure a job at her current station.

Without any formal training in film 
production, Caroline had to learn on the job 
and in doing so, made a lot of mistakes, but the 
management was patient with her. “I think 
they could see that I really wanted to learn 
and understand. They saw the passion in 
me and I am grateful that they were patient 
enough,” she says.

She had been with the company for a while 
when she was offered the opportunity to 
produce Sol Family. She confesses that it was a 
difficult task but the celebrity singers made it 
easy for her. “To even imagine that I was going 
to be their boss, telling them what to do, was 
scary. I mean, these are superstars and I am a 
nobody. But they were kind and understood
that we were all professionals.” 

While Sol Family gave her a footing in 



producing reality shows, it is RHON that has 
been her most challenging production. 

“RHON was a show like no other,” she 
declares, adding: “This is a franchise, an 
international show that has been going on 
for years around the world. It had never been 
done before in Kenya. There were attempts 
before but they flopped.”

She watched what franchises in other 
parts of the world had done with the Real 
Housewives shows to help her create a solid 

concept. “It was capital-intensive, more than 
any other show I had done before. It took us 
four months to do the casting and to put 
together a crew of not less than 60 people, 
including directors, managers and vendors.”

Wambui would love go back to aviation and 
become a commercial pilot, but that’s means 
she has to work on her finances. 

“Besides finances, the bigger problem is 
that is I have also fallen in love with film 
production. It’s quite a dilemma that I’ve got, 

but we’ll see,” she says pragmatically.
Caroline has just rewarded herself with a 

brand new car, which is parked outside the 
café where we are meeting. Her cellphone 
rings and she reaches for her purse and car 
keys on the table. 

“I’ve got to get to the office – its work. Let’s 
catch up some other time,” she says as she 
departs.

tmatiko@ke.nationmedia.com
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Carol Wambui 
Ngunjiri, Head of 
Media Production 
at D&R Studios, 
on the set of Real 
Housewives of 
Nairobi with cast 
member Minnie Ka-
riuki. PHOTO|POOL
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Tomorrow is protest Monday. Fasten 
your seat belts. If the events of last week 
are any guide, a young government un-
der siege by an energised opposition 
feeding off of a restive population reel-
ing under the high cost of living will 

come under increasing pressure to shape up or 
ship out. But even the most unpopular of gov-
ernments prefer shaping up, or pretending to, 
to the ignominy of public ejection.

Still some governments, as did Ferdinand 
Marcos’s in the Philippines in 1986, would 
rather tough it out against a determined 
opposition and populace and be ejected 
than surrender. And here at home when his 
own allies were adamant he should stay put 
and force President Kibaki out of office, Raila 
Odinga relented and went into a coalition 
government in 2008. 

Then as now, the argument was that Odinga 
won the presidential poll, but was cheated out 
of victory. The culprit in 2007 was the defunct 
polls umpire, the Electoral Commission of 
Kenya. Its chairman, the late Samuel Kivuitu, 
confessed on live television to not having an 
idea what his officers, whom he could not 
reach on phone, were cooking. 

The cheating poll chefs served Kenyans a 
bitter desert of Tharaka-Nithi that churns 
stomachs to this day for sneaking Kibaki over 
the line. Holed up in State House, Nairobi, 
Kibaki turned silence and absence from 
public view into weapons of wearing down a 
frightened populace, keeping Odinga guessing 
and then forcing his hand.

But in 2007, the economy had been robust 
under Kibaki’s steady hand. This time around 
Kenya’s economy is depressed and drought-

ravaged. Prices of basic commodities have 
shot through the roof and the government’s 
unrelenting push to extract more taxes 
from Kenyans is turning the Kenya Revenue 
Authority into a symbol of revulsion and the 
President into Zacchaeus of Jericho. 

Odinga, the old fox of Kenya’s politics, is 
crafty enough to know that a hungry people 
form an angry and motivated army. He is 
cunning enough to ground his search for 
power in the multiple grouses the people have 
against a government that promised them 
instant happiness on the stump, but has so 
far not delivered. As they would say in tennis, 
advantage Mr Odinga.

How can President Ruto reverse this trend? 
Last Monday, the police had clear instructions 
to demonstrate they were ready to use force, 
prevent a march on the capital’s CBD and, most 
crucially, on State House. But Odinga & Co., 
prevented from entering the CBD, went to the 
people in the populous Eastlands. The people 
came out in spontaneous demonstration of 
support.

It should have been clear to the President 

& Co. that the people only need Odinga 
to lead them; they have enough reasons 
to demonstrate against the government. 
Therefore, the government needs to 
address the immediate needs of the people. 
The government needs a big win in this 
department to enable it to drive a wedge 
between the populace and an inspired 
opposition.

Therefore, the government should not 
contemplate arresting Odinga & Co. If this 
was the nuclear option in 2017, when then 
Attorney-General Githu Muigai accused 
Odinga of treason for swearing himself in as 
“president of the people”, then the danger of 
escalating people vs police confrontation will 
be multiplied many times over.

My take is that it is not enough for the 
President and Odinga to preach that Kenya is 
bigger than anyone of us, that their fight is not 
personal or that they are agents of prosperity 
for all of us. Let them put aside their enmity 
and planet-sized egos, walk the talk and meet 
each other half way.

kwendo58@gmail.com

A hungry people form an angry and motivated army

o p i n i o n

 Let them put aside their enmity and planet-sized egos, walk the talk and meet each other half way
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In the midst of a titanic political battle, the 
two protagonists, President William Ruto 
and Opposition leader Raila Odinga, have 
found a meeting of minds in identifying the 
independent media as a common foe to be 
shunned and silenced.

The media is finding itself under siege 
from all sides. When Raila called on Azimio 
la Umoja-One Kenya coalition supporters to 
boycott corporate entities he alleges were 
supportive of Ruto’s government, a curious 
inclusion in the list was The Star, a daily 
newspaper of modest circulation which is part 
of Radio Africa Group.

Raila’s beef with The Star was an editorial 
critical of his mass action campaign – a 
series of protest marches, civil disobedience, 
picketing and consumer boycotts – intended 
to pressure the government to bow down to 
his demand for an accounting of the allegedly 
stolen 2022 presidential elections. For a 
man whose biggest ally ever since he began 
political agitation 40 years ago was a free and 
independent media, it was surprising that 
Raila took issue with an editorial position in a 
small and hardly influential outlet that would 
otherwise have garnered little attention. 

The Star’s position, though critical, was 
hardly outrageous or particularly hard-hitting, 
and was, in fact, much milder than editorials 
and op-ed pieces previously published in 
media channels with much wider reach.

Raila’s comments were rightly dismissed as 
uncalled-for threats to media freedom. They 
also posed direct danger to The Star reporters 
who may be targeted by his often unruly 
bands of supporters while covering his protest 
rallies. The opposition leader’s comments 
were a throw-back to the dark old days of 
dictatorial rule, when regime sycophants the 
likes of Kariuki Chotara and Mulu Mutisya 
were obsessed with demonising the media, 
civil society and other independent society 
watchdogs as enemies that ought to be 
crushed and destroyed.

Ironically, Raila, in targeting the media,
found himself on the same page with the 
Ruto government, which followed by issuing 
a warning to television broadcast stations on 
coverage of his demonstrations. The patently 
illegal and unconstitutional threats against 

free and unbiased broadcast were issued by 
Communications Authority of Kenya Director-
General Ezra Chiloba. However, it is instructive 
that it followed a meeting attended by 
media owners and managers with the CS for 
Information Eliud Owalo, who cautioned that 
continued airing of violent demonstrations 
could have consequences.

Those who attended the meeting described 
it as cordial and friendly, but were under no 
illusion as to the menace contained in the 
cautions which, without stating so specifically,
was that the government was ready to 
withdraw broadcast licenses and frequencies 
for TV stations that did not toe the straight and 
narrow Kenya Kwanza path.

It also could not have been accidental 
that Chiloba’s letter seemed synchronised 
with telephone calls reportedly made by 
government agents directly to some media 
houses warning that their broadcasts would 
be shut down if they did not give Raila rallies 
the blackout. Chiloba’s letter to broadcast 
stations that aired live the demonstrations last 
Monday did not cite specific violations of the 
broadcast programming code, just a general 
reference to footage that could cause panic, 
incite the public, threaten peace and cohesion.

It was couched as an advisory rather than a 
specific threats to shut down live broadcasts, 
but the intent was clear coming ahead of the 
next round of Raila’s demonstrations. It seems 
the government – and specifically the Office 
of the President, the Ministry of Interior and 
the Ministry of Information, Communications 
and the Digital Economy – is looking for ways 
to halt live broadcasts. And they might be 
confident that in the current leadership of 
the Communications Authority, they have a 
willing and pliable tool.

In 2018, when the government sought to 
employ dubious national security grounds 
to disable live transmission of Raila’s mock 
swearing-in as ‘People’s President’, the then 
Communications Authority DG Francis 
Wangusi flatly refused to comply, citing the 
independence of his regulatory functions. 

The then Interior Cabinet Secretary, Fred 
Matiang’i, was thus forced to deploy the 
police for an assignment they were ill-
equipped to handle. They descended on sites 

hosting transmission towers, employing 
crude weapons to disable the equipment, 
with little regard as to whether what they 
were destroying belonged to a particular 
broadcaster, or to other entities such as 
mobile telephone services, short-wave radio or 
weather monitoring.

That shutdown incidentally ranks as one of 
the most shameful episodes in Kenyan media 
history as it was preceded by carefully selected 
media owners, managers and editors who 
could be trusted to be compliant being invited
to President Uhuru Kenyatta’s State House,
where they effectively rubber-stamped their 
own gagging. After having assured the nation 
that Raila’s demos were illegal and would 
not be countenanced, the Ruto government 
was forced to watch impotently last Monday 
as the revolution, if it could be termed so, 
was broadcast live globally. It seems there is 
renewed determination that, if Raila goes 
ahead with episode two of ‘Maandamano 
Monday’, Kenyans and the world will be denied 
live coverage. Apart from the threats issued to 
local broadcasters, it might follow that the 
Communications Authority will move to clock 
the signals transmitted by international TV 
stations such as Al Jazeera, BBC, CNN, SABC and 
others, and could even go to the extent of an 
Internet shut down.

Media stakeholder groups, civil society and 
human rights lobbies were quick to react to 
the Chiloba letter, warning of grave threats 
to media freedom and the entire democratic 
foundation stone. Acquiescent media owners, 
as in 2018, might again be the weak link when 
it comes to fighting for media freedom. 

Apart from attracting general condemnation, 
the threat letter spurred renewed urgency for 
judicial interpretation of the media regulatory 
framework to entrench the role of the Media 
Council of Kenya as the independent content 
regulatory body envisaged by the Constitution. 
Government-controlled Communications
Authority is only competent in management 
of the technical aspects of frequencies.

Meanwhile, Raila must have found himself in 
an uncomfortable position if he needed to take 
government to task on the illegal directives, 
while himself threatening media freedom.

gaithomail@gmail.com
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Raila, Ruto find a meeting of minds to attack the media
CA might clock signals transmitted by international TV stations such as CNN, BBC and Al Jazeera
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The President views Odinga’s hold on residents of Western Kenya as 
political and economic enslavement from which they need emancipation

  TAMING THE LION

By OSCAR OBONYO

As he spearheads nation-
wide demonstrations across 
the coun-
try against 

the Ruto admin-
istration, a plot 
is thickening to 
neutralise former 
Prime Minister Rai-
la Odinga political-
ly, Uhuru Kenyat-
ta-style.

Unveiled on March 
13 during a breakfast 
meeting at State House, 
Nairobi, with over 30 
leaders from Nyanza, 
the plot is aimed 
at caging Odin-
ga politically 
based on Pres-
ident Ruto’s 
apparent belief 
that members of the so-
called dynasties are respon-
sible for most of the problems be-
devilling Kenya today.

This is an argument that Ruto 
has held for long. Even as Depu-
ty President, he attributed to the 
Kenyattas, Mois and Odingas – 
rightly or wrongly – the uneven 
distribution of national resources, 
inequality in employment oppor-
tunities and domination of busi-
ness contracts in government. The 
narrative was evidently well re-
ceived by voters.

Ruto’s move targeting Odinga is 
probably buoyed by his successful 
manoeuvres in the Mt Kenya re-
gion in the last five years that ena-
bled him to turn the crowds in his 
favour and against his then boss, 
Kenyatta. And if Monday’s tweet 
by National Assembly Majority 
Leader Kimani Ichung’wah is any-
thing to go by, then the same script 
that ran Kenyatta out of town is 
being rolled out against Odinga: 
“As we condemn the anarchists 

(of Mon-
day’s mass action), we encourage 
Nyanza people to rescue them-
selves from this enslavement. We 
shall offer free lessons from our 
Mt Kenya rescue experience,” stat-
ed the Kikuyu MP.

That this plot has always been 
on the cards is a fact that politi-
cians allied to Ruto have variously 
attested to. Only last week, Depu-
ty President Rigathi Gachagua al-
luded to this fact, rather abrasive-
ly, stating that Odinga and his late 
father, Jaramogi Oginga Odinga, 
had troubled Kenya for the last 60 
years and that this time around 
they were determined to stop him 
– “na ataenda akiendanga (he will 
go for good)”.

During the two consultative 
meetings at State House – on Feb-

ruary 7 and March 13 –Gachagua 
categorically reminded the Nyan-

za politicians of the “need to 
create your space and 
liberate your commu-
nity from bad leader-

ship”. This is apparently 
the core message that 
is destined to go out to 
the ground. 

According to those who at-
tended the last meeting, the Presi-
dent reported that he and his dep-
uty had over the last four years 
worked overdrive in Mt Kenya re-
gion to erode Uhuru Kenyatta’s 
political stature. He happily re-
ported that the duo had regis-
tered over 90 per cent success and 
that most of those who are polit-
ically associated with the Jubilee 
party leader were handed defeat 
at the ballot by local residents.

With the political side of issues 
sorted, Ruto is reported to have as-
sured his audience that he would 
“fix” the Kenyattas and the Mois 
economically, sooner or later. He 
reportedly reassured them that it 
was a “matter of time” before the 
Odingas followed suit: “Baada ya 
kuangusha familia za Kenyatta na 

Moi, alisema hiyo ya Odinga ni 
kitu kidogo, tumuachie (Having 

dealt with the two former first 
families, he told us that the Odin-
gas were a small matter for him to 
crack),” one of the politicians con-
fided in The Weekly Review.

According to the politicians in 
attendance polled by this writer, 
the President views Odinga’s po-
litical hold on the larger western 
Kenya region as some kind of en-
slavement and stresses the need 
“to politically and economically 
emancipate the local residents” 
from the stranglehold. 

One politician at the State 
House meeting is particularly ex-
cited about the plot: “As a people, 
Jakom (Raila) remains the epito-
me of our political history and as 
long as nobody is plotting to elim-
inate him physically, we shall hap-
pily support this latest move by 
the President. Our brief is only to 
weaken him politically, while at 
the same time giving our people a 
chance to access the national kit-
ty for development of our region.”

With the President having swept 
the board in last year’s elections 
in the Mt Kenya region, his pre-
decessor’s political backyard, and 
having brought political bigwigs 
Musalia Mudavadi and Moses We-
tang’ula under his wing, Odin-
ga’s planned caging makes po-
litical sense. Besides Wiper Par-
ty leader Kalonzo Musyoka and 
his Narc-Kenya counterpart, Mar-
tha Karua, Raila is presently Ruto’s 
most potent political rival.

RUTO’S PLOT TO CAGE RAILA
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The best approach to caging the 
ODM leader, according to the Pres-
ident, is not for him to personal-
ly lead the charges against Raila 
as this would expose him to hos-
tility and resistance from Nyan-
za residents. Instead, Ruto report-
edly tasked the local politicians 
to be on the frontline of whittling 
down the opposition chief’s polit-
ical dominance and influence. To 
effectively execute this plot, the 
Ruto-allied politicians – most of 
whom were rejected by the peo-
ple at the ballot – have been en-
couraged to immediately initiate 
development projects. They will 
supposedly have state resources 
at their disposal, as long as they at-
tribute the initiatives to the Ruto 
administration.

The import of this is that the 
politicians must instantaneous-
ly embark on grassroots mobi-
lisation. To best achieve their 
goals and project the face of gov-
ernment in their undertakings, 
they are expected to invite Cabi-
net and Principal Secretaries and 
other top government officials to 
launch the projects in question. 

“The whole idea is to ensure
that the government’s presence is 
seen on the ground, and that each 
week we must have one activity or 
another,” observes one of the pol-
iticians who attended the March 
13 meeting at State House. 

Former governors Evans Kide-

ro (Nairobi), Okoth Obado (Mig-
ori) and Jack Ranguma (Kisumu) 
as well as Kisumu Senator Tom 
Ojienda and a host of former MPs 
were among those in attendance.

Going by the operational plan, 
whose inner details our sources 
could not divulge, the plot is stra-
tegic and covers all the four coun-
ties of Luo Nyanza – Homa Bay, Ki-
sumu, Siaya and Migori – with fo-
cal leadership structures. Nomi-
nees to the positions of Chief Ad-
ministrative Secretary are care-
fully selected, for instance, to cov-
er each county; they include Kide-
ro from Homa Bay, former Rarie-
da MP Nicholas Gumbo of Siaya 
and former Kisumu Senator Fred 
Outa. Only Migori, where the pres-
ident already enjoys sizeable sup-
port from the Kuria community, is 
not covered.

Instructively, the Kidero-Gum-
bo-Outa trio, who unsuccessfully 
vied for gubernatorial seats, have 
been allocated responsibilities in 
the lucrative ministries of Trade 
and Industry, Roads and Trans-
port as well as Mining, Blue Econ-
omy and Maritime Affairs. Ac-
cording to our sources, the three 
will steer the anti-Odinga project 
with Information and ICT Cabi-
net Secretary, Eliud Owalo, serving 
as the linkman between the local 
leadership and government.

Owalo, who has since emerged 
as the President’s right hand man 

in the region, coordinated and at-
tended the two meetings at State 
House. The CS did not respond to 
our calls or text messages when 
reached for comment. 

Undeniably, though, the plot to 
politically uproot Odinga from 
his Nyanza backyard is a tall or-
der, one that even politicians al-
lied to the President confess will 
not be easy to realise in the next 
five years – the timeframe with-
in which the said goal has to be 
achieved. Unlike other regions, 
including Mt Kenya, where sever-
al politicians such as Kenya’s first 
President, Jomo Kenyatta, found-
ing Ford-Asili party leader Ken-
neth Matiba and former presi-
dents Mwai Kibaki and Uhuru 
Kenyatta have held sway, the situ-
ation in Luo Nyanza over the dec-
ades has been different.

Except for a brief period at In-
dependence, when Jaramogi, the
country’s first Vice-President, and 
Justice and Constitutional Affairs 
minister Tom Mboya, enjoyed a 
huge following from the region, 
political support has since 1970 
coalesced around the Odingas. 
The family has not only dominat-
ed Luo Nyanza but Kenyan poli-
tics as well since Independence. 
Jaramogi, for instance, served in 
the seventh Parliament at the 
same time as his second son, Rai-
la. Thereafter, the Odinga broth-
ers, Oburu Odinga and Raila, rep-

resented Bondo and Lang’ata con-
stituencies respectively in the 
eighth to 10th parliaments. To-
day, the Odingas are represented 
in all parliaments: Oburu in the 
Senate, his younger sister, Ruth, in 
the National Assembly and Rai-
la’s daughter, Winnie, at the Aru-
sha-based East African Legislative 
Assembly.

Interestingly, Ruto also has a 
stranglehold on the Rift Valley, 
having inherited former Presi-
dent Daniel arap Moi’s support 
base in 2007, and by elbowing out 
Moi’s sons, Gideon and Raymond, 
as Baringo Senator and Rongai 
MP respectively in last August’s 
elections. Gideon’s political outfit, 
Kanu, still has a presence, though, 
in the Rift Valley and other parts 
of the country, including northern 
Kenya.

The President and former Prime 
Minister have come a long way, 
having first teamed up politically 
in 2005 ahead of the constitution-
al plebiscite that year. Two years 
later, Ruto was a steadfast lieu-
tenant of Odinga’s and a member 
of the Pentagon, an elite club of 
ODM’s key political leaders, whose 
attempt to unseat President Mwai 
Kibaki in 2007 turned chaotic.

Owing to the poll impasse, the 
then Eldoret North MP was one of 
the four members who represent-
ed the ODM side in reconciliation 
talks with Kibaki’s Party of Nation-
al Unity, under the stewardship 
of former United Nations Secre-
tary-General, the late Dr Kofi An-
nan. 

In the resultant creation of a 
Grand Coalition Government and 
installation of Odinga as Prime 
Minister, the ODM leader appoint-
ed Ruto as Cabinet minister to the 
plum docket of agriculture. Their 
relationship turned toxic, howev-
er, when the two started pulling 
apart owing to conflicting politi-
cal interests. Ruto bolted out of the 
Orange party and the two have en-
gaged from opposing sides of the 
political ring ever since.

Dr Henry Wabwire, a commen-
tator on political affairs, observes 
that the hostilities between Ruto
and Odinga have little to do with 
the so-called “political enslave-
ment” but everything to do with 
political economy. The two, ac-
cording to Wabwire, are hunters 
from opposing sides locked in a 
vicious competition for resources 
and votes. Any narrative plausible 
enough to undercut a rival, there-
fore, goes.

k e n y a  l e n s

Then-Deputy President William Ruto greets opposition leader Raila Odinga during the Global 
Entrepreneurship Summit delegates’ dinner at the Kenyatta International Convention Centre in 
Nairobi on July 24, 2015. He represented President Kenyatta. FILE I NATION
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SAN FRANCISCO

Google has invited people 
in the United States and 
Britain to test its AI chatbot, 
known as Bard, as it 

continues on its gradual path to 
catch up with Microsoft-backed 
ChatGPT.

Bard, ChatGPT and other 
similar artificial intelligence 
apps churn out essays, poems or 
computing code on command 
and have taken the world by 
storm as the biggest new thing 
in tech since the advent of the 
iPhone.

Google CEO Sundar Pichai told 
staff that after testing Bard with 
80,000 Google employees, the 
chatbot would be tested with 
the public in the United States 
and Britain as a “first step” before 
going out to more countries in 
other languages.

“As more people start to use 
Bard and test its capabilities, 
they’ll surprise us,” Pichai said in 
a memo to staff seen by AFP.

“Things will go wrong. But 
the user feedback is critical to 
improving the product and the 

underlying technology,” added 
Pichai, who had faced some 
criticism within the company 
for rushing to catch up with 
Microsoft.

In the launch, people wishing 
to play with Bard can sign up on 
a waiting list at bard.google.com 
website, distinctly separate from 
the tech giant’s search engine.

“We’ve learned a lot so far 
by testing Bard, and the next 
critical step in improving it is to 
get feedback from more people,” 
Google vice-presidents Sissie 
Hsiao and Eli Collins said in a 
blog post.As exciting as chatbots 
can be, they have their faults, 
Hsiao and Collins cautioned.

Google has so far proceeded 
more carefully in its rollout of 
generative AI to consumers, in 
contrast to Microsoft’s choice 
to swiftly make the products 
available despite reports of 
problems. ChatGPT’s OpenAI 
is backed by Microsoft, which 
earlier this year said it would 
finance the research company to 
the tune of billions of dollars.

Asked by AFP how its product 
was different from ChatGPT, 

Bard said that unlike its 
Microsoft-backed rival, it was 
“able to access and process 
information from the real world 
through Google Search and keep 
my response consistent with 
search results”.

The bot also underlined that 
it was still “under development, 
while ChatGPT has been 
released to the public. This 
means that I am constantly 
learning and improving, while 
ChatGPT is likely to remain 
relatively unchanged”. OpenAI 
recently released a long-awaited 
update of its AI technology that 
it said would be safer and more 
accurate than its predecessor.

Much of the new model’s 
firepower, known as GPT-4, is 
now available to the general 
public via ChatGPT Plus, 
OpenAI’s paid subscription plan 
and on an AI-powered version of 
Microsoft’s Bing search engine.

Microsoft has said that its 
quick adoption of generative AI 
has seen usage of its Bing search 
engine increase in recent weeks, 
but it is still a clear underdog to 
Google.

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

WhatsApp 
gives admins 

greater control

GOOGLE NOW LAUNCHES 
CHATGPT RIVAL IN US, UK

WhatsApp group admins will 
get more control over their group 
privacy. These changes follow 
some updates made over the last 
few months, including making 
groups larger and giving admins 
the ability to delete messages sent 
in the groups they manage.

“Groups continue to be an 
essential part of WhatsApp, and 
we’re excited to give people even 
more tools to get the most out 
of groups. Today, we’re excited 
to roll out a few new changes 
we’ve made to make these more 
manageable for admins and 
easier to navigate for everyone,” 
Meta’s statement read.

W i t h  t h e  g r o w t h  o f 
Communities and their larger 
groups, WhatsApp wants to 
make it easy to know which 
groups users have in common 
with someone. Whether you’re 
trying to remember the name 
of a group you know you share 
with someone or you want to see 
the groups you’re both in, you 
can now easily search a contact’s 
name to see your groups in 
common.

At the same time, WhatsApp 
has rolled out updates for iOS 
users that add new features to the 
popular messaging application. 
One of the features allows users 
to post voice status updates for 
contacts customised with privacy 
settings. 

Meanwhile, an update has 
added support for detecting 
text directly from images on 
WhatsApp for iOS. Even though 
both of these features have 
started rolling out to iOS users 
after the company tested the 
feature with users on the beta 
channel, some might have to wait 
after installing these updates to 
be able to use these features.

Spotted by WhatsApp feature 
tracker WABetaInfo, WhatsApp 
now allows iOS users to record a 
voice note and share it as a Status. 
To record, users must go to the 
Status tab, tap the pencil icon, and 
then long press the microphone 
icon to begin recording. Voice 
notes shared as status updates are 
limited to 30 seconds in length.

Bard, ChatGPT and other similar artifi cial intelligence apps churn out essays, poems or computing 
code on command and have taken the world by storm as the biggest new thing in tech.



By MAGESHA NGWIRI

Two events that took place almost 4,000 
kilometres apart on the same continent 
on the same day and for virtually the 
same reasons must have galvanised the 

world’s attention, giving conspiracy theorists 
a field day. In Kenya, veteran politician Raila 
Odinga organised a demonstration against 
the rising cost of living, alleged stolen elec-
tions and the proposed reconstitution of the 
electoral commission without the input of all 
political stakeholders. Whether the demon-
strations were successful depends on whom 
you asked. However, one thing was clear; they 
were certainly disruptive.  

In South Africa, protest demonstrations were 
also held, organised by Julius Malema, a man 
who has for a long time been a gadfly on the 
flanks of the ruling Africa National Congress 
and entrenched economic elite in one of the 
continent’s most unequal societies, in what 
was dubbed a ‘national shutdown’. Again, it 
was hard to tell just what impact the agitation 
will have on the common people of that land, 
but it certainly cannot be ignored. Nor can 
Malema and his Economic Freedom Fighters 
party be wished away, for he has proved to be 
a consummate revolutionary whose demands 
are anathema to the establishment.

What these two men have in common is that 
they have proved they do not compromise in 

their political convictions, and they are not 
afraid to vent them to anyone who would lis-
ten, and even to those whose ears are delib-
erately closed. Nor do they fear to offend the 
powers-that-be even if this means rattling 
them out of their comfort zones. Of the two 
men, Odinga is a veteran of the struggle and 
he has the scars to show for it, while Malema 
is a relative “newbie” who started his activities 
against the apartheid regime by joining the 
ANC at the tender age of nine, when most of 
his countrymen and women were still sucking 
thumbs.Although there is no record of Odinga 
fighting colonialism, probably because he was 
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The Economic Freedom Fighters party leader is a man with very impressive 
credentials as a revolutionary, Pan-Africanist and supreme agitator for the 

economic emancipation of his fellow black Africans. Like Odinga, he has his 
eyes fi rmly fi xed on the presidency of his extremely wealthy motherland
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Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF) leader Julius Malema addresses supporters before marching to the Presidential Guest House with 
EFF supporters in Pretoria during a “national shut-down” called by their party on March 20. PHOTO I AFP. Right: Kenyan opposition lead-
er Raila Odinga addresses demonstrators in Eastleigh, Nairobi, on March 20. DENNIS ONSONGO I NATION 



relatively young, a role his father 
took up with relish, it is clear that 
politics was always in his blood. 
One does not have to agree with 
his brand of politics to recognise 
that he has turned out to be an in-
stitution, almost a force of nature 
that cannot be denied and must, 
instead, be accommodated in one 
way or the other. As three past 
presidents have discovered, no 
one can expect to rule this coun-
try with tranquility unless Odin-
ga’s views are taken into account, 
for he will impose them on the 
rulers anyway. 

Despite a long struggle, Odin-
ga has never been accorded a 
chance to run the affairs of this 
country as president, and his loy-
al followers believe he has been 
rigged out multiple times in his 
long political career. Yet, he will 
not give up. 

History will probably be much 
kinder to him, for it is still too ear-
ly to write his political epitaph. In-
deed, he does not show any signs 
of hanging up his boots despite 
his advancing age. What no one 
should ever try to do is to ignore 
him; those who have attempted 
to do so have eventually come to 
realise their folly, sometimes at a 
high cost. 

How do you categorise a man 
who, after every five years in the 
past two-and-a-half decades, has 
carried half the country’s voting 
public with him but never won 
the ultimate prize? It is unfortu-
nate that ethnic chauvinism has 
regularly conspired to deny him 
the presidency. Until Kenyans 
change the way they elect their 
leaders, they will always have to 
settle for people who are unfit to 
tie his shoelaces. 

Odinga has always professed to 
fight for the underdog, which en-
dears him to millions, but since 
he has never been entrusted with 
the power to shape the country’s 
destiny, Kenyans will probably 
never know what he is capable of.  
However, a couple of events in his 
life may give a clue as the kind of 
politician Odinga is, for his politi-
cal journey has been quite event-
ful.  Not only has he vied for the 
presidency five times and alleged-
ly lost five times, he has also sac-

rificed a great deal of his person-
al liberties over his views which 
have almost always diverged 
from those of political rivals and 
their minions. One thing you can 
say about him is that he has never 
shied away from speaking truth 
to power, nor is he likely to stop. 

Therefore, when a group of neo-
phyte politicians suffering from 
an exaggerated sense of hubris 
call a press conference to urge the 
Inspector-General of Police to ar-
rest Odinga for leading demon-
strations, they do not seem to 
know what they are saying. After 
all, he has been there and done 
that in his long career, and he is 
not likely to be fazed by demands 
whose only outcome can be to 
plunge this country into chaos 
greater than any demonstration 
can probably cause.

Lest the MPs have forgotten, 
in his time, Odinga has been to 
hell and back. In 1982, he was 
jailed for six years for his alleged 
role in that year’s abortive coup 
against the intolerant Kanu jug-
gernaut, and later that year, de-
tained for seven months. In 1990, 
he joined Kenneth Matiba and 
Charles Rubia in detention, where 

he languished for 11 months, af-
ter which he fled to Norway, fear-
ing assassination. This, then, is 
not the kind of person to threat-
en with arrest. Quite obviously, a 
way will have to be found to seek 
a consensus with the man other-
wise he will continue to make this 
country ungovernable.

As for Malema, here is a man 
with very impressive credentials 
as a revolutionary, pan-African-
ist, and supreme agitator for the 
economic emancipation of his 
fellow black Africans. Like Odin-
ga, he has his eyes firmly fixed on 
the presidency of his extremely 
wealthy motherland, and lucki-
ly for him, at 45 years of age, time 
is on his side. He has been quoted 
as saying during a TV interview 
that “they can call you all kinds 
of names and hurl insults, but 
as long as you have an appoint-
ment with the future, you don’t 
care what anyone says”. Those are 
certainly not the sentiments of a 
modest man. 

He is a driven man, a rab-
ble-rouser with brains, and a 
master tactician who does not 
give quarter within Parliament 
or without. His arguments are 

impeccable. South Africa is a 
wealthy country with huge 
swathes of cultivable land but 80 
per cent it is owned by 10 per cent 
of white farmers while 80 per 
cent of the population is black. 
So he wants the government to 
seize this land without compen-
sation and re-distribute it. He al-
so wants the government to take 
over the mines and give shares to 
the miners themselves. While po-
litical apartheid was de-legalised, 
he argues, economic apartheid 
persists. What African can argue 
with such noble ideas?

Who else, indeed, can dare tell 
his people that the reason why 
they are poor is not because fel-
low Africans from other coun-
tries have taken their jobs – re-
sulting in the periodic orgies of 
xenophobia – except Malema, 
who admits that he risks losing 
votes over his unpopular ‘open 
border’  views but doesn’t give a 
hoot? This is a brave man, a man 
who will change the country’s 
destiny if they let him live long 
enough. He is aware of the danger 
he is in, but characteristically, he 
doesn’t care. 

andrewngwiri@gmail.com
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Raila and Malema: Two of a kind in Africa
Continued from Page 25

Economic Freedom Fighters leader Julius Malema (centre) along expelled African National Congress 
member Carl Niehaus (C-R) march to the Presidential Guest House along with EFF supporters in 
Pretoria during a “national shut-down” called by their party on March 20.



 WHY ASYLUM SEEKERS ARE CHOOSING CANADA IN RECORD NUMBERS

global lens

Going to America? It’s no longer paradise. There has been a surge of people 
arriving from Haiti, Latin American countries like Venezuela and Colombia, or 
from as far away as Afghanistan, all dealing with their own domestic turmoil

LIVING THE CANADIAN DREAMLIVING THE CANADIAN DREAM

WASHINGTON

Last year, nearly 40,000 mi-
grants crossed into Canada 
at an unofficial border cross-
ing at the end of a remote ru-

ral road in upstate New York – a 
record number – to seek asylum. 
Many are driven by the belief that 
the country is more welcoming 
than the US. But can Canada han-
dle the influx?

On a snowy winter day, Roxham 
Road is cold and quiet. The si-
lence is interrupted by the sound 
of wheels approaching the end of 
the path, or the crunching of foot-
steps on snow. Around 150 mi-
grants are dropped off here each 
day, determined to step foot into 
Canada. Many began their jour-
ney as far away as Brazil, with this 
road in New York state as their fin-
ish line. Roxham Road is not an of-
ficial border point. There are no 

border agents at the end of it, on-
ly police officers who arrest those 
who cross. But it has become 
known as an accessible spot to en-
ter Canada from the US in order 
to claim asylum.

Last year marked the highest in-
flux of migrants into Canada via 
that pathway – with thousands 
lured by the country’s reputa-
tion for helping those fleeing war 
and conflict. The influx has led to 
growing frustration on both sides 

of the border about the path, in-
creasing concerns about its safe-
ty, and questions about what the 
future holds for those who make 
the journey.Roxham Road rose to 
national attention in 2017, when 
migrants, fleeing displacement 
and conflict, began crossing there 
in large numbers.

Some pinned its sudden popu-
larity to fears of deportation from 

Continued on Page 28

A woman 
and three 
children go 
on a cooling 
bike ride on 
a scorching 
hot day, in 
Vancouver, 
British 
Columbia. 
Migrants 
in Quebec 
said they 
increasingly 
view the US 
as not a via-
ble country 
for refuge, 
where asy-
lum claims 
can oft en 
take years 
before they 
are heard, 
and where 
they feel 
they are not 
welcomed. 
PHOTO I AFP
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the US under the Trump adminis-
tration, others to a tweet by Prime 
Minister Justin Trudeau that 
read: “To those fleeing persecu-
tion, terror & war, Canadians will 
welcome you”.

The influx caught Canadian of-
ficials off guard. Montreal’s Olym-
pic Stadium was briefly convert-
ed into housing for newly-arriv-
ing migrants. The federal govern-
ment tried to stem the tide with 
warnings that arrival in Cana-
da was not an automatic ticket 
to stay. The Covid-19 pandemic 
closed the route under emergen-
cy health measures enacted by 
the federal government but de-
mand for a safe haven never dissi-
pated. Thousands of asylum seek-
ers came again when those meas-
ures were lifted some 16 months 
ago. Many come from Haiti, a 
country rocked in recent months 
by political and gang violence. 
There has also been a surge of 
people arriving from Latin Amer-
ican countries like Venezuela and 
Colombia, or from as far away 
as Afghanistan, all dealing with 
their own domestic turmoil.

At the same time, the Biden ad-
ministration has extended some 
Trump-era pandemic policies 
like Title 42, which has been used 
to block land entry at the US-Mex-
ico border for some migrants.

Migrants who spoke to the BBC
in Quebec said they increasing-
ly view the US as not a viable 
country for refuge, where asylum 
claims can often take years before 
they are heard, and where they 
feel they are not welcomed.

Joshua arrived in Montreal two 
days after Christmas and now 
shares a rented flat with oth-
er migrants as he awaits for his 
claim to be heard.

A native Venezuelan, he had 
been living in exile in Chile for 
five years without travel docu-
ments when he decided to make 
the trek up to Canada, he told the 
BBC.“Other countries, they’re not 
so friendly with irregular immi-
grants,” said Joshua, whose name 
has been changed to protect his 
identity as someone fleeing polit-
ical persecution. But Canada, he 
said, has welcomed him.

Behind the influx is a nearly 
two-decade old agreement with 
the US – the Safe Third Country 

Agreement – which requires mi-
grants to file for asylum in the 
first ‘safe’ country they step foot 
in.A migrant coming from the US 
would be turned away at a Cana-
dian border point but Roxham 
Road, an unofficial path, is a loop-
hole.Trudeau has dismissed calls 
to close the crossing, suggesting 
it would be futile given the thou-
sands of kilometres of undefend-
ed border with the US and that 
migrants would dangerously at-
tempt to cross elsewhere.

He has focused instead on rene-
gotiating the agreement – an is-
sue he is expected to raise with 
Joe Biden when the president vis-
its Ottawa later this week. But the 
prime minister is facing pressure 
to take action as the new arrivals 
strain social services, especially in 
Quebec, where many of the mi-
grants settle.

Quebec Premier Francois Le-
gault has called the situation in 
the province untenable, saying 
services have been “pushed to the 
brink” and that some migrants 
are facing homelessness as a re-
sult. “It is becoming increasingly 
difficult to receive asylum seekers 
with dignity,” he said in February.

Migrants also face a growing 
backlog of refugee claims, which 
grew from 56,300 in January to al-
most 71,000 by December –  a 26
per cent increase. Claims can now 
take up to two years to process. 
Around 28 per cent of all claims 
were rejected last year, meaning 
success is not guaranteed.There 
are also lengthy waits for work 

permits. It used to take a week 
to get the documents necessary 
to apply for work as a new asy-
lum seeker. Now, the wait is near-
ly two years, said Maryse Poisson, 
who works at the Welcome Col-
lective, an organisation assisting 
newcomers in Montreal. Many 
migrants have struggled to make 
ends meet as a result, and some 
have resorted to accessing food 
banks and other social supports 
as they wait.

“Some of them are in a situa-
tion where they have to accept 
work under the table,” said Su-
zanne Taffot, an immigration 
lawyer based in Montreal who 
helps asylum seekers with their 
claims. Ms Poisson said she fears 
some of them are falling through 
the cracks without additional 
government support. “We’re re-
ally worried that the most vul-
nerable, those that have trauma, 
those that have a lot of barriers of 
language, don’t get the help they 
need at all,” she said.

US border agents have noted 
an uptick of people crossing back 
from Canada. In January, US Bor-
der Patrol apprehended 367 peo-
ple attempting to cross north to 
south – more than the number of 
such crossings in the last 12 years 
combined. Republican lawmak-
ers have since spoken out about 
a “crisis” brewing at the northern 
border.

Some of those who cross back 
have done so from frustration 
with being unable to find work in 
Canada, or to reunite with fami-

ly, people who work with asylum 
seekers in Montreal said. Despite 
the growing challenges in Can-
ada, migrants continue to cross 
Roxham Road in record numbers, 
undeterred even in the midst of 
the bitter Canadian winter.

On the New York side of the 
crossing, taxi drivers Terry Prov-
ost and Tyler Tambini said they 
often drive people to the border 
from the Plattsburgh bus station  
– sometimes for free as some mi-
grants run out of money towards 
the end of their journey.

“This guy had no money. He’s 
been waiting and waiting at a mo-
tel,” said Provost as he dropped off 
an asylum seeker from Afghan-
istan. Once the migrants cross, 
they are greeted by members of 
the Royal Canadian Mounted Po-
lice, who warn them that they 
will be placed under arrest if they 
step forward.

Once a ditch with some brush 
and trees, since 2017 the Canadi-
an side of the border has turned 
into a small police compound, 
complete with trailers to process 
those who cross and buses that 
wait to bring the newcomers to 
hotels nearby.Provost said he sees 
people hesitate before they make 
the final step, unsure of what 
awaits them on the other side. But 
for migrants like Joshua, Canada 
is the last safe place on the line. 
“The American dream died many 
years ago,” he said. “Montreal is 
my new home. The only home I 
have.”

— BBC
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Canada now the most preferred destination
Continued from Page 27

A man walks past a gloved fist painted on a wall at Graffiti Alley in Toronto, Ontario, Canada.  PHOTO I AFP
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FOGGIA

It took a loaded pistol pointed at 
Lazzaro D’Auria’s head for the 
Italian landowner to finally say 
yes to the country’s newest and 

most violent mafia.
The Puglia farmer had resisted 

their extortion attempts in the 
past – the threats, the fires, the 
damage to his crops and property.

But surprised by the early morn-
ing visit of a dozen men, includ-
ing a boss with a gun, he agreed 
to their demand for 150,000 eu-
ros a year. Instead of paying up 
the next day, D’Auria went to the 
police, making him one of the few 
people to ever denounce Foggia’s 
little-known mafia, Italy’s long-ig-
nored and today its most violent 
organised crime syndicate.

“If more citizens pressed charg-
es, the local mafia could be weak-
ened,” D’Auria, who has lived un-
der police protection since 2017, 
told AFP.

“Citizens, speak out!” implored 
the 57-year-old, who sees recent 
crackdowns by authorities as a 
sign the mafia can be weakened 
if locals overcome their fears. Its 
bloody clan wars were once dis-
missed as farmers’ feuds, but the 
so-called “Fourth Mafia” – after 
Sicily’s Cosa Nostra, Calabria’s 
‘Ndrangheta and Naples’ Camor-
ra – is finally setting off alarm 
bells inside the Italian state.

But it has come late. Ita-
ly’s youngest mafia already 
has a stranglehold on the vast 
south-eastern province, filling 
its coffers and cementing its con-
trol through drug trafficking, ex-
tortion, armed robberies and the 
theft of vehicles and livestock for 
ransom.

“It’s a rudimentary, primitive 
mafia. Very violent, very aggres-
sive,” said Ludovico Vaccaro, Fog-
gia’s public prosecutor.

While the other main mafi-
as have graduated to less visi-
ble, more profitable activities, in-
cluding infiltrating the legiti-
mate economy, the Foggia mafia 
is still in a nascent phase. “Today 
the mafias have evolved, so they 
shoot less, seeking a strategy of si-
lence to stay unnoticed,” Vaccaro 
said, “whereas this is still a mafia 
that, to show its power over the 
territory, shoots and kills.”

The “Foggia mafia” is a catch-all 
label for a syndicate comprised 
of different groups involved in a 

wide array of crimes.
The province of Foggia has Ita-

ly’s third-highest homicide rate, 
and five of the 16 murders last 
year were mafia-related.

Family-based “battalions” from 
different areas often cooperate, 
dividing extortion money that 
pays associates and prisoners.

“When conf licts sometimes 
arise over the division of the il-
licit proceeds, there are quarrels 
and the battalions clash and start 
killing each other,” said deputy 
police chief Mario Grassia. Each 

group has its speciality, from the 
military-style armed robberies of 
freight trucks in Cerignola to the 
old-school tactics used in the city 
of Foggia, where nighttime bomb-
ings of storefronts and cars per-
suade hesitating shopkeepers to 
pay up.

Farmers in San Severo like D’Au-
ria often find their olive trees 
felled, their harvests torched or 
tractors or livestock stolen.

In Gargano, whose spectacular 
coast welcomes tourists as well 
as Albanian drug shipments, the 

mafia is particularly violent. Four 
years ago, a human skull was left 
outside a municipal building for 
the mayor of Monte Sant’Angelo. 
The skinned head of a goat with 
a dagger through it was left the 
same year for the lawyer of a dis-
appeared mafia victim’s mother.

The Gargano mafia’s calling 
card, authorities say, is shooting 
victims in the face, or dumping 
them in caves.“It’s easy to hide 
things. Every once in a while we 
find something serious, stolen 
cars, bodies of missing people,” 
prosecutor Vaccaro said.

During a recent drive with po-
lice through the city of Foggia, AFP
saw countless reminders of the 
bloodshed that has terrorised the 
population for decades.

There is the spot where build-
er Giovanni Panunzio was shot 
in 1992 for being the first to de-
nounce the mafia, the abandoned 
farmhouse where police thwart-
ed an ambush of a local business-
man last year and the cafe whose 
owner died after being stabbed in 
the eye during a 2020 robbery.

“Right now there’s no mafia war, 
but there’s a settling of accounts,” 
said a detective who requested 
anonymity. In November, Nicola 
Di Rienzo, 21, lay dead for hours in 
a public park after being shot five 
times before his 17-year-old kill-
er turned himself in.In the mean-
time, “no one said anything, no 
one heard anything, no one spoke 
up”, said the detective. Deputy 
chief Grassia said he was particu-
larly concerned by three of last 
year’s murders being committed 
by minors. “Those participating 
in these ‘baby gangs’ have kinship 
ties with subjects linked to organ-
ised crime,” he said.

The newest danger posed by the 
mafia is infiltrating public institu-
tions. Foggia’s city council was dis-
solved in 2021 due to mafia infil-
tration and its mayor arrested on 
corruption charges, one of five lo-
cal governments in the province 
dissolved since 2015.

In recent years a number of top 
bosses, including Rocco Moret-
ti and Roberto Sinesi, have been 
jailed as authorities try to wrest 
control of the territory from the 
mafia. But the upcoming release 
of one of their rivals, Raffaele To-
lonese, and last month’s prison es-
cape of Gargano boss Marco Rad-
uano, underscore the challenges.

— AFP
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  IT FOLLOWS SICILY’S COSA NOSTRA, CALABRIA’S ‘NDRANGHETA AND NAPLES’ CAMORRA

The nation’s youngest mafia has 
a stranglehold on the vast south-

eastern province, filling its coffers and 
cementing its control through drug 

trafficking and extortion

ITALY’S DREADED 
‘FOURTH MAFIA’

People take part in a demonstration at Piazza Duomo in central Mi-
lan on March 21, to mark the 28th Memorial and Commitment Day 
in memory of the innocent victims of mafias, an initiative organised 
by the Libera association. 



BY OSCAR OBONYO

A
t the peak of his career 
in Kampala in the 1970s, 
George Opah Oteba was a 
most valued ally and spy-
master of President Yoweri 
Kaguta Museveni’s – then a 

leader of a guerilla movement. The 
former undercover agent was re-
cently interred at a colourless cer-
emony at his rural home in Busia 
County before a small crowd.  

Neither Museveni nor any senior 
official from his office was at the 
burial in Kamuriai village, Amagoro 
Division, in Teso North. Perhaps be-
cause of his famed military exploits 
in Uganda, there were no Kenyan 
government officials. There is a pos-
sibility, however, that the Ugandan 
leader may be unaware of the de-
mise of his former comrade, whose 
father, the late Lawi Karani Oteba, 
hosted Museveni, who was on the 
run, for three weeks at their rural 
home on the Kenyan side of the bor-
der in 1971. 

During his 16 years in the bush, 
from where he waged a guerilla 
war against the governments of Idi 
Amin Dada, Milton Obote and Tito 
Okello, Museveni benefitted from 
the kindness of many families re-
siding on the Kenya-Uganda bor-
der. Kenya’s ninth Vice-President, 
Moody Awori, and Mzee Oteba, are 
among those who, at one point or 
another, hosted Museveni.     

George’s younger brother, David 
Imara Oteba, who was 16 when Mu-
seveni visited their home, recalls 
the mysterious activities of the then 
27-year-old: “They lived in one of my 
brother’s mud-walled and grass-
thatched cottages. They stayed in-
doors most of the day, like prisoners,
and only stepped out at night to run 
some errands before returning in 
the wee hours of the morning.” 

According to David, now 65, Mu-
seveni’s presence was a heavily 
guarded secret. “Our father only in-
formed us who the man was, and 
his mission, after he had departed.”      

Museveni left for Tanzania ac-
companied by George’s two broth-
ers, and a cousin. The three never 
returned home, and are believed 
to have been killed in the course of 
the military struggle to overthrow 
the Kampala government. The 
Chairman of Uganda’s ruling Na-
tional Resistance Movement’s Ma-
laba-Uganda branch, Abu Akileng, 
notes that Museveni has made ef-
forts to reach out to and reward 
all those who played a role in his 

military and political struggle in 
the 1970s and 1980s. Akileng recalls, 
for instance, Museveni singling him 
out at State House, Kampala, where 
he had joined other leaders from 
Tororo District in a crisis meeting 
in 2018 following violent conflict 
between members of the Teso and 
Jopadhola communities. “The Pres-
ident tasked me to locate a tall, slen-
der, and generous man who host-
ed him around the border in the 
1970s,” he told The Weekly Review.    

The President’s desire to reunite 
with his comrade was hampered, 
however, by what Akileng refers 
to as “challenges of bureaucracy” 
and “administrative impediments” 
from both the Kenya and Ugan-
da governments. He explains that 
George’s nationality and his geo-
graphical location partly complicat-
ed efforts to find him.     

Akileng explains that poor coordi-
nation between Kenyan and Ugan-
dan officers, as well as the initial as-
sumption that George and his fa-
ther, Oteba, were Ugandans, must 
have led to the delay in identifying 
them. There is also the like-
lihood of the duo lying 
low for fear of victi-
misation by Ken-
yan authorities. 

Claims of ex-
istence of in-
dividuals in 
Uganda who 
deliberately 
frustrated Mu-
seveni’s efforts to 
reach out to the 
Oteba family are al-
so widespread. Not-
ing that Museveni has 
a history of hand-

somely rewarding former com-
rades, including building houses for 
them and giving lucrative state jobs 
to family members, Akileng does 
not rule out foul play against the 
Kenyan family. 

Nonetheless, high-profile individ-
uals like Moody Awori were easily 
located and rewarded. In July 2007, 
President Museveni travelled by 
road to the former VP’s rural home 
in Funyula, where he awarded him 
and his wife, Rose, with “Nalubaale 
medals” for their contribution to 
the liberation of Uganda from the 
Idi Amin regime.

Addressing guests in Gulumwoyo 
village, Museveni revealed that
Moody’s family accommodated 
him several times. On a light note, 
he poked fun at Moody’s younger 
brother, the late Aggrey Awori, who 
contested against him for presiden-
cy in 2001, describing him as “the 
bad one” and Moody as “the good 
one”. 

George, who missed out on Mu-
seveni’s medals, worked in Kam-
pala from the mid ‘60s, where he 

gathered and shared informa-
tion with his cousin, Rait 

Omong’in, who had in-
troduced Museveni 
to the Kenyan fami-
ly. Any time things 
got hot in his home 
country, Omong’in 
and Museveni 
would dash to the 
border for refuge 
in friendly homes, 
including Oteba’s. 

George’s son, Elias 
Wandera, says the 

family has over the years tried in 
vain to get Museveni’s ear. Elias be-
lieves that some powerful individu-
als connived to prevent his grandfa-
ther and father from accessing Mu-
seveni. 

Born in 1940, George was the 
second born in Oteba and Flora 
Nasike’s family of five. He went to 
Kamuriai Primary up to Standard 
Five before proceeding to Kolanya 
Intermediate School, from where 
he left to look for work in Uganda. 
He secured employment with the 
Rayon Textile Factory in Kawempe 
and rose through the ranks to a fair-
ly senior position. 

It is while at this textile factory, 
where he served as shift supervisor,
that Omong’in, who was a soldier at-
tached to the office of then Prime 
Minister Apollo Milton Obote, invit-
ed George to live with him in Kam-
pala.  

But when Obote was overthrown 
by Amin, Omong’in fled to his Mala-
ba home in Kenya and then to Tan-
zania, teaming up with Museveni, a 
young political science university 
graduate keen to “rescue” his home 
country. George also left his job and 
volunteered to offer intelligence in-
formation and other logistical sup-
port to Museveni. 

From the safety of his Kampala 
house, George gathered intelligence 
using his cousin’s contacts and de-
livered the information to Museveni 
and Omong’in, who were in Kenya 
and Tanzania.

When Museveni eventually be-
came President, George was con-
flicted on whether to reach out to 
his comrade to celebrate and en-
joy the fruits of his labour or go in-
to hiding. He opted for the latter af-
ter failing to secure appointment 
in the government, hoping that the 
new leader would reach out to him. 
He never did, or his efforts were sab-
otaged. 

Like his father, who housed Mu-
seveni when he was in the bush, the 
father of 16, who had three wives – 
two Ugandan and one Kenyan – has 
died poor. George’s is a unique tale 
of an unsung hero of a foreign coun-
try, within his home country. 
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  THE NRM LEADER BENEFITTED FROM THE KINDNESS OF MANY FAMILIES ON THE BORDER

Although Opeta and his family supported the Ugandan 
guerilla war in the ‘70s and ‘80s, he died poor and neglected 

MUSEVENI’S KENYAN SPY

George Opah Oteba was the most valued ally and spymaster of 
the National Resistance Movement in the 1970s.PHOTO | POOL






