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About This Brief

This policy brief suggests a policy trajectory that draws lessons 
from the assessment of community-led security mechanisms 
in Mlango Kubwa in Mathare sub-county and Kawangware, 
in Dagoretti North sub-county of Nairobi. In an age when 
policing and security provision has seen the emergence of 
a range of hybrid measures and joint ventures between the 
state security agencies and civilians, a fresh policy look at 
security governance from the lessons at the community level 
is important. 

Introduction

Kenya has grappled with extensive crime and insecurity, 
ranging from armed robberies, carjacking and street crime, 
to politically-motivated, ethnically-organised violence, 
resource conflicts and terror attacks that affect both rural and 
urban areas.¹  Poor urban neighbourhoods have in particular 
continued to face serious challenges of crime and insecurity. 
A 2009 Oxfam study found that lack of safety is the primary 
concern for residents in Nairobi’s poor neighbourhoods. 
A 2010 World Bank study of Kariobangi and Viwandani 
indicates that crime and violence rank as the as the leading 
problem that residents face. The National Police Service 2015 
Crime Report indicates that terrorism, radicalization of youth, 
crimes related to illicit brews and increase in small arms were 
among the major forms as well as triggers for crime in 2015.

As is the case in a number of countries in Africa, public 
policing in Kenya has not succeeded in complete assertion of 
state monopoly on violence. Poor infrastructure, inadequate 
financial resources and deficiency in security personnel 
numbers are among the key factors that limit state capacity 
to police the entire terrain of the country. This is further 

entrenched by a historical socio-political order that previously 
classified some regions as low priority and consequently 
entrenched their marginalisation in governance and services. 
Further, an entrenched socioeconomic stratification imposes 
a hierarchy in the delivery of services, prioritizing the security 
needs of higher income neighbourhoods over the poor 
neighbourhoods. 

The National Police Service Crime Report 2015 acknowledges 
that improving security must include ‘greater utilization of 
intelligence through community policing’ and ‘communal 
intervention of local peace committees to forge peaceful 
co-existence and reduce tensions between the 
communities’.² In low end neighbourhoods, non-state 
security arrangements are often informal arrangements 
that are unregistered and largely grow organically within the 
community. These community-led mechanisms are therefore 
an important phenomenon when one thinks about security 
in these neighborhoods. They are distinguished from other 
informal mechanisms in that they have broadcommunity 
support, they are seen as legitimate and they have knowable 
leadership and decision-making structures. 

Lessons from Two Neighbourhoods: Mlango Kubwa
and Kawangware Mlango Kubwa Landlords and
Tenants Association (MLATA)

MLATA was registered as a Community Based Organisation 
in October 2013, bringing together resident landlords and 
tenants to deal with community challenges and particularly 
insecurity. MLATA conducts patrols which are carried out 
by young men to provide security in the area. Through a 
community baraza, it was agreed that residents would give 
to MLATA 50 shillings a month towards supporting the youth 
who volunteered to conduct the patrols at night. Landlords 

______________________________________

²  National Police Service Crime Report 2015, p.10  
   http://www.nationalpolice.go.ke/crime-statistics.html

______________________________________

¹  National Police Service Crime Report 2015
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also pay between 300 and 1500 shillings depending on the 
number of rental premises they own. The money is given 
voluntarily and receipted. However, MLATA’s registration was 
rescinded in 2014 and its bank account frozen. This was following 
the state’s assertion that a community-based organisation is 
not permitted to undertake security activities. To do so it must 
register as a private security company. After its deregistration, 
MLATA lost the confidence and authority to publicly convene 
meetings and openly discuss security for fear or running afoul of 
the law and being labelled a vigilante group or a gang. This means 
that the space for collective community engagement, providing 
feedback and sharing ideas is significantly undermined. 

However, MLATA has continued to work in the community to 
promote security. Residents emphatically credit improved 
security in Mlango Kubwa to MLATA since it adopts a community-
supported, open approach to improving security. 

MLATA methods and technologies

• Security patrols are undertaken on a volunteer basis by 
young men.

• The community reports criminal incidents to MLATA 
and some of these may be escalated to the police. 
Major crimes, such as killings or violent crimes involving 
arms are reported to the police. 

• MLATA also reaches out to youth groups. It taps 
into ongoing community improvement projects and 
promotes awareness of the connection between 
improvement of community living areas and security. 
The groups thus engage in environmental conservation 
projects and income generating ventures such as 
garbage collection and disposal, drainage and sanitation, 
as well as ensuring security of their neighbourhood. 

• MLATA adopts an approach that gives known criminals 
the opportunity to self-correct and reform. In the first 
instance, MLATA will intervene with a suspected criminal 
to warn him or her against continuation in crime and 
in some instances intervene with the suspect’s family. 
Residents believe that a person engaging in petty crime 
within the neighbourhood does not automatically 
make them a ‘bad person’.  Immediately handing over 
criminals to criminal justice system may not give them a 
chance to reform and instead expose them to hardened 
and toughened criminals.

• No formal relationship exists between MLATA and 
the police. However, an unintentional symbiosis has 
emerged by default rather than by design. The police 
step in to deal with major violent crimes and crimes that 
have been flagged as a national concern and have been 

less responsive to smaller crimes. MLATA relies on the 
good relations of a few individuals within the police to 
provide support and seek a response when needed. This 
is not always successful. MLATA nonetheless continues 
to organize and coordinate community patrols to 
promote security in the neighbourhood. 

Kawangware: Dagoretti Landowners Association

Dagoretti Landowners Association has been in existence for 
more than 10 years and its membership consists of landlords 
and landowners in the greater Dagoretti area which covers 
Dagoretti North and Dagoretti South sub-counties. The 
Association’s primary interest is protecting the business, 
social as well as security interests of the landlords and 
landowners, including tenancy and ensuring regularity of 
rents. The members argue that tenants are not members 
since they are transient and as such have no long term 
investment in Kawangware. The landlords and landowners 
also believe that resolving insecurity is primarily their 
responsibility to ensure insecurity does not prevent rental 
houses from being occupied.

• The Association has cultivated and maintained good 
relations with the police which has allowed them to 
draw in police patrols and crackdowns whenever there 
is a rise in crime in the area. 

• The landlords also deploy financial and material 
resources to facilitate rapid police response. The 
monetary resources have given the Dagoretti 
Landowners Association significant mileage in getting 
police cooperation in addressing crime.

• The approach used by the Dagoretti Landowners 
Association is driven principally by their business 
interests and the safety and security that tenants enjoy 
is as a result of tending to these interests.

• The police security responses focus on the landlords’ 
priorities which do not necessarily tally with tenants 
concerns. For example, the civil society youth groups 
pointed out that where insecurity emanates from 
the children of the landlords the situation is not well 
addressed and if the perpetrators are arrested they are 
quickly released and the criminal charges do not seem 
to progress. 

Effectiveness of Community Security Mechanisms 

• Responding to community security concerns: MLATA 
in Mlango Kubwa has had significant success in 
bringing an end to crime in the neighbourhood 
including house and business break-ins, street 
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muggings, snatch and run thefts, among others. The 
Dagoretti Landowners Association in Kawangware is 
also seen as a success in managing security issues 
largely by mobilizing police response through their 
influence as business people. The police confirmed 
a greater willingness to work with the group as it is 
registered. 

• Correction and rehabilitation of criminals: The MLATA 
approach is seen as effective as it incorporates a 
form of correction and rehabilitation of known petty 
criminals. This is important as studies on youth 
and crime now acknowledge that dealing with 
root causes of crime, including social, political and 
religious reasons, are important in achieving lasting 
reform. By contrast, the interventions in Kawangware 
are carried out by police which means the elements 
of correction and rehabilitation are not incorporated. 

• The community approach has provided a sense of 
responsibility for security among young men who 
are greatest perpetrators of violent crime in the 
community. Engaging as providers of security has been 
transformative for a number of young people. They 
feel that they participate in the security outcomes of 
the neighbourhood and are directly responsible for 
the state of security in the neighbourhood. 

• Mobilizing monetary and non-monetary community 
resources: MLATA has been effective in mobilizing 
monetary and non-monetary resources in the 
neighbourhood. It has built on the goodwill in the 
community, created a sense of ownership of solutions 
to crime and agency in resolving insecurity within the 
neighbourhood. Building a balance between voluntarism 
among the young men patrolling and mobilizing the 
community to provide money to incentivize the youth 
is an important balance and has allowed MLATA to be 
effective. 

• The Dagoretti Landowners Association provides 
financial and material support to the police 
which deepens the problems that poor urban 
neighbourhoods face in relation to security service 
provision. Security services continue to be prioritized 
for higher income and affluent neighbourhoods on 
the presumption that they have materially more 
to protect. However, it enhances the sense of 
responsibility for policing in their neighbourhoods. 

• As business people, the Dagoretti Landowners 
Association has been able to transcend sociocultural 
differences to provide a cohesive engagement to 

provide security in the area. It underscores the 
important role that the business community can play 
in shaping urban security in poor neighbourhoods. 
Tenants and youth groups interviewed confirm that 
the engagement between landlords and police has 
had positive benefits for curbing crime in the area.

• Partnership with security agencies: The effectiveness 
of MLATA is watered down by the cancellation of their 
registration and the resulting fear that the group 
can easily be labelled a criminal group. Community 
members are also frustrated that they now lack a 
forum to collectively talk about MLATA, the security 
patrols and any community priorities or concerns 
they have. In Kawangware, crime reduction has 
been achieved mainly through cooperation between 
the landlords association and the police. The police 
confirmed a greater willingness to work with the 
group as it is registered.     

 Policy Considerations

1. Contemporary policing and security governance 
necessitate partnerships between security agencies 
and civilian communities. Not only does this begin to 
relieve resource pressures that security agencies face 
in delivering security, but also responds to the growing 
awareness and interest of people to be involved in 
shaping security outcomes for their communities. 

2. Community security initiatives are built on trust and 
people want to be involved in community security 
measures that affect their lives. Kenya has a history of 
poor relations between police and civilians particularly 
in low income neighbourhoods. Policy measures should 
invest in building trust towards establishing effective 
police/civilian partnerships in community.

3. Business interests are an important consideration 
and are often an important voice in shaping security 
interventions. However, it is important for government 
to ensure business interests do not dominate security 
priorities and distribution of resources. Security is a 
right and a base factor that enables all other aspects of 
life. 

4. Rather than supplant and replace community initiatives, 
there is value in understanding the existing, legitimate 
community-led security mechanisms and incorporating 
the core aspects of these mechanisms. 

5. There is value in security agencies making a greater 
effort to draw a distinction between vigilantes and 
criminal gangs on the one hand and community-led 
informal initiatives on the other hand. At present the 
unwillingness to draw this distinction emanates from an 
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insistence on police exclusivity in managing security.
6. The community-led security mechanisms in Mlango 

Kubwa and Kawangware demonstrate the value of a 
holistic approach. Apart from arrests, the government 
should adopt diverse approaches including deterrence, 
interventions with families, social reprimand of 
individuals, providing opportunities for criminals to 
change. 

7. By incorporating a sense of inclusion and responsibility 
for the overall wellbeing of their neighbourhoods, 
MLATA has helped youth to develop a sense of 
responsibility for security in the community. National 
security priorities should seek to give youth a sense of 
belonging and responsibility. 

8.  Encourage partnership between the community led 
mechanisms and security agencies to provide and 
enhance security in poor urban neighbourhoods. 

 
 Developing Institutional Capacity for
  Community Policing 

• Once the National Community Policing Policy is 
adopted, there is need for the Ministry of Interior and 
Coordination of National Government to ensure that 
there are adequate human and financial resources to 
implement community policing initiatives across the 
country. Civil society actors and research institutions 
can play a role in monitoring this process. 

• Through legal and administrative measures, 
the National Police Service ought to allow field 
officers to have greater discretion on how they 
choose to implement community policing in their 
own jurisdictions. This will ensure that initiatives 
implemented match the unique needs of each 
community.

• The NPSC should ensure that future police 
performance measurement systems focus on crime 
prevention, which is an aspect of community policing. 
Where crime prevention is not emphasized in the 
appraisal system, it will likely remain a low priority to 
police officers.

• As stated in the first recommendation, The 
National Police Service and NPSC need to develop a 
comprehensive performance measurement framework 
for police officers that measures the extent and quality 
of their engagement in community policing. This will 
incentivize officers to prioritize the approach.

• The Department for Research and Planning of 
National Police Service ought to develop a framework, 

in consultation with security sector experts, for 
conducting operational research on the effectiveness 
of community policing initiatives. This will enable the 
service to build a body of knowledge and lessons on 
what works, what doesn’t and why. 
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