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1. INTRODUCTION

Human rights organizations often tend not to focus on torture and ill-treatment in urban centres, 
let alone in poor urban neighbourhoods in Africa and beyond.2 However, with an increasing urban 
population there is an ever-greater need to explore more closely the prevalence and nature of torture 
and ill-treatment in poor urban neighbourhoods. This report aims to do just that by looking at the 
situation in Nairobi City, where after decades of uncontrolled population explosion, there has been a 
proliferation of informal settlements, with 60-70% of Nairobi residents estimated to be living in slums3.
Across the Global South, the urban poor are vulnerable to torture and other forms of ill-treatment by 
law enforcement agents and their proxies. They are also the least able to access forms of accountability, 
thereby perpetuating the structural inequalities that lie at the heart of poverty. As such, producing 

access to justice and human security 

The origins of Nairobi’s slums can be traced back to the pre-independence period, when the urban layout 
was based on government-sanctioned population segregation into separate enclaves for Africans, 
Asians and Europeans4. The highly unbalanced allocation of public resources towards the housing and 
infrastructural needs of the separate sections led to unplanned and poorly serviced developments. 

With the relaxation of colonial residential segregation during the post-colonial period, major 
population shifts occurred, with an increase of rural-to-urban migration, with little interference with 

the city and informed by the proximity to employment opportunities, the main spatial segregation 
factor being socio-economic and cultural.5 

In slum contexts, documentation of torture has proved to be an arduous task, often too complicated 
for smaller NGOs and human rights organizations. Not only are the residents of slums particularly 
vulnerable to torture and ill-treatment, but they can also be very hard for human rights organisations 
to reach. Many human rights organisations have a relatively limited presence in poor neighbourhoods. 
Often evidence produced does not meet the standards required by a host of international, regional, 
and national human rights treaty bodies. This is the reason why Independent Medico-Legal Unit (IMLU), 
Edinburgh University and DIGNITY embarked on a collaborative research project in 2014 with two broad 

objectives.

1.1 Research Objectives 
The research project set out to explore the documentation practices of local human rights organizations 

This was done through discussions with NGOs in Nairobi that work on governance and human rights. 
Preliminary interviews with these NGOs found that they work with a broad notion of torture; there 
is a lot of specialization in the sector as various organizations work with women, children, land, 
2 A large majority of urban populations in Africa live in slums, with the continent said to be experiencing the highest urban growth at 3.5 percent per year, 
compared to other regions: Asia 2.03 percent, Europe 0.36m percent, Latin America and the Caribbean 1.23 percent and North America 1.04 percent (African 
Population and Health Research Center (APHRC). 2014. Population and Health Dynamics in Nairobi’s Informal Settlements, 

  the majority of this population lives with poor sanitation, no clean water and few social amenities, 
with some studies suggesting that the number of Africa’s urban slum population is as high as 60 percent ( Solutions for a Desirable and Sustainable 
Future Vol. 4, Issue 5, October 2013)
3  

4 UN-HABITAT, , Understanding Urban Slums, Case Studies for the  Global Report on Settlements, 2003, 

5 
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3.2 Social Capital: Networks, Trust and Functioning
In this section, we present a discussion on the social capital of respondents and explore their linkages 
to mechanisms through which individuals deal with violence and crime in poor urban slums in this 
survey context.

in this survey report. We refer to three levels of community: 

1)  Household level which was the focus of interaction with individual respondents,

2)  Immediate neighbourhood (mtaa)
vicinity or about ten households, and 

3) ‘Within your location/village’ is understood as the entire settlement. In this case, Kinyago, 

Having established the three levels of understanding community (household, mtaa, location/village), 
we proceed to discuss social capital as a function of trust, functioning and networks.  This is important 
in a violence survey like this one since it has been suggested that crime and violence erode social capital 
through reduction of trust and co-operation within formal and informal social organisations7. 

Social Networks

The questions were accompanied by a set of response options from which the respondents had to 
choose. After the respondents answered the questions, a score was derived based on the number of 
items the respondent chose from the list. 

Residence in survey site: More than half of the respondents (55.2%) have lived in the area for 1- 10 years, 
adequate time for social, cultural, economic and political dynamics to emerge that would provide an 
insight into the coping mechanisms in relation to violence and crime. Only 11.0% have lived there for less 
than a year.

Membership: 256 (51.2%) respondents indicated they were a member of an association8 in the last one 
year. 169 (66.0%) belonged to a men’s or women’s group (chama)9 while religious organisations ranked 
second with 59 persons (23%).  Out of the 169 who belonged to a chamas, 122 (72.2%) were women, 
whereas it was more common for men to belong to work related organisation (28 men and only 5 
women).

: 149 respondents - (58.2%) of the 256 respondents who said they belonged 

while just 37 had received similar support from community-based organisations and 25 had received 
from work related organisations. More women had received support from ‘chamas’ than men, while 
more men had received support from work-related organisations as compared to women, which 

7
8  

Community policing (Nyumba kumi, Vigilantes’), NGO/CBOs
9  A “Chama” is the Swahili word for a formal or informal grouping of people that come together for social economic purposes, mainly within mtaa or loca-
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year, 28 received from two sources and three respondents received aid from 3 sources. Out of these, 
the biggest portion were referred by friends who are not neighbours (18%), neighbours (11.7%), relatives 
(7.2%), and NGOs/CBOs/Paralegals at 2.3% or 5 referrals only.

Communal action:  265 persons or 55% of respondents had worked with other community members 
in addressing a common problem. Almost one third (35.8%) had reported a problem to government 

Trust
More than half (55.2%) of the respondents indicated that they did not trust their immediate neighbours 
- ‘not much’ or ‘not at all’ - while 44.8% indicated good level of trust towards their neighbours. These 

Social Functioning
The survey inquired into people’s social functioning based on ICF categories10, the assumption being 
that the higher the level of violence in an area, the greater the likelihood of low social functioning. 

life, work and education, community, social and political life.

11

With no With little With some With much With absolute 

I am able to participate in and maintain my family 
relations…. 54.4% 20.7% 15.9% 8.6% 0.4%

I am able to participate in work or education…. 51.9% 23.8% 15.2% 8.6% 0.4%

I am able to participate in community and social life…. 63.7% 20.4% 10.6% 5.0% 0.2%

I am able to participate in political life…. 60.4% 10.1% 6.5% 9.1% 13.8%

N=500 (2/1/1/7 missing)

An equally high number of respondents (75.7%) indicated that they are able to participate in work and 

(9.0%); education (9.0%); or social life (5.2%). 

3.3 Summary
The study indicates that relatively young couples inhabited most of the households, with 75.4% of 
respondents below 39 years of age. According to the enumerators, most households comprise a young 



11Violence amongst the urban poor in nairobi

couple with one child, an indication of minimal intergenerational cohabitation. The small family sizes 
resonate with a 2012 cross-sectional slums survey in Nairobi, which showed that fertility in the slums in 
2012 was relatively higher in 2008-09 (3.5 and 2.8 children per woman, respectively), but lower than the 

study on inequalities in Kenya, which indicates that more than half of the urban households have three 
or fewer household members13. This may be explained by the fact that most rural-urban migration 
in Kenya tends to comprise of young persons seeking employment in urban areas while the older 
generation remains in the agricultural oriented rural economies of Kenya.

The majority of the households in the survey 78.8% (393) had an average monthly household income 
of Kshs. 15,000 (USD156) and below. Nationally, 45.2 percent of the population lives below the poverty 
line (2009 estimates), down from 46 percent in 2005/0614. According to the Kenya National Bureau of 
Statistics (KNBS) and Society for International Development (SID) the ‘below poverty line’ factor may 
not give us a clear indication of the socio-economic status of the residents of the survey areas. The 
KNBS and SID propose the use of household consumption expenditure as a more reliable indicator. 
Their joint 2013 report15 indicates that household expenditure in Kenya averages Ksh3,440 per adult 
equivalent per month nationally and Ksh6,010 in urban areas. Using this argument, most of the residents 
in the survey areas were relatively poor, with their average monthly household income of 15,000 and 

members. 

Like other studies in Nairobi slums, the life of most of the respondents is tenuous with a quarter of 
them unemployed, while most of those in employment are in informal self-employment involving petty 

in Huruma, a neighboring slum by the Pamoja Trust16, the largest single occupation group being 
small scale enterprise, followed by casual laborers, artisans, and formal employment as watchmen, 
domestic workers, clerks, and waiters. This tenuous life is perceived by respondents to increase their 

to qualitative accounts from respondents collected during the survey, most of the young among them 
end up in alcoholism, drugs and crime. Like in other similar studies17, there is a strong perception among 
respondents that unemployment especially among the youth is a key driver of violence. However 

sustainable solutions to violence in the study areas.

social capital is built around men and women groups (chama), religious 
organizations and family, rather than neighbours. This is demonstrated by the number of respondents 

indicate the level of support accruable from membership, with the survey showing these groups leading 

support. 

13 
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4. PERCEPTIONS AND EXPERIENCES OF VIOLENCE 

violence. Measuring perceptions is important, as it is a crucial part of the ways in which violence is 

experienced and can also act as a predictor of how people react to violence as a social concern. 

4.1 Perceptions of Violence and Perpetrators

The survey inquired into eight types of violence. On a three point scale ranging from less often via often 
to very often, the respondents were asked to assess how frequently these types of violence occurred 
in their neighbourhood (‘mtaa’). As Table 3 shows, robbery was the type most frequently named as 

well as beatings and extortion. Shootings, killings and sexual violence were perceived as occurring less 

often, though in the latter case, this might be due to it being a taboo.

Less often Often Very often

Robbery 32.9% 39.4% 27.7%

Fighting 50.3% 30.7% 19.0%

Threats/Intimidation/ Harassment 59.6% 24.9% 15.5%

Beating/Kupigwa 64.3% 25.7% 10.0%

Extortion 75.1% 15.5% 9.4%

Shooting 82.0% 12.5% 5.5%

Killing 83.6% 12.0% 4.3%

Sexual Violence 84.9% 11.8% 3.3%

n=500 (2/1/3/2/11/11/17/17 missing)

Certain types of violence are most likely underreported in this survey due to respondents considering 
some forms of violence as normal and therefore not relevant to report (‘normalization’ of violence such 
as extortion and bruising) or ‘too violent’, for example shooting or extra judicial killing, and therefore 
perceived as too dangerous to report.

Most respondents perceived criminal gangs/groups as the 
main perpetrators of violence (61.2%) followed by the police 
(18.7%), with the least being spouse/relatives/parent at 4.2%.  
When asked about the provenance of the perpetrators, 
respondents were allowed multiple answers. 60.4% of the 
respondents felt that the perpetrators of violence resided 
‘within the immediate neighbourhood’ (mtaa). 29% 
perceived them as coming from the wider circle of the 
village, whereas 42.2% view the perpetrators as living 
‘outside the village/mtaa’. 

Level of violence: A majority of respondents (82.9%) thought that violence had not increased since 2013.
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The statistical analysis suggests that beatings, intimidation/threats/ harassment and extortion are not 
common forms of violence, yet the enumerators’ notes indicate that many respondents did not want to 

i.e. the main perpetrators of these forms of violence. This might also be the reason for the low levels 

of the women participating in the study had experienced quite brutal forms of partner violence to the 
extent where some of them had decided to ‘live without men’, as they put it.

Some forms of violence were underreported in this survey because respondents regarded these to 
be part of ‘normal’ life. For example, most respondents considered being ‘roughed up’, slapped or 
punched around by police as ‘normal’ – ‘these are things that the police do’. Hence, most respondents 
only reported a heightened, indeed unacceptable, level of violence, whereas a slap or kick from the 
police would have gone unreported in this study. This means that cases of being beaten would go 
unreported because the extent is not deemed to be outside of the jurisdiction of the police, that is, 
most respondents regard beatings e.g. slaps, kicks, blows, whipping from the police as ‘normal’ and 
would only report severe beatings that cause serious injuries. For example, if a person was beaten to 
the extent that they became disabled, it would be considered as an act of violence that was against the 
law and thus worth reporting. 
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5.4 Summary and discussion

Family members featured prominently with regard to those who provide immediate support to victims, 
including access to justice, as opposed to neighbours and civil society actors. This suggests that 
paralegals and other civil society actors do not play a key role in the immediate response to violence 

they provide but do not necessarily link them with any organisation. That said, paralegals still feature 

immediate assistance or supporting victims in accessing justice.

in reporting, and report some cases to various levels of government including the police, only few 
incidences of violence are resolved. Most of the cases reported to the police, local leaders and the chief 
are not addressed to the satisfaction of the victims. The support and assistance by family members, 
paralegals and neighbours is mainly emotional support, accompaniment to police station, and access to 
medical assistance and counselling, but not prosecution of the perpetrator, reconciliation and making 
amends, recovery of stolen property or assurances of non-repetition of violence. This suggests a very 
precarious life for the people in a slum setting such as South Eastleigh. 

Thirdly, many respondents mentioned lack of protection from perpetrators - whether individuals, 
gangs, or police – as a critical aspect in their justice seeking behaviour; in fact, protection from further 
violence could be more important than seeking justice for the violence that had taken place. It would 
be relevant to interrogate further the coping mechanisms of the residents in a qualitative study.
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It was certainly not only in relation to reducing crime that the police use violence. In fact, extortion 
by the police was deemed as ‘normal’ by most of the respondents. They would use the Swahili term 

 to express that it is expected behaviour and the very term ‘extortion’ was associated with the 
police. Interestingly, extortion is associated with the police and robbery with organized groups. One 
woman said that if she had to choose between running into the police on her way home or taking a turn 
into a road where she would be robbed by a gang, she would choose the latter, because if she didn’t 
have the bribe that the police were asking for, she would be arrested, spend the night in jail, be accused 
of a crime she didn’t commit and be arraigned in court the following day. This is a time consuming 
punishment and she could risk losing her job. If she ran into robbers, she would have a chance to show 
up to work the following day even if they took her money.

In addition to extortion, people told about experiences of threats, intimidation and unlawful arrests by 

justice for a crime committed by a neighbour (68% reported cases with the neighbour as the suspect) 
or the police is involved as a perpetrator (only 22% of the victims reported the case to the police). In 
the latter cases, people said that ‘you cannot report the police to the police’ as it could increase the 
insecurity of the entire family.  

These discussions testify to the prevalence of state violence in South Eastleigh. Considering that 42% of 
the respondents captured in the survey (245 out of 500) were victims of violence and the police is the 
perpetrator of 25,5% of this violence, it means a victimization rate of 10% to police violence
is alarmingly high and shows the great vulnerability of the urban poor to state violence in Nairobi. 

Recommendations:

- Policing initiatives must 
 ensure compliance with the law and reduce the involvement of law enforcement agencies 

and actors in the perpetration of violence.

amongst the urban poor 

amongst the urban poor towards acceptance of police use of violence in terms of 
threats, intimidation, kicks, slaps, punches, and whipping. 

 knowledge on the dynamics of vulnerability to violence amongst the 
urban poor; and establish the links between extortion and violence in poor urban neighborhoods.

6.3 Moving Beyond Human Rights Organisations 

The lack of access to immediate assistance, justice and rehabilitation for the urban poor in South 
Eastleigh is a cause of great concern. 152 respondents (69%) did  receive  form of assistance! 
Out of the 66 respondents who received assistance, family members and neighbours were the key 
actors (they gave almost half of the assistance) and the chief or community leaders assisting in 12 cases. 
Although paralegals assisted 9 victims and they are often seen as ‘neighbours’ rather than ‘paralegals’, 
there is 

. 

‘people on the ground’ in low-income settlements in Nairobi City Council showed that there was at least 
one paralegal organisation in South Eastleigh. In fact, their presence was a key reason for selecting 
that particular survey site. It is therefore all the more surprising that paralegals and other civil society 
organisations play such a little role on the ground.

Moving beyond the fact that most victims did not receive any immediate assistance or access to justice 
and rehabilitation, it is relevant to look into the assistance provided by relatives, neighbours, chiefs and 
community leaders: accompaniment to police station (27); emotional comfort (25); access to medical 
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assistance and counselling (14); access to alternative dispute resolution (9); and transport to a health 
facility and access to legal aid (7). Close to all these respondents felt that the assistance had contributed 
to resolving their issues yet only one third thought that justice had been served.

The scant presence of human rights organisations ‘on the ground’ in Nairobi slums, encourages human 
rights actors to consider new forms of collaboration with civil society actors who are present on the 

ground as well as more use of technology to better capture and respond to violence on the ground.

Recommendations:

- Enhance collaboration between human rights organisations with mandate to address violence and 
non-human rights organisations ‘on the ground’ to: i) raise awareness on provisions regarding law 
enforcement and the conduct of Law Enforcement Agents, ii) improve documentation, and iii) 
strengthen the mechanisms for protection of vulnerable members from violence. 

- Use technology to such as mobile phone technology better capture and respond to violence on 
the ground.

- Human rights organisations should recognize victims’ interest in protection.



an overall vulnerability of 10% to state violence in South Eastleigh location 
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7. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The survey set out to explore the vulnerability of poor urban residents in Nairobi to state violence and 
with a focus on the importance of social support structures and paralegal organisations. Based on a 
survey with 500 randomly selected respondents above 18 years of age, this study report has established 
that there is - during the past 
one year, one out of ten survey respondents had been victim to police violence. 

This alarmingly high vulnerability to state violence is aggravated by poor access to immediate 
assistance, rehabilitation, and justice. This situation is partly due to low trust between neighbours and 
low associational life and support amongst the survey respondents and partly due to low presence of 
human rights-oriented actors. 

This survey is part of a larger research project on the documentation of torture and ill-treatment in 
Nairobi City County, and the results have encouraged us to take two further steps: 

1) 
(with an Android phone) to record incidences of violence and we can soon launch the coalition 
of human rights organisations that will respond to the reported incidences. We anticipate that 
this will greatly enhance the access to justice and rehabilitation for the urban poor, including in 
South Eastleigh Location.

2) We have embarked on a further study on the safety or protection mechanisms at the local 
level i.e. in South Eastleigh Location in order to gain a better understanding of the protection 

work with protection of the common victim of crime and violence.

• High level of violence: 25% respondents informed about their own experience

 The household is the most common scene of violence 

 Organized groups and police are the main perpetrators

 Most common forms of violence: robbery, beating, threats 

 Most injuries are cuts and bruises by physical strength, objects, and weapons

 More common to report violence by organized groups than police violence 

 Low levels of sense that justice was served

 Low levels of trust and participation in associational life

 Low levels of awareness about where to access legal and medical support

 Victims want protection - organizations provide legal aid and rehabilitation

Recommendations
A) National government policing initiatives: 

- Policing initiatives like community policing and Nyumba Kumi must address that most violence is 
perpetrated at household level by people in the neighbourhood. 

- Policing initiatives must consider independent complaint and oversight mechanisms at community 
level to ensure compliance with the law and reduce the involvement of law enforcement agencies 
and actors in the perpetration of violence.


































