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Executive summary 

This report looks at Mandera, a county in 
Kenya whose many challenges have been 
complicated by its exposure to violence 
and repressive responses by al-Shabaab 
and Kenyan security forces and a range  
of programmes to ‘counter terrorism’.  
It describes the range of structural 
challenges that underpin insecurity in the 
county, and how the various responses by 
authorities, civil society and donors are 
impacting on people living in Mandera, 
drawing on the perspectives of those 
caught up in what one person described to 
us as ‘a war that hurts us twice’.

Situated in Kenya’s volatile north-east frontier 
region, Mandera straddles borders with Ethiopia and 
Somalia and, tied to them, multiple layers of the 
region’s conflicts. Too often people living in Mandera 
find themselves caught in the line of fire as Kenyan 
security forces, clan militias or al-Shabaab fighters 
compete to enforce their interests on Mandera’s 
communities and recruit individuals for their own 
ends. This contest has resulted in insecurity, 
repression and underdevelopment for most people 
in Mandera. Alongside the trauma of historical 
injustice and upheaval, Mandera’s communities 
have endured years of marginalisation and the 
consequent stagnation of public services and 
economic opportunities. 

Complicating these circumstances are the 
inequalities and divisions within Mandera county, 
between the predominant Kenyan Somali population 
and recent migrants from across the Somali border, 
between clans that span the Kenya-Somali border 
and among generations and even households. 
Neither the Kenyan national government, Mandera’s 
devolved authorities nor international donors have 
been unaware of these issues. Yet while their 
approaches to build peace and security in the county 
have sometimes made modest progress, these gains 
are fragile, and jeopardised by outstanding 
grievances and ongoing failures that heighten 
feelings of exclusion and injustice in the area.
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To look more closely at the impacts of these 
interventions on patterns of violent conflict in 
Mandera, Saferworld spoke with community 
members, local authorities, security forces and 
NGOs about their experiences of and views on 
insecurity, its various strands, layers and impact, 
and how they thought the situation could be 
improved. We found that insecurity was still a major 
source of fear for communities in Mandera who 
regularly found themselves, their schools and 
hospitals on the receiving end of attacks by 
al-Shabaab. In desperate need of state protection, 
they have instead been targeted by blunt and even 
abusive responses by Kenyan security forces, which 
have led to disappearances and even deaths of 
suspected al-Shabaab sympathisers.

Unfortunately, this retaliatory cycle of violence rests 
upon and contributes to others, including several 
long-standing clan conflicts, which have shifted and 
intensified in some respects following the migration 
to Mandera of Somalis of various clans fleeing 
violence across the border and more recently 
following the introduction of devolved authorities in 
the region. Al-Shabaab has proved adept at 
manipulating these feuds and resulting grievances 
to recruit fighters and garner sympathy. However, it 
relies mostly on anger and suspicion towards the 
central Kenyan state, whose security forces have had 
notorious and controversial roles on both sides of 
the Kenya-Somalia border. Building on common 
perceptions of marginalisation by the Kenyan state, 
al-Shabaab has attacked ‘non-local’ people, 
targeting public services, businesses, development 
initiatives and infrastructural projects, and thus 
reducing their presence. 

The twin challenges of insecurity and exclusion from 
power particularly harm minority clans, women and 
young people who have little representation in 

devolved authorities, NGO community 
engagements or community-level 
decision-making forums. Patriarchal 
gender norms have also constrained 
the ability of communities to adapt to 
worsening economic conditions, with 
too few opportunities for young men to 
take on reliable jobs and play their 
traditional roles as breadwinners, 
placing additional strain on them and 
the women in their families who are 
forced to generate additional income. 
This plays into the hands of al-Shabaab 
as well as feuding clan leaders who can 
offer resources to lure young men into 
violence. These conflicts all feed into 
violence against women and girls, 

whether as a direct result of fighting, or in the form of 
sexual and gender-based violence in the domestic 
sphere.

To begin to address Mandera’s security challenges, 
the Kenyan authorities, international donors and 
civil society have taken a variety of steps. Mandera’s 
communities highlighted some promising, though 
modest, developments including more inclusive 
political representation in county structures, the 
risky work of cross-border peace initiatives and the 
constitution of a locally recruited and largely trusted 
police reserve. The latter has been credited with 
reducing attacks by al-Shabaab. However, these 
initiatives have not made major inroads in ending 
ongoing abuses or providing justice for historical 
and more recent abuses by security forces. Reform 
and redress in this area would fundamentally 
improve relations between communities and 
national police and military forces. Meanwhile, the 
reportedly unbalanced composition of the new 
police reserve, and the low salaries of its members, 
have caused some concerns. 

The research clearly showed that security forces in 
the area were beginning to recognise the pitfalls of  
a heavy-handed security response, and there is 
growing appetite to build trust with communities.  
At the same time, donor resources and attention 
have been focused on ‘countering violent extremism’ 
(CVE) projects. While these have sometimes 
facilitated much-needed interaction and cooperation 
among communities and the security establishment, 
they have not been effective at ending insecurity and 
raised worries that those participating in them may 
be targeted by al-Shabaab. Until security forces can 
heal the wounds opened by past abuses, 
demonstrate their own accountability to 
communities and build a solid track record of 
protecting people from the multiple threats they 
face, CVE is unlikely to yield lasting change. 

The international support for Kenya’s security 
establishment has proved persistent despite the 
often destructive role Kenya’s security forces have 
played in Mandera, historically and in recent years. 
Such defence and counter-terrorism cooperation not 
only risks legitimising or even resourcing abuses 
that occur in the region – it can also entrench an 
important driver of conflict, an obstacle to building 
trust and to preventing attacks by al-Shabaab. 

If they wish to help make people in Mandera feel 
safe and secure, donors should not just support the 
modest progress made by security forces in engaging 
and protecting Mandera’s communities. They must 
also call for an end to security forces’ abuses and for 
accountability. At the same time, donors can play an 
important role in addressing the gaps in governance  
and development identified by Mandera’s  
communities, including by tackling gender inequality  
and lack of access to education, health and justice. 
In particular, this support should seek to reverse the 
marginalisation felt by minority clans and young 

The twin challenges of 
insecurity and exclusion 
from power particularly 
harm minority clans, 
women and young people 
who have little 
representation in 
devolved authorities, NGO 
community engagements 
or community-level 
decision-making forums. 
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people while working to shift the gender norms 
driving discrimination against women and girls. 

This report begins by tracking a brutal cycle of 
violence in Mandera which has trapped people 
between persistent al-Shabaab attacks and heavy-
handed Kenyan security forces’ operations, while 
clan-related tensions and sexual and gender-based 
violence wreak havoc away from the headlines. 
Chapter three investigates the historical context that  
brings these trends to life: legacies of marginalisation  
and repression by the Kenyan state; regional and 
local conflicts spilling over from across the Somali 
border; and social norms that exclude minority clans 
and impose harmful and unequal roles onto women, 
men, girls and boys. Chapter four then reviews the 
various approaches to address these sources of 
insecurity by different levels of government, 
international donors and civil society groups. The 
report finds reasons for modest hope and serious 
concern, all of which have significant implications 
for donor assistance and government policy in the 
region.
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Somalis in Mandera market on  
the Kenyan side of the Kenya-
Somali border. 
© Kim Haughton/Alamy Stock Photo
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Four years after 36 quarry workers were 
killed in Koromey in Mandera county,1 the 
fear was still palpable when one of our 
interviewees recalled the gunshots she 
heard as the night attack took place.2 
Somalia’s armed group al-Shabaab 
claimed responsibility for the killings, 
which took place on 2 December 2014 just 
15 kilometres from the county’s capital, 
Mandera town. Only two weeks before, 
they had ambushed a bus 30 kilometres 
from Mandera town on its way to Nairobi, 
executing 28 people selected as non-
Muslim passengers, including teachers 
travelling to their homes for December 
holidays.3 In these ‘twin attacks’, those 
targeted were non-Muslim Kenyans 
working in the north-eastern region but 
who were from elsewhere, who are 
referred to as ‘non-locals’ in Mandera.

Al-Shabaab is believed to have started abducting aid 
workers and others in Mandera as early as 2008. But 
it scaled up and intensified its attacks in the county 
and across Kenya from 2013. Garissa county – also in 
the north-eastern region – suffered a devastating 
siege on its University College in April 2015,4 in which 
147 students were killed. 

The intensification of al-Shabaab’s attacks is widely 
seen as a response to Kenya’s military intervention 
in Somalia in October 2011.5 Dubbed ‘Operation 
Linda Nchi’ (‘protect the country’), 
Kenya’s intervention was triggered by 
the spillover of Somalia’s conflict into 
the country and increasing kidnappings 
by Somali armed elements targeting 
tourists and aid workers. It ostensibly 
aimed to tackle such threats, push back 
against al-Shabaab’s control over 
territory (and Kismayo port) in Somalia, 
and create a buffer zone in the Jubaland 
region that lies just across the border. 
As part of the intervention Kenya has 
supported Somali forces friendly to Kenya such  
as the Ras Kamboni militia led by Ahmed Mohamed 
Islam ‘Madobe’, now President of the Jubaland 
Federal Member State Administration.6

1
Introduction 

The intensification of 
al-Shabaab’s attacks is 
widely seen as a response 
to Kenya’s military 
intervention in Somalia  
in October 2011.
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Apart from seeking to oppose Kenya’s operations 
inside Somalia, in the 2014 twin attacks, al-Shabaab 
appears to have been targeting non-Muslims to 
avenge Kenya’s domestic counter-terror crackdown 
on Muslim communities.7 Kenya’s harsh security 

response to fears of growing 
al-Shabaab recruitment within Kenya 
has disproportionately affected Kenyan 
ethnic Somalis and Somali refugees 
and diaspora.8 Partly due to it sharing a 
border and long-standing cross-border 
clan ties with southern Somalia, 
Mandera, populated predominantly by 
ethnic Somalis, has borne the brunt of 
the cycle of retaliatory attacks between 
al-Shabaab and Kenya’s military and 
other security forces. 

As community members told 
Saferworld: 

“The war with al-Shabaab hurts us 
twice: they dress like us, look like us 
and speak like us. When the Kenyan 

forces come they don’t differentiate between 
al-Shabaab and Kenyan citizens. And when 
al-Shabaab comes they attack us pretending we’re 
not Muslims.”

In the past three years, attacks attributed to 
al-Shabaab in Mandera have generally reduced in 
scale; however – though less high-profile – smaller 
smaller ‘hit and run’ attacks still occur today.9 

Following the reported presence in Mandera of 
Abdirashid Hassan Abdinur ( Janan), a Jubaland 
security minister who had escaped detention by the 
Federal Government of Somalia (FGS) authorities in 
Somalia, the FGS forces and militia loyal to the 
Jubaland administration fought in Belet Hawo in 
February–March 2020 and the clashes spilled over 
into Mandera, causing fear and displacement among 
people. Al-Shabaab is said to have exploited the 
resulting security vacuum to renew attacks.10 
Communities living near the porous border with 
Somalia are particularly vulnerable to these attacks. 
In November 2018, Saferworld conducted interviews 
in Mandera with community members from its six 
sub counties, local authorities, security forces and 
NGOs, to explore people’s views about the prevalent 
insecurity, its various strands, layers and impact, 
and how they thought the situation could be 
improved. While the Kenyan government, local 
authorities and civil society have taken some steps 
to address violence and insecurity, progress has 
been fragile.

The war with al-Shabaab 
hurts us twice: they dress 
like us, look like us and 
speak like us. When the 
Kenyan forces come they 
don’t differentiate 
between al-Shabaab and 
Kenyan citizens. And 
when al-Shabaab comes 
they attack us pretending 
we’re not Muslims.
Community member.
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A man looks out  
of a bus as it travels to  
Nairobi, alongside a police  
vehicle escorting it through Mandera  
town, at the Kenya-Somalia border. 
© Goran Tomasevic/Reuters
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Communities in Mandera are caught up  
in attacks by al-Shabaab and a repressive 
response by Kenyan security forces. 
Though communities living close to the 
border are most affected, all people in 
Mandera suffer when the armed group 
targets education and health 
professionals and facilities. The 
insecurity has added to existing clan 
conflict dynamics, risking further 
exacerbating them, with significant 
impacts on marginalised groups already 
exposed to long-standing patterns of 
violence and discrimination, including 
minority clans, women and young people.

Al-Shabaab violence 
and its impact
Al-Shabaab attacks in Mandera appear targeted not 
only at security forces and infrastructure, but also at 
non-local professionals and people living locally 
who they associate with the Kenyan authorities. 
Though primarily affecting communities living near 
the border, the violence has reverberated throughout 
the county, hampering people’s access to services.

Assorted military operations oppose al-Shabaab in 
Somalia, including FGS forces and the African Union 
Mission in Somalia (AMISOM), into which the Kenyan 
Defence Forces fighting in Somalia were 
incorporated in 2012. Kenya’s military involvement 
in Somalia is focused mainly on the Jubaland region 
that borders Mandera, Wajir and Garissa counties in 
Kenya, which have endured frequent and 
devastating al-Shabaab attacks. In Jubaland, Kenyan 
forces support the Ras Kamboni forces associated 
with Ahmed Madobe – the President of Jubaland 
whom Kenya has supported militarily and 
politically.11 Despite all their efforts, much of the 
countryside in the wider Jubaland region of southern 
Somalia remains under the control of al-Shabaab. 

Mandera East, Lafey and Mandera South sub-
counties all border Somalia. For communities in 
these areas, al-Shabaab attacks – believed to come 
from across the border – are a prime source of 
insecurity. 

2
Patterns and perceptions of 
violence and insecurity
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Since 2018 there have been fewer attacks in 
Mandera East,12 where Mandera town is located, but 
more in Lafey and Mandera South. Community 
members attributed this to increased border patrols 
and better security provision in Mandera East – in 
particular the presence of locally recruited members 
of the Kenyan Police Reserve (KPR), an auxiliary 
police force supporting the police. Some have also 
expressed concern that attacks have recently moved 
deeper into Lafey and Mandera South.13

Many community members and analysts see 
al-Shabaab attacks in Mandera – and more widely in 
Kenya – as aiming to create divisions among the 
population and exploit existing tensions and 
grievances.14 Interviewees attribute some attacks to 
al-Shabaab’s military, political and economic goals 
whether in Somalia or Kenya, and their readiness to 
take advantage of security gaps in Mandera to 
strike.15 

Many of the attacks have targeted members of the 
Kenyan security forces, including through grenade 
attacks on patrols near the border and improvised 
explosive devices (IEDs) planted on roads used by 
security forces,16 or during armed confrontations:  
“In 2017 there was an attack against the Equity bank 
in El Wak – they fired indiscriminately and killed two 
young men and one police officer. They come by cars 
that don’t have number plates.”17 

People felt that the targeting of smaller police posts 
gave al-Shabaab easy ways to claim success.18 Some 
said the group even took credit for attacks it didn’t 
perpetrate – publicising them on its website for 
propaganda purposes.19 Several participants in 
discussions also highlighted the death toll among 
relatives enrolled in the KPR, including one who told 
us: “My relative who was in the KPR was killed in 
2016, after trying to protect me.”20

Civilians have also paid a heavy price, whether in 
targeted assaults or roadside explosions that hit all 
travellers, particularly in the areas of Lafey, Kutulo,  
El Wak and Mandera East.21 As one interviewee 
stressed: “There is a common misunderstanding 
that the people of Mandera and the northern parts of 
Kenya encourage and support these kinds of groups. 
Contrary to this misconception, people in Mandera 
have suffered a lot because of al-Shabaab in the 
region.”22

Non-locals, mostly professionals such as teachers, 
health workers and construction and quarry workers 
have been specifically targeted. Many of those 
interviewed thought the objective of such attacks 
was to create ethnic and religious divisions among 
Mandera society, given the presence of non-locals of 
Christian faith.23 One person said: “They are trying to 
create divisions and stir conflict between the 
Christians and the Muslims in Mandera.”24 

Others pointed to a pattern of attacks during Islamic 
holidays including Eid and Ramadan, or on Thursday 
nights or Friday mornings. This was interpreted as a 
way for the armed group to use religion and exploit 
the belief that in the event of death, perpetrators will 
go to heaven.25 Another underlined that non-locals 
represented easy targets for attacks as they often 
lived together in isolated compounds, with little to 
no security protection.26 

Although less frequent in the past three years, 
attacks on schools and teachers still occur. Several 
participants in a focus group discussion recounted 
one such attack on a boys’ high school which 
occurred on 10 October 2018 in Arabia: 

“Two teachers, both Kenyan non-locals, were killed 
in Arabia, just before the start of the secondary 
school exams. It was about midnight, I heard 
gunshots and hid under my bed. The two teachers 
were killed in the compound where they were living, 
next to the police and far from town. They were killed 
by a shooting or an explosion through the window. 
Two KPR intervened against the attackers, but they 
didn’t have enough ammunition. Some children 
were there too, revising for their exams but they 
managed to run away. We believe al-Shabaab was 
responsible; it is not the first time they attack us.”27

Attacks against schools and teachers have had a 
devastating impact for communities in Mandera, as 
many non-locals, who represent the majority of the 
teachers’ workforce, have left the county or refused 
to take up posts there. The Teachers Service 
Commission withdrew up to 3,000 non-local 
teachers from the north-eastern region of Kenya in 
response, causing a crisis in the education system.28 
Some community members highlighted the timing of 
the attack on the Arabia Boys’ High 
School – just before the start of 
secondary school exams – saying it  
was chosen to disrupt schooling and 
state education provision in the area. 
For many families, resulting school 
closures mean that children simply 
don’t go to school – unless their 
families can afford to send them to 
private schools. 

The April 2019 abduction by suspected 
al-Shabaab militants of two Cuban 
medical doctors in Mandera town –  
who had been posted there to fill 
existing shortages of health 
professionals – hastened the departure 
of foreign doctors from Wajir, Garissa 
and Lamu counties. Quarry workers 
have also been a prime target for 
suspected al-Shabaab attacks over the past five 
years. One recent attack was on 3 May 2018, when 
three quarry workers were killed and one injured in 

There is a common 
misunderstanding that 
the people of Mandera 
and the northern parts  
of Kenya encourage and 
support these kinds of 
groups. Contrary to this 
misconception, people in 
Mandera have suffered a 
lot because of al-Shabaab 
in the region.
Central government agency worker.
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Mandera South.29 Some focus groups highlighted 
why: “Our people here don’t have the skills for 
quarrying. Quarry workers are targeted either to 
bring division between our communities and those 
from other parts of Kenya, or sometimes as a result 
of business rivalries. Killings create fear and people 
leave, so some businesses will thrive when others 
leave.”30 

Although the nature of links between local 
businesses and al-Shabaab is difficult to ascertain, 
observers and community members have reported 
that many businesses in Mandera have to pay taxes 
to al-Shabaab for protection.31 Some interviewees 
also thought that some of the quarry attacks must 
have involved local informants.32

Local government workers are also at risk. Several 
people highlighted the killing of two local 
administrators (area chiefs), one in 2015 and one in 
2017:

“The Arabia elder chief was Mukhtar Ibrahim. He was 
killed in 2015 as he was leaving Arabia to Mandera 
town. He was passing by a place called Leydi when 
the vehicle he was travelling in encountered armed 
men. The driver stopped the bus and the masked 
men took him away, marched him to the border and 
later killed him. He was killed because he was an 
administration chief.”33

“The chief from Omar Jillo, Dekow Abey Sirat, was 
killed because he was working for the government, 
probably because he was responsible for preparing 
the list of people needing Kenyan IDs. If chiefs refuse 

to put people on their list because they 
are not from the area, they will be killed 
for revenge.”34

According to interviews, area chiefs are 
targeted because of suspicions that 
they provide intelligence to the 
government, for refusing to let other 
clans’ livestock graze on their land, or 
for refusing pressure to register non-
Kenyans. As administration chiefs they 
are in charge of registering citizens in 
their area to receive ID cards. ID cards 
are particularly contentious: reportedly, 
administration chiefs are often bribed 

to provide ID cards to members of their clan from 
across the border, including to boost the number of 
voters for elections.35 

Some communities noted that al-Shabaab also 
conducts and increases attacks around election 
periods.36 According to residents from Lafey sub-
county: “In July 2017, during the election campaign, 
a government delegate going to Lafey was attacked – 
his vehicle was hit by explosives planted on the road 
and then it was ambushed. When soldiers came to 
the scene, five more were killed”.37

Several interviewees suggested attacks are 
sometimes timed to enforce al-Shabaab’s collection 
of taxes from communities and businesses in 
Mandera. Communities are asked to give zakat 
(alms) according to the Islamic principle of charity, 
while businesses pay tax for their protection, for 
bringing goods from Somalia and on the profits they 
make.38 Al-Shabaab is thus able to control some of 
the resources and revenues in Mandera, using the 
same tactics as in Somalia.39 Some participants in 
group discussions complained about the coercive 
nature of such taxes: “Al-Shabaab takes zakat from 
communities by force, even if we have already given 
zakat as our religious duty. Al-Shabaab takes one 
goat per every 40 you have and two camels per every 
100 you have.”40

Telecommunication masts have been a target of 
choice. Destroying masts disrupts communications 
between the various security forces, including ahead 
of and during attacks, and hampers wider mobile 
networks for the population.41 Transport within 
Mandera county and towards inland Kenya is 
regularly suspended after or in anticipation of 
attacks, disrupting commuting and livelihoods.42 
This includes hindering the movement of goods from 
Somalia.43 These, together with attacks on vehicles 
and the risks of explosives and ambushes on roads 
have had the cumulative effect of reinforcing the 
isolation of whole communities – making it 
extremely difficult for county authorities and 
services to reach them: “Al-Shabaab has destroyed 
telecommunication masts from Safaricom, attacked 
houses and vehicles. In Mandera East we have 
suffered a lot. Our area has been totally cut off; we 
feel marginalised.”44

Others added: “The other impact is that we are cut 
off, vehicles can’t come to our area as they are 
hijacked, so the economic and social impact is huge. 
Teachers are killed, which has a very big impact on 
education, there is much less provision. Business 
activity also goes down. Medical doctors and NGOs 
don’t come to these areas because of insecurity, 
children don’t go to school, and there is a rise in 
psychological problems.”45

While communities living in sub-counties bordering 
Somalia are most affected, the impact of the attacks 
is pervasive throughout Mandera and the wider 
north-eastern region. As one person from a sub-
county bordering Wajir said: “The effect is that when 
attacks occur in Mandera or Wajir, health workers, 
teachers, housemaids, quarry workers and 
engineers flee, they leave our service industry 
because they are targeted.” 

Insecurity has also stunted the movement and 
provision of aid.46 This is damaging in a region prone 
to regular droughts and food insecurity47 and with 
some of the lowest development indicators in Kenya, 

Al-Shabaab has destroyed 
telecommunication masts 
from Safaricom, attacked 
houses and vehicles. In 
Mandera East we have 
suffered a lot. Our area 
has been totally cut off; 
we feel marginalised.
Focus group discussion participant.
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including one of the highest maternal mortality rates 
in the world.48

Attacks have also created a pervasive sense of fear. 
As one woman told us: “Once it’s 6pm, people lock 
themselves in their homes for fear of attacks. Even 
when women are in labour, ambulances won’t come. 
We used to be able to get help in cases of banditry 
for instance, but these days no one will come to your 
rescue. One woman who had raised the alarm at an 
attack was shot, so now no one will shout for help.  
At night you may be attacked, and even if you call the 
security forces, they don’t respond immediately. 
They fail to respond on time and people are killed.”49 

Residents from Mandera West sub-county told us: 
“Now any stranger coming to our area instils fear. 
People who travel by foot are not trusted, even 
relatives. We are always on alert, the trust between 
communities, even between us and our children is 
diminishing.”50

Responses by the 
Kenyan security 
forces
While communities identified al-Shabaab violence 
as a primary concern, they also pointed to the 
behaviour of government security forces as a major 
source of insecurity. In fact, they feel caught 
between the two. Participants in a focus group gave 
the example of a woman who lost three children:

“One of her children was killed by al-Shabaab who 
came and accused her son of being an informant for 
the Kenyan security forces. When the Kenyan forces 
were looking for al-Shabaab with helicopters, they 
killed her daughter. Then she had one son killed by 
the Kenyan forces. This woman was in great pain and 
became mad.”

Kenya’s security response has involved serious 
human rights abuses, which have fuelled 
communities’ distrust and fear of the security forces, 
hampering an effective response to attacks by 
al-Shabaab and risking fuelling sympathies for the 
armed group. Communities have also criticised the 
security forces for failing to prevent and protect them 
from attacks – with the notable exception of the 
recently constituted local police reserve – and for 
corrupt practices.

Several military and security agencies are involved 
in counter-terrorism operations combating 
al-Shabaab in Mandera. They include the Kenyan 
Defence Force (KDF), the Directorate of Military 

Intelligence (a department of the KDF), 
the Anti-Terrorism Police Unit (ATPU), 
other National Police Service units 
described to us as the Administration 
Police (AP),51 including units such as the 
Rapid Deployment Unit and the Rural 
Border Patrol Unit (RBPU) and the KPR.52 
Prison personnel also play a role in the 
state counter-terrorism response.  
In addition, AMISOM53 units are said 
regularly to cross the border into 
Kenya.54 

In areas bordering Somalia and most exposed to 
al-Shabaab attacks, various branches of the security 
forces are present but, with the exception of the local 
police reservists (KPR), they are often considered 
part of the problem for communities: “In Lafey, there 
are six KDF camps and there is also [a] Rural Border 
Patrol Unit (RBPU). But they have become terror for 
us. We only have ten KPR posts.”55

The presence of security agencies with different 
chains of command – but all reporting to the national 
government – has hampered accountability and 
contributed to mistrust between them and the local 
population, who don’t make distinctions between 
their various roles. A lack of coordination between 
the various security organs is also hindering 
effective security provision.56 Communities see 
security agencies – who largely come from outside 
the north-eastern region – as ignorant of the local 
language, culture and terrain: ‘Most of the security 
agencies are not drawn from the local population. 
They lack cultural understanding’.57

Abuses reportedly committed by security agencies 
against the population in Mandera include extra-
judicial killings, enforced disappearances, arbitrary 
arrests, beatings and security swoops on whole 
communities. Communities did not mention cases of 
rape or other forms of sexual violence by the security 
forces in Mandera, but sexual and gender-based 
violence as a whole in the county is probably under 
reported, due to the stigma and shame that its 
survivors suffer. There are past reports of security 
forces using sexual violence, including the rape of 
women in the context of collective punishments 
against Mandera’s communities,58 as well as KDF 
troops raping women in Gedo in Somalia.59

Mandera is one of the counties most affected by 
extra-judicial killings, disappearance and torture, 
with the Kenya National Human Rights Commission 
documenting 22 cases in 2015.60 People have been 
arbitrarily arrested or shot on suspicion of links to 
al-Shabaab: “Until 2016, the police made arrests for 
no reason. If the KDF arrested you, they would take 
you to their camp near the airport – a safe house 
where they tortured people.”61 

Once it’s 6pm, people  
lock themselves in their 
homes for fear of attacks.  
Even when women are in 
labour, ambulances won’t 
come.
Focus group discussion participant.
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Several interviewees highlighted the case of a man 
arrested at a bus terminal in Mandera town. He 
remains unaccounted for, despite his parents selling 

their possessions to pay bribes 
requested by the security forces to 
divulge his fate.62 Community members 
reported that Fino, a ward in Lafey sub-
county, has been particularly affected, 
with dozens of residents reported 
‘disappeared’ or killed.63  
The discovery of bodies in shallow 
graves in the county and beyond, some 
of them reportedly identified as 
individuals previously arrested by the 

security forces, has added to public anger and 
distrust.64 “We hear of mass graves – we don’t know 
how many people are buried. The government is not 
ready to acknowledge them.”65

While less suspected killings and disappearances 
have been attributed to the security forces since 
2017, abuses still occur. A pattern of retaliation 
against communities living near places where 
security forces have been victims of attacks seems to 
continue, as reported by residents of several sub-
counties: “Government security doesn’t respond the 
way it is needed. They react hours after an incident, 
when the attackers have already run away. Then the 
security forces come to the scene and start beating 
everyone. When you give them information, they will 
question you in a way that implies that they suspect 
you. This does more harm than good. Instead of 
responding immediately to attacks, they respond by 
targeting the innocents.”66

Residents living in or near the site of attacks have 
been beaten by security forces, in what they describe 
as ‘collective punishment’. For instance, in 
September 2018, following the explosion of an IED  
in the El Wak area, members of the KDF and the ATPU 
were reported to have burnt property, beaten up 
residents of Daba city and arrested some of them.67 
At least 22 residents were said to have been injured 
in the operation.68 

Community members recounted other abuses: “The 
Kenyan security forces respond by attacking the 
community instead of the attackers. In our area a 
90-year-old man, his 80-year-old wife and two young 
men were abducted by the Kenyan forces. They 
abused her.”69 Another said: “There was an attack in 
El Wak and the security forces beat up an old man 
and he died. The government can be a threat to 
us.”70

Some said that young men and especially animal 
herders were particularly suspected, because some 
al-Shabaab members use back roads and the bush 
to avoid detection: “Al-Shabaab came to our area 
once and there were explosions. Then the KDF and 
other security forces came to look for al-Shabaab, 

found young men who herd animals and 
immediately suspected them; they killed some of 
them.”71 According to a security officer, records of 
arrests show that a majority are men from 
communities living in areas adjacent to the border 
with Somalia.72

As many people told us, these operations are 
counter-productive: collective punishment fans fears 
of being arrested, punished or killed, hampering the 
reporting of critical security information to the 
security forces: “We can’t give information to the 
Kenyan forces, we have no trust as we get under 
suspicion. We are fearful. There was an incident in 
our area during which three men were killed by 
al-Shabaab, but instead of helping us, the Kenyan 
forces shot dead another man.”73

Such behaviour has also bred resentment among 
community members, leading some to sympathise 
with al-Shabaab against perceived government 
oppression.74 “Whenever military or police vehicles 
are hit by these IEDs, communities are rounded up 
and collectively punished. As a result, al-Shabaab 
use this as a bargaining chip to convince people to 
join them”.75 Another said: “In a way, al-Shabaab is 
better because they don’t burn our houses or commit 
these executions. Some of our people have 
disappeared, up to now we don’t know their 
whereabouts. We have many youth missing, we 
would like to know about their fate.”76

We encountered much resentment at Kenya’s 
military intervention in Somalia and its negative 
consequences on Mandera. The intervention was 
strongly opposed by Kenyan Somali politicians and 
elders from the north-eastern region.77 Some focus 
group participants told us: “If only the KDF was 
removed from Kismayo and elsewhere in Somalia 
and were defending their own country instead of 
fighting in another one!”78

The government’s recruitment of young men from 
Mandera and the wider north-eastern region into a 
militia to support Kenya’s allies in Somalia – before 
its own military intervention in 2011 – may also have 
backfired.79 The fate of many of those young men is 
unclear. Some are said to have been killed, others to 
have joined clan militias, but “some of the youth 
ended up joining al-Shabaab, as they were lured 
with promise of huge sums of money which the 
government could not offer.”80 A civil society worker 
summed up the feelings of many:

“Sometimes we feel like al-Shabaab and the security 
forces are working together to kill us. People ask 
questions such as ‘the KDF and the TFG [Transitional 
Federal Government – Somalia’s interim national 
authority up to mid-2012] recruited people and 
armed them and then they joined al-Shabaab. Why 
are they now killing us?’”81

We hear of mass graves – 
we don’t know how many 
people are buried. The 
government is not ready 
to acknowledge them.
Human rights worker.
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Many felt that those who do give information about 
security threats are not properly protected: their 
identities are often not concealed, exposing them to 
revenge.82 Moreover, many also felt that when 
security threats are reported, little action is taken by 
the security forces. “Reporting to security personnel 
is often stifled by the fear of victimisation and 
sometimes the lack of action on the information 
shared.”83 

Communities also point to inadequate security 
presence near areas vulnerable to attacks: “We feel 
marginalised as we don’t have many security forces 
present in our area: we have the KDF, the AP 
[Administration Police] and the RPBU [Rural Border 
Patrol Unit] but in a very small number. There are 
only four posts for our town.”84 The result is that 
security forces have reached the site of attacks too 
late – sometimes hours late.

The security forces were also blamed for not securing 
the border with Somalia. “People can cross into 
Kenya unchecked. There is no permanent force along 
the border.”85 Many pointed at the issue of rampant 
corruption and bribe-taking by Kenyan security 
forces at border points: “Security checks at the 
border point are compromised with officers receiving 
bribes of as little as KES 200”.86 

There are three official border crossings. They 
include Belet Hawo, the Somali town opposite 
Mandera town across the border, and El Wak.87 
Officially, the border is closed, and people from 
Somalia are not allowed to enter Kenya, except for 
humanitarian reasons.88 People say that in reality, 
bribes at border points and smuggling through 
unmanned parts of the border allow people, 
including suspected al-Shabaab members, and 
goods to cross unchecked. Contraband includes not 
only sugar, rice and other goods, but also 
weapons.89 Discussing a foiled al-Shabaab plan to 
attack Kenya in 2018, the United Nations (UN) 
Monitoring Group on Somalia described how those 
involved were able to cross the border unchecked: 
‘The plot provides an apt illustration of the nexus 
between corruption and insecurity; police 
statements from the arrested al-Shabaab operatives 
show that they were able to pass with little 
interference back and forth across the porous Kenya-
Somalia border, facilitated by bribes to various 
security forces and/or officials on both sides.’90

The authorities even started building a wall on the 
border with Somalia to prevent further incursions.  
It starts from Border Point 1, at the junction of the 
Mandera triangle between Somalia, Kenya and 
Ethiopia – a wire fence that so far extends just a few 
kilometres. The construction of the wall has been 
halted several times and has been mired in 
controversy. There have been accusations from 
residents of Belet Hawo that it was encroaching on 

their land,91 and concerns about it limiting cross-
border trade, seasonal pastoral migrations and the 
movement of people for family visits and basic 
services – for instance Somali children 
attending schools in Kenya.92 From the 
Kenya side, there are also concerns 
about the loss of government tax 
revenues from cross-border trade, as 
well as the cost and effectiveness of 
building a wall over the 680-kilometre-
long border with Somalia.93 In Mandera, 
views about building a wall on the 
border differed, with some believing 
that it would help control the porous 
border and people crossing it, and others seeing it 
as an expensive initiative that would do little to 
improve security or prevent attacks by al-Shabaab.

Clan conflicts and 
tensions
Al-Shabaab attacks and the retaliatory repression by 
Kenyan forces are by no means the only sources of 
insecurity in Mandera. They add another layer of 
violence to long-standing clan conflicts and tensions 
centred on competition for resources and political 
power, which have been accentuated by devolution 
in some respects. Al-Shabaab has tried to take 
advantage of these dynamics, and the conflict with 
al-Shabaab risks fuelling further clan divisions and 
marginalisation of minority groups. 

Mandera has a population of approximately 1.1 
million people, composed of four main clans with 
ties straddling the borders in Ethiopia and Somalia 
and neighbouring Wajir county in Kenya: the Garre, 
the Murulle, the Degodia and the ‘corner tribes’  
(a group of clans with smaller numbers in the county, 
also referred to as ‘minorities’). The Marehan – a 
dominant clan in the Gedo region of Somalia who 
moved in significant numbers to Mandera following 
state collapse in 1991 – are included in the ‘corner 
tribes‘ but have also sought recognition as the 
county’s ‘fifth clan’.94 

Intercommunal conflict between clans, centred on 
competition for scarce resources such as water and 
grazing land, and around disputed boundaries, has 
long been a feature in a region prone to droughts, 
with livelihoods dominated by pastoralism.95 
Sometimes clan conflicts have been particularly 
deadly. Warring clans and their militia have been 
reported to inflict extreme pain and loss of dignity 
upon their opponents by targeting children, women, 
the elderly and religious leaders. Interviews and 

People can cross into 
Kenya unchecked. There is 
no permanent force along 
the border.
Research participant.
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focus groups have highlighted conflicts between the 
Garre and the Degodia as a prime source of 
insecurity in two areas less affected by al-Shabaab 
attacks: Banisa sub-county, bordering Ethiopia, and 
Mandera North. Meanwhile, tensions between the 
Garre and the Degodia over water points and grazing 
land extend to neighbouring Wajir county, which 
Mandera West borders. Both clans are reported to 
seek support in these conflicts from their 
counterparts in Ethiopia.

In Lafey and El Wak, tensions between the Garre and 
the Murulle revolve around disputed administrative 
and political boundaries, particularly in Alango Gof, 
which has a permanent water point with conflicts 
over the location of development projects such as 
schools and a borehole.96 Interviews also 
highlighted that Marehan communities from Somalia 

sometimes crossed over to Lafey, causing intergroup 
conflict, including tensions with the Murulle.

Devolution, introduced by Kenya’s new constitution 
in 2010,97 has increased tensions between clans as 
they compete for political positions, both in the 
county government and the national parliament. 
With political positions giving access to influence, 
budgets and contracts, elections have become a 
‘winner-takes-all’ scenario, involving competition 
mainly between the majority clans: “The resources 
from the county government have benefitted one 
clan only, with lucrative contracts awarded to 
them.”98 

In addition, the delineation of new political 
constituencies (wards) by the national Independent 
Electoral and Boundaries Commission, not always in 
line with previous administrative boundaries, has 



  13

fuelled tensions. For instance, there has been 
conflict between the Garre and the Degodia around 
Ashabito ward, administratively situated in El Wak 
sub-county but politically in Mandera North sub-
county.99 Clans try to extend their presence in the 
different sub-counties in order to get more political 
representation, and this has led to ‘voter 
importation’, a practice encouraging clan members 
from other areas, even from Ethiopia or Somalia, to 
register in electoral constituencies to vote for the 
clan’s favoured candidate.100 The corner tribes have 
complained of being the ones losing out most from 
such political competition, with little representation 
in the county political structures and therefore less 
access to resources.101

Some communities also pointed to the practice of 
establishing unlicensed ranches, with land fenced 

off, preventing pastoralists who need grazing land 
from entering.102 

Most interviewees stressed that clan conflicts and 
violence involving al-Shabaab were unrelated: 
“Al-Shabaab is not a tribal problem. Al-Shabaab 
comes from outside.”103 Many highlighted the 
difference between al-Shabaab attackers and clan 
militias: “They are different from other militias.  
They attack at night, are usually masked and recite 
koranic verses.”104 A security officer confirmed that, 
while certain clans were more represented among 
people arrested on suspicion of links with 
al-Shabaab, this largely reflected who was living 
along the border: “Al-Shabaab is composed of all 
clans”.105

Nonetheless, instability and insecurity generated by 
clan conflicts give al-Shabaab more space to thrive, 

The Somali border, Mandera, Kenya.
© Kim Haughton/Alamy Stock Photo 
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including because managing clan conflict can divert 
the limited resources of authorities and security 
forces.106 Al-Shabaab’s knowledge of local clan and 
land politics enables it to plan its movements in 
Mandera. 

Some community members also highlighted 
al-Shabaab’s ability to exploit grievances of those 
with kinship ties to victims of security force abuses. 
Likewise, al-Shabaab recently sought to exploit the 
marginalisation of the minority clans in Mandera to 
try and recruit them.107 Some interviews and 
analyses also identify a risk that aggrieved or weaker 
clans may seek al-Shabaab support to counter 
majority clans’ domination of land, resources and 
political power.108

The conflict with al-Shabaab has also exacerbated 
tensions with people from Somalia living in 
Mandera: “There has been a large influx of Somalis 
into Mandera county since they share a border. With 
Kenyans threatened by Al-Shabaab, fingers tend to 
be pointed towards the Somalis in Mandera county. 
This has resulted in a lot of tension cropping up 
between the Somalis of the two countries. There is 
also a disparity of wealth between Kenyan Somalis 
and Somalis from Somalia. Somalis from Somalia are 
wealthier than their Kenyan brothers and sisters. In 
fact, the local market in Mandera is mainly supplied 
and run by Somalis from Somalia. This makes the 
locals powerless, as they are very dependent on this 
relationship to meet their daily needs.”109

This negative perception of people from Somalia, 
particularly from the Marehan clan – the dominant 
clan in Gedo in Somalia – was evident in some of the 
discussions: 

“We are affected by the war in Somalia. Refugees 
fled from Somalia to our area, they brought inferior 
behaviours which we didn’t know before. They 
started radicalising our children, there are more 
killings, abductions, child-to-child stabbings. They 
started to cut down trees to get charcoal as they had 
no other livelihood.”110 

“There are communities along the border who also 
make up these militias.”111 

In these respects, then, although clan affiliation is 
not seen as being connected to al-Shabaab, the 
armed group is able to take advantage of 
competition between clans to further its objectives. 
The conflict with al-Shabaab has also heightened 
tensions between dominant clans in Mandera and 
those more recently arrived from Somalia. According 
to a civil society worker: 

“The majority of the displaced from Somalia were the 
Marehan, the dominant group among the corner 
tribes. The rise of the insurgent group, some of 
whom have relatives in Kenya, results in collective 

suspicion that the Marehan community sympathises 
with al-Shabaab.”112 

Tensions between the Garre and the Marehan in El 
Wak, driven in part by competition between Marehan 
sub-clans in Somalia, had already erupted in armed 
clashes in 2004 and 2005, leading to killings and 
displacement that pre-date the emergence of 
al-Shabaab.113 

Violence against 
women and girls
Women’s status and roles in Mandera are 
constrained by patriarchal gender norms, according 
to which they take care of children and household 
duties, while men are expected to provide income 
and protection – entrenching women’s economic 
dependence on men. In pastoral and rural 
communities, women are responsible for building 
nomadic shelters, looking after home herds of sheep 
and goats and fetching water, while men look after 
livestock for trade. In farming communities, both 
women and men work. In urban areas there are also 
women engaging in small-scale trade. Women are 
under-represented in decision-making structures, 
whether at community, clan or political levels and 
have poor access to sexual and reproductive health 
services.114

Women and girls feel specifically affected by the 
conflict, in a context where violence against women 
is already prevalent. Girls are particularly exposed to 
sexual and gender-based violence, including forced 
early marriages, formalised through customary bride 
price payments, ‘defilement’115 and female genital 
mutilation (FGM).116 Although defilement, FGM and 
early marriages are prohibited in Kenyan law, they 
are prevalent in Mandera.117 

Comprehensive data about rapes and other forms of 
sexual violence in Mandera is lacking. These abuses 
are probably under-reported due to the 
stigmatisation of survivors, in a context where 
sexual relations outside wedlock are considered to 
bring shame to the victims’ families. A national 
survey on crimes in 2018 indicates that 36.9 per cent 
of respondents in Mandera reported rape and 25.9 
per cent defilement (by comparison 27.7 per cent 
reported terrorism).118 In 2018, a helpline to report 
gender-based violence was established in the 
county.119 Women have little access to justice and 
protection, with sexual violence cases usually dealt 
with through traditional courts (maslaha) rather than 
the formal justice system. 

IN A 2018 
NATIONAL 
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Focus group discussions with women and girls 
highlighted their exposure to violence in Mandera in 
the course of al-Shabaab attacks, the Kenyan 
security forces’ response, and clan conflicts. Sexual 
and gender-based violence also occurs in the 
domestic sphere and in the community: “There are 
rape cases not necessarily linked to tribal conflict. 
Domestic violence is also prevalent, with men 
beating their wives.”120

Many women in the sub-counties bordering Somalia 
explained that they felt more vulnerable than men in 
case of attacks by al-Shabaab: they are responsible 
for gathering and protecting children before being 
able to flee. Men do not have this responsibility: 
“Often our men run away for their life, leaving the 
women who can’t run away because of the 
children.”121 

Al-Shabaab tends to primarily target men, reflecting 
gender roles according to which men engage in 
fighting and fill security roles; hold clan, public and 
political positions; and provide income for their 
families. However, women have not been spared in 
its attacks. In the November 2014 bus attack, nine 
women out of 28 passengers were killed.122 Women 
from Mandera West recounted the case of an old 
woman who was tied to a tree and questioned by 
suspected al-Shabaab members: “This incident 
happened between Takaba and El Wak. This was a 
shocking and depressing incident that had never 
happened before. It made a big impression on 
people.”123

Women reported that in Lafey, there were cases of 
young women and girls who had been abducted, 
taken across the border and raped: “Young women 
suffer more than older women. They can sometimes 
be raped.”124 It is difficult to confirm how prevalent 
this is as women tend not to report these issues 
given the social stigma for survivors of sexual 
violence. Others reported that in Mandera South, 
there were cases of girls who had been married off to 
young al-Shabaab leaders.125 

There are also cases of women killed in the context 
of counter-terrorism and other law enforcement 
operations by members of the Kenyan security 

forces. Human rights organisations have raised the 
case of a woman tea-seller who was arrested in 
December 2015 by suspected security force 
members and whose body was found in a shallow 
grave a few days later.126 Kenyan authorities denied 
responsibility for her death, stating  
that she may have been killed by 
al-Shabaab.127 

Interviews with women from Rhamu  
in Mandera North reported that in 
November 2018, a woman was killed  
by a member of the security forces, who 
were looking for her son on suspicion  
of drug offences.128 Women and 
children are increasingly targeted in 
clashes between clans, in contradiction 
with Somali traditional norms on the 
conduct of conflict.129 Women and girls also reported 
abductions and sexual violence against women as  
a long-standing feature of clan conflicts, with men 
abusing women as a way to attack the rival clan’s 
‘honour’.130 

All focus group discussions with women highlighted 
the repercussions for women when men relatives are 
targeted by or participate in violence, because of 
their economic dependence on men, and the belief 
that boys will look after their parents in the future. 

One group said: “Violence affects mainly women: 
mothers provide the daily bread. Men are idle and 
don’t work. Women leave home early to get the 
family’s daily bread. Their sons can be kidnapped by 
the security forces or forced to join al-Shabaab. If 
their house is attacked, they risk being killed, as 
women often keep the house when the men are out. 
All mothers understand the pain of losing a son to 
killing or recruitment.”131 

Overall, it is clear that in Mandera, gender norms 
drive violence against women and worsen women’s 
economic precarity and social marginalisation. 
Transforming these dynamics – which make women 
and girls particularly exposed and vulnerable to the 
consequences of the conflict with al-Shabaab – 
should be an essential component of a 
comprehensive response to insecurity in Mandera. 
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Often our men run away 
for their life, leaving the 
women who can’t run 
away because of the 
children.
Woman focus group discussion 
participant.
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People use rafts to cross the Dawa 
river bordering Kenya and Ethiopia 
near the town of Mandera. 
© Goran Tomasevic/Reuters
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Conflict dynamics in the Mandera 
triangle, at the crossroads between 
Kenya, Somalia and Ethiopia, have 
regional dimensions. Kenya’s political, 
security and economic interests in 
Somalia, which underlie its intervention 
there, reverberate in Mandera. The 
history of conflict and marginalisation 
between Mandera and Kenya’s central 
government compounds 
underdevelopment in Mandera, 
particularly affecting groups such as 
minority clans, women and young people 
who already suffer discrimination. Such 
issues lie in the way of sustainable 
security and development in Mandera.

Kenya’s intervention 
in Somalia
Across the border from Mandera, the Gedo region 
falls under Somalia’s Jubaland administration, 
which is led by Ahmed Madobe, who is based in 
Kismayo and enjoys KDF support. Kenyan troops 
incorporated in AMISOM are responsible for Lower 
and Middle Juba in Somalia, while AMISOM’s 
Ethiopian contingent is responsible for Gedo, but 
there are also non-AMISOM KDF troops in Gedo.132 
Kenyan authorities are trying to improve 
coordination between their security forces in 
Mandera and those active in Somalia, as well as 
AMISOM, Somalia’s National Army and Jubaland 
forces, but there is little evidence that this is having 
a positive impact for people in Mandera.133 

On the security front, a civil society activist told us 
that Gedo is a “human rights free zone”.134 With little 
effective monitoring and reliable information 
emerging from conflict-affected areas, abuses 
committed by parties to Somalia’s armed conflict in 
Gedo are not recorded adequately.135 Kenyan 
authorities provide little information about the 
conduct of their military operations in Somalia, 
especially regarding casualties among Kenyan 
troops, as demonstrated in the battle of El Adde in 
2016, when al-Shabaab overran a KDF/AMISOM base 
in Gedo, killing many Kenyan soldiers.136 

3
History and layers of conflict, 
marginalisation and injustice
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It is alleged that people in Somalia have been killed 
and women sexually assaulted by the KDF, and that 
abuses have also been committed by the Jubaland 
security forces (which the KDF supports). However, 
given the limited transparency and human rights 
monitoring, as we heard: “nobody really knows what 
the KDF is doing there”.137 Abuses against civilians 
by FGS troops, federal administration forces and 
militias, and AMISOM have fuelled grievances and 
intensified conflict dynamics in Somalia.138 

Kenya also has important economic interests in 
Somalia, and part of the rationale for Operation 
Linda Nchi was to take control of Kismayo port, 
through which al-Shabaab was benefitting from the 

charcoal trade. The KDF, along with the 
Jubaland administration they helped to 
install and the Ras Kamboni militias, 
has been able to profit from sugar and 
charcoal smuggling since seizing 
Kismayo, with routes to transport sugar 
through northern Kenya, including 
Mandera, serving the whole of Kenya.139 
Al-Shabaab and the Jubaland 
authorities reportedly had an 
agreement to share revenues from the 

charcoal trade which broke down in 2015.140 
Meanwhile, the Kenyan and Somali governments 
have contested a long-running legal maritime 
dispute over parts of the Indian Ocean, supposedly 
rich with oil and natural gas deposits.141 Kenya also 
receives funds for contributing troops to AMISOM.

In 2020, conflicts between the FGS, the Jubaland 
Administration and in turn its Kenyan backers have 
come to a head. In March 2020, FGS forces engaged 
troops loyal to the Jubaland Administration in and 
around Belet Hawo in Gedo as they attempted to 
re-arrest the Jubaland Security Minister Abdirashid 
Janan, who had recently escaped from detention in 
Mogadishu and was later sighted in Mandera.142  
The minister had been detained since August 2019 
in Mogadishu in relation to serious human rights 
abuses, including killings, torture, unlawful 
detention, illegal renditions and obstruction of 
humanitarian aid in the Gedo region.143 At least 11 
were killed in the fighting in Gedo, which led to mass 
displacement on both sides of the border, as 
Jubaland forces entered Mandera, apparently with 
the support of resident KDF forces.144 The support of 
Kenya’s government and army for a man considered 
to have escaped justice for serious human rights 
abuses and the presence of Somali armed militia in 
Mandera, exposing Mandera’s civilians to grave 
risks, have sparked outrage in Mandera’s 
communities and local politicians. Meanwhile, both 
governments accused the other of interfering within 
their respective territories. In recent years, Kenyan 
officials have hinted at forcibly annexing parts of 
Jubaland to stabilise its ‘buffer zone’ against 

al-Shabaab.145 In addition, al-Shabaab has 
apparently exploited the recent tensions between 
the Kenyan and Somali governments, increasing the 
frequency of attacks on civilians and security forces 
in the weeks following the fighting in Belet Hawo.146

A history of conflict 
with Kenya’s central 
government
Mandera, like neighbouring Wajir and Garissa 
counties, has had a troubled history with Kenya’s 
national government. The three counties, together 
with Jubaland (now part of Somalia), formed the 
Northern Frontier District before Kenya became 
independent from Britain.

After independence, a Northern Frontier District 
Liberation Front formed and demanded to join a 
greater Somalia, leading to conflict with the Kenyan 
government in the 1963–67 ‘Shifta War’. Kenyan 
forces used harsh tactics to quell the revolt, 
including round-ups of villagers, collective 
punishments, rapes, and the killing of livestock.147 
The state of emergency imposed on the region was 
only lifted in 1991.148 After the Shifta War, further 
abuses have been etched into people’s collective 
memory – notably the Malkamari massacre in 
Mandera in 1981 and the Wagalla massacre in Wajir 
in 1984, where as many as 3,000 people from the 
Degodia clan are thought to have been killed in a 
‘disarmament’ operation.149 

The legacy of these conflicts and the punitive state 
response remains important. Citizens in the north-
east have long complained of discrimination: it is 
hard to obtain identity cards, which are often 
demanded by the police and are grounds for 
harassment. Identity cards also determine access to 
some state services.150 The government’s police 
operation ‘Usalama Watch’ (‘safety watch’) which 
began in 2014 – aimed to combat irregular migration 
and ‘terrorism’ – resulted in arbitrary arrests and 
detentions, harassment and attempted expulsions 
of people of Somali ethnicity in Kenya, helping to 
entrench feelings of discrimination and persecution 
among Kenyan Somalis which al-Shabaab can 
exploit to garner support.151

The Mandera triangle has also been destabilised by 
the spillover of instability from Somalia and 
Ethiopia. The fall of Somalia’s Siad Barre regime in 
1991 pushed large numbers of people into Mandera 
and spread weapons around the region, contributing 
to lethal violence.152 Many people saw this as 

Mandera, like 
neighbouring Wajir and 
Garissa counties, has  
had a troubled history 
with Kenya’s national 
government.
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important: “Before the fall of Siad Barre we never 
used to see weapons, but afterwards, everyone 
started to buy some”. 

This issue will not be easy to address. While many 
people felt that citizens should not be allowed 
weapons, others felt that being well armed was 
important for self-defence.153 

Access to justice and 
essential services
The perception that Mandera is marginalised by the 
central government is reflected in people’s concerns 
about the justice system there. According to a civil 
society worker: “Access to justice is problematic 
here. There is only one court. The closest other court 
is 300 kilometres away.”154 Cases linked to national 
security and ‘terrorism’ are generally processed not 
in Mandera, but in the High Court in Nairobi, 1,000 
kilometres away, reinforcing feelings of isolation and 
marginalisation from state institutions. 

We were told that communities see courts as 
punishing and unfriendly, and that people who are 
poor have enormous difficulties accessing justice.  
A civil society worker pointed to harsh sentences 
handed down by the court in Mandera for petty 
offences, giving the example of someone sentenced 
to three years’ imprisonment for selling charcoal in 
November 2018. Another problem is alleged 
interference in investigations by police who 
reportedly sometimes accept bribes to settle cases 
out of court. Mandera is also affected by the lack of  
a functioning justice system across the border in 
Somalia. According to a human rights worker, the 
majority of prisoners in its correctional centre hail 
from Somalia, and most are convicted of petty 
crimes.155 People often prefer accessing justice 
through customary laws (Xeer). These are believed to 
dispense more rapid justice (such as compensation 
instead of prison terms) – but because they reinforce 
patriarchal gender norms, they can prove deeply 
problematic when applied in response to cases of 
rape and other cases of sexual and gender-based 
violence.  

The marginalisation of people in Mandera is 
underlined by the county’s development indicators. 
In 2015–16, Mandera was ranked as the Kenyan 
county with the highest poverty rate.156 According to 
the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), in 2015 
net enrolment in primary school was 27.2 per cent in 
Mandera (18.2 per cent for girls), compared to a 
national average of 88 per cent, although more 
recent figures suggest an improvement.157 

A 2013 United Nations Development Programme 
study estimated that about 60 per cent of young 
people were unemployed in north-eastern Kenya, 
with women’s unemployment rate higher than 
men’s, specifically among older youth.158 Mandera 
county had the highest maternal mortality rate in 
Kenya at the time of the 2009 census; in 2015, its 
maternal mortality rate was 3,795 deaths per 
100,000 live births, one of the highest in the world, 
compared to Kenya’s national average of 448 deaths 
per 100,000 live births, though the Mandera county 
authorities report this is now improving.159 

Kenya’s devolution process since 2010 has opened  
a major avenue to address Mandera’s deep 
marginalisation within Kenya. According to a civil 
society worker: “Injustices such as the Malkamari 
and the Wagalla massacre were great sources of 
conflict but this has since changed with devolution, 
as communities feel that they have an opportunity to 
govern themselves.”160

However, insecurity and discrimination affecting 
specific groups, including minority clans, women 
and youth, still present major obstacles to tackling 
unequal access to health, education and justice. 
Insecurity, most notably attacks by al-Shabaab on 
mostly ‘non-local’ education and health 
professionals, has further undermined service 
provision in Mandera and other counties 
neighbouring Somalia. 

Marginalisation of 
minority clans
Minority clans suffer from the political competition 
that privileges dominant clans, diminishing their 
representation in county institutions and thus their 
communities’ access to services. Interviews have 
pointed to discrimination “in terms of development 
opportunities and representation in the county 
assembly. This therefore results in growing 
resentment and a feeling of being ostracised from 
development.”161

As a member of a minority clan explained to us:  
“Our children are from a poor background and have 
no means to survive. They end up picking sand in 
riverbeds to sell for very little and are exposed to 
crocodiles and the harsh sun. Villages where we live 
are destitute. Young people can’t get a job because 
they have no education. We need a school in our 
area. The child mortality rate in Mandera East is very 
high, the school drop-out rate is high – this is often 
because children have to become heads of 
household. We have basic protection needs that are 
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not met and we are seen as an inferior community. 
We have a representative in the county government, 
but he can’t reach everyone and everywhere.”

Many people highlighted how al-Shabaab attempts 
to exploit the marginalisation of minority clans to 
recruit them. As one person told us: “Al-Shabaab 
takes advantage of the vulnerabilities of minority 
groups to marshal support and recruit new people. 
For instance, most of the ‘corner tribes’ are not 
considered Kenyans, so they have limited 
representation in the political sphere and lag behind 
in development. Al-Shabaab uses this to gain 
support.”162

Gender norms and 
women and youth 
marginalisation 
Patriarchal gender norms have constrained women’s 
empowerment and entrenched inequality between 
women and men in Mandera. Women are under-
represented in clan and political governance 
structures. Three women were appointed as county 
executive members out of ten members, and there 
were no elected women members of the county 

assembly in the 2017 elections, which 
means that  
16 women had to be nominated to fulfil 
the two-thirds gender rule.163 Mandera, 
like other counties, has a women’s 
representative at the national 
assembly, who plays an important role 
in promoting women’s rights and 
supporting practical initiatives to 
improve the lives of women and girls.164 
At home, women have little decision-
making power. Polygamy in Mandera is 
high in comparison to the rest of Kenya 
at 35 per cent,165 and so are divorce 
rates.166 

Women and girls have little access to 
protection and redress from the justice 

system when subjected to violence. According to a 
civil society worker: “The defilement of minors . . . is 
an issue. There are cases of rape, though some girls 
are also forced into prostitution. There are 
community agreements to settle the issue and the 
girls suffer the consequences.”167 

Because sexual relations outside wedlock are 
considered to bring shame to a girl’s family, 
communities favour protecting the family’s ‘honour’ 
over girls’ safety. Some of the women interviewed 

said that teenage pregnancies were due to a rise in 
‘immoral lifestyles’, blaming the younger generation 
for not adhering to traditional social and cultural 
norms. A human rights worker explained: “Here we 
have a system of traditional justice, through the 
elders, outside of the formal courts’ system. In rape 
cases their interventions are not satisfactory. They 
negotiate a sum of money from the perpetrator’s 
community and what goes to the victim is very 
low.”168 The maslaha system may also be used to 
force women and girls who have been raped to marry 
the perpetrator, particularly when rape results in 
pregnancies.169

Inequality between girls and boys is also apparent in 
education: primary school enrolment was 18.2 per 
cent for girls, compared to 27.2 per cent for boys in 
Mandera in 2015, according to UNICEF.170 Recent 
figures from Mandera county put the net school 
enrolment at 42.4 per cent, with 64.4 per cent for 
boys and 35.5 per cent for girls.171 Girls’ low 
enrolment in schools is related to gender norms 
favouring boys as future income providers, while 
girls are destined to marry and look after the home 
and children, and many girls also drop out of school 
because of child marriage.

Several factors have increased women’s social and 
economic burden in Mandera. They include men’s 
absence when herding or travelling for work outside 
the county, high unemployment, lack of livelihood 
opportunities and the high divorce rate. In addition 
to taking care of the home and of children, they are 
increasingly breadwinners. The lack of jobs and 
livelihoods in Mandera has made it hard for men, 
and especially young men, to fulfil their traditional 
role of breadwinner. Women told us: “The lack of 
jobs and opportunities for men means that women 
have to provide for their children on their own and 
have to find food every day. This should be men’s 
responsibility traditionally. There are a lot of divorces 
here.”172

Most women we interviewed explained that 
polygamy, poor access to sexual and reproductive 
health and a lack of livelihood opportunities for all 
contribute to children being neglected and create a 
fertile ground for recruitment of boys and young men 
by al-Shabaab: “Men are allowed up to four wives, 
who can have six or seven children due to the lack of 
family planning, and the father can’t pay for all the 
children. So the children will end up falling for 
economic incentives.”

According to a community-based organisation, 
destitution leads some women, especially divorcees 
and those whose husbands have died, to collaborate 
with al-Shabaab as informers to survive.173 

Mandera has one of the highest child poverty rates in 
Kenya.174 The links between shifting gender roles, 
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unemployment, low opportunities for livelihoods 
and the risks of becoming involved in violence were 
delineated clearly by women participants in a focus 
group discussion: “Some children are ill-treated by 
step-parents who don’t provide them with food. Our 
men don’t take their responsibilities. In our culture 
the man should provide everything: food, shelter, 
etc. But this has become the responsibility of the 
mother, who needs to get out to find jobs to buy food 
for her children. We have to leave home early and 
come back late. Children have no role model. If the 
man gets challenged, he can beat up his wife and 
children. The rate of divorce is high in our area. This 
has become a habit for men as there is a lack of jobs 
and education. Sixty per cent of Somali men are not 
educated. They chew miraa [khat] and become 
restless. Men and youth who have no money and no 
jobs are more susceptible to join these groups 
[al-Shabaab] to earn a living.”175

Women in focus group discussions also highlighted 
the detrimental psychological impact of violence, 
and in particular attacks on teachers and schools, on 
children, who also suffer from school closures.

Many interviews highlighted that young men’s 
limited access to education and livelihood 
opportunities exposes them to violence, drugs and 
recruitment by clan militias or al-Shabaab: “Violence 
in Mandera is primarily driven by unemployment 
among the youth, low literacy levels limiting 
opportunities for the youth and competition over 
scarce resources that support the pastoralists’ way 
of life.”176 A businessman said: “The youth are the 
most at-risk group as they are easily lured into 
joining the Somalia-based militant group for 
financial reasons.”177

Women voiced concerns especially about the future 
of young men: “We fear the recruitment of our boys 
who finish school or university but have no jobs to go 
to and get involved in drug abuse.”178

“Young men sometimes join al-Shabaab. Once a 
child finishes school there are no jobs, he remains 
idle, so he’ll join because of unemployment. In the 
case of tribal conflicts, we would know where our 
children run to, but with al-Shabaab we don’t know – 
they disappear. You can’t have a mediation with 
al-Shabaab to locate your child.”179

Despite their exposure to poverty and violence, and 
the role they often play in conflict in Mandera,180 
women and youth are greatly under-represented in 
community, clan and political decision-
making structures and are seldom 
involved in peace and security 
discussions.181 Young people told us: 
“Women and youth are less involved  
in the design and implementation of 
peace and security initiatives despite 
them being the most affected. Most of 
the peace resolutions are passed and 
disputes settled by older men –  
women and youth have no voice.”182

According to civil society workers: 
“Young people are targeted for 
recruitment into al-Shabaab and clan 
conflicts but are absent from 
governance structures. Elders (mostly 
men) are the ones who participate in 
security meetings, even those that 
touch on women and youth issues.”183 
Young people also told us that even some NGO 
interventions were skewed towards involving elders 
rather than women and youth.184

Women and youth are less 
involved in the design and 
implementation of peace 
and security initiatives 
despite them being the 
most affected. Most of  
the peace resolutions  
are passed and disputes 
settled by older men – 
women and youth have  
no voice.
Focus group discussion participant.
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A policeman looks on as Kenyan 
teachers demonstrate outside the 
parliament building in Nairobi on  
3 February 2015, citing insecurity in 
Mandera after teachers were killed 
in November 2014. 
© Simon Maina/AFP via Getty Images
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The Kenyan authorities and civil society 
have taken some steps to address the 
declining security situation. Mandera’s 
communities have noted some progress, 
albeit modest, including more inclusive 
political representation in county 
structures and the establishment of a 
locally recruited police reserve, trusted 
by communities. There is more awareness 
among some security force officers of the 
pitfalls of a heavy-handed security 
response, and there are more attempts to 
build trust with communities. There have 
long been local cross-border initiatives to 
foster peaceful relations between 
communities in Kenya and Somalia, but 
they are undermined by the wider 
dynamics of Somalia’s armed conflict.

The introduction of a so-called ‘softer’ approach, 
through the implementation of Kenya’s Countering 
Violent Extremism Strategy in Mandera, is not 
considered effective by communities, not least 
because of the inability of security forces to protect 
people against retaliation by al-Shabaab and 
persistent impunity for security agencies. Donors’ 
security assistance to Kenya has been oriented 
towards countering terrorism and ‘violent 
extremism’, risking fuelling security agencies’ 
abuses rather than contributing to genuine and 
effective security sector reforms. 

There are also initiatives to address gaps in 
governance and development identified by 
Mandera’s communities, including access to 
education, health and justice by women, men, girls 
and boys. These need to be supported and 
prioritised to provide a safer environment to border 
communities, address the marginalisation of 
minority clans and young people, and transform 
gender norms driving discrimination against women 
and girls. 

4
Evolving responses to 
insecurity: one step forward, 
one step back
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Addressing clan 
tensions in Mandera
Some of the people Saferworld interviewed 
acknowledged that there were small improvements 
in the security situation, partly due to reduced 
political tensions between clans in Mandera. The 
August 2017 elections saw the re-election of Ali Roba 
to the post of governor, despite this being opposed 
by the Garre council of elders, an influential group 
that sought to define the predominant clan’s 
political representation.185 Many attributed this to 

the efforts of the governor, despite 
being a Garre himself, to make the 
county executive more representative  
of the different clans in the county, 
including minority clans: “Currently 
Mandera is relatively peaceful and this 
can be attributed to a more equitable 
representation of the different clans in 
the county leadership.”186 

Communities in Banisa sub-county in 
particular reported that the national 
government had taken positive steps to 
address the long-standing conflict 

between the Garre and the Degodia, including by 
removing fences on grazing land and holding cross-
border peace meetings.187

However, the risk of clan conflicts remains, and with 
it the potential for al-Shabaab to play on 
marginalisation and divisions within Mandera or 
between clans living along the border and inside 
Somalia. Communities and civil society have 
underlined that reducing clan conflicts, providing 
more inclusive access to resources and power at the 
county level and reinforcing social cohesion all need 
to be part of the strategy to address al-Shabaab-
related insecurity. 

Cross-border 
peacebuilding
There are long-established peace committees led  
by elders to resolve disputes between clans living 
across Mandera and Gedo in Somalia, but they 
cannot handle matters related to the conflict with 
al-Shabaab:

“There are peace groups who can help in case of 
tribal conflicts but communities living along the 
border can’t get involved in mediation with 

al-Shabaab. There is a lot of fear, we cannot talk 
about it for fear of retaliation.”188

The work of local peace actors has been hampered 
by Kenya’s military intervention in Somalia, as the 
increase in killings of civilians and destruction of 
property has negatively affected cross-border 
dialogue. In Somalia, traditional methods for 
addressing grievances between groups have been 
weakened because elders have been intimidated by 
al-Shabaab.189 

People in Somalia involved in cross-border 
community discussions with counterparts in 
Mandera face acute risks. We were told that several 
people involved in peace discussions in Gedo had 
been killed or abducted.190

Clearly, communities and authorities in Mandera 
and Gedo have little means to address the complex 
and intense insecurity in Somalia. Beyond the 
complex layers of conflict in Somalia, from intra- and 
inter-clan competition, tensions between Somalia’s 
federal government and federal member states, and 
the war between al-Shabaab and other armed 
groups and the government, there are also Kenyan, 
regional and other international interests, including 
those of the Gulf states, that fuel conflict.

Improving relations 
between the security 
forces and 
communities
Most communities in Mandera approve of the 
county’s initiative to recruit people living locally in 
the KPR, whom they trust and credit with reducing 
attacks by al-Shabaab. However, persistent abuses 
by security forces hamper attempts to improve 
relations between communities and national police 
and military forces. 

Following the al-Shabaab attack on Garissa 
University in 2015, the Kenyan authorities appointed 
a respected Kenyan Somali leader, Mohamud Saleh, 
as north-eastern regional security commissioner.191 
He spearheaded a significant change in the security 
response to al-Shabaab violence, by improving 
relations between the security forces and 
communities in north-eastern Kenya and through 
recruiting and deploying security forces who are 
from the localities for their better understanding of 
the context and local dynamics. In Mandera, this 
translated into the county government supporting 

Currently Mandera is 
relatively peaceful and 
this can be attributed  
to a more equitable 
representation of the 
different clans in the 
county leadership.
A member of a corner tribe.
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the recruitment of people living locally in the KPR, 
with about 900 to 1,000 recruited by the end of 
2018. The county contributes financially by providing 
stipends of 15,000 KES/month to 350 KPRs,192 
though the KPR is formally under the purview of the 
national government. 

Communities in Mandera East credited the fall of 
large-scale al-Shabaab attacks to the increased 
presence of KPR in their area. “The work done by the 
county through supporting the recruitment of KPRs 
to support the police has led to improved security in 
Mandera.”193 Community members say they are 
willing to share information on security threats, but a 
lack of trust towards the security forces has hindered 
cooperation. People feel that they can trust locally 
recruited KPR: “The reporting is done through the 
local chief and KPRs who are trusted by the 
people.”194 According to a civil society worker:

“Locals have trust in the KPRs, owing to the fact that 
they are civilians who live among the communities, 
hence they are comfortable sharing information with 
them as opposed to the police or the military.”195 
People felt police officers living in their own 
compounds were less trustworthy, and less 
responsive than the KPR in both acting on 
information about security threats and intervening  
in case of attacks. 

All community representatives we spoke to said that 
more local KPR members should be recruited, to 
address both insecurity and unemployment in 
Mandera. However, some expressed concern about 
their low pay compared to the regular police, and the 
fact that they are paid from county rather than 
national funds: “The KPR help people but the other 
security officers are paid from taxpayers’ money. 
Kenyan Somalis are part of Kenya and should be 
deployed as security forces here. We need security 
units composed of all Kenyan Somalis. We shouldn’t 
be merely ‘homeguards’ or police reserves.”196

Some people also resent that the KPR – despite 
being more proactive in responding to attacks and 
security threats than national security forces – does 
not get the same recognition: “When policemen 
sleep, security is handled by the KPR. In fact the 
other security forces harm civilians. But the KPR are 
so poor: they only get 15,000 KES per month. They 
should be absorbed in the police force.”197

One group said: “A native of El Wak, a KPR, 
responded to an al-Shabaab attack, together with 
two KDF soldiers. He killed two al-Shabaab attackers 
but ran out of ammunition and then was killed.  
Two non-locals and two KPR died in this incident.  
The Kenyan forces who came afterwards didn’t even 
collect the body of our man. His name was Ahmed 
Mohamed and he left two wives, one with eight 
children and the other with five.”198

One person from a minority clan alleged that some 
have to pay to get recruited into the KPR: “Another 
barrier to security is corruption. Our children need to 
pay bribes to be recruited . . . Our children have 
capacity but no money, if you’re poor and can’t get a 
job you end up joining radicalised groups.”

A civil society worker also felt there were potential 
risks due to the composition of the KPR and its lack 
of adequate training: “Seventy per cent of them are 
Garre. Should any new clan conflict start, will they 
take sides? There are some who are former drug 
addicts, others from clan militias. There are a lot of 
small arms available in the county already – is this 
really sustainable?”199 A security official also 
acknowledged that the KPR had not received 
sufficient training in handling weapons.200

While many communities approve of the KPR, trust 
towards national police units and the military 
remains low. A security official acknowledged to us 
that this mistrust was due to unprofessional conduct 
in investigations, and that relations with the public 
were now improving.201 However, people have also 
told us that, to improve trust, national authorities 
need to recognise the abuses committed as part of 
counter-terrorism operations in recent years, and 
disclose the fate of the Mandera residents who are 
missing. The relatives of those missing 
continue to suffer distress, trauma and 
financial difficulties. According to a  
civil society worker:

“Dozens of women have lost sons, 
brothers, fathers or husbands. They 
went to the court to ask about their fate. 
There is not enough trauma counselling 
and psychological support for them. 
This situation has destroyed their 
livelihoods. Nobody cares about 
them.”202

Communities most affected by these 
abuses have decried Mandera’s 
exclusion from an amnesty offered by 
the government to al-Shabaab 
defectors:203 “The amnesty wasn’t 
applied here in north-eastern Kenya. 
Suspects were taken from their homes 
and disappeared.”204 The amnesty 
initiative, announced in April 2015 as part of Kenya’s 
shift to a ‘softer’ approach to counter-terrorism, had 
mixed results elsewhere in Kenya. There has been 
little transparency about the fate of returnees, the 
risks they face, whether the offer of amnesty is being 
honoured and how rehabilitation is conducted.205 

This mirrors the lack of an adequate demobilisation, 
disarmament and rehabilitation strategy for other 
groups who have been involved in organised 
violence in Mandera, including members of clan 
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militias and Kenyan Somalis and Somali refugees 
recruited by the Kenyan government to fight in 
Somalia in 2009. Civil society workers in Mandera 
highlight the general absence of a response strategy, 
including for issues such as drug use, identified as a 
growing issue for local youth.206

The persistence of ‘collective punishments’ by the 
security forces and recurrent allegations of corrupt 
practices is another obstacle to improving trust with 
communities. One aid worker told us: “In Mandera 
there is one step forward and one step back in terms 
of building relations, when the security forces are 
attacking people.”207 

There have been efforts made to extend Kenya’s 
community policing model Nyumba Kumi (ten 
households) to Mandera, including recently under 
the banner of ‘countering violent extremism’ projects 
financed by donors. People told us that that while 
the initiative dates from 2013, it did not start in 
Mandera until 2017.208 There are ongoing initiatives 
such as discussions between security officers and 
community members, which security officials say are 
helpful. However, lack of trust in security forces, and 
particularly fear that giving information on security 
incidents will expose communities to suspicion, 
hinders progress. Some community members feel 
that using a reporting platform where information 
can be given anonymously rather than through face-
to-face interaction with the police may protect them 
better.209

These initiatives have yet to translate into 
meaningful and sustainable reforms to make the 
security forces accountable.210 Of course, this is an 
issue that affects not only Mandera, but also the 
whole country. Kenya has been grappling with 
human rights abuses by the security forces and 
police reforms for decades.211 While an Independent 
Policing Oversight Authority (IPOA) has been 
established in Kenya and has opened investigations 
into alleged police abuses, in practice accountability 
is rarely achieved. 

Despite the concerns noted here, the KPR approach 
of ensuring that people are involved in providing 
security for their communities appears to have had 
some success and has the trust of communities. It 
also appears to be part of a growing trend in Kenya, 
coming after the regional security commissioner’s 
initiative to improve relations between the public 
and security actors. The deployment of people from 
Mandera as KPRs has significantly helped reduce the 
tempo of attacks in the county. 

‘Countering violent 
extremism’ initiatives
According to the people we spoke to, Mandera’s 
communities do not see countering violent 
extremism (CVE) projects as being effective. There 
are concerns that consultation has not been 
inclusive, that the concept of ‘violent extremism’ 
does not reflect the local context, and most 
importantly, that participating in these initiatives 
exposes people to threats, particularly from 
al-Shabaab.

In September 2016, Kenyan President Uhuru 
Kenyatta launched a National Strategy to CVE in 
Kenya, as a way to complement counter-terrorism 
operations with engagement at the community level 
on the drivers of ‘violent extremism’. A ‘counter-
terrorism and de-radicalisation department’ was 
established within Mandera’s county government in 
2016 to deal specifically with this issue. Before the 
department’s establishment, both peacebuilding 
and CVE-related activities were handled by the 
county’s peacebuilding and cohesion unit.212

Kenya’s various counties have been asked to adopt 
county-level CVE action plans, supported by donors. 
Internationally, these are being presented as a 
success.213 In Mandera, a CVE action plan was 
adopted in April 2019, after stagnating for months, 
reportedly because of competition at the county 
level for the funds it could provide and their 
allocation.214 Some of the activities, which have 
been carried out by the ‘de-radicalisation’ 
department for some time, consist of holding 
consultation forums between community members, 
county government and security officers. Others aim 
to sensitise communities as to the ‘dangers of 
radicalisation’ and ‘extremist ideologies’. In 
addition, a number of CVE initiatives are carried out 
under donor-funded NGO programmes, some of 
which aim to improve relations between 
communities and security forces. Attempts to build 
trust between communities and security agencies 
are undercut by persistent security force abuses. 
Unless and until abuses by the security forces are 
effectively addressed and stopped, it is unlikely 
communities will embrace CVE programmes in 
Mandera. 

Communities and civil society workers expressed 
some concerns about CVE initiatives in Mandera. 
There are complaints that some groups were not 
consulted in preparation of the county action plan, 
including human rights activists, women, youth and 
minority groups, and people living in hard-to-reach 
areas.215 Others note that while “CVE is becoming a 
fashionable term”, the understanding of what drives 
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people to join groups such as al-Shabaab is very 
general. As Saferworld noted in our case study of 
Lamu county, the notion of ‘violent extremism’ does 
not resonate locally or help to design effective and 
context-appropriate interventions.216 CVE 
programmes in Mandera seem to consist mostly of 
workshops to explain the dangers of joining 
al-Shabaab or how to recognise ‘signs of 
radicalisation’, as underlined in our interviews:

“Much of this work has entailed holding 
sensitisation forums targeting ‘at-risk groups’, 
women and youth as well as religious leaders and 
elders. Many of the interventions take the form of 
trainings on CVE. There is no unified or defined 
approach to issues related to CVE.”217

Communities complain that these do not help to 
address their practical security needs and are not 
well adapted to the local context. One serious 
concern relates to the risk for those who participate 
in CVE projects in a context of continuing insecurity 
and dangers for people associated with government-
led security initiatives. Civil society organisations 
explained that, with insecurity hampering access to 
communities exposed to al-Shabaab violence, the 
implementation of CVE-related initiatives was left to 
them.218 One person told us: 

“While there have been interventions by the county 
and NGOs, they do not reach at-risk groups in the 
remotest areas owing to insecurity. As such, there is 

a need for strong collaboration between civil society 
organisations and security personnel. At the same 
time, interventions by civil society organisations or 
military and police deployments sometimes expose 
communities along the border to more 
risk as al-Shabaab targets them on the 
grounds that they do not comply with 
their ideas.”219 

Similarly, religious leaders and local 
chiefs have been targeted by both 
al-Shabaab and the Kenyan forces. 
Being seen as cooperating with one 
side brings the real risk of threats and 
retaliation from the other side. As one 
person told us: “Efforts to include 
religious leaders in CVE activities, 
especially preaching and countering 
al-Shabaab ideologies and the 
misinterpretation of the Quran, has 
been affected by the suspicion that 
al-Shabaab has spies (amniyat) in 
mosques.”220 

People involved in community policing 
efforts face similar risks: “Efforts to 
include youth in policing committees 
spearheaded by the chiefs are 
hampered by the general fear of attacks 
by al-Shabaab, especially on community policing 
representatives. Chiefs have been in the past 
targeted, and some killed hence the fear and the 
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apprehension by communities to fully embracing  
the Nyumba Kumi initiative.”221

People living in Somalia and involved in cross-
border discussions with counterparts in Mandera 
arguably face more risks than people living in Kenya. 

For them, any suspicion of association 
with Kenyan or international security 
initiatives would bring the threat of 
being killed by al-Shabaab.

There are also well-documented abuses 
by the security forces of people 
suspected of links with al-Shabaab, 
showing the dangers that people 
alleged to be vulnerable to al-Shabaab 
recruitment could be exposed to. While 
communities and civil society 

organisations are well aware of these dangers, there 
is little indication that adequate measures are taken 
to ensure that government or donor-funded CVE 
projects avoid placing people at further risk. Even 
less clear are signs that they represent a thoughtful 
attempt to overcome the deep barriers to trust 
between communities and abusive security 
agencies. 

There needs to be more reflection about the 
supposed complementarity between counter-
terrorism, intelligence operations and ‘CVE’ 
activities. Attempting to conflate peacebuilding and 
community policing activities under the umbrella of 
CVE, amid ongoing targeting by al-Shabaab of 
people it associates with the Kenyan authorities and 
counter-terror operations, could increase the 
dangers for people targeted by or participating in 
such projects, compromising their potential for 
success.

Women had been sidelined in consultations for CVE  
programmes and in their design and implementation.  
Some women interviewed did receive some training 
on ‘radicalisation of children’– which in itself 
reinforces stereotypes about women’s roles as 
mothers and carers of children. These women 
expressed interest in participating in more CVE 
initiatives – in part because donors favour this new 
agenda, in a region where aid is scarce and 
frustrated by the difficulties of access. 

Tackling gender 
inequalities 
As mentioned in chapters two and three, unequal 
gender norms and power relations underpin 
significant violence in Mandera. There is a 

continuum of violence against women in all spheres, 
from the direct threat posed by al-Shabaab, to the 
violence directed at men relatives which has severe 
consequences for women. 

Some promising civil society initiatives are emerging 
that focus on improving women’s access to justice, 
such as working with paralegals to provide legal aid 
to victims of abuses, and training communities and 
local chiefs as to the different roles and mandates of 
customary and statutory laws, to reduce recourse to 
the maslaha system for rapes and sexual assaults.222 

Improving access to 
healthcare and 
education
As communities told us, healthcare and education 
have been devastated by prevailing insecurity in 
Mandera, with teachers and schools in particular 
directly targeted. Healthcare and education are the 
most pressing needs for people in Mandera, and 
school closures particularly affect women and girls, 
adding to mothers’ responsibilities for looking after 
children and reducing further prospects of future 
livelihoods, deepening women’s already entrenched 
marginalisation.

Lack of access to healthcare and education is fuelled 
by insecurity, and fuels it in turn. This presents 
enormous challenges for the county and national 
authorities for which there are no quick fixes. More 
accountable and responsive security provision, 
including for non-local professionals, would help 
extend essential services to those who need them 
most. This needs to be coupled with long-term 
strategies at national and county levels223 to train 
and employ people in the health and education 
professions – including in particular women, youth 
and minority groups, who bear the brunt of gaps in 
services and unemployment. Notable recent 
initiatives include the establishment of a Technical 
Training Institute and a Teacher Training College, 
supported by Mandera county authorities.

When we asked why there were so few locally 
recruited teachers and construction workers, we 
were told that people aspired to become health 
professionals but not teachers or construction 
workers. Those who can afford to study often opt to 
train for the business sector: 

“Teaching is a profession that many here don’t like. 
People prefer to opt for other jobs. Also, education is 
hampered by poverty, people can’t afford to pay 
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college fees. Those who can pay for business 
administration studies. Many children stay at home 
and don’t go to school. Our communities are 
pastoralists. Often our animals die from drought and 
we don’t have enough money.”224 

One civil society worker detected a tendency for 
people to associate education with teachers’ strict 
discipline, and see it in a negative light, suggesting 
a need to promote quality education, and sensitise 
teachers and the public.225 By contrast, he explained, 
efforts to train and recruit Mandera residents as 
health professions are expected to fully staff the 
health sector within a few years.226 County 
authorities claim to have made efforts to improve 
access to health, including transport to health 
facilities and the expansion of community health 
centres, health infrastructure and quality. Almost 80 
per cent of the health workforce is now made up of 
people from Mandera.227 

Donors’ security 
assistance and aid
Kenya has been a close ally of Western governments 
in the ‘war on terror’. The US, the UK and the EU228 
have provided military or security assistance to the 
Kenyan authorities, as well as funding for CVE 
interventions in the country, stepping up their 
support since 2015. This is in spite of the Kenyan 
security forces’ human rights record and persistent 
allegations of corruption against them. 

In 2015, the US increased its security assistance to 
Kenya, providing about USD$114 million, mainly in 
support of counter-terrorism military operations.229 
US assistance increased in 2016 to $127 million, 
though in recent years security assistance has gone 
down, with about $5 million allocated for the year 
2019. The reasons for this reduction appear to be a 
greater priority given to the Counter-Islamic State of 
Iraq and Syria Train and Equip Fund by the US 
government, rather than concerns about abuses by 
Kenyan security agencies.230 The US has also sold 
weapons to Kenya, including $15 million of arms 
sales recorded for 2014231 and a $418 million deal for 
the sale of military aircraft in 2017.232 In May 2019, 
the US and Kenya signed bilateral agreements, 
elevating their defence and counter-terrorism 
cooperation.233 US aid includes funding for CVE 
projects, including for the development of county 
action plans such as Mandera’s.234 

In 2015, the UK deepened its long-standing 
cooperation with Kenya through the signing of a 
Defence Cooperation Agreement, including military 

training and support for maritime security.235 The two 
countries also signed a new security compact to 
strengthen cooperation on CVE, border and aviation 
security and criminal justice issues. The compact 
mentions support to Kenya for addressing the drivers 
of conflict, working with communities, developing a 
cross-government approach to insecurity and the 
establishment of an annual strategic dialogue 
between the two countries.236 It was renewed in 
August 2018.237 Military training has focused on 
tackling IEDs, in addition to UK support to Kenyan 
units within AMISOM in Somalia.238 In addition, the 
UK Foreign Office has confirmed its close working 
relationship with Kenya’s counter-terrorism units 
such as the ATPU.239 The Foreign Office also has a 
£3.9 million programme supporting CVE projects.240 

After the al-Shabaab attack on the Westgate 
shopping mall in Nairobi in 2013, the EU allocated 
Kenya €19 million to support its counter-terrorism 
efforts under the Instrument contributing to Security 
and Peace, including €2 million on a CVE project 
‘strengthening resilience to violent extremism’ 
(STRIVE), €6 million to counter-terrorism financing 
and €11 million for regional counter-terrorism law 
enforcement.241 The EU also funds CVE projects 
linked to improving youth employment and 
economic opportunities (€19 million, in north-
eastern Kenya and elsewhere).242

Despite the well-documented abuses committed by 
Kenya’s military and security forces, including the 
ATPU, this has not halted international support for 
Kenya’s security sector. Mandera’s communities 
have identified human rights violations by the 
security forces as an important driver of conflict, an 
obstacle to building trust and to preventing attacks 
by al-Shabaab. Apart from the real risks that 
international security assistance may be used in the 
commission of abuses, continuing defence and 
counter-terrorism cooperation in spite of such 
concerns could be seen as a signal that 
in reality, donors tolerate abuses. 

International donors contribute 
substantial humanitarian and 
development aid to Kenya, including 
Mandera. The US gave over $617 million 
in humanitarian and development aid 
to Kenya in 2019.243 UK humanitarian 
and development aid to Kenya is 
budgeted at £169 million for 2019–
2020.244 The EU also provides aid to 
Mandera (and other counties in Kenya 
deemed vulnerable) including in the 
areas of food security; legal 
empowerment, aid delivery and access 
to justice; governance and peacebuilding, including 
cooperation for cross-border conflict management; 
and maternal health.245 
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Valuable projects to enhance legal aid for people in 
Mandera and improve their access to justice – and to 
extend health services – should include providing 
legal and psychosocial support to those who have 
suffered abuses in counter-terrorism operations.  
In addition, given the underlying tensions between 
clans, particular attention should be given to make 
aid conflict sensitive and ensure it enhances gender 
equality and improves access to resources for 
marginalised groups, especially young people and 
minority clans, and tackle the sources of tensions 
that communities have identified. Finally, 
international aid should also have a greater focus on 
improving access to education and ensuring 
employment opportunities in Mandera, particularly 
for women and girls, as communities have identified 
this as a priority need.
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Young Kenyan men take water out of a 
well for their camels. Mandera has a 
lack of clean drinking water and suffers 
from water shortages. 
© Fayed El-Geziry/NurPhoto via Getty Images
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People in Mandera have borne the brunt 
of conflict between al-Shabaab and 
Kenya’s security forces and have been 
exposed to abuses by both sides. The 
violence has particularly affected groups 
that already suffer discrimination, 
including minority clans, women and girls 
and young people. 

There is an urgent need to provide a safer 
environment for people in Mandera, in 
particular border communities, through 
tackling abuses by the security forces and 
restoring the trust of communities. To 
improve security, the authorities should 
build on recent positive steps, including 
fairer political representation of clans in 
county structures and the recruitment of 
local police reservists who are trusted by 
communities and responsive to their 
concerns, while ensuring that they don’t 
result in abuses against the communities, 
such as gender-based violence. 

To move towards sustainable peace, it is crucial to 
address the marginalisation of minority clans and 
young people, and the gender norms that drive 
discrimination against women and girls. Although 
devolution has the potential to reverse Mandera’s 
legacy of marginalisation and underdevelopment,  
it has also exacerbated competition between clans. 
Women are still greatly under-represented in 
leadership positions and local decision-making 
structures. The Kenyan government and donors 
should focus on the priorities identified by 
Mandera’s communities and civil society groups: 
access to education, health and justice, particularly 
for women and girls, young people and minority 
clans.

Mandera’s fate is inextricably linked to that of 
Kenya’s neighbours Ethiopia and Somalia, and the 
resolution of the armed conflict in Somalia. It is in 
Kenya’s interest to play a constructive role for 
sustainable peace in Somalia, rather than pursuing 
short-term military and economic objectives with 
destabilising consequences.

Other international actors of course play an 
important role in counter-terrorism, stabilisation and 
security assistance to Somalia’s armed forces and 
AMISOM.246 At a time when the future of the AMISOM 
mission is being considered,247 and amid ongoing 
discussions about how to bring peace and security 
to Somalia, the Kenyan authorities and the 
international community should also remember that 
people’s security in Mandera – and indeed, in Kenya 
as a whole – hangs in the balance.

5
Conclusion and 
recommendations
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Recommendations
1.  
Improving the security forces

The county and national authorities should pursue 
efforts to deploy locally trusted security forces, 
ensuring that the KPR in Mandera is fully integrated 
into formal police forces, receives adequate training 
and remuneration, is representative of all clans and 
accountable for its conduct.

Abuses by the security forces are a major source of 
insecurity for people in Mandera, and the bribing of 
border and security officials facilitates al-Shabaab 
activities.248 In response, the Kenyan authorities 
should pursue comprehensive security sector 
reforms to build forces that effectively protect people 

and are accountable. Specific efforts 
should be made to ensure that people 
in Mandera are able to lodge 
complaints about human rights 
violations and corrupt behaviour by the 
security forces safely, that victims of 
counter-terrorism operations receive 
legal aid and redress, and that the IPOA 
is accessible to Mandera’s communities 
and is able to fulfil its oversight 
functions effectively.

Given the slow progress in addressing 
abuses and improving security 
agencies’ behaviour in Mandera, 

rigorous and transparent safeguards should be in 
place to ensure that international defence, security, 
counter-terror and other assistance does not 
contribute to rights violations or further corruption 
and does not place communities already exposed to 
violence at further risk – whether in Mandera, in 
Kenya or indeed in Somalia. Ensuring that the 
devolved and national-level government authorities 
address abuses, open themselves up for 
accountability, and support victims of security 
forces’ violence, including in the form of legal aid 
and psycho-social services, should be a priority of 
donors’ engagement with Kenya.

To this end, donors should redouble their calls for an 
end to security forces’ abuses and for accountability, 
and support community-driven efforts to improve the 
security situation and ensure the accountability of 
all those involved in hostilities and security 
provision.

2.  
Addressing communities’ security 
priorities

Local and national authorities and donors should 
reflect on communities’ views that CVE programmes 
in Mandera have thus far been insufficiently 
inclusive, exposed them to real threats and been 
ineffective. Communities will not feel safe 
cooperating on security initiatives until the security 
forces provide better protection from attacks and 
improve their behaviour, and the justice system 
provides guarantees of due process and 
accountability in cases of abuse. The authorities and 
donors should pursue peacebuilding and community 
policing initiatives but avoid linking them to 
‘deradicalisation’ and ‘countering violent 
extremism’. 

Thorough risk assessments should be conducted to 
ensure that CVE initiatives do not place community-
based organisations and/or the purported 
beneficiaries at risk of retaliation, including by 
al-Shabaab. CVE programmes that could place 
people at risk should be halted. People participating 
in peacebuilding and community policing efforts 
should be consulted in assessing risks for 
themselves and their communities and have access 
to effective protection measures. 

Likewise, efforts to resolve the violence described in 
this report should address communities’ concerns 
that CVE programmes demonstrate a poor 
understanding of the factors underpinning 
participation in local violence. As communities 
explained, CVE has been too focused on ‘sensitising’ 
and ‘deradicalising’ potential sympathisers rather 
than addressing their practical security needs. 
Instead, peace, human security or development 
programmes based on in-depth consultation with 
communities regarding their concerns and priorities 
and designed to address them would be more 
effective. 

3.  
Tackling gender-based violence 
and discrimination

The Kenyan authorities and Kenya’s international 
donors should undertake more research into 
violence against women and the perpetrators of such 
violence in Mandera. They should conduct gender 
and conflict analyses before designing 
interventions, to ensure that they are gender 
sensitive and gender transformative. To improve the 
reporting of gender-based abuses, they should make 
sure that police and judicial officers trained in sexual 
and gender-based violence, including women 

Specific efforts should be 
made to ensure that 
people in Mandera are 
able to lodge complaints 
about human rights 
violations and corrupt 
behaviour by the security 
forces safely.
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officers, are deployed in Mandera. Health and social 
service providers should also be trained to provide 
adequate physical, psychological, social, economic 
and medical support to women and girls recovering 
from violence. Local and national authorities, and 
international donors, should build strategies to 
address the barriers that women and girls face to 
access justice, including patriarchal gender norms 
and social stigmatisation.

Efforts to improve women and girls’ access to justice, 
health and education should be coordinated with 
interventions to address gender-based violence, 
enhance awareness of and respect for women and 
children’s rights, increase women’s access to 
decision-making and governance structures, ensure 
their meaningful participation in political processes, 
reduce their social and economic dependence on 
men and transform harmful gender and social 
norms. As women themselves have made clear, they 
need sustained, material support to transform 
structural gender inequalities, achieve social, 
economic and political equality and reduce the 
impact of the conflict on them.

In addition, given the dangers of retaliation against 
communities participating in CVE projects identified 
earlier, funders and organisations looking to 
enhance women’s participation in CVE programming 
must ensure that they conduct gender-sensitive risk 
assessments in consultation with women and girls, 
and that they have gender-sensitive measures in 
place to protect them from such risks.

4.  
Addressing local tensions and 
inequalities

Sustained efforts should be pursued at county and 
national government levels to address the drivers of 
conflict between clans, which devolution has in 
some respects exacerbated. As communities in 
Mandera have told us: “To address clan conflicts, 
clarity should be made on land boundaries, 
structured ways of resources sharing should be 
established and the sharing of positions at the 
political level should be equitable.”249

The Kenyan authorities and Kenya’s international  
donors should tackle as a priority the marginalisation  
of minority clans, women and youth and ensure they 
participate equally and meaningfully in peace and 
security consultations and decision-making 
structures. They should work to ensure their equal 
access to information, resources and services, 
particularly in the education, health and justice 
sectors. Donors should support strategies to 
improve the provision of education in Mandera, and 
in particular girls’ access to education, including 

through training and employing Mandera’s 
marginalised groups in this sector. 

Local and national authorities should adopt a 
coherent and human rights-based strategy to 
demobilise, disarm and reintegrate those who have 
been involved in violence, including young people – 
whether as members of clan militia, recruits for the 
Kenyan-supported Somali forces or al-Shabaab. 
Such a strategy should be designed to ensure that 
those who leave violence behind are adequately 
protected from retaliation, and have access to 
rehabilitation and reintegration services, including 
medical and psychosocial care, education and 
vocational training, and socio-economic support. 
Those suspected of criminal offences should have 
access to fair judicial procedures, with due process 
guarantees. Such procedures should take into 
account mitigating factors, such as coercion and 
deception leading to recruitment and participation 
in violence.

5.  
Kenya’s involvement in Somalia’s 
conflict

Finally, Kenya should use its influence to play a 
constructive role in pushing for peace in Somalia as 
a whole. Currently, Kenyan troops in Somalia are 
widely perceived to have committed abuses against 
civilians, contributed to illicit war economies that 
concentrate wealth among conflict actors and 
degrade the environment, while also supporting  
the Jubaland Administration against the FGS.  
To contribute to peace and security in Somalia and 
along its own border, Kenya must use 
its considerable influence to open 
space for dialogue and trust-building 
between Somalia and Jubaland. It 
should also ensure that its forces in 
Somalia are used primarily to bolster 
the safety of people in areas where they 
are present, coordinating with 
community representatives and civil 
society groups and acting in accordance 
with their concerns. Abuses against 
civilians, including the destruction of 
livelihoods and infrastructure, as well 
as instances of smuggling by Kenyan 
forces and its Somali allies, should be 
investigated transparently, the 
perpetrators sanctioned and victims 
supported accordingly. Likewise, the 
Kenyan government should pursue an 
exit strategy for AMISOM that enhances the safety  
of civilians, rather than leaving security vacuums for 
any actor to fill without the say of resident 
communities. 

Abuses against civilians, 
including the destruction 
of livelihoods and 
infrastructure, as well as 
instances of smuggling  
by Kenyan forces and its 
Somali allies, should be 
investigated 
transparently, the 
perpetrators sanctioned 
and victims supported 
accordingly.
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Unless the Kenyan government and county 
authorities begin to focus on the roots of insecurity 
in Mandera county, rather than victimising and 
making collateral damage out of the communities 
worst affected by it, the ‘war that hurts twice’ will 
continue to wreak havoc in and around Mandera for 
many years to come. Foreign governments that invest 
heavily to support Kenya’s security have a crucial 
role to play to ensure that their resources and their 
projects improve the safety of people living in 
Mandera first and foremost. 
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