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What’s new? Jihadists have repeatedly attacked schools in north-eastern Kenya in 
the last eighteen months. In response, the government has shuttered many schools 
and pulled most teachers out of a long-neglected region that is one of Al-Shabaab’s 
main recruiting centres outside Somalia.  

Why does it matter? The education crisis adds to an already existing sense of 
marginalisation in north-eastern Kenya. Thousands of out-of-school youngsters could 
constitute an attractive pool of recruits for Al-Shabaab, which is engaged in a long-
term campaign to deepen its foothold in the region. 

What should be done? The Kenyan government should afford the north east’s 
residents, including police reservists, a greater role in tackling militancy and revive 
community-centred efforts that to some degree succeeded in rolling back Al-Shabaab 
in the past. It should also restore learning by providing stopgap funding so local 
administrations can hire replacement teachers.  

I. Overview 

Kenya’s 2011 deployment of troops to fight Al-Shabaab’s insurgency in Somalia has, 
over the years, eroded security at home. In 2013 and 2019, Al-Shabaab attacked Nai-
robi, respectively hitting a shopping mall and a luxury hotel, and exposing the vul-
nerability of the capital’s soft targets. But the group’s activities in the long-neglected 
north east are of greatest concern to Kenyan officials today. In January 2020, Al-
Shabaab staged a major assault on a joint U.S.-Kenyan military base near the Somali 
border, exhibiting its operational prowess in the area. It has also pursued a campaign 
of killing teachers, in effect stripping the north east’s children of the chance to get a 
modern education. In response, the authorities have evacuated all non-native teach-
ers from the north east. While understandable, given the peril these teachers faced, 
the policy has brought the school system to a halt and may play into Al-Shabaab’s 
hands by further alienating an already disaffected population. The government should 
work with local residents to restore security and take steps to preserve education for 
young people in the north east.  
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II. Al-Shabaab Attacks and an Education Crisis 

North-eastern Kenya has proven fertile ground for Al-Shabaab, which has vowed re-
venge against the government ever since Nairobi sent troops to Somalia in 2011.1 The 
group’s leaders have long eyed the area, one of the country’s poorest and where the 
ethnic Somali population has for years complained of mistreatment by the state, as a 
target for infiltration.2 Security sources in Kenya say the militants have built a loyal 
intelligence network in the region, which shares a 700km largely unmanned border 
with southern Somalia, itself under partial Al-Shabaab control.3  

As Al-Shabaab has stepped up its activities in Kenya, it has often been with the 
idea of fomenting sectarian strife. In 2014, gunmen belonging to the group killed 
more than 50 civilians in the mainly Christian town of Mpeketoni. After the incident, 
an Al-Shabaab spokesman, Sheikh Mohammed Dulyadeyn, himself a Kenyan national, 
said “Kenya might also be divided along Christian and Muslim lines”.4 In 2015, the 
jihadists took credit for killing 148 more people on a college campus in Garissa, the 
biggest town in the north east. Attackers spared Muslim students, training their sights 
on Christians. 

After a lull, the last eighteen months have seen an uptick in Al-Shabaab violence. 
Militants have combined complex, headline-grabbing attacks with a grinding war of 
attrition on lower-profile targets, including police stations and communications 
masts. In 2019, according to a local research firm’s tally, Al-Shabaab conducted 34 
attacks in Kenya with over half of them concentrated in the three north-eastern 
counties: Mandera, Wajir and Garissa.5 At least 83 people were killed in these as-
saults. In January 2020, militants stormed the Manda Bay base in Lamu, killing a U.S. 
soldier and two U.S. military contractors, in what was the first Al-Shabaab attack 
on a military facility outside Somalia. The assault’s spectacular nature, including 
the destruction of a U.S. surveillance plane as it was taking off, drew considerable 
attention. Attacks have not let up since then, not even after the COVID-19 pandemic 
arrived in March.6  

The insecurity has hit the education sector hard since 2018, when Al-Shabaab be-
gan attacking schools and killing teachers, many of whom started fleeing the region 
that year.7 Most teachers hail from elsewhere in Kenya. They also are often Christians. 

 
 
1 Crisis Group Africa Briefing N°102, Kenya: Al-Shabaab – Closer to Home, 25 September 2014. 
See also Crisis Group Africa Report N°265, Al-Shabaab Five Years after Westgate: Still a Menace 
in East Africa, 21 September 2018. 
2 Abdullahi Abdille, “The Hidden Cost of Al-Shabaab’s Campaign in North-eastern Kenya”, Crisis 
Group Commentary, 4 April 2019. 
3 Crisis Group interview, security official, Garissa, 28 February 2020. 
4 Crisis Group Briefing, Kenya: Al-Shabaab – Closer to Home, op. cit. According to the most recent 
data, some 84.5 per cent of Kenya’s population is Christian, whereas Muslims, concentrated along 
the coast and in the north east, represent approximately 10.8 per cent. See “2019 Kenya Population 
and Housing Census, Volume IV: Distribution of Population by Socio-Economic Characteristics”, 
Kenya National Bureau of Statistics, December 2019.  
5 “Trends of Violent Extremist Attacks and Arrests in Kenya, January 2019-December 2019”, Centre 
for Human Rights and Policy Studies, January 2020.  
6 See “Civilians in Kenya’s northeast targeted by both jihadists and the state”, The New Humanitar-
ian, 16 June 2020. 
7 Abdille, “The Hidden Cost of Al-Shabaab’s Campaign in North-eastern Kenya”, op. cit. 
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Al-Shabaab, which seeks to force all non-Muslims out of the north east, thus consid-
ers them outsiders. Teachers are also easy targets as they live in the places where 
schools are located, unlike other non-local officials and businesspeople who reside in 
better secured towns. Al-Shabaab has killed many public servants besides teachers, 
including engineers and security personnel, and in 2015 it launched a string of attacks 
on non-local casual labourers at construction sites, forcing many of them to flee.8 

A pair of legal suits lodged in response to the crisis in the education sector illus-
trate the problem authorities face in fashioning a response. Soon after these attacks 
started, the Kenya National Union of Teachers and the Kenya Human Rights Com-
mission initiated court proceedings to stop the state from posting non-local teachers 
to the north east until it could restore security.9 With the court case under way, Nai-
robi nonetheless decided in January to officially order all non-native tutors out of the 
region in response to increasing attacks. In turn, civil society organisations brought 
legal action against the authorities for removing the teachers, citing the harm it could 
do to the region’s children. George Kegoro, head of the human rights commission, 
emphasised the dilemma: “We are left to choose between the lives of teachers and the 
education of children. As long as security issues in the north east are not resolved, 
we cannot force teachers to go there and die”.10 Both cases are still in the courts. 

The immediate crisis triggered by the decision to transfer thousands of teachers 
was compounded by the COVID-19 pandemic. In the decision’s aftermath, hundreds 
of schools across the north closed. In the few that stayed open, children of all ages 
crowded into the same classrooms. Final-year students were left to prepare for na-
tional exams without instruction. As COVID-19 arrived in Kenya, the authorities went 
further by closing all remaining schools, although by then the damage to the education 
system was done. On 7 July, the authorities announced that the rest of the school year 
would be cancelled, and national exams pushed to 2021.11 Tens of thousands of stu-
dents in north-eastern Kenya now face a bleak future, exposed to the region’s security, 
economic and social problems with few ways out. Even if the authorities bring the 
coronavirus under control by 2021, they will face a real challenge in improving secu-
rity and persuading teachers to return. 

III. Violence and Underdevelopment 

The north-eastern counties of Kenya are among the most marginalised parts of the 
country.12 The area’s high levels of poverty, unemployment and insecurity today are 
partly rooted in policies developed under colonial rule and perpetuated by successive 
post-independence governments. After establishing Kenya as a protectorate in 1920, 
the British colonial authorities concentrated development in the well-watered high-

 
 
8 Ibid. See also “Kenyan quarry workers targeted in deadly attack”, France 24, 7 July 2015.  
9 “Petition 104 of 2018” filed with the Kenyan Employment and Labour Relations Court of Nairobi, 
15 October 2018. 
10 Crisis Group telephone interview, George Kegoro, executive director of the Kenya Human Rights 
Commission, 12 June 2020.  
11 “CS Magoha cancels KCPE, KCSE exams as COVID-19 crisis bites”, Daily Nation, 7 July 2020.  
12 “Unmasking Ethnic Minorities and Marginalised Communities in Kenya”, National Gender and 
Equality Commission, 2018.  
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lands, populated largely by Christian farmers, while neglecting the semi-arid north, 
inhabited by Muslim, ethnic Somali pastoralists. Just before independence, the Brit-
ish granted residents of north-eastern Kenya the right to decide via referendum 
whether to remain part of Kenya or to join Somalia. Residents overwhelmingly chose 
the latter, but Kenyan nationalist leaders at the time flatly rejected the vote’s outcome 
and subsequently waged a long, brutal war against an irredentist movement that 
emerged in the north, creating enduring mutual mistrust.13  

Subsequent neglect by Nairobi has deepened inequalities between the north east 
and other regions. Infrastructure development in the north east lags far behind the 
central highlands, for example.14 The north east falls below the rest of the country on 
indices of public health, education and employment. Only 1 per cent of north-eastern 
households have direct access to potable water, compared to 33 per cent in Nairobi.15 
Almost all eligible children in central Kenya are registered in primary school, but 
that proportion drops to 18 per cent in the north east. The region’s secondary school 
enrolment figures are even lower. North-eastern Kenya also registers the worst job-
lessness in the country, with 35 per cent of the population out of work.16  

The situation is compounded by police and army misconduct toward the popula-
tion. Many police officers and soldiers detest being deployed in the north east, where 
they face a greater danger of attack than in other parts of the country. “Kenyan po-
lice officers in the north east are generally poorly equipped, poorly paid and poorly 
commanded”, according to Andrew Franklin, a security consultant and former U.S. 
marine.17 

An overhaul of Kenya’s constitution in 2010, devolving power and resources from 
Nairobi to counties across the country, has opened the way for authorities to redress 
at least some entrenched inequalities.18 Under the law, Kenya’s 47 counties each elect 
their own governors and regional assemblies. These bodies then receive a defined 
proportion of the national budget annually. The new order has breathed fresh eco-
nomic life into the north east, since county authorities now have greater autonomy 
in developing their areas and providing local services, including construction of health 
care facilities.19  

 
 
13 “How Northern Frontier District was carved out”, Business Daily, 27 September 2018. The Ken-
yan authorities succeeded in crushing the irredentist movement and it petered out in the late 1980s, 
although human rights groups say security forces engaged in widespread abuses while fighting the 
insurgents. “Summary: Truth, Justice and Reconciliation Commission Report”, Kenya Transitional 
Justice Network, May 2013. 
14 “Boosting Prosperity, Improving Equity in North and North Eastern Kenya”, The World Bank, 
8 May 2018.  
15 “Pulling Apart Facts and Figures on Inequality in Kenya”, Society for International Development, 
2014.  
16 Ibid.  
17 Crisis Group interview, Nairobi, 21 February 2020. “State must equip officers to stop IED killings”, 
The Standard, 14 October 2019. “Give military special wage consideration”, Daily Nation, 18 March 
2020.  
18 “Kenya’s Devolution”, The World Bank, 26 November 2019.  
19 As an example of progress, Mandera county reportedly carried out its first caesarean section in 
2014, following the election of the first crop of governors the preceding year. Previously, physicians 
could not perform operations of such complexity in the region’s dilapidated hospitals. The influx of 
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Devolution has not, however, translated into greater safety in the north east. If 
anything, Al-Shabaab, often facing little resistance from demoralised security ser-
vices, has stepped up its campaign in the region, where it already controls important 
recruitment and cross-border smuggling networks.20 Between 2014 and 2017, Ken-
yan security officials say, the group conducted at least five assassination attempts 
against Mandera’s governor, Ali Roba.21 The group’s frequent night-time strikes on 
communications masts regularly cut off telephone service and disrupt commerce in 
an area where, as in the rest of Kenya, mobile money is a key driver of trade.22 By at-
tacking civil servants and businessmen from outside the region, who are overwhelm-
ingly Christian, Al-Shabaab also appears to seek to drive a wedge between Christians 
and Muslims across Kenya. The more militants can rend the north east’s socio-
economic fabric, the more likely it is that they can tap grievances and poverty in the 
north to recruit young Kenyans. 

In this light, the government’s January decision to withdraw all non-local teach-
ers, while an understandable step to protect them, has played into Al-Shabaab’s 
hands. First, it has created widespread anger in northern Kenya, since residents took 
it as a further signal that Nairobi does not consider them fully Kenyan. “On one hand, 
Al-Shabaab accuses locals of being too Kenyan; on the other hand, the government 
sees them as Somali”, said Abdimalik Hajir, a local commentator.23 Secondly, evacu-
ating teaching staff from the north east risks consigning the region’s youth to penury 
or worse. Several residents, teachers and pupils who spoke to Crisis Group in Garissa 
expressed concern that an entire generation of students is missing out on an education, 
with dire consequences likely to follow. A headmaster at one high school warned that 
students whose time in school was cut short prematurely would constitute an attrac-
tive pool of recruits for Al-Shabaab.24 

IV. Stemming the Crisis 

As Crisis Group has noted in the past, affording locals a greater role in tackling inse-
curity is a critical first step to rolling back Al-Shabaab’s efforts to cleave the north 
east from the rest of the country.25 It has worked before. Al-Shabaab activity dropped 
substantially when Nairobi appointed veteran local administrator Mohamud Saleh 
to lead the region’s security forces between 2015 and 2018.26 His approach – centred 
on community intelligence gathering – gave locals the confidence they needed to go 

 
 
devolved funds allowed local authorities to improve the facilities. “Where is the most dangerous 
place in the world to give birth?”, The Guardian, 17 December 2015. 
20 Crisis Group Africa Briefing N°88, Kenyan Somali Islamist Radicalisation, 25 January 2012. 
Also “How smuggling at Kenya-Somalia border fuels terror”, The Standard, 7 January 2020. 
21 “Al Shabaab claims responsibility for attack on Governor Roba's convoy”, The Star, 24 May 2017. 
22 “M-Pesa has completely changed Kenyans’ access to financial services: this is how …”, CNBC Africa, 
3 April 2019. 
23 Crisis Group interviews, civil society actor, local county administrator and local commentator, 
Garissa, 27 February 2020.  
24 Crisis Group interview, local headmaster, Garissa, 27 February 2020. 
25 Crisis Group Report, Al-Shabaab Five Years after Westgate: Still a Menace in East Africa, op. cit. 
26 Ibid.  
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to the police with information about what Al-Shabaab was saying and doing. Author-
ities should reprise this strategy, which they seem to have abandoned after transfer-
ring Saleh to another post in the capital. Due to scant trust between citizens and secu-
rity forces, officials deployed from Nairobi to the region since then have struggled to 
gather intelligence on Al-Shabaab.  

The authorities should also consider ramping up the involvement of police reserv-
ists drawn from the north east. In rural Kenya, members of the Kenya Police Reserve, 
a local force armed by the central government, play an important role in maintaining 
security in areas where the state has limited sway. Reservists in the north east, many 
of whom are locally born, are often more willing to combat Al-Shabaab, including by 
responding to militants’ night-time assaults, something that non-local security forces 
with lower stakes in the community rarely do. But reservists’ families are frequently 
targeted for retaliation by militants and are poorly paid and lightly equipped.27 The 
authorities should fold them into the regular security forces and give them better 
training, pay and equipment. They should also redouble efforts to rein in security 
sector abuses and halt extrajudicial killings by the national police and the army.28  

Some immediate action would help relieve the education crisis. Local leaders and 
education specialists have offered different options since the first wave of teacher 
killings occurred in 2014, including some discussed by Crisis Group in 2019, but their 
ideas have largely gone unheeded.29 The authorities, possibly in partnership with the 
United States and European Union, which have programs aimed at tackling insecuri-
ty in the north, could provide stopgap funding to county governments so they can 
recruit tutors to replace the departed non-local teachers. This emergency measure 
would tide the counties over and – once COVID-19 restrictions are lifted – help pre-
pare students for national exams due at year’s end. 

Over the longer term, other steps could help. Ideally, better security would allow 
teachers from outside the region to return. At the same time, the government could 
also offer a scholarship program for students from the north east to join teacher 
training colleges, and in so doing start building a cadre of native-born Muslim teach-
ers whom Al-Shabaab is less likely to target than their Christian colleagues. It could 
lower university entry grades for students from the north east wishing to pursue a 
career in education. Some local leaders object to this proposal, saying it might dilute 
standards.30 But, while imperfect, the option is preferable to the less pleasant alter-
natives, including the possibility of schools closing indefinitely due to an absence of 
teachers. 

 
 
27 Crisis Group interview, Andrew Franklin, security consultant, Nairobi, 21 February 2020. See also 
“Sad tale of poorly armed and unpaid police reservists”, The Standard, 7 August 2018.  
28 “Extra-judicial killings in north eastern region should stop”, The Standard, 24 July 2016. 
29 Abdille, “The Hidden Cost of Al-Shabaab’s Campaign in North-eastern Kenya”, op. cit. 
30 Crisis Group interview, local educator, Garissa, 27 February 2020. 
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V. Conclusion 

Kenya’s government urgently needs to stem the tide of insecurity in the north east, 
drawing on the assistance of residents and local police reservists. The authorities 
should also explore emergency measures to fill the gap left by the exodus of teachers 
from schools in the area. When some level of safety is assured, they can adopt longer-
term solutions, including training a cadre of local teachers from north-eastern Kenya 
whom militants might be less likely to attack. Failing to restore education will hand 
Al-Shabaab greater chances of success at attracting youngsters from this long-
marginalised region than the group enjoys at present.  

Nairobi/Brussels, 22 July 2020 
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Appendix A: Map of Kenya 
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Appendix B: Al-Shabaab Attacks on Teachers in North-eastern Kenya, 
2014-Present 
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Appendix C: About the International Crisis Group 

The International Crisis Group (Crisis Group) is an independent, non-profit, non-governmental organisa-
tion, with some 120 staff members on five continents, working through field-based analysis and high-level 
advocacy to prevent and resolve deadly conflict. 

Crisis Group’s approach is grounded in field research. Teams of political analysts are located within or 
close by countries or regions at risk of outbreak, escalation or recurrence of violent conflict. Based on 
information and assessments from the field, it produces analytical reports containing practical recommen-
dations targeted at key international, regional and national decision-takers. Crisis Group also publishes 
CrisisWatch, a monthly early-warning bulletin, providing a succinct regular update on the state of play in 
up to 80 situations of conflict or potential conflict around the world. 

Crisis Group’s reports are distributed widely by email and made available simultaneously on its website, 
www.crisisgroup.org. Crisis Group works closely with governments and those who influence them, includ-
ing the media, to highlight its crisis analyses and to generate support for its policy prescriptions. 

The Crisis Group Board of Trustees – which includes prominent figures from the fields of politics, diplo-
macy, business and the media – is directly involved in helping to bring the reports and recommendations 
to the attention of senior policymakers around the world. Crisis Group is co-chaired by President & CEO 
of the Fiore Group and Founder of the Radcliffe Foundation, Frank Giustra, as well as by former UN Dep-
uty Secretary-General and Administrator of the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), Lord 
(Mark) Malloch-Brown. 

Crisis Group’s President & CEO, Robert Malley, took up the post on 1 January 2018. Malley was formerly 
Crisis Group’s Middle East and North Africa Program Director and most recently was a Special Assistant 
to former U.S. President Barack Obama as well as Senior Adviser to the President for the Counter-ISIL 
Campaign, and White House Coordinator for the Middle East, North Africa and the Gulf region. Previous-
ly, he served as President Bill Clinton’s Special Assistant for Israeli-Palestinian Affairs.  

Crisis Group’s international headquarters is in Brussels, and the organisation has offices in seven other 
locations: Bogotá, Dakar, Istanbul, Nairobi, London, New York, and Washington, DC. It has presences in 
the following locations: Abuja, Addis Ababa, Bahrain, Baku, Bangkok, Beirut, Caracas, Gaza City, Gua-
temala City, Jerusalem, Johannesburg, Juba, Kabul, Kiev, Manila, Mexico City, Moscow, Seoul, Tbilisi, 
Toronto, Tripoli, Tunis, and Yangon. 

Crisis Group receives financial support from a wide range of governments, foundations, and private 
sources. Currently Crisis Group holds relationships with the following governmental departments and 
agencies: Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Austrian Development Agency, Danish 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs, European Union Emergency Trust Fund for 
Africa, European Union Instrument contributing to Stability and Peace, Finnish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
French Development Agency, French Ministry of Europe and Foreign Affairs, Global Affairs Canada, Ice-
land Ministry for Foreign Affairs, Irish Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, the Principality of Liech-
tenstein Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Luxembourg Ministry of Foreign and European Affairs, Norwegian 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Qatar Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Swiss 
Federal Department of Foreign Affairs, UK Department for International Development, and the World 
Bank. 

Crisis Group also holds relationships with the following foundations: Carnegie Corporation of New York, 
Global Challenges Foundation, Henry Luce Foundation, John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, 
Open Society Foundations, Ploughshares Fund, Robert Bosch Stiftung, and Rockefeller Brothers Fund. 
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