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About this brief
This brief draws from discussions at an online forum convened by CHRIPS on “Tackling terrorism in Kenya Amid 
Covid-19” on 24 April 2020. The forum brought together non-state actors from different parts of the country 
working on prevention and countering violent extremism (PCVE). 

COVID-19 and Countering Violent Extremism 
Measures in Kenya
Rahma Ramadhan and Lynda Ouma

Introduction
Kenya confirmed its first case of the novel 
coronavirus (COVID-19) on 12 March 2020.1 
Following the confirmation, government released 
a number of health and security directives to 
curb the spread of the virus. To minimize social 
gatherings, government banned services in all 
places of worship in the country on 23 March.2  
Following an increase in confirmed cases, a 
nationwide curfew was effected on 27 March, 
between 1900hrs and 0500hrs to prevent further 
spread of the virus.3  The government further 
issued orders prohibiting cessation of movement 
in Mombasa, Kwale, Kilifi Mandera and Nairobi 
Counties as well as Eastleigh and Old town in 
Mombasa, which had been profiled as the most 
infected areas. 

Prior to the current crisis, there were a number of 
efforts put by state and non-state actors to prevent 

1Ministry of Health. (2020) ‘First case of Coronavirus disease confirmed in Kenya’, Press Release: Republic of Kenya, 13 March, https://www.health.go.ke/
first-case-of-coronavirus-disease-confirmed-in-kenya/ (Accessed on 1 May 2020).

2Nation Team. (2020) ‘Pray at home, state orders as Covid-19 war intensifies’, Daily Nation, 23 March, https://www.nation.co.ke/news/Church-the-weak-
link-in-Covid-19-war/1056-5500822-13napbnz/index.html (Accessed on 1 May 2020).

3Achuka, V. (2020) ‘Uhuru declares Curfew in war on coronavirus’, Daily nation, 26 March, https://www.nation.co.ke/news/Uhuru-declares-curfew-in-
war-on-coronavirus/1056-5504410-xey7xo/index.html (Accessed on 1 May 2020).

and counter violent extremism. However, due to 
the Covid-19 crisis, almost all of them have stopped. 
In addition, at the moment, security officials seem 
to be majorly focused on implementation of 
various Covid-19 directives. Yet, the Al Shabaab 
has continued its operations.

As relevant stakeholders grappled with the effects 
of the global pandemic in the country, CHRIPS 
hosted PCVE practitioners for an online forum to 
share insights and discuss on: - 

1. The impact of Covid-19 on violent extremism 
at the local level 

2. Counter terrorism efforts amid the pandemic 

3. Preventing violent extremism amid the 
Covid-19 Crisis 
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Violent extremism in Kenya 
Terrorist groups like the Al Shabaab, which is active 
in Kenya, have over the years demonstrated their 
ability to mutate in response to changing contexts. 
According to data from the CHRIPS Terrorism 
Observatory, in the last two years, there has been an 
increase in terror-attacks in the country with most 
attacks being recorded in northeastern region largely 
targeting security officials and civilians.4  Al Shabaab 
has exploited existing political, social and historical 
grievances as well as extreme interpretations of 
Islam to tactfully craft propaganda. Human rights 
violations, marginalization, government repression, 
social-economic and peer support by the group are 
among the reasons youth have cited behind their 
recruitment into organisations like Al Shabaab. In 
addition to social gatherings and networks on the 
ground, Al Shabaab has exploited new technology as 
avenues for mass dissemination of their ideologies 
and to facilitate recruitment and radicalisation.5 
As a result of the rise in attacks, counter terrorism 
measures have included patrols, increased 
surveillance and intelligence gathering involving 
security apparatus as well as community policing 
networks.   

As efforts by both state and non-state actors focus 
largely on preventing the spread of the coronavirus, 
terror groups may take this opportunity to further their 
activities. Following the report of the first confirmed 
case of coronavirus in the country, Al Shabaab 
activity continues to be recorded in the country with 
recent attacks being reported in Mandera and Wajir 
Counties. As the threat to terrorism is still present, 
it is imperative to interrogate how the pandemic as 
well as government responses in managing it is likely 
to influence radicalisation, violent extremism and 

4Ramadhan, R. & Mungai, M. (2020) Trends of Violent Extremist Attacks and Arrests in Kenya, January – December 2019, Report No.1 of 2019, Centre for 
Human Rights and Policy Studies (CHRIPS): Nairobi, p 1.  

5Badurdeen, F. (2018) ‘Online radicalisation and recruitment: Al Shabaab luring strategies with new technology’, in Ruteere, M. and Mutahi, P. (eds) 
Confronting Violent Extremism in Kenya: Debates, Ideas, and Challenges: 94-118, Centre for Human Rights and Policy Studies: Nairobi.    

6Wairuri, K. (2018) ‘Operation Sanitize Eastleigh: Rethinking interventions to counter violent extremism’, in Ruteere, M. and Mutahi, P. (eds) Confronting 
Violent Extremism in Kenya: Debates, Ideas, and Challenges: 134 - 150, Centre for Human Rights and Policy Studies: Nairobi.    

7Anderson, D. (2014) ‘Why Mpeketoni Matters’ Norwegian Peacebuilding Resource Centre (NPRC). 

8Shahow, A. (2020) ‘Al Shabaab’s territory in Somalia is a Covid-19 power Keg’, World Politics Review, 1 May, https://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/
articles/28726/in-al-shabab-s-territory-in-east-africa-pandemic-could-spread-like-wildfire (Accessed on 28 April 2020). 

9BBC. (2020) ‘Coronavirus: Fighting Al Shabaab propaganda in Somalia’, BBC News, 2 April, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-52103799 
(Accessed on 1 May 2020). 

counter and preventive measures by both state and 
non-state actors.   

Al Shabaab Narratives
The Al Shabaab have proven to be quite adept at 
exploiting both perceived and existing grievances 
to contextualize narratives that speak to emerging 
contexts in furtherance of their jihadist agenda. 
For instance, research has shown that Al Shabaab 
has exploited historical injustices particularly land 
grievances stemming from dissatisfaction amongst 
people at the Coast about illegal allocation of land 
to “outsiders” dating from post-colonial times at 
the Coast to gain recruits. The securitization of 
state responses to terrorism coupled with religious 
tension and citizen inequality has also played into 
the narratives propagated by Al Shabaab.6  Operation 
Usalama Watch launched in April 2014 to weed out 
suspected members of Al Shabaab was characterized 
by police harassment, widespread abuses and illegal 
detention of Muslims in Easteigh and ethnic Somalis 
which heightened the sense of discrimination among 
ethnic Somalis and Muslims.7  

Presently, Al Shabaab appears to be using the 
Covid-19 pandemic to advance its ideology and as 
the pandemic begun to spread to East Africa, the 
group issued a statement asserting that the virus was 
a divine punishment for disobedience by and sins of 
non-believers8. Discussions from the CHRIPS forum 
alluded to the fact that these negative narratives 
and beliefs about the pandemic seem to have 
begun to infiltrate in some parts of the country.9 
Participants pointed out that some residents in 
Nairobi and Mombasa Counties have, to a certain 
degree, bought into this narrative by Al Shabaab. 
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Partners shared frustrations from some members of 
the Muslim community who are viewing the closure 
of mosques as a deliberate attempt by government, 
who are seen as non-believers, to frustrate their 
faith. Although the ban was directed to all religious 
institutions, some Muslim leaders and members of 
the Council of Imams and Preachers of Kenya (CIPK) 
have urged the government to reopen mosques for 
worshipers to conduct prayers particularly during the 
month when Muslims are observing Ramadhan.10  

Some residents of Old Town and traders of Mackinon 
market located in Old Town in Mombasa have 
expressed their frustration over the closure of 
the market and implementation of the inter and 
intra county lock down and curfew terming it as 
ill advised. Media outlets reported that many felt 
that consultations should have taken place before 
the closure of a market that serves hundreds of 
people majority of whom are fasting.11 The residents 
expressed strong sentiments towards the Mombasa 
County leadership whom they felt have not stepped 
in to address their plight since the directives to 
close the market and implement a lockdown was 
announced.12 Their grievances at this time can be 
seen to add to the religious and political tension in 
the region which has created fertile ground for Al 
Shabaab narratives to take root.

Security responses to Covid-19     
In response to the ongoing coronavirus pandemic, 
security apparatus have been deployed around 
the country and at county borders to implement 
the dusk to dawn curfew, cessation of inter and 

intra county movement orders and other Covid-19 
related restrictions put in place by the government 
to contain the spread of the coronavirus. While the 
curfew and other restrictions are essential in the fight 
against the pandemic, concerns have been raised on 
the extent to which the implementation of these 
directives by security officials are inconsistent with 
the rule of law, national and international human 
rights standards.13 Implementation of some of the 
Covid-19 restrictions has been characterized by 
excessive and unnecessary use of force by security 
officials. 

During the first ten days of the curfew, at least six 
deaths were reported resulting from police action 
countrywide. In Mombasa for instance, more than 
two hours before the curfew took effect,  reports 
as well as video footage circulating on social media 
showed police officers beating commuters with 
batons, lobbing teargas into the crowds, slapping 
and kicking people around the ferry boarding area.14   
Similar incidents were also recorded in other parts 
of the country. In Mathare, a little after 7pm, media 
reports stated that police fired tear gas, shot in the 
air and beat people with canes and rubber hoses.15  

Police actions in the context of Covid-19 is particularly 
important to violent extremism as studies have cited 
police brutality as among the motivating factors 
of radicalisation. In a study conducted by Institute 
of Security Studies (ISS) on radicalisation in Kenya, 
individuals associated with Al Shabaab quoted 
brutality and injustice in the hands of security 
officials as a contributing factor to them joining 
terror groups.16  Informed by preventive initiatives, 

10Daily Nation. (2020) ‘MP Nassir, Muslim clerics urge the Government to adjust the curfew hours during Ramadhan’, Daily Nation YouTube Channel, 16 
April, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y6poM93Uwzg (Accessed on 1 May 2020).

11Maghenyi, C. (2020) ‘Old Town residents use panya routes to beat cessation orders’, The Star, 8 May, https://www.the-star.co.ke/counties/coast/2020-
05-08-old-town-residents-use-panya-routes-to-beat-cessation-orders/ (Accessed on 12 May 2020).

12Daily Nation. (2020) ‘Traders at Mackinon market ‘Marikiti’ forced to shift to another market as Old Town is cordoned off’ Daily Nation, 7 May, https://
www.nation.co.ke/video/news/4146788-5545376-21g549/index.html (Accessed on 12 May 2020).

13Nyabola, N. (2020) ‘Police violence in the time of pandemic’, Aljazeera, 10 April, https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/police-line-defence-
covid-19-200410135620723.html (Accessed on 10 May 2020).

14HRW. (2020) ‘Kenya: Police brutality during curfew’, Human Rights Watch, 22 April, https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/04/22/kenya-police-brutality-
during-curfew (Accessed on 5 May 2020).

15Moore, D. (2020) ‘Fury in Kenya over police brutality amid coronavirus curfew’, Al Jazeera, 2 April, https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/04/fury-
kenya-police-brutality-coronavirus-curfew-200402125719150.html (Accessed on 5 May 2020). 

16Botha, A. ‘Radicalisation in Kenya: Recruitment to Al Shabaab and the Mombasa Republican Council’, Institute for Security Studies (ISS), September 
2014,p 20.
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field partners from the online forum also stated 
that youth radicalisation can also be attributed to 
revenge as a result of government actions. A case 
in point was in the mid-2000s when Sheikh Aboud 
Rogo Mohammed, a Kenyan extremist Islamic Cleric 
who was based in Mombasa, capitalized on a time 
when youth in Mombasa were in constant collision 
with security officials and he used this to urge young 
people into joining the Al Shabaab. In one of his 
sermons, he is heard telling young people in Kiswahili 
to go to Somalia as an escape from police violence 
among other things: “Vijana nawaambia tuendeni 
Somalia tukatafte pepo. Peponi hakuna shida za maji, 
shida za askari”.17  Police use of violence and excessive 
force in implementation of Covid-19 directives and 
restrictions could further provide Al Shabaab with 
a conducive environment to radicalize individuals. 
Strengthened police oversight mechanisms and 
improved policing particularly in implementation of 
Covid-19 related directives is essential especially in 
mitigating influencers of violent extremism.

Radicalisation and recruitment
Porous borders between Somalia and Kenya and 
ease of intercounty movement has, over the years, 
enabled recruiters and members of terror groups 
to move within the country and establish networks 
that have been instrumental in recruitment of 
members particularly the youth.18  While the curfew 
and cessation of inter and intra county movement 
orders may have been put in place to primarily curb 
spread of the virus, however, immobility resulting 
from these directives could also disrupt existing 
Al Shabaab networks. This could possibly impact 
recruitment of Kenyans into the terror group. 

17Sunday Standard Team. (2019) ‘Radicalisation: Where it all began’, Standard media, 10 February, https://www.standardmedia.co.ke/article/2001312572/
radicalisation-the-hardcore-clerics-kenya-cannot-wait-to-forget (Accessed on 8 May 2020).

18Hackleton, G. (2019) ‘Al-Shabaab in Kenya: cross-border attacks and recruitment’, Foreign Brief, 28 May, https://www.foreignbrief.com/security-
terrorism/al-shabaab-in-kenya-cross-border-attacks-and-recruitment/ (Accessed on 13 May 2020).

19Russell, O. (2017) ‘Mapping of Influencers, Networks, and Communication Channels in Kenya and Tanzania’, Search for Common Ground (SFCG), p 46,  
https://www.sfcg.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/SFCG-Meet-Me-at-the-Maskani-Final.pdf (Accessed on 9 May 2020).

20Badurdeen, F. (2018) ‘Online radicalisation and recruitment: AL Shabaab luring strategies with new technology’, in Ruteere, M. and Mutahi, P. (eds) 
Confronting Violent Extremism in Kenya: Debates, Ideas, and Challenges: 94-118, Centre for Human Rights and Policy Studies: Nairobi.    

21Muigai, R. (2020) ‘Ksh.50 bribes: How Kenya police at Tanzania, Somali “panya routes” expose you to Covid-19’, Citizen Digital, 9 May,https://citizentv.
co.ke/news/ksh-50-bribes-how-kenya-police-at-tanzania-somalia-panya-routes-expose-you-to-covid-19-332181/ (Accessed on 9 May 2020).

22Badurdeen, F. (2018) ‘Online radicalisation and recruitment: AL Shabaab luring strategies with new technology’, in Ruteere, M. and Mutahi, P. (eds) 
Confronting Violent Extremism in Kenya: Debates, Ideas, and Challenges: 94-118, Centre for Human Rights and Policy Studies: Nairobi.    

Research has shown that recruiters use areas 
where at-risk individuals are likely to gather, such 
as maskanis (open spaces where youth gather to 
socialize), which are key locations where youth 
socialize and making them prime grounds to lure 
young people.19 20  However, according to local PCVE 
practitioners, physical networks as well as overall Al 
Shabaab activities may have not been completely 
interrupted because by obtaining a permit, one is still 
able to move in and out of the counties. Additionally, 
Kenya’s borders are still porous which creates a 
loophole that could be used to facilitate movement 
of Al Shabaab members and their agents into and 
out of the country.21 

Terrorist organisations are known for their ability 
to adapt to rapidly changing environment and 
although they might not necessarily conduct attacks 
due to health risks occasioned by the pandemic, 
there is looming fear that there is likely to be a rise 
in cases of online recruitment owing to restricted 
mobility. While online recruitment cannot replace 
the effectiveness of in-person interaction, it does 
provide access to materials or linkages to like-
minded individuals thereby further disseminating 
radical massaging.  Since the in-person conventional 
method of recruitment may be inaccessible, the 
internet is a favorable avenue to initiate interactions 
with vulnerable groups and to facilitate recruitment. 
Research has shown that Al Shabaab has previously 
utilized online social platforms to disseminate radical 
messaging, identify and target individuals and 
has successfully recruited Kenyans into the terror 
group.22  With the closure of educational institutions, 
young people are now confined to their homes, 
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spending more time online thus making them more 
vulnerable to online recruitment and radicalisation. 

As the Covid-19 crisis lingers, there is need to 
monitor recruitment and violent extremism during 
the pandemic. Where physical interactions are 
impossible, CSOs need to utilize their existing 
networks within communities, online groups and 
media reports to conduct monitoring and tracking of 
radicalisation, recruitment and extremist activities 
remotely.

PCVE actors navigating the 
pandemic 
In responding to the Covid-19 related restrictions, 
civil society and community based organisations have 
adopted innovative ways to integrate PCVE efforts 
into much needed Covid-19 awareness initiatives. 
In Lamu and Mombasa Counties, organisations 
are utilizing existing youth networks in community 
sensitization on the global pandemic while 
incorporating counter extremism and radicalisation 
messaging. Field partners in Lamu are also utilizing 
technology in creating awareness about Covid-19 
through local radio programs and WhatsApp groups 
and at the same time, building community resilience 
against violent extremism. In Nairobi, community 
based organisations in Kamukunji for instance have 
also integrated Covid-19 awareness initiatives to 
their existing countering violent extremism (CVE) 
programming by using various forms of theater to 
sensitize the community while addressing violent 
extremist issues. 

As a number of partners navigate working through 
the pandemic, other PCVE programs have either 
been suspended indefinitely or terminated as 
donors scale back operations owing to health risks 
and contractual constraints. Donors need to allow 
for flexible conceptualization of PCVE programs 
that take into account emerging issues. PCVE actors 
should design projects to respond to local realities 
and adopt innovative ways of implementation of 
programmes. Additionally, they need to revise their 
approach taking into account Covid-19 security and 
health restrictions in programming.  

Avenues previously useful in security dialogue and 
collective implementation of preventive efforts in 
CVE like the county CVE engagement forums have 

been inactive in the wake of the pandemic. Partners 
and community based organisations acknowledged 
the vital role played by such forums in collective 
monitoring and knowledge sharing on extremism 
among different stakeholders which is essential in 
informing programming that speaks to realities on 
the ground. CSOs and government should utilize 
forums previously instrumental in implementation 
of security initiatives to conduct both preventive and 
Covid-19 response programs.

As organisations are enforcing work-from-home 
policies, there is a heightened dependency on 
digital tools and operations have largely become 
confined to social media platforms, video calls and 
other online forums. PCVE actors have been unable 
to completely shift their activities online due to lack 
of supporting infrastructure making it difficult for 
respondents and project beneficiaries to be engaged 
remotely. To ensure that preventive initiatives are not 
interrupted, PCVE actors need to set up supporting 
infrastructure to facilitate remote operations. 

It should be noted, however, that actors are reluctant 
to shift projects online because of government 
surveillance owing to recent amendments to the 
Prevention of Terrorism Act (POTA) requiring non-
state actors to seek consent from the National 
Counter Terrorism Centre (NCTC) before undertaking 
any PCVE programing activities. Civil society actors 
fear that government monitoring of preventive 
programs would expose the identity of participants 
therefore rendering the program counterproductive.  

Conclusion 
With the emergence of Covid-19 in Kenya, Al Shabaab 
has managed to remain relevant by incorporating 
the pandemic into their ideology. Government 
responses to coronavirus thus far, have had both 
exacerbating and mitigating effects to influences of 
violent extremism. Police action in implementation 
of Covid-19 related directives has contributed 
to existing conflict and tension between the 
community and security agencies. State responses 
to the pandemic have also heightened religious 
and political tension creating conducive conditions 
for manifestation of radical narratives. Directives 
on restricted movement could affect mobility of Al 
Shabaab militants and agents therefore impacting 
the groups radicalisation and recruitment efforts. 
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In addition to immobility, health risks, to a certain 
degree, may also reduce the likelihood of attacks 
during this period. However, either with prior 
government consent or illegally, movement into and 
within the country is still possible thus leaving room 
for continued Al Shabaab activities. 

CSOs have restructured preventing and countering 
violent extremism initiatives to include a Covid-19 
component. In this binary approach, organisations 

are utilizing existing community networks, radio 
platforms as well as new technology to continue 
implementation of preventive initiatives while at the 
same time sensitizing the community on Covid-19. 
In addition to existing efforts, there is need for 
strengthened collaboration between CSOs and 
government actors in implementation of preventive 
measures during the pandemic.
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The Centre for Human Rights and Policy Studies 
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Confronting Violent Extremism in Kenya: Debates, 
Ideas and Challenges (CHRIPS, 2018)

This pioneering collection brings together critical 
analyses on a range of issues touching on violent 
extremism by a multidisciplinary team of scholars 
and scholar-practitioners with an intimate and long-
standing interest on the subject in Kenya, the region 
and globally. They cover the breadth as well as 
depth of the complex problem of violent extremism 
in a manner and language that speaks to both 
scholars and policy makers.

Trends of Violent Extremist Attacks and Arrests in
Kenya, December 2017 – December 2018
The data and analysis in this report draws from the 
Terror Attacks and Arrests Observatory of the Centre
for Human Rights and Policy Studies (CHRIPS). It 
presents the latest data collected and analysed 
from media reports on terror attacks between 1 
December 2017 and 31 December 2018.

Trends of Violent Extremist Attacks and Arrests in 
Kenya, January-November 2017
The data and analysis in this report draws from the 
terror attacks and Arrests Observatory of the Centre 
for Human Rights and Policy Studies (CHRIPS). It 
presents and analyses the latest data, collected from 
media reports, on terror attacks and arrests between 
January 1, 2017 and November 30, 2017. Data on 
terror-related attacks will be regularly updated on 
the observatory and reports published periodically.

Preventing Violent Extremism in Kenya: Policy 
Options
This policy brief discusses some of the drivers of 
violent extremism in Kenya, and the available policy 
opportunities that Kenyan and regional policymakers 
should consider to effectively address the problem 
of violent extremism.

A policy Content Evaluation of Kenya’s National Strategy 
to Counter Violent Extremism
This policy brief evaluates the content of Kenya’s National 
Strategy to Counter Violent Extremism (NSCVE), which was 
launched in September 2016. It assesses the NSCVE’s goals 
and objectives; its relationship to existing counterterrorism 
legislation; its evidence base and performance 
measurement framework; the given institutional and 
implementation arrangements; the policy implementation 
context; the role of counties; and security challenges and 
implementation. It offers a set of recommendations which 
could inform future policy review and updating.

Other Publications on Violent Extremism

Trends of Violent Extremist Attacks and Arrests in 
Kenya, January 2019 – December 2019

This report draws from the Terror Attacks and 
Arrests Observatory of the Centre for Human Rights 
and Policy Studies (CHRIPS Terrorism Observatory). 
It presents the latest data collected and analysed 
from 1 January – 31 December 2019. CHRIPS uses 
verified traditional and new media reports as well 
as information from local partners to generate the 
most comprehensive database on terror-related 
occurrences in Kenya.
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