
While Kenya continues to struggle with high murder 
rates and other violent crimes, a central part of the 
country’s security threat is now violent extremism.

To a large degree, states have reacted to terrorism 
and violent extremism with top-down, “hard pow-
er” responses. Kenya is no exception. But violent 
extremism is as much a local as it is a state security 
matter, which needs to be taken into account in 
counter-terrorism strategies.

After 2010, the Somali militant group al-Shabaab 
started to launch high-profile operations outside the 
Somali borders. The attack on Westgate shopping 
mall in Nairobi in 2013 killing 67 people and the 
Garissa massacre in Northern Kenya in 2015 taking 
the life of 148 university students are examples of 
this. 
    What may be considered highly militarized an-
ti-terror strategies, Kenya’s response to the increased 
terrorism threat has received much criticism as the 
police are accused of extrajudicial killings, disap-
pearances, harassment, ill treatment and unlawful 
detentions.1 Muslim dominated areas and Soma-
li-Kenyans in particular are victims of this, despite 
the fact that many of the people who have joined 
al-Shabaab in Kenya are not of Somali descent and 
there are several examples of Christian Kenyans con-
verting to Islam before joining al-Shabaab.2
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The importance of involving local communities local communities in national strategies to prevent and counter violent 
extremism is often under-estimated. However, effective involvement of the local population requires a certain level of 
trust in the state and the police.

Based on interviews with community organizations in Nairobi and Mombasa in January and February 2016, this brief 
highlights some of the negative impact Kenya’s anti-terrorism policing strategies have had on already weak communi-
ty-police relations.’

Yet, as the brief also shows, success stories can be found, and the initiative for community-involvement in the security 
field may well come from the communities themselves.

 One example of the government’s responses is 
“Operation Usalama Watch” that took place in April 
2014 in Eastleigh, a district in Nairobi consisting 
mainly of people of Somali origin. According to 
Human Rights Watch, during the operation, security 
forces incarcerated thousands of people in over-
crowded cells, harassed families and looted their 
houses. The police also rounded up whole communi-
ties in a football stadium for days in poor conditions 
without access to legal aid.3 In addition, individual 
police officers frequently use the anti-terror law in 
attempts to justify their continued harassment of 
inhabitants in Eastleigh and other Muslim-dominat-
ed areas. A representative of a women’s organisation 
said this:

“Eastleigh is seen as an ATM bank by the police. 
Non-Eastleigh based police go into Eastleigh 
during the night as that is when people are in 
their houses. So, Eastleigh became an ATM for 
bribes for the police. People would just pay the 
police in order for them [the police] not to enter 
the house and rob”.

It goes without saying that such heavy-handed po-
licing methods and abuse of the power coming from 
police officers do not encourage people to trust their 
police. On the contrary, it brings about fear, anger 
and grievances. In fact, racial and religious profiling 
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groups that are already neglected by the government 
may contribute to radicalization rather than prevent-
ing it.
    Targeted communities and individuals develop 
grievances towards the government, which al-
Shabaab takes advantage of to recruit and attract sup-
port for their cause. A large number of Kenyans have 
over the past years joined the ranks of al-Shabaab. 
A women in the community described how Kenya’s 
anti-terrorism strategies provide further ground for 
radicalization:

“A father was shot by the police in front of his 
child. That child may grow up to go against the 
government. We are creating al-Shabaab within 
ourselves. [...] They have to come up with other 
mechanisms to deal with these issues, this is 
not working.  The way the police is handling ter-
rorism is so bad. The police need to be careful to 
not bring about more terrorists among us”.
 
Success Story

It is no secret that community-police relations in 
Kenya have been weak for a long time. Fear of and a 
lack of trust in the police are widespread among the 
population. In fact, a study carried out in 10 urban 
and rural communities in Kenya in 20114 found that 
the police are identified as a major source of insecu-
rity for many.
    Despite the many negative encounters between 
communities and police in Kenya, there are examples 
of members of communities and police coming to 
terms with each other. In Majengo, a Muslim major-
ity slum area in Nairobi bordering Eastleigh, a group 
of youths decided to work on improving their rela-
tionship with the police. Majengo is known for being 
a stronghold for al-Shabaab in Nairobi and recruits 
from other Kenyan regions travel to Majengo to be 
sent off to Somalia to fight. For a long time, there has 
been tension and clashes between youth in Majengo 
and the police. A male youth expressed his concerns:

“The police would suddenly show up and arrest 
people. Sometimes people were shot on the 
spot, right there and then. They would pick some 
random guys out of us and shoot them in front of 
our eyes”.

After the increase of al-Shabaab activity in the area, 
Majengo became a target area for the police in the 
fight against terrorism. In addition to the threat 
posed by al-Shabaab, the fear of extra-judicial killings 
and disappearances carried out by security forces 
were an everyday concern for many.

 A group of young men therefore decided to form 
a youth organization with the aim of creating job 
opportunities for themselves and fellow youth to 
prevent unemployment, crime and recruitment to 
criminal and extreme milieus. Starting from scratch 
they slowly grew; the first income-generating activi-
ty they started was a car wash. 
    In spite of becoming a positive force in the area, 
the youth felt that the police continued to target 
them. The whole group therefore decided to ap-
proach the police commander at the nearby police 
station to properly introduce themselves and their 
organization. They explained the purpose and vision 
of their businesses and the issues they were experi-
encing with police officers. The meeting was suc-
cessful and resulted in a “peace agreement” between 
the youth group and the local police. After retelling 
this story the leader of the youth organization stated 
proudly:

“Now even the police officers come to our car-
wash to get their cars cleaned”.

This is an example of youth agency: They took 
charge of their own situation, made efforts to im-
prove their own situation and  thus created space 
for themselves. However, it is important to note that 
this initiative came as a result of continuous harass-
ment from the police rather than from good policing 
methods. 
    The agreement made it easier for the youth group 
to operate, but did not necessarily change the way 
the police officers treat other groups and segments 
in Majengo. However, it did indeed build trust and 
strengthened the relationship between the police and 
youth and this also developed positively over time, 
creating an opening for positive interaction and 
increased cooperation.

Community-Led Approach

Violent extremism is not only a state security matter; 
it is also a local security matter. Recruitment to 
extreme groups occurs in local communities and no 
one knows better what is happening in the com-
munities than the people living there. The police 
therefore have a lot to gain by engaging and working 
closer with communities on all issues related to local 
and national security. Many of the organizations in-
terviewed were advocating strongly for a more com-
munity-led approach to security. A representative of 
a human rights organisation in Mombasa said:

“Security must be owned and driven by the com-
munity. Without the community, it will never...
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succeed [...] The police need to work with the 
communities to be effective in security.”

Or, as a lady from a women’s organisation Mombasa 
so eloquently put it:

“The police need to work with the community, 
not work with their weapons.”

Community-oriented policing (COP) is a concept 
that has gained popularity amongst donors, govern-
ments, police and policy makers all over the world in 
order to improve police-community relations. 
    COP is not a foreign concept to Kenyans, several 
national and international organisations are imple-
menting COP programmes across the country. The 
most known programme is “Nyumba kumi” (ten 
households) led by the Kenyan Directorate of Com-
munity Policing, Gender and Child Protection. The 
idea is that 10 houses constitute one unity whereby 
one representative is selected to function as a liaison 
between the households and the local police. 
    Many Kenyan communities are critical to this set-
up and feel it is imposed on them by a police force 
they do not trust. As a representative of a Mombasa 
human rights organisation said:

“Nyumba kumi came about two years ago. They 
created a new structure which was very foreign 
to people. For many it felt like spying on your 
neighbors. [...] It rather needs to be a commu-
nity-driven initiative and owned by the commu-
nities. It also needs to be based on the need of 
the community, on community demand.”

He continued voicing the need for an approach with 
greater inclusion of communities where various seg-
ments of the police and community came together 
to discuss the challenges the communities are facing 
and together pave out a way to deal with them.
    Such a problem-solving approach could be one 
way of bringing the police and the community closer 
together or at least a way for the local police to get 
more accurate information about what is going on 
in the area where they operate and become more ac-
countable to the inhabitants. It was also emphasized 
that the police should undergo training in more 
suitable methods of collecting intelligence and learn 
how to connect with and build trust in communities.

Conclusive Remarks

Interviews with community organizations in Nairobi 
and Mombasa in Kenya clearly showed how coun-
ter-productive militarized counterviolent extremism 
approaches carried out by police can be. Undemo-
cratic policing styles have proven highly harmful to 
police-community relations.
    Instead of preventing violent extremism, the 
hard-handed policing methods bring about fear, an-
ger and grievances towards the state and the police 
among communities that already have little trust in 
their police.
    Many of the local organizations interviewed 
clearly stated that there is a need for more com-
munity-friendly and community-driven initiatives 
and that community involvement is key in order to 
improve the security challenges that Kenya is facing 
today.
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