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Introduction
Since the 2007-2008 post-election violence, there has been an increasing interest by the 
Kenyan government in policy formulation to address the crisis of youth unemployment 
and lack of economic opportunities. The official inquiry into that violence had cautioned 
that growing youth unemployment and disillusionment was increasing the risk for their 
recruitment into crime. The Agreement on the Principles of Partnership of the Coalition 
Government (commonly known as the National Accord), which was mediated by the 
African Union in a bid to end the post-election violence, called upon the government to take 
measures to resolve the problem of youth unemployment and the attendant challenges 
that it poses to the stability of the country. 

In this regard, the Kenyan government initiated a number of policy and institutional 
interventions that linked youth to economic opportunities and improvement of their 
livelihood to the reduction of crime and violence. These included the launch of the 
Youth Employment Marshall Plan in 2008, aimed at creating ‘immediate and medium-
term youth employment opportunities’ with the Kazi kwa Vijana programme as the main 
initiative under the plan.1 In addition, parliament enacted and adopted the Sessional Paper 
Number 3 of 2007, which offered a comprehensive National Youth Policy to guide various 
stakeholders working on addressing challenges facing the youth as well as centring young 
men and women in national development. 

Another government intervention was the restructuring of the National Youth Service 
(NYS), established by the NYS Act (Cap 208 of 1964). Nation-building and income 
generation through service and hard work formed the core philosophies undergirding the 
NYS in the 60s.2 Moreover, at the time, NYS was part of Kenya’s transition from a colony 
to a nation-state, with the aim of supporting and resettling young Kenyans who had been 
disadvantaged in the struggle for independence.3 Consequently, about 4,000 youth were 
recruited annually and trained with skills such as catering, agriculture, engineering and 
business management as well as prepared for service in the armed forces and national 
disaster responses.4 

The NYS Act of 1964 was revised in 2012 following the restructuring of NYS into an agency 
for transformative youth empowerment.5 The rebranded NYS comprised of 5 strategic 
pillars: paramilitary training, national service and youth re-socialisation, vocational training 
and social transformation, enterprise and youth economy, and bankable institutional 
architecture.6 

1Republic of Kenya (2019) Kenya Youth Development Policy, Government Printer: Nairobi, page 20. 
2https://www.nys.go.ke/about/#history (Accessed 20 February 2022).  
3National Youth Service (2019) National Youth Service Strategic Plan 2019/2020-2023/2024, National Youth Service: Nairobi, 
page 2. 
4Kerich, C. (2016) “NYS model lifts thousands of youths from poverty” The Star, 20 December, https://www.the-star.co.ke/
news/big-read/2016-12-20-nys-model-lifts-thousands-of-youths-from-poverty/(accessed on 9 January 2022).
5Ibid. 
6National Youth Service (2019) National Youth Service Strategic Plan 2019/2020-2023/2024, page 3-5.
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In 2014, the Ministry of Devolution and Planning through the NYS initiated a youth 
empowerment programme or Community Cohorts Programme in Mathare, among other 
informal settlements in Nairobi.7 The programme specifically sought to reach out to youth 
living in Mathare, especially those who were unemployed. The programme in Mathare 
sought to engage the youth in improving the infrastructure in the area.8 In the initial stages 
of the programme in Mathare, the goal was to construct 12 police posts, 12 ablution blocks, 
posho mills, sack gardens and dispensaries all the while creating jobs and inculcating a 
savings culture for the youth involved in the projects or NYS cohorts.9 

The NYS Community Cohorts Programme’s twin objectives of creating economic 
opportunities for young people and reduction of youth participation in violence forms the 
basis of this case study. In particular, the case study analyses the assumption informing 
the Programme’s establishment, that is, youth unemployment leads to violence, and any 
intervention aimed at promoting youth employment contributes in some measure, however 
small, to a reduction of violence and the promotion of peace. Nevertheless, as the data 
shows, there is no evidence that the NYS project in Mathare especially managed to create 
long-term stable jobs. Further, there is little evidence that the training and resources, which 
the NYS cohorts received, led to a long-term improvement of their economic status.

Methodology
Data for this case study is derived from qualitative and quantitative sources. A quantitative 
household survey was conducted by CHRIPS in April 2020, where 821 residents of Mathare 
were involved. We conducted key informant interviews with NYS leaders at the headquarters 
and former cohorts in Mathare. The study benefits from personal accounts from 150 former 
NYS community cohorts who participated in focus group discussions convened by CHRIPS 
in August 2020, September 2020 and June 2021. The report also analyses information from 
deliberations with the CHRIPS reference group as well as from various forums with state 
and non-state actors.

Overall aim of the case study
To critically analyse and assess the extent to which the NYS Community Cohorts Programme 
in Mathare has contributed to youth inclusion in economic life and governance and the 
impact of that inclusion on violence in Mathare.

7Kokoyo, S. (2016) “Is the National Youth Service Slums Improvement Initiative a ‘development gone wrong project’?” Nairobi 
Planning Innovations, 6 January, https://nairobiplanninginnovations.wordpress.com/2016/01/06/is-the-national-youth-
service-slums-improvement-initiative-a-development-gone-wrong-project/(accessed on 9 January 2022).
8Ibid. 
9Ibid. See also, Kerich, C. (2016) “NYS model lifts thousands of youths from poverty” The Star, 20 December, https://www.
the-star.co.ke/news/big-read/2016-12-20-nys-model-lifts-thousands-of-youths-from-poverty/(accessed on 9 January 2022).
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Specific objectives
 1. To assess the extent to which the NYS Community Cohorts Programme in   
 Mathare reached and provided opportunities for young men and women   
 to participate in the economic life and governance in their communities. 

2. To assess the extent to which the NYS Community Cohorts Programme in   
 Mathare actually reached those youth most likely to engage in violence or  
 illicit work.

3. To evaluate the local community impact of the NYS Community Cohorts    
 Programme in Mathare with respect to the inclusion of young women    
 and men and on reduced levels of physical violence and criminality.  

Research questions & hypotheses 

This case study seeks to answer the following inter-related research questions:

1. To what extent has the NYS youth empowerment project in Mathare contributed   
 to the inclusion of youth in economic life and local governance?

2. To what extent has the inclusion of youth in economic life and local governance   
 through the NYS youth empowerment project contributed to the prevention and   
 reduction of violence in their communities?

The hypotheses underlying these relationships are as follows:

1. Inclusion of young men and women in economic opportunities is likely to improve  
 their individual economic and social situation.

2. Improvement in the economic and social status of young men and women is likely  
 to improve their participation in community governance.

3. Increased participation by young men and women in community governance is   
 likely to reduce their involvement in crime and violence. 

Conceptual framework
Although ‘youth’ does not have a universal definition, this case study adopts the 
categorisation of youth in the Constitution of Kenya, 2010 (2010 Constitution) because the 
criterion was used to include or exclude the NYS cohorts in the NYS youth empowerment 
project. Article 260 of the 2010 Constitution defines youth as ‘the collectivity of all 
individuals in the Republic who have attained the age of eighteen (18) years but have not 
attained the age of thirty-five (35) years.’ 

Even so, this case study recognises that age alone is a restrictive way of defining youth 
because young men and women are not homogenous. Moreover, as Sikenyi (2017) 
points out, the biological 18-35 age bracket does not match ‘the unique social-economic 
circumstance of the youth,’ since it excludes those who have transitioned into adulthood 
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and taken up adult responsibilities but are below 18 years.10 Notably, the Kenya National 
Youth Development Policy signals overlapping dimensions that constitute the uniqueness, 
diversities, expectations and opportunities for the youth, including male and female; 
formally trained and informally trained; rural and urban residents; in-school and out-
of-school; adolescents and young adults; youth with disabilities and able-bodied youth; 
economically engaged or not; youth in detention; migrants; youth living with or affected by 
HIV/AIDS; and youth in humanitarian settings.11  

Pointedly, by adopting the 2010 Constitution’s categorisation of youth albeit, in a relational 
sense, this case study’s analysis seeks to establish how young men and women in Mathare 
appropriated age to derive benefits from the NYS Community Cohorts Programme. In 
addition, whether such appropriation deepened exclusion of others in economic and 
political governance. Further, the case study’s working definition of youth enables a better 
understanding of how individuals were identified as ‘youth’ or ‘deserving youth’ and what 
parameters were applied. Furthermore, this perspective also informs how the roles and 
responsibilities within the programme were allocated and the impact of such allocation on 
inclusion and exclusion. 

By locating the ‘youth’ as a highly heterogeneous divided along gender, class, political and 
other identity lines, it follows that these same identity fragmentations influence youth 
violence. Within the Kenyan context, discontented and marginalised youths have been 
vulnerable to recruitment into gangs, political mobilisation and, in some cases, religious 
extremism.12 Winton notes that ‘in situations of widespread and severe inequality,’ the 
urban poor are mostly affected; they are ‘undervalued, marginalised and their daily living 
conditions heighten the potential for the emergence of conflict, crime or violence.’13  

Hence, youth economic empowerment programmes like the NYS Community Cohorts 
Programme have been designed based on the implicit assumptions between youth 
economic exclusion and youth participation in community life. This is especially important 
for African young women, who face many barriers including marginalisation in access to 
education and subsequently from formal employment.14 

Nevertheless, studies on youth empowerment programmes prior to NYS have critiqued the 
manner in which youth inclusion was achieved. Njonjo et al singled out unawareness of the 

10Sikenyi, M. ‘Does Kenya’s youth enterprise development fund serve young people?’ IDS Bulletin 48 no.3 (2017), page 133.
11Republic of Kenya (2019) Kenya Youth Development Policy, page 4-5. 
12See Kagwanja, P. (2001) ‘Politics of marionettes: Extra-legal violence and the 1997 Elections in Kenya,’ in Mazrui, A., Rutten, 
M. and Grignon, F. (eds) Out for the count: The 1997 General Elections and the prospects for democracy in Kenya, Fountain 
Publishers: Kampala; Anderson, DM. (2002) ‘Vigilantes, violence and the politics of public order in Kenya,’ Africa Affairs, doi: 
101.405; Ruteere, M. (2008) Dilemmas of crime, Human rights and the politics of Mungiki violence in Kenya,  Kenya Human 
Rights Institute: Nairobi; Botha, A. (2013) Assessing the vulnerability of Kenyan youths to radicalisation and extremism, 
Institute for Security Studies Paper 245, Institute for Security Studies, available at http://www.issafrica.org/uploads/Paper245.
pdf (accessed on 9 January 2022).
13Winton, A. (2004) ‘Urban violence: A guide to the literature’, Environment and Urbanization, 16(2), page 167.
14Maloiy, L. (2018) ‘African women and economic development: A tale of contradictions? in Alemu, K. and Alebachew, M. (eds) 
Handbook of research on sustainable development and governance strategies for economic growth in Africa: 443-454, IGI 
Global: Pennsylvania, page 443. 
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existing programmes among the setbacks in implementing youth programmes designed by 
the national government, local authorities, private sector and international development 
partners between 2005 and 2010.15 Forti and Maina concluded that youth representation 
in youth empowerment programmes was replete with tokenism and marginalisation of 
non-conventional youth groupings such as youth from lower classes as well as youth who 
participate in gangs, political youth wings, subcultures and indigenous movements.16 

In summation, any youth empowerment initiative that aims at improving the socio-economic 
condition of young people need not only recognise the diverse spectrum within the youth 
but must also ensure young people are part of decision-making. As demonstrated later 
in this case study, the NYS Community Cohorts Programme sought to provide jobs, skills 
training and some income to young men and women in order to furnish them with the 
capacities for effective participation in socio-economic and political life. The programme 
targeted youth who did not have opportunities in the formal economic sector owing to 
a lack of skills or their socio-economic status. Such targeting also improved the enrolled 
youths’ participation in community governance, where, for example, they built their 
respect in the community. By being enrolled in the programme, NYS community cohorts 
became role models for other youth who were yet to be gainfully engaged and possibly 
diverted from crime and violence. The next section investigates the contextual background 
of Mathare and specifically the manifestations of violence, which are prevalent in the 
informal settlement.   

Contextual background to Mathare
Approximately 206,564 residents live in Mathare as per the last national census.17 The 
area’s administrative boundaries are in the form of villages namely: Mathare 4A, Mathare 
Area 1, Mathare Area 2, Mathare Area 3, Bondeni, Kosovo, Huruma, Kijiji cha Chewa/Dubai, 
No.10/Mashimoni, Ghetto, Kia Maiko and Madoya. Mathare was established around 1921, 
initially occupied by Asians and subsequently Africans, whose population increased in the 
1950s when the Mau Mau freedom fighters in hiding especially inhabited the area.18  

Mathare’s population continued to increase after independence in 1963, particularly in 
1970 following the construction of up to 7,628 room units by residents’ land-purchasing 
companies that had formed in the area.19 At first, the company owners resided in Mathare 
but many later gained wealth, moved and became absentee land-holders constructing 

15Njonjo, KS., Rugo, AM. and Muigei, NC. (2012) Youth Situation Review and Investment in Kenya, United Nations International 
Children’s Fund & Institute of Economic Affairs Kenya: Nairobi, page 2. 
16Forti, D. and Maina, G. (2012) ‘The danger of marginalisation: An analysis of Kenyan youth and their integration into political, 
socio-economic life’ in Maina, G. (ed) Opportunity or threat: The engagement of youth in African societies, Africa Dialogue 
Monograph Series No. 1/2012, African Centre for the Constructive Resolution of Disputes (ACCORD): Durban, page 63-64.
17Kenya National Bureau of Statistics (KNBS) (2019) 2019 Kenya Population and Housing Census: Volume I: Population by 
county and sub county, page 20. 
18Muungano Alliance (2009) An Inventory of the Slums in Nairobi, 2nd Edition, Muungano Alliance: Nairobi, page 36  https://
www.muungano.net/publicationslibrary/2017/4/6/an-inventory-of-the-slums-in-nairobi (Accessed on 16 January 2022).
19Ibid, page 37.
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buildings at low costs and charging high rent.20 Notably, part of the informal settlement 
is located on government-owned land.21 Even so, a majority of the inhabitants are not 
owners of the property, they face security of land tenure challenges including constant risk 
of forceful evictions.22

Mathare is considered one of Nairobi’s active criminal activity hotspots.23 Although state 
security agencies regularly identify Mathare as a crime prone area, reliable statistics on 
such identification are either difficult to obtain or questionable.24 Nevertheless, police 
have observably responded to acts of criminal violence in Mathare by way of extrajudicial 
killings, in some instances, especially of young men. For example, Mathare Social Justice 
Centre, a local non-governmental organisation, documented 803 deaths of mainly male 
youth, who were killed by police between 2013 and 2015 in Mathare and surrounding 
areas.25 Extrajudicial killings among other rigid law and order approaches to violence have 
not lowered the levels of crime, instead such approaches, as Ruteere et al argue ‘have 
done nothing to reduce crime and violence and actually aggravate the underlying causes 
of insecurity.’26

Politics and political competition feature regularly in Mathare’s violence landscape. 
During elections, politicians incite and sometimes hire young men and women in Mathare 
to engage in violence.27 In other instances, the politicians or landlords mete out ethnic 
violence in Mathare through the politicisation of aspects such as rental disputes.28 The 
2007-2008 post-election violence specifically divided Mathare along ethnic lines with 
vigilante groups (mainly comprising young people) affiliated to the various ethnic groups 
patrolling ‘their’ areas, carrying out evictions, and attacking the homes and businesses of 
members of ‘other’ ethnic groups.29    

Criminal violence and political violence are intertwined overtly in Mathare. Writing on 
Nairobi’s poorer neighbourhoods, Ruteere et al note that ‘political violence often begins 

20Etherton, D. (1971) ‘Mathare Valley. A case study of uncontrolled settlement in Nairobi,’ Housing Research and Development 
Unit, University of Nairobi: Nairobi, page 63.  Hake, A. (1977) African Metropolis: Nairobi’s self-help city, Sussex University 
Press: Sussex, page 159. 
21Amnesty International (2009) Kenya: The unseen majority: Nairobi’s two million slum-Dwellers, Amnesty International: 
London, page 4. 
22Ibid, page 3. 
23National Crime Research Centre (2012) A study of organised criminal gangs in Kenya, National Crime Research Centre: 
Nairobi, page 34. 
24Ruteere, M., Mutahi, P., Mitchell, B. and Lind, J. (2013) Missing the point: Violence reduction and policy misadventures in 
Nairobi’s poor neighbourhoods, Evidence Report No. 39, Institute of Development Studies: England, page 8.
25Mathare Social Justice Centre (2017) Who Is next? A participatory action research report against the normalization of 
extrajudicial executions in Mathare, Mathare Social Justice Centre: Nairobi, page 10. 
26Ruteere, M., Mutahi, P., Mitchell, B. and Lind, J. (2013) Missing the point: Violence reduction and policy misadventures in 
Nairobi’s poor neighbourhoods, page 3. 
27Adino, D. (2010) “Exploring factors that predispose Mathare slum dwellers to violence,” (Master’s thesis) University of 
Nairobi, Nairobi, Kenya, page 53-57. 
28Ibid, page 58. See also Omenya, A. and Lubaale, G. (2014) Understanding the tipping point of urban conflict: The case of 
Nairobi, Kenya, Urban Tipping Point Working Paper #6, University of Manchester: Manchester, page 16. 
29Truth, Justice and Reconciliation Commission (2008) Commission of Inquiry into the Post-Election Violence, Truth, Justice 
and Reconciliation Commission: Nairobi, page 31 & 194-199. 
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as criminal violence such as theft, burglary or murder.’30 Using Mungiki (a secretive sect 
and banned criminal organisation) as an example, the authors demonstrate how the sect’s 
members have multiple identities including political mobilisers and operators of criminal 
outfits (ibid). Pertinently, criminal groups in Mathare also oscillate between working as 
security providers for politicians and engaging in crime; such oscillation enables them to 
survive in different contexts.31

Some scholars have attributed the presence of criminal and political violence in Mathare to 
a large number of unemployed and underemployed youth in the area. For instance, from 
community dialogues convened in Mathare, Ouma identified that ‘unemployment and the 
need for survival in a harsh urban centre’ led to youth participation in violent conflict.32  
In addition, other than unemployment, statistics by Wafula et al reveal that drugs and 
substance abuse, neglect from parents and school dropouts are the main causes of crime 
in Mathare.33 Adino typified the violence caused by economic deprivation in Mathare, 
which included: eviction due to rental disputes, land grabbing for construction of business 
premises or homes and fights over illegal connection of water and electricity.34  

The NYS Community Cohorts Programme was inaugurated within this context. As mentioned 
earlier, the initial stage of the programme aimed at creating jobs for the local youth through 
construction and agriculture-related projects.35 Wanjiru describes the success of the NYS 
Community Cohorts Programme in Mathare during the initial stages as follows:

The NYS, together with local communities, mapped five settlements to identify 
needs and places that require upgrading--these varied from places where garbage 
piles were uncollected to blocked drainage…These maps paved the way for the 
collective clean-ups, construction of dispensaries, police posts, markets, maize 
mills and urban farming areas. This project resulted in the creation of 42,000 jobs 
for the youths in Nairobi alone.36   

In Kiamutisia area of Mathare, a hall, posho mill, hospital and police post were built during 
the NYS programme. They were halfway done by the time project ended and a local youth 

30Ruteere, M., Mutahi, P., Mitchell, B. and Lind, J. (2013) Missing the point: Violence reduction and policy misadventures in 
Nairobi’s poor neighbourhoods, page 3. 
31Mutahi, P. (2011) ‘Between illegality and legality: (In)security, crime and gangs in Nairobi informal settlements’ South African 
Crime Quarterly, No. 37, page 1 & 15. 
32Ouma, J.A. (2018) “Shalom (SCCRR) effectively responding to complex inter-communal challenges in Mathare and 
Kariobangi slums and informal centres,” Shalom Centre for Conflict Resolution & Reconciliation, 17 December, https://
shalomconflictcenter.org/shalom-sccrr-effectively-responding-to-complex-inter-communal-challenges-in-mathare-and-
kariobangi-slums-and-informal-centers/ (Accessed on 16 January 2022).
33Wafula, ME., Wanyonyi SW. and Muchwanju, C. (2019) ‘Application of principal component analysis to crime data, case 
study: Mathare slums, Nairobi County in Kenya,’ American Journal of Theoretical and Applied Statistics, 8(1), page 10-16. 
34Adino, D. (2010) “Exploring factors that predispose Mathare slum dwellers to violence,” page 47-48. 
35Kokoyo, S. (2016) “Is the National Youth Service Slums Improvement Initiative a ‘development gone wrong project’?” Nairobi 
Planning Innovations, 6 January, https://nairobiplanninginnovations.wordpress.com/2016/01/06/is-the-national-youth-
service-slums-improvement-initiative-a-development-gone-wrong-project/(accessed on 9 January 2022).
36Wanjiru, K. (2016) “Slum upgrading: The experiences of the National Youth Service Youth Empowerment Programme,” 
Muungano wa Wanavijiji,  21 January, https://www.muungano.net/browseblogs/2016/01/21/slum-upgrading-the-
experiences-of-the-national-youth-service-youth-empowerment-programme (Accessed on 16 January 2022).
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group, ‘The pirates,’ completed the hall and are now using it (interview with Mathare cohort 
leader, August 10 2020). NYS cohorts from Kosovo built a hall and two toilets, a posho 
mill, police post and hospital (ibid). In Mathare 4B, apart from undertaking agriculture and 
chicken project, a hall was also constructed (interview with Mathare cohort leader, August 
11 2020). Mathare 3c cohorts did garbage collection, agriculture, rearing of chicken. They 
started constructing a hall and police post which was left incomplete after the land it was 
built on was disputed (interview with Mathare cohort leader, August 10 2020).

However, it was not in every area that construction took place. According to NYS cohorts in 
Mathare 3A, it was difficult to undertake any projects like building of halls and toilets due 
to disputes over land ownership. According to sector leader, after the land was cleared, 
mysterious owners used to appear with court orders saying it should not be touched. The 
NYS cohorts hence ended up doing garbage collection, unblocking drainages and cleaning 
the streets (ibid). The same was noted in Mathare 3B where the cohorts only undertook 
clean ups and agriculture projects due to contestations over land (ibid). In the Kiamaiko 
area, there was no land available for construction and the cohorts undertook garbage 
collections, cleaning the neighbourhood (ibid).

The NYS Community Cohorts Programme offered income and inculcated a savings culture. 
Specifically, the NYS cohorts’ daily wages were Kenyan shillings four hundred and fifty (KES 
450) with a mandatory one hundred and forty one (KES 141) of the earnings deposited 
in the NYS Sacco as savings.37 The NYS Sacco was established to financially cushion the 
NYS cohorts especially on termination of the programme.38 It is reported that by 2016, the 
NYS Community Cohorts Programme stalled, projects were left unfinished and crime rates 
increased.39 This raised concern on the sustainability of the programme particularly on the 
lives of the once-engaged NYS cohorts. 

Contrastingly, speaking on the fate of the NYS youth empowerment programme and its 
attendant frustrations on the former NYS cohorts, the Cabinet Secretary, Public Service, 
Youth and Gender Affairs noted that the project had a temporary rather than permanent 
life span. In their words: 

…this programme is not one to offer perpetual employment, but rather to 
empower the vulnerable youths by granting them a chance to earn daily wages for 
a minimum of six months together with an opportunity to be trained and to save 
(Nation Media Group 2016).40 

The impact of the NYS Community Cohorts Programme on youth inclusion and prevention 
of violence forms the next part of the analysis. 

37Kokoyo, S. (2016) “Is the National Youth Service Slums Improvement Initiative a ‘development gone wrong project’?” Nairobi 
Planning Innovations, 6 January, https://nairobiplanninginnovations.wordpress.com/2016/01/06/is-the-national-youth-
service-slums-improvement-initiative-a-development-gone-wrong-project/(accessed on 9 January 2022).
38Ibid. 
39Wanjiru, K. (2016) “Slum upgrading: The experiences of the National Youth Service Youth Empowerment Programme,” 
Muungano wa Wanavijiji,  21 January, https://www.muungano.net/browseblogs/2016/01/21/slum-upgrading-the-
experiences-of-the-national-youth-service-youth-empowerment-programme (Accessed on 16 January 2022).
40Nation Media Group (2016) “How can NYS youth access cash saved in saccos?” Nation, 1 October,  https://nation.africa/
kenya/news/how-can-nys-youth-access-the-cash-that-was-saved-in-saccos--1244278 (Accessed on 20 February 2022).
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Findings from the case study
In this section, we discuss the findings according to the hypotheses developed at the onset 
of the research. To recap, the study had three hypotheses as follows:

1. Inclusion of young men and women in economic opportunities is likely to improve  
 their individual economic and social situation.

2. Improvement in the economic and social status of young men and women is likely  
 to improve their participation in community governance.

3. Increased participation by young men and women in community governance is   
 likely to reduce their involvement in crime and violence. 

Inclusion of young men and women in economic opportunities is 
likely to improve their individual economic and social situation
The hypothesis here is that the NYS youth empowerment programme most likely had a 
positive effect on the economic condition of the men and women enrolled.  For those 
enrolled into the NYS programme, the study sought to establish the nature of economic 
opportunities they accessed, the process of inclusion or enrolment, the quality of those 
opportunities, relative to their previous situation as well as broader market or economic 
realities, among others.

As earlier stated in the introduction, the NYS project was initiated in 2014 by the Ministry 
of Devolution and launched by President Kenyatta. As such, the project was a government 
initiative and the NYS was supposed to implement it as designed by the Ministry (interview 
with NYS officials, 30 August 2021).  The Mathare youth were not consulted on the design 
of the project, what kind of projects they wanted to undertake or negotiate the wages. 
From the interview data, most of the young men and women felt they should have been 
consulted and involved right from the start of the project.41 Many felt that the programme 
was like many government projects that are top-down. “They [NYS] came with fixed options 
on what projects to undertake but they should first consult us so that we may express our 
needs,” noted a respondent from Mabatini (interview, 7 June 2021).

Failure to involve them in the design process led to some of the youth saying they did not 
enrol in the NYS since they were not attracted by the activities and were not going to be 
beneficial to them. For this reason, probably, the project missed enrolling some of the “at 
risk youth”. Involving youth from the area where the programmes are being implemented 
contributes to a sense of belonging and also helps in building a connection with the 
community. In particular, state initiatives must pay attention to the pluralities and unique 
challenges that various categories of young people experience, to avoid homogenous 
national programmes that fail to address the needs of the population they seek to assist. 
Young men and women need to be engaged as a credible constituency that can frame 
programmes and policies.

41This was widely expressed by the NYS cohorts during the FGDs in Mathare
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According to the survey data and discussions with the cohorts, they felt included in the 
enrolment process and selection of leaders. The youths were supposed to congregate in 
an open field where they registered themselves and then elected their cohort leaders. This 
process according to the informants was open and devoid of corruption or ghost workers. 
“The recruitment process was fair. All the interested youths from the villages who showed 
up and were in the age bracket and had national ID’s were recruited”, said youth from 
Mathare 3A (interview with Mathare 3A cohort, 7 June 2021). These sentiments were 
echoed by all the cohorts who took part in the FGDs for this study.

All cohorts, irrespective of gender, did the same work.  There was no gender segregation 
of labour, something which they were proud about. “Even us women we used to go to the 
Dandora dumpsite and offload garbage,” said a female cohort (interview with Mabatini 
female cohort, 8 June 2021). Another one noted, “I used to carry stones using the 
wheelbarrow and this might be seen as men’s work but I did it” (interview with Mathare 
3A cohort, 7 June 2021). “The money was the same for every person in the NYS. Then 
why would we have given some of the people easier work? Everyone was carrying their 
cross,” said a woman from Kosovo (interview with Kosovo cohort, 7 June 2021). The only 
exceptions were people living with disability, pregnant women and those breastfeeding, 
who were given lighter duties such as managing the daily roster.

Figure 1: Ways in which the NYS benefitted the community

As a result of the clean-ups, the neighbourhood was clean and people appreciated living 
there.  A cohort from Ngei ward noted that the living standards were improved in terms 
of sanitation during the time the NYS was in operation. “Down the river where houses 
were built just next to it there was clogging of the river by the garbage resulting in sewage 
flowing into the houses but since we were doing the clean-up, we unclogged the river and 
ensured cleanliness. This also helped keep water-borne diseases such as cholera at bay 
(interview with cohort from Ngei ward, 8 June 2021).
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Figure 2: Why the cohorts participated in the NYS 

The cohorts commented that the ‘NYS was sure bet,’ in that the wages were assured every 
Friday or Saturday. The money was sent to their registered Mpesa numbers. Predictability 
of the weekly wages helped the cohorts to organise their lives and sustain themselves. 
As articulated by a cohort from Hospital Ward, “at times payments could delay but we all 
knew that the money will still be sent” (interview with Hospital ward cohort, 9 June 2021). 
The Mpesa method of payment was also a key benefit because the money would come 
in without them having to follow up with complex, bureaucratic and formal systems for 
example with NYS officials or through the bank.

The money Kenyan shillings one thousand six hundred and forty-eight (KES 1648) changed 
the lives of some of the cohorts. According to the interviews, socially, the young men and 
women had better relations with the community members.  They built and got trust with 
local business owners, they could obtain goods on credit and pay at the end of the week 
when they received the wages. Generally, there was money flowing in the community at 
the time that the NYS programme was in operation and businesses thrived.

Some of the cohorts interviewed said the programme led to them making new friends 
from the same or a different area of Mathare. Since they worked together, they developed 
friendships, which sometimes led to romantic relationships. This led to feelings of inclusion 
and togetherness amongst the cohorts in Mathare. “Through the project I was able to 
interact with other people, sharing ideas,” said a female cohort from Mabatini in an FGD. In 
the same group, another noted that as a result of the NYS project, she was able to interact 
with more people “which is good for my mental health. I also learnt how to relate with other 
people and how to express myself” (interview with female cohorts from Mabatini, October 
2022). 77% of the cohorts who took part in the survey said they increased interaction 
and social cohesion with the community and other NYS members when the project was 
operating. 65% said they earned respect from other Mathare residents. 
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Nonetheless, economic inclusion of both men and women also had an effect on existing 
relationships. Cohorts interviewed for this study mentioned that some marriages broke 
since women became more financially independent and men’s perceived role as providers 
was threatened. Other women said they left their marriages since they could pay their bills 
and sustain a family as single parents.

There were some differences in how men and women used the weekly wages. Most of the 
men interviewed apart from catering to their daily needs, said they made investments for 
example building a house in the rural areas, buying a cow or household furniture. Most of 
the women used the money within the households for example settling rent, paying school 
fees, buying clothes and food amongst other items. “I also received prompt payment which 
was very handy when it comes to shopping so that the children cannot go hungry and I 
paid school fees” (interview with female cohorts from Mathare 3B, October 2022). Another 
woman noted, “before the project I had no means of survival. The NYS enabled me to 
pay rent and buy beddings and school uniforms for my children” (interview with female 
cohorts from Mabatini, October 2022). This does not mean that women did not make any 
investments but the interview responses show that men mostly talked about investments 
when asked what they did with the money. Both men and women said they started or 
expanded small scale businesses such as salons and barber shops, kiosks, Mpesa shops 
amongst other income generating opportunities.

A key economic benefit was the introduction of SACCOs and inculcating a saving culture. As 
earlier noted, the NYS cohorts were deducted Kenyan shillings one hundred and forty-one 
(KES 141) per week which was saved in their SACCOs bank account. From the survey, 53% 
of the cohorts interviewed said they took the SACCO loans, which they used for various 
things for example starting or expanding businesses, buying household items amongst 
other things. Others withdrew all their savings rather than taking loans. 

Figure 3: What did you use the loan for?
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Unfortunately, many of the SACCOs collapsed due to corruption. Most of the cohorts 
interviewed accused the SACCO leaders of alleged corruption and this led to the savings 
being lost and in other cases, legal disputes which led to some of the SACCOs accounts 
being frozen. However, some of the SACCOs are still operating though now separate from 
the NYS. The loan facilities were very helpful so others continued to form many merry-
go-rounds and chamas. The key feedback from the respondents is that through the NYS 
project, many learnt important micro finance and saving skills. Some of the cohorts said the 
knowledge about savings was new and introduced them to a culture of putting aside some 
money for investments or for when they did not have an income. “The money which was 
saved in the Sacco helped us when the project ended. It helped us to save because most of 
us youths could not save on our own,” said a cohort from Mabatini (interview with Mabatini 
cohort, 8 June 2021).

Savings ought to be voluntary and the government ought to encourage and incentivise the 
youth in this regard. The government wanted everyone to join SACCOs and the mandatory 
nature of it was a challenge because this was a new concept that many were unfamiliar 
with. Some of the SACCO leaders also complained that initially it was an uphill task to 
manage the members. The mandatory nature is also problematic because some people 
already had their own saving structures (through chamas and bazes) and also have different 
goals and plans for their money.

Increased participation by young men and women in community 
governance is likely to reduce their involvement in crime and violence
This hypothesis sought to test whether the growth in the social esteem, and respect as a 
result of the improvement in the economic situation has a positive impact on crime and 
violence in the community as a whole. Here, the assumption is that the young men and 
women enrolled in the project were those, like others in their communities, vulnerable 
to being lured into illicit economies in the absence of the empowerment programme. 
In addition, it is thought that better participation of these young men and women in 
community life has an impact in the reduction of violence, crime and insecurity in their 
communities.

According to perceptions of the cohorts and the community members interviewed for this 
study, crime in Mathare reduced during the time of the NYS project.
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Figure 4: Perception of crime during the time NYS cohorts were operating

As the survey data shows, majority of the respondents pointed out that they perceived a 
significant reduction in crime. When residents of Mathare were asked what are the top 
benefits of the NYS programme in their community, reduction of crime was ranked third 
and crime was ranked third.

Creating and giving jobs to young people is widely seen by the respondents as an essential 
way to harness their energy towards constructive and peaceful purposes and discourage 
their recruitment into violence. As the survey data shows, 10% of the cohorts said the 
NYS project kept them busy and they could not engage in crime. 41% of the community 
members were of the view that NYS kept the youth engaged and busy. “NYS was a good 
initiative as it kept the youths busy and reduced idleness and petty crimes,” noted a youth 
from Mabatini (interview with Mabatini cohort, 8 June 2021). In Mlango Kubwa, another 
respondent said, “there was no idle time to do other stuff since you would be occupied 
with the job” (interview with Mlango Kubwa cohort, 7 June 2021).

According to the cohorts, some of the youth engage in crime because they had no other 
economic opportunity. The NYS filled this gap and since the wages were assured, they did 
not have to engage in criminal activities. “We had a source of income every week by Friday 
and crime rates had dropped since youth were being kept busy” (interview with Mlango 
Kubwa cohort, 7 June 2021). Others noted that some of those who engage in crime were 
enrolled in the NYS and there was no incentive for criminality. As narrated by a male youth 
from Mlango Kubwa, “most crime cases arise when the mind is idle but when you receive 
the wages with your peers at the same time there is no reason to hatch criminal plans” 
(interview with Mlango Kubwa cohort, 7 June 2021). A cohort from Hospital ward echoed 
the same sentiments: “since many of our friends as young people were involved in the 
program, you would have no company to influence you to engage in crime” (interview with 
Hospital ward cohort, 9 June 2021). The cohorts also noted that the benefits of doing the 
NYS work outweighed engaging in criminality – they had better interactions with the police, 
whom they say viewed them more as their partners in government. Indeed, 60% of the 
cohorts surveyed said they stopped been harassed by police when NYS was in operation.
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It is nevertheless difficult to ascertain these perceptions since there is no reliable crime 
data that can collaborate them. Further, youth unemployment and violence have often 
been presented in straightforward terms but there is no evidence of any direct linkage. It is 
more complicated when one considers there are different types of violence such as criminal 
violence, political violence and inter-personal violence. The NYS was not clear on what 
kinds of violence it targeted at reducing through its intervention. Catch-all definitions, such 
as ‘youth at risk’ and ‘vulnerable youth’, are unhelpful and the government in its continued 
engagement with youth interventions need to at the onset clarify if they are aiming at the 
youth population at large or they have mapped out certain categories of young men and 
women, on the understanding that they are most likely to turn violent.

Instructively, urban violence is not produced by single drivers like youth unemployment, 
which in turn should not be conceived as an isolated problem (Brender 2012:7). Instead, the 
‘cumulative and interacting effects of overlapping risks and diminished protective factors 
occasion urban violence (ibid).’ These are rooted in social, cultural, historical, economic 
and political structures and inequalities, which are rooted in the criminalisation of young 
people who live in Mathare and place them at risk. 

Most of the analyses that link unemployed youth with violence, overlooks other structural 
inequalities and ignores social and political structures that cause violence.  As Van Stapele 
(2016) notes, skewed representation of acts of violence by young men in Mathare obscures 
the fact that they are also victims of everyday violence of poverty, exclusion, police brutality 
and humiliation “from which direct acts of violence emerge” (ibid 87). Thus, the conversation 
needs to be expanded beyond individual youth, and address issues of criminalising young 
people in informal settlements such as Mathare. Taking a whole approach to the issue 
of crime and violence will not only seek to provide economic opportunities to a larger 
population of young people but also specifically target those most at risk.

Improvement in the economic and social status of young men 
and women is likely to improve their participation in community 
governance
The study hypothesis here is that as the young men and women improve their economic 
and social condition through the skills and income from the programme, their participation 
in social and community life grows. To that end, the study assessed the level and nature 
of participation of the young men and women who benefitted from the project in the 
community affairs such as development initiatives, security improvement among others. 
How the cohorts are engaged by the local leadership and how their peers are also an 
important measure of their growing recognition. 

In this section, we discuss how the youth enlisted in the Cohorts Programme were invited 
and included in community governance initiatives and processes. As analysed, participation 
took the form of taking leadership of the SACCOs, new youth groups and chamas while 
others are running for political seats in the 2022 general elections. Such participation and 
inclusion are markers for growing social recognition and could begin to tell us that the 
enlisted youths’ status and social contribution was changing. 
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Figures 5 & 6: How NYS impacted on community leadership and affairs  

In other findings from the survey, 32% of the cohorts said as a result of been involved with 
NYS they got a community leadership position. A cohort from Mabatini narrated, “yes, I am 
currently known everywhere by members of our community courtesy of the NYS project. 
I am known and lead a youth group of almost ninety-one youths which is not an easy task. 
We were being taken to some meetings involving the youths from as far as Kibera which 
helped us develop and enhance our leadership skills” (interview with Mabatini cohort, 8 
June 2021). 
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Some of the cohorts said they gained self-confidence to speak to other people since they 
had to interact and assist each other in the daily duties of the cleans ups and construction. 
Several also got opportunity to work for MPs and political leaders in the area and some are 
considering vying for political offices. “I am among those who are interested in vying for a 
leadership seat in 2022 (interview with Mabatini cohort, 8 June 2021). 

Others commented that the NYS provided them with visibility and platforms that made 
them community leaders. “I got a lot of recognition. When you go to the DC even when 
there are issues like distributing of masks I get involved. I was even given the responsibility 
of handling masks distribution in Kiamaiko even though I am from Ngei. They saw how I 
was handling my duties and picked me,” said a cohort from Ngei Ward (interview with Ngei 
cohort, 8 June 2021). Another cohort from the same area said she is a Peace ambassador 
and her role is acknowledged by the Chief and Elders (interview with cohort, 8 June 2021).

Some of the women formed chamas and have continued leading them. In Huruma, one 
of the cohorts started a youth a group which is engaged in garbage collection business. As 
she noted, “it is the NYS that enhanced my leadership skills” (interview with cohort, 9 June 
2021). A lady in Hospital ward commented, “As for me it [NYS} equipped me with leadership 
skills and the opportunity of being a leader in the vegetable growing project. Apart from 
the money, I got to socialize and gain knowledge about vegetable growing” (Interview with 
cohort, 9 June 2021).

The question of youth leadership is often clouded with perceptions of young people 
been lazy and undisciplined. The agency of young people in been leaders and providing 
leadership is often overlooked. However, as the findings show, the NYS project provided 
youth in Mathare with avenues for enhancing their leadership skills and taking more roles 
in the community. The NYS project also showed much self-regulation and policing where 
the cohorts would want to maintain a perception of discipline. According to respondents, 
many of the cohorts would ask their fellow cohorts to wear uniform, arrive on time, and 
do their duties effectively. The paramilitary aspect of NYS contributed to this discipline but 
also the model adopted, where the training included soft skills, was useful for personal 
development of the young men and women.
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Conclusion
This report shows that the NYS cohorts and the community members of Mathare speak 
highly of the benefits arising from the NYS cohorts’ programme. The programme significantly 
contributed to improving the individual beneficiaries’ economic life and livelihoods and 
also improved the sanitation of the informal settlement as well as businesses in the area. 
Increased incomes among the cohorts meant more business and income for traders in 
Mathare.

As the data shows, the weekly earnings of Kenyan shillings one thousand six hundred and 
forty-eight and access to loans helped some of the young men and women start businesses 
or expand those existing. Some used the money to pay debts, school fees, settle basic 
needs such as rent, food and clothing, invest in their rural areas among other things. In 
terms of leadership and social inclusion, the NYS programme helped the youth to build 
their social life and standing in the community. Many of the beneficiaries reported that 
being identified as NYS recruits and working in Mathare where they lived, made them feel 
useful and valued in the community. The youth recruits were universally respected by their 
peers and older people in society. 

From the key informant interviews and focus group discussions, many of the beneficiaries 
as well as community members reported that crime reduced during the life of the project. 
Some of the young people who could have been lured into crime were now actively engaged 
in the NYS work. They had no time or incentive for criminal activities and the weekly wages 
ensured they were able to meet their daily needs. While the programme was welcome, 
the beneficiaries and the community members were not consulted at the design stage. 
It was planned “development from above” and there was no public participation by the 
beneficiaries or community members.

The NYS interventions were not based on a context-specific analysis of violence, market-
demands or an understanding of young peoples’ grievances, motivations or expectations. 
It was also not clear how the projects were supposed to contribute to violence reduction 
since they were not directly addressing the multifaceted drivers of violence. While NYS had 
a positive impact on participants’ employment levels, the long-term sustainability of the 
project was questionable and efforts to reduce youth unemployment were limited. The 
wider impact of NYS beyond direct beneficiaries are minimal and there was no fundamental 
change in the society or amongst a majority of the people.

Although the project built some degree of solidarity between participants and reduced 
family and community conflicts, there was little evidence that the project had been 
successful in building a larger-scale political and social inclusion. Further, it is unclear 
whether the NYS objective is simply to create jobs or to create jobs that are specifically 
intended to promote peace and social cohesion.
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Recommendations
This study makes the following proposals to the NYS as it continues to implement youth 
empowerment initiatives

Promote policy interventions that systematically and directly mitigate violence   
and crime. Incorporating analysis of different forms and causes of violence   
into policies and measures to strengthen youth employment and basic services in   
poor neighbourhoods is crucial to address and mitigate violence and crime.

Need for continuous monitoring, learning and evaluation. It is important to   
identify, monitor and learn from how local initiatives like the NYS cohorts    
operated, for future programming. Monitoring and evaluation of efforts to improve 
youth economic opportunities in poor neighbourhoods should assess how they 
intersect with crime and violence. Doing so will strengthen the evidence base of 
what measures can make a difference and how.

Consultations are critical right from the design level. This is crucial to ensure that the 
preferences of the beneficiaries and nuances of the contexts are considered. 

Differentiation of skills is important to ensure that beneficiaries’ capacities and skills 
are fully utilized. The programme required that all the cohorts engaged did the same 
work irrespective of their skill sets.

Programmes such as the NYS Cohorts’ project have to reflect at the design level how 
best to engage youth as a social category. There are many below 18 years who could 
not legally benefit from the project yet fell in the same group of vulnerability that 
the programme sought to address.

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 
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