Are the disputed elections really to blame?
By Anthony Wafula
I have always considered my country to be among the best in the world at least as far as democracy is concerned. Didn’t we demonstrate to the whole world in 2002 that we are a mature democracy? Didn’t we hold “free and fair” elections then?  At least we rid ourselves of “bad leaders” using the ballot box. Then we went to sleep and waited for the year 2007 hoping that democracy will work again. How mistaken we were. Kenya is bleeding. My country is on the verge of collapse all because we exercised our democratic right to elect leaders of our choice. 

At the moment it is estimated that over 200,000 people are internally displaced due to what has been explained as post elections violence. Over 1000 deaths have been reported for the same reasons. The humanitarian crisis plaguing the country has been described as being catastrophic just because of an election that some believe was stolen from them and others assert they won “fair and square”.

It all began …well at least the spate of violence…after elections last year. Over 5 million Kenyans from all walks of life came out to elect their leaders at the civic, parliamentary and presidential elections. It was probably the first time that Kenyans were witnessing a serious political contest. This contest took various forms ranging from inequality, unfair distribution of resources and governance issues. Unfortunately politicians failed to dwell on the historical perspectives of these issues and instead whipped up emotions using the tribal card. 
Two days after participating in the elections Kenyans had not known who had won. Speculations and rumors did their rounds but facts were not forthcoming. On the 29th the country was tense. All eyes were at the Electoral Commission of Kenya (ECK) tallying centre. The selective release of results and the tension that had gripped the country suddenly exploded amid rumors that some people were interfering with the tallying of the presidential vote. The stage had been set for a tragic drama that has left my countrymen and women split along tribal lines. 

On the 30th of December last year I had to travel outside the country. I noticed that even taxi drivers were reluctant to ferry passengers to the airport. No one knew what would happen in the next few days. No one was willing to risk their lives but I eventually made it to the airport.
In the Lakeside city of Kisumu violence erupted. First it was over delayed results and secondly on learning that the incumbent had been sworn in for a second term. Apparently losing the elections for their preferred candidate had not been anticipated. The looting and destruction that took place within the first two days in the town was appalling to say the least. 
In the North Rift town of Eldoret protestors took to the streets but with a different agenda. Though they claimed the elections had been rigged they vented their anger on perceived enemies who they believed had apparently voted for the incumbent. In this case most people lost their lives over the misconception that being Kikuyu they had voted for the Incumbent. The protests took a very tribal point from this point. Leaders were nowhere to calm their supporters but we all watched in horror as people were killed and maimed, property destroyed and people displaced over flimsy grounds of a rigged elections. It suddenly became dangerous to be a “Kenyan” for most of us. Your physical features, language and at times complexion could be the only difference between life and death. I hated being a Kenyan. I hated being carrying on me my identity card that betrayed my “true origins”. We simply ceased being Kenyans and became Luos, Luhyas, kalenjins, Kikuyus, kambas Merus…the list is endless. We shamefully butchered each other. The International press gleefully compared what was happening in Kenya to what happened in Rwanda. Our image as a nation was severely battered but the killings went on. The police seemed overwhelmed and resorted to pleading with the thugs to keep the peace. This is when I knew that my bleeding country was almost giving up the ghost.
At the capital city the situation was not any different. Protesters were to be found in the informal settlement areas. The scenario experienced in Eldoret and other areas replicated itself. The violence went tribal and certain areas were practically partitioned. People who had been living together harmoniously could no longer share the same compound. Most were evicted for being on the wrong side of the partitioned dwelling areas. The brutal murders went on. Our police found their guns and after days of running battles coupled with the shooting of “stray bullets” over 20 people had died in Nairobi. Caught in the cross fire were children as young as one, and women whose mistake was to fend for their young ones. Cases of gross human rights violations have been reported. Women gang raped, men sodomised and others forcibly circumcised. The survivors fled to the various internally displaced persons camps strewn in various parts of the country.
Those in IDP camps are not faring any better. They live horrid conditions there property having been razed down. Able-bodied men and women turned into paupers waiting for hand outs from well wishers. Lives have disrupted, the future of our children blurred and our economy is on its knees due to a disputed election. But then didn’t we see it coming?

Politics in Kenya is organized along tribal lines. Our leaders have perfected the art of manipulating historical injustices into tribal issues. Our politics is not ideological but based on appealing to fellow tribesmen and women. I do agree we have serious issues with distribution of resources, land reform, equity, constitutional reforms, and good governance. These issues need to be addressed so that we may find a lasting solution to our problems. Instead vested interests have seen to it that we hardly make any move towards resolving them. The effect has been a country polarized along tribal lines. The gap between the haves and have-nots is widening and majority of our youth are unemployed despite being well educated.
Our problem is not all about ethnicity. Our failure to address our historical injustices has brought us to the current situation. Our collective failure to build institutions we can believe in is part of the problem. Our desire not to promote and reward meritocracy might have contributed to the feeling of hatred amongst our compatriots. The elections were just an excuse needed to spark off the wanton destruction of property and loss of lives that we have experienced. I believe that a stronger Kenya can and will surely rise from the current sorry state.
Anthony Wafula is a journalist and consultant based in Nairobi.
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