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Context of political competition in 
2021
This brief examines the political context in the lead up 
to the 2022 Kenya general elections, and considers 
the conduct and behaviour of political actors that 
may lead to election violence.

A key factor informing the 2022 elections is the push 
for a referendum led by President Uhuru Kenyatta 
and Orange Democratic Movement party leader, 
Raila Odinga through the Building Bridges Initiative 
(BBI). The taskforce appointed to lead the BBI process 
published its report1  on 16 October 2020 comprising 
numerous recommendations across multiple 
sectors and annexing the Constitution of Kenya 
(Amendment) Bill, 2020, which was then further 
amended and republished on 25th November 2020. 
This is a product of the post-elections ‘handshake’ 
and truce entered into in March 2018 by President 
Kenyatta and Odinga. The ‘handshake’ was credited 
for cooling political temperatures in the country and 
radically shifting the political narrative that Kenya 
was hurtling into instability after the violent 2017 
presidential elections.2  

However, the ‘handshake’ has framed the context 
for political competition and violence in the 2022 
elections. It has led to divisions in Jubilee party 
and the breaking of the 2013 ethno-political bond 
between President Kenyatta and Deputy President 
William Ruto. During the 2013 elections, the two 
candidates ran on a joint ticket with the expectation 
that after serving 10 years, President Uhuru would 
support Ruto in his presidential candidature. This 

agreement cooled political temperatures, specifically 
in the Rift Valley region. The political fallout from 
the handshake may precipitate tensions if Uhuru 
Kenyatta decides to support Raila Odinga instead of 
his deputy William Ruto.

Jubilee intra-party disputes and divisions between 
Kenyatta and Ruto have seen heightened political 
rhetoric especially after some of the members were 
disciplined by the party.  Jubilee party members 
aligned to Deputy President Ruto have accused the 
party of ousting them from Senate and parliamentary 
leadership positions for not supporting the BBI. For 
example, the party disciplinary committee in May 
2020 resolved to oust former Senate leadership 
including Deputy Speaker Kindiki Kithure, Majority 
Leader Kipchumba Murkomen and Senate Whip 
Susan Kihika, who had all criticised the BBI process. 
In the same hearing, the committee required five 
nominated senators to show cause why they should 
not be expelled from the party for failure to attend a 
Parliamentary Group meeting convened by President 
Uhuru Kenyatta on May 11.3 

The BBI debates have also seen politicians resort to 
ethnic mobilization and the spreading of dangerous 
narratives of political exclusion.  Some county leaders 
have for instance made various promises to county 
residents in most cases making reference to promises 
of increased resource allocation among other perks 
of supporting BBI. This kind of narrative exploits 
grievances that draw ethnic political fault lines and 
frame ethno-political triumph and representation as 
paramount. 

1  Report of the Steering Committee on the Implementation of the Building Bridges to a United Kenya Taskforce Report, https://e4abc214-6079-4128-
bc62-d6e0d196f772.filesusr.com/ugd/00daf8_bedbb584077f4a9586a25c60e4ebd68a.pdf

2  Mutahi, P. and Ruteere, M. (2019) Violence, security and the policing of 
Kenya’s 2017 elections, Journal of Eastern African Studies, DOI:10.1080/17531055.2019.1592328 

3 Wanambisi, L. (2020) “Jubilee Party Disciplinary Committee concludes hearings on 5 Senators charged with misconduct,” Capital News, May 27, 
https://www.capitalfm.co.ke/news/2020/05/jubilee-party-disciplinary-committee-concludes-hearings-on-5-senators-charged-with-misconduct/
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Institutional Preparedness
The 2022 elections also come in the context of 
weakened institutions. To begin with, there has 
been weak political opposition to the Jubilee 
government since the president’s “handshake” with 
official opposition leader, Raila Odinga. Parliament’s 
watchdog role is further limited since the party in 
2017, secured a majority 140 of 290 seats in the 
National Assembly and 24 of 47 seats in the Senate.

The government has also failed to fill the vacant 
positions of Commissioners to the Independent 
Electoral and Boundaries Commission (IEBC). While 
the IEBC Act provides for seven commissioners 
including its chairman, it has since 2018 only had 
three commissioners, affecting its capacity to 
discharge its mandate even as the 2022 elections 
loom. Attempts to fully constitute the IEBC are now 
underway in a bid to enable it oversee the proposed 
referendum by August 2021.4 The IEBC has also 
faced criticism for its role in the BBI process and 
been accused of sabotaging it.5   

There is also concern over the capacity of the Office 
of the Registrar of Political Parties (ORPP) to ensure 
political party discipline and democracy. While 
political parties have to a great extent taken steps 
to comply with the Political Parties Act in order to 
prevent deregistration, the ORPP has not provided 
satisfactory oversight and push for accountability for 
parties that have been in violation of the law.6  This 
is in part owing to the failure, since its inception, to 
appoint a substantive holder of office until November 
2020. Lack of strict enforcement of regulations has 
also given rise to perceptions of bias. 

Despite numerous attempts at reforming and 
reorienting the National Police Service (NPS) in line 
with the Constitution, the problem of excessive use 
of force by police and other human rights violations 
persists. Public trust in the police continues to be low, 
which is likely to have an impact on the perception 
of whether the police will effectively secure the 
elections and provide an environment for free and 
fair elections. 

The National Cohesion and Integrated Commission 
(NCIC) has been unable to rein in the use of hate 
speech and ethnic incitement by political leaders 
and is thus seen as weak and ineffective. While it 
has since its inception recommended over 3000 
individuals to the Office of the Director of Public 
Prosecutions (ODPP) for prosecution, only three 
convictions have been secured.7 It resolved in 
February 2021 to introducing a “wall of shame” 
for politicians who defy the codes of conduct and 
national values before, during, and after the 2022 
general elections.8  The NCIC has in 2021 also faced 
perceptions and accusations of bias and partisanship 
to factions of the Jubilee government.9 

The Kenyatta government has since the annulment 
of the 2017 Presidential elections made attempts 
at weakening and discrediting the judiciary. The 
President not only called the Supreme Court judges 
“Wakora” (thugs), but his administration has also 
routinely ignored court orders, reduced the judiciary 
budget and he has refused to appoint judges 
approved by the Judicial Service Commission.10 

Discrediting the courts might have an effect on 
the 2022 elections, particularly since the Judiciary 

4  The Treasury only in February 2021 allocated Sh84.5 million to finance the selection of commissioners to fill vacant posts at the Independent 
Electoral and Boundaries Commission (IEBC), https://www.businessdailyafrica.com/bd/economy/sh84-5-recruitment-of-new-iebc-
commissioners-3291266 

5  Independent Electoral and Boundaries Commission (2021) “Press Release: Alleged BBI Sabotage by The Commission”, 14 January 2021, https://
www.iebc.or.ke/uploads/resources/VmQvfwuXnU.pdf;  https://www.the-star.co.ke/news/2021-01-22-uproar-as-iebc-asks-kenyans-to-verify-bbi-
signatures/

6 National Democratic Institute (2019) A Gender Analysis of the 2017 Kenya General Elections

7  National Cohesion and Integration Commission, “NCIC Achievements,” https://www.cohesion.or.ke/index.php/ncic-achievements 

8  National Cohesion and Integration Commission, “NCIC plans ‘wall of shame’ in fight against election violence ,” https://www.cohesion.or.ke/index.
php/media-center/latest-news/345-ncic-plans-wall-of-shame-in-fight-against-election-violence 

9  Awich, L. (2021) “‘Shallow deep state’: Washialii cries bias in NCIC summonses,” The Star, 8 March, https://www.the-star.co.ke/news/2021-03-08-
shallow-deep-state-washialii-cries-bias-in-ncic-summonses/ 

10  The first BBI draft also envisaged placing the judiciary under the control of the executive through a Judicial Ombudsman, a presidential appointee. 
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is supposed to arbitrate any disputes. In 2007/8, 
opposition politicians did not go to court because 
they doubted its partiality. Thus, upholding the 
Judiciary’s capacity, integrity and public support are 
therefore key for stability of the country. 

The government has also rolled back on institutions 
and agencies working on the protection of human 
rights. The Kenya National Commission on Human 
Rights (KNCHR) struggles to uphold its mandate 
following budget cuts and a failure to appoint 
commissioners since the former commissioners’ end 
of tenure in March 2020. 

Violence Trends
Violence has largely involved two factions of the 
Jubilee Coalition. On 10 September 2020, protests 
ahead of Deputy President Ruto rally in Kisii County 
turned violent as early as 7 am as rival supporters 
clashed on the way to the venue. Similarly, on October 
4th 2020, two people were killed in Kenol, Murang’a 
County following violence that broke out when 
youths allied to Ruto clashed with others opposed to 
his visit in the region. Ruto and the legislators who 
accompanied him suggested that the violence was 
sparked by a faction of Jubilee politicians who are 
opposed to Deputy President Ruto. 

There were numerous accounts of violence between 
candidates and supporters of different political 
parties in the 4th March 2021 by-elections in Nakuru 
(London Ward), Kakamega (Matungu Constituency), 
Eldoret (Huruma ward), Kisii (Kiamokama Ward), 
and Bungoma (Kabuchai consitutency) Counties.11  
Political leaders and supporters of the various 
political parties were drawn into the violence and 
chaos that erupted. Police officers lobbed teargas 
following the violent incidents and further assaulted 
people. In Matungu constituency an IEBC official 
was allegedly assaulted by former Cabinet Secretary 
Richard Echesa.

The violence primarily appeared to have had the 
motive of changing the electoral outcome and 

disrupting the by-elections. They were triggered by 
various factors including allegations of voter bribery 
and intimidation in London and Kiamokama wards as 
well as in Matungu constituency. 

In other cases, political leaders engaged in physical 
fights. On 25th September 2020 in Kangema 
Constituency, Murang’a County, a fight ensued 
between Kiharu Member of Parliament Ndindi 
Nyoro and former Councillor Alex Mbote, as well as 
their supporters, for the former’s utterances against 
BBI. On 1st February 2021, Dagoretti Member 
of Parliament Simba Arati and South Mugirango 
Member of Parliament Sylvanus Osoro engaged 
in physical fighting during a meeting attended by 
Deputy President Ruto and Raila Odinga. 

There are increased perceptions that police are 
partisan to a faction of the Jubilee party and are 
being used politically. Following the chaos on the 
4th October 2020 planned rally in Murang’a county, 
Deputy President Ruto and Kandara Member of 
Parliament Alice Wahome accused the police of 
failing to stop the violence, with the latter accusing 
police of ignoring her calls to report the alleged 
plot to disrupt Ruto’s meeting.  The police were 
further accused of selectively enforcing COVID-19 
regulations and directives on public gatherings in 
favour of the BBI proponents, including instances 
where meetings by Ruto and allies were disrupted, 
while simultaneous meetings by Kenyatta/Odinga 
and allies were allowed to continue.12 

These perceptions increased following police 
conduct during the March 4th by-elections. This 
includes Bungoma County where police arrested 
and detained four United Democratic Alliance (UDA) 
party members of parliament for allegedly planning 
violence in Kabuchai constituency.13  The four were 
pulled from their convoy and arrested after escorting 
UDA candidate Evans Kakai to cast his vote. Deputy 
President Ruto following the by-elections stated 
‘the biggest threat that this country can face is if 
the police service is partisan or responds to political 

11  Star team (2021) “Chaos, arrests and bribery claims mar by-elections,” The Star, 5 March, https://www.the-star.co.ke/news/2021-03-04-chaos-
arrests-and-bribery-claims-mar-by-elections/ 

12  Mueni, J. (2020) “IG Mutyambai denies enforcing the law selectively as Ruto feels targetted,” Capital fm, 21 October, https://www.capitalfm.co.ke/
news/2020/10/ig-mutyambai-denies-enforcing-the-law-selectively-as-ruto-feels-targetted/

13 Star team (2021) “Chaos, arrests and bribery claims mar by-elections,” The Star, 5 March, https://www.the-star.co.ke/news/2021-03-04-chaos-
arrests-and-bribery-claims-mar-by-elections/
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interests”.14  The perception of police being partisan 
to the ruling party is a factor likely to erode public 
trust in the electoral process and be a trigger for 
violence.

There have also been concerns over the resurgence 
of gangs and militia to execute political violence in 
the 2022 elections. This is in part driven by previous 
election experiences where politicians mobilised 
gangs and militia to provide security and intimidate 
their opponents as well as their supporters. The 
president’s 2020 annual report to Parliament on the 
state of national security15  asserted:

“Whereas the threats posed by Mungiki 
[has] significantly declined,… there was a re-
emergence of activities by its remnants in parts 
of Nyeri, Murang’a, Kirinyaga, Kiambu, and 
Laikipia counties. This was partly attributed to the 
support of the outlawed group by some political 
leaders coupled with the Mungiki leader’s quest 
to reassert his position as the sect leader.”

The 2020 annual report further identified active 
organised criminal groups in the country as 
including: Wajukuu wa Bibi, Wakali Wao and Wakali 
Kwanza in Mombasa; Mungiki, Gaza, Kayole Boys 
and Superpower were identified in Nairobi and 
its environs; 42 Brothers in Kakamega, Kisumu 
and Bungoma Counties; Mungiki in parts of Nyeri, 
Murang’a, Kirinyaga, Kiambu, and Laikipia counties; 
Kamagira and Quil operating in Thika and Kikuyu 
areas. Mombasa County Commissioner Gilbert Kitiyo 
also claimed that Mombasa police had arrested 
about 1000 members of armed gangs and identified 
132 criminal groups in 2020. The growth and highly 

fragmented nature of the groups make it hard for 
law enforcement to combat the phenomenon.16  

The Ministry of Interior has confirmed the re-
emergence of criminal gangs, with the Cabinet 
Secretary Fred Matiang’i stating: “We know that 
political mobilisation is the cause of the revival of 
criminal gangs… but any attempts to revive criminal 
gang activity will be dealt with in a firm and decisive 
manner.”17 

Conclusion
There are multiple factors that may potentially 
trigger conflict and violence in the 2022 general 
elections. This requires constant monitoring and 
evaluation of trends, and crafting of evidence-
based responses that are sustainable and not purely 
reactionary. Given the weakened state of institutions 
that play a role in management of the elections and 
dispute resolution, there is an urgent need to reform 
and increase the capacity and preparedness of the 
institutions for the 2022 elections. These especially 
need to arrest the violent narratives and conduct of 
various political actors since these are a likely trigger 
of violence in the 2021 elections. There is need for 
improved partnership and coordination between 
the NCIC, NPS, and ODPP to address these issues. 
Institutions charged with dispute resolution such 
as the ORPP and the Judiciary further need to think 
up innovative solutions to prevent and respond to 
conflict and violence. Non-state actors also ought 
to scale up their varied responses targeted at 
peacebuilding and addressing the root causes of 
violence.

14  Cheruiyot, K. (2021) “Partisan police a threat to Kenya - Ruto,” The Star, 11 March, https://www.the-star.co.ke/news/2021-03-11-partisan-police-a-
threat-to-kenya-ruto/ 

15  Executive Office of the President (2020) Annual Report to Parliament on the State of National Security, March 2020, http://www.parliament.go.ke/
sites/default/files/2020-11/SP%207284-2020%20ANNUAL%20REPORT%20FINAL%20JAN%202020%20_0.pdf 

16  Gumba, D.EO. (2020) “Gangs still drive Mombasa’s narco-city image,” institute for Security Studies, 23 September, https://issafrica.org/iss-today/
gangs-still-drive-mombasas-narco-city-image

17  Vidija, P. (2020) “Promise of easy money lures kids to gangs,” The Star,28 October, https://www.the-star.co.ke/news/big-read/2020-10-28-promise-
of-easy-money-lures-idle-kids-to-gangs/
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Eastern Africa’s Regional Extremist Threat: Origins, 
Nature and Policy Options
This briefing paper discusses the potential for al-
Shabaab and other jihad Islamist organisations to 
increase their geographical reach and lethality in 
Eastern Africa, and examines the local Islamist trends 
in the region that these organisations can and have 
tapped into to create a regional security threat.

Policing and security implications of the BBI 
Report and Constitution of Kenya (Ammendment) 
Bill, 2020
The Presidential Taskforce on Building Bridges 
to Unity Advisory (BBI Taskforce) was appointed 
through Gazette Notice No. 5154, published on 31 
May 2018.1 This was shortly following the 2017 
general elections and was established following 
consensus between president Uhuru Kenyatta 
and Orange Democratic movement party leader, 
Raila Odinga. It was mandated to evaluate national 
challenges and make practical recommendations 
and reform proposals that build lasting unity in 
consultation with citizens, faithbased sector, cultural 
leaders, private sector and experts at county and 
national levels.

Youth Inclusion and Violence Prevention in Nairobi 
– A Research Agenda
This research addresses the theoretical and policy 
gaps on the nexus between economic opportunities, 
youth inclusion and violence prevention through an 
in-depth and critical research study of the National 
Youth Service (NYS) Community Cohorts Programme, 
which aimed at reaching thousands of youth in poor 
urban areas by offering them jobs to improve their 
neighborhoods and provide them with a new sense 
of purpose in their life. The methodology document 
outlines how using the NYS Community Cohorts 
Programme as a case study, fresh and new data 
will be provided on the impact of youth programs 
that seek to improve livelihoods through economic 
opportunities, as well as the challenges of violence 
and exclusion at local levels.

Strengthening policing oversight and investigations 
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This report was written by researchers from the 
Centre for Human Rights and Policy Studies (CHRIPS) 
and the Centre for Human Rights (University of 
Pretoria). It is based upon research undertaken 
as part of an EU-funded project implemented 
by a consortium of partners aimed at ensuring 
strengthening police oversight and investigations. 
In addition to CHRIPS and the Centre for Human 
Rights these partners are the Independent Policing 
Oversight Authority of Kenya (IPOA), the African 
Policing Civilian Oversight Forum (APCOF), and the 
Danish Institute for Human Rights (DIHR).

Briefing Note 1 May 2020 COVID-19 and Countering 
Violent Extremism Measures in Kenya
This brief draws from discussions at an online forum 
convened by CHRIPS on “Tackling Terrorism in Kenya 
Amid COVID-19”.

Policy Brief 1 May 2020 Policing the COVID-19 
Crisis in Kenya
This Brief offers a review of the legal, regulatory and 
policy framework for the management of COVID-19 
in Kenya and how the police have enforced them. It 
proposes a number of policy options that speak to 
how policing of the COVID-19 as well as other public 
health emergencies can be enhanced.
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