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About this Workshop Note
This note partly draws from discussions of the Isiolo County prevention and countering violent extremism (PCVE) 
policy workshop convened jointly by Isiolo Peace Link (IPL) and Centre for Human Rights and Policy Studies 
(CHRIPS) in the three sub-counties of Isiolo: Merti, Garba-tulla and Isiolo in September 2020.  

Informed by local dynamics and the wider north-eastern region, this note looks at the violent extremism 
landscape in Isiolo county, gives recommendations and presents new areas for research. The workshops brought 
together a total of 90 participants drawn from various community based organizations, elders, religious leaders, 
local administrators and the local police. 

Violent Extremism and Radicalisation in Isiolo 
County 

Rahma Ramadhan 

Synopsis of the discussions   
Although there are largely no attacks reported in 
Isiolo, workshop participants noted the prevalence 
of terror-related activities in the county partly 
as a result of the considerable number of youth 
from Isiolo joining violent extremist organisations 
(VEOs) with some even leading major attacks in 
the Country. As al Shabaab expands its territory 
to areas outside Somalia into East-Africa, residents 
in Isiolo as well as participants state that militants 
have now been targeting young, unemployed 
men from outside the ethnic Somali community.1 
Indeed, a study done by USAID which was 
highlighted in the Isiolo County Action Plan on 
preventing and countering violent extremism 
stated that since 2013, al Shabaab had recruited 

1 Miriri, D. (2019) “Spreading the net: Somali Islamist now targeting Kenyan recruits” Reuters, 17 May, available online: https://www.reuters.com/article/
us-kenya-militants/spreading-the-net-somali-islamists-now-target-kenyan-recruits-idUSKCN1SN0OV 

2 CHRIPS Terrorism Observatory (2019) 

3 Republic of Kenya. (2018) Isiolo County Action Plan on Preventing and Countering Violent Extremism (ICAP P/CVE) 2018-2022, P 27

4 CHRIPS Terrorism Observatory (2018) 
Omabti, C. (2018) “Suspects were intercepted in Isiolo en-route to Nairobi in a vehicle rigged with explosives” 19 February, Available online: https://
www.standardmedia.co.ke/kenya/article/2001270222/terror-suspects-targeted-church-with-explosives-police-say

about 200 young men from Isiolo. For example, the 
militant who lead the al Shabaab attack on Dusit 
D2, a business complex in Nairobi, in January 2018 
that killed at least 28 people, was born and bred in 
Isiolo county, primarily from Christian Meru ethnic 
group and had no ties to Somalia.2  

Isiolo has also been identified as a transit point for 
recruits going into Somalia as well as returnees 
including those of neighboring countries.3 For 
instance in 2018, suspected militants were 
intercepted in Merti while heading to Somalia 
with a cache of weapons in a vehicle rigged with 
explosives in their final stages of planning a terror 
attack which detectives believed would have 
targeted a church in Nairobi.4  

Workshop Note  No. 3 
October 2020



2    Workshop Note 03 10/20 © Centre for Human Rights and Policy Studies

 5 Miriri, D. (2019) “Spreading the net: Somali Islamist now targeting Kenyan recruits” Reuters, 17 May, available online: https://www.reuters.com/
article/us-kenya-militants/spreading-the-net-somali-islamists-now-target-kenyan-recruits-idUSKCN1SN0OV

 6 Agade, K. & Halakhe, B. (2019) Isiolo County: Rapid Assessment of the Institutional Architecture for Conflict Mitigation, March, World Bank. P13

 7 Republic of Kenya. (2018) Isiolo County Action Plan on Preventing and Countering Violent Extremism (ICAP P/CVE) 2018-2022, P 27

While research points to unemployment as one of 
the major drivers of radicalisation in the county, 
participants attributed proximity to regions 
bordering Somalia as one of the reasons why 
radicalisation is prone in Isiolo County. The Isiolo 
County Action Plan on preventing and countering 
violent extremism (ICAP P/CVE) also noted that 
lack of skills hence youth are not economically 
engaged, hardships in life, substance abuse and 
the desire for adventure and curiosity as among 
the drivers stated by majority of youth from the 
county for joining Al Shabaab. Participants in all the 
three sub-counties also pointed out the growing 
trend of substance abuse especially among 
unemployed youth as another contributing risk 
factor.  Drug dens, they noted, are used to recruit 
and radicalize targets.5 However, unemployment, 
persistent communal grievances, marginalization 
and exclusion still remain the primary drivers of 
violent extremism in Isiolo which continue to be 
strategically exploited by VEOs to carefully craft 
appealing narratives and lure potential recruits.6  

In response to the increased al Shabaab activities 
in Isiolo, the government has carried out counter 
terrorism measures in the county. However, these 
security measures, largely by the Anti-Terror Police 
Unit (ATPU) have led to gross violations of human 
rights, further contributing to radicalisation.7 

A history of brutal police action and blanket 
condemnation of Isiolo citizens according to 
workshop participants, remains a major cause 
of radicalisation among the youth in Isiolo. A key 
weakness of security measures has been the lack 
of accountability of violations in the county. This 
has led to a lack of trust between security agencies 
and the community, which has provided conducive 
ground for growth of radicalisation in Isiolo. 

Participants noted that women in Isiolo are 
mainly involved in management of homes or 
in the informal sector therefore limiting their 

involvement in efforts towards PCVE. There is also 
a neglect of the potential involvement of women 
in propagating violent extremism and recruitment 
into VEOs.  

Further, the Al Shabaab misinterpret religious 
texts to create compelling narratives. Drawing 
from contextual explanations from the Qur’an 
and Hadith (saying of the Prophet), participants 
were introduced to some commonly misused 
narratives including: jihad, shaheed, takbeer, hijra, 
Shabaab and Qisas amongst others, alongside the 
misinterpretation of the same as used by extremist 
groups in furtherance of their ideologies and in 
justification of their use of violence.

Workshop Recommendations

1. Need to address structural drivers of VE 
policies

It is imperative that the state addresses long 
standing grievances in the wider North Eastern 
region which continue to push youth in Isiolo 
into Al Shabaab. The Government should invest 
in projects that create long-term employment 
particularly for young people who are more 
vulnerable to extremism. Youth should be involved 
in preventive initiatives as well as be included in 
critical decision making processes in regard to 
peace and security in the County both at the local 
and national levels. Isiolo county government, 
local policing and peace-keeping structures as well 
as local organisations need to reflect on existing 
PCVE efforts and how the youth are included 
within policy and practice.

2. Social media and Other Online Platforms 
in PCVE

Both state and non-state organisations should 
embrace and adequately utilize social media and 
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online platforms as a tool of PCVE by increasing the 
diversity of voices and channels that can be used 
to counter extremist propaganda. Stakeholders 
involved in preventive initiatives should 
disseminate counter narratives and preventive 
messages on online platforms commonly used by 
young people. Preventive messaging should be 
crafted so that they are appealing to the youth and 
disseminated widely and effectively. 

3. Women’s involvement in violent 
extremism and preventive efforts  

Both state and non-state actors should include 
and involve women in preventive efforts as well 
as general peace and security initiatives at the 
local and national levels. It is essential that women 
are consulted on matters conflict resolution and 
are also involved in decision-making processes in 
the PCVE arena. Isiolo county government, local 
policing and peace-keeping structures as well as 
local organisations need to reflect on existing PCVE 
efforts and how women are included within policy 
and practice.

4. Security efforts  

Prevention efforts should not involve hard 
approaches to countering extremism but rather 

should be focused on addressing the drivers and 
motivators through multi-stakeholder approaches 
that include both state and non-state actors. There 
is a need to build trust between security agencies 
and the community through regular engagement 
forums which also breaks down the role of security 
agencies in countering terrorism as well as the role 
the place of community members in PCVE efforts. 
There is a need to strengthen accountability 
mechanisms of security agencies involved in 
counter terrorism measures.

5. Religious based narratives and ideologies

There is a need for stakeholders involved 
in countering and preventing extremism to 
understand the different religious-based narratives 
and contexts used to craft extremist ideologies in 
order to counter them.   

6. Drug abuse and VE 

There is a need for robust evidence-based research 
on the correlation between the emerging drug 
abuse in Isiolo and its effect on violent extremism, 
radicalisation and/or recruitment. PCVE efforts 
should include mitigating and preventive efforts in 
response to this emerging trend.
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About CHRIPS
The Centre for Human Rights and Policy Studies 
(CHRIPS) is a leading international African research 
centre based in Kenya that conducts high quality 
policy relevant research on human rights, security, 
terrorism and counter-terrorism, violence, crime and 

policing. CHRIPS actively engages academics, policy 
makers and other key stakeholders in the generation 
and dissemination of new knowledge that facilitates 
the development of innovative and effective policy 
solutions to the pertinent security challenges in Africa.

Centre for Human Rights and Policy Studies | P.O Box 23748-00100, GPO Nairobi, Kenya

Tel: + 254 20 527 0577 | Email: info@chrips.or.ke | Web: www.chrips.or.ke

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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January-November 2017
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A Policy Content Evaluation of 
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