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The EU has already offered 
Kenya its full support to 
respond to the terrorist 
attack in Nairobi and to 
promote stability in the 
region. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Westgate mall, claimed 
by the al-Qaeda-linked 
Somali terrorist group al-
Shabaab, has left 67 people 
dead. 
 

The EU has rapidly responded in words to the brutal terrorist attack at the 
Westgate shopping mall in Nairobi (Kenya) on 21 September, claimed by 
the al-Qaeda-linked Somali terrorist group al-Shabaab. In a statement 
issued one day later by the EU High Representative for Foreign Affairs and 
Security Policy Catherine Ashton the EU offered its condolences to the 
relatives of the victims, as well as the EU's 'full support to the Kenyan 
authorities in dealing with the situation' and its willingness 'to help 
prevent such attacks happening in the future.' This was repeated on 23 
September, in a joint message by the President of the European Council 
Herman Van Rompuy and President of the European Commission José 
Manuel Barroso to the Kenyan president. The message also stressed the 
importance of the 'continued cooperation in freeing Somalia and Kenya 
from the scourge of al-Shabaab, promoting security and development for 
all the people of Kenya, and building in Somalia a stable and prosperous 
state, subject to the rule of law, to which refugees can safely return'. 

The Westgate attack confirmed the predictions of those who warned that 
Kenya's involvement in the Somali conflict made the country a primary 
target for terrorists. The attack and subsequent four-day siege of the mall 
has left at least 67 people dead and over 200 injured, although the final 
numbers are likely to be higher. This is the worst terrorist incident on 
Kenyan soil since 1998, when al-Qaeda bombed the US Embassy in 
Nairobi. An adequate and balanced response by the Kenyan authorities, is 
essential to fight the al-Shabaab terrorists and bring stability to the entire 
region. The EC can play an important role by following through on its 
promise to cooperate closely with Kenya, Somalia and regional 
organisations to effectively respond to the current challenge. 

Al-Shabaab's threat and the conflict in Somalia 

 
 

The numerous foreign nationals among the victims (including six British, 
two French and one Dutch citizen) lend the attack global relevance. The 

http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_Data/docs/pressdata/EN/foraff/138781.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_Data/docs/pressdata/EN/foraff/138781.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_Data/docs/pressdata/EN/foraff/138781.pdf
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-13-811_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-13-811_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-13-811_en.htm
http://www.reuters.com/article/2013/09/24/us-kenya-attack-idUSBRE98K03V20130924
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Al-Shabaab has said it 
targeted the shopping 
centre — a symbol of 
Kenya's economic 
emergence — in retaliation 
for the country's 
involvement in Somalia.  
 
 
 
 
Kenya has been involved in 
Somalia since October 2011 
and is part of the African 
Union Mission in Somalia 
(AMISOM).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The EU has contributed EUR 
440 million to AMISOM since 
2007 and is engaged in 
three different Common 
Security and Defence Policy 
missions in the region. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
At the 'New Deal for 
Somalia' conference 
organised on 16 September 
in Brussels, EUR 1.8 billion 
were pledged for the 
country's reconstruction. 
 
 
 
Although al-Shabaab has 
lost control of numerous 

terrorists targeted one of the most visible symbols of Kenya's rapid 
economic growth and emerging middle class, and of the country's 
international profile as a diplomatic hub and tourism and investment 
destination. However, the motives for the attack lay in the regional 
context: al-Shabaab had threatened Kenya for the country's involvement 
in Somalia and had carried some actions in Kenya, although none on this 
scale. The Westgate attack clearly signals the vulnerability of Kenya to 
terrorist acts, but it is also, some analyses suggest, a desperate attempt by 
a weakened group to provoke a greater Kenyan involvement in Somalia 
and thereby trigger a backlash against Kenya and support for al-Shabaab.  

Kenya became directly involved in in southern Somalia in October 2011, 
though its military operation 'Linda Nchi' ('Protect the country') to fight al-
Shabaab militants responsible for a series of attacks against humanitarian 
workers inside Kenya. Linda Nchi officially concluded in June 2012, and 
4 600 Kenyan troops were integrated into the African Union Mission in 
Somalia (AMISOM) – along with troops from Uganda, Burundi and Djibouti 
– to support the Somali federal government. The EU is one of AMISOM's 
strongest supporters and has contributed EUR 440 million since 2007 
through the African Peace Facility. In addition, the EU is actively engaged 
in the Horn of Africa through different Common Security and Defence 
Policy missions: EU NAVFOR's Operation Atalanta, fighting piracy off the 
Somali coast; EUTM Somalia, training Somali security forces; and EUCAP 
NESTOR, strengthening maritime capacity building in the region. The EU 
seeks to adopt a 'comprehensive approach' to the region and has adopted 
the EU Strategic Framework for the Horn of Africa (2011) and appointing 
Alexander Rondos as Special Representative for the Horn of Africa (2012).  

Since 2011, AMISOM has made important military gains and taken over 
territories controlled by al-Shabaab, including the strategically important 
port of Kismayu in October 2012. Kismayu was the last major city held by 
al-Shabaab and provided the group with vital sources of revenue. 
AMISOM's advances improved the country's stability and led Somalia to 
elect, in September 2012, its first president in over 20 years: Hassan Sheikh 
Mohamud. All of this fostered a rare optimism in the region, as well as 
renewed international engagement. A high point in this engagement was 
the 'New Deal for Somalia' conference hosted on 16 September in 
Brussels, at which EUR 1.8 billion — including EUR 650 million from the EU 
— were pledged for the country's reconstruction. Huge challenges 
remain, however, in matching the difficult situation on the ground to the 
government's ambitious vision. Also difficult is the integration of the 
autonomous regions of Puntland and Somaliland into an effective the 
federal government. Nonetheless, Somalia appears to be making progress, 
and the attack in Nairobi should not radically change its trajectory or alter 
policies towards the country.  

What the Nairobi attack does demonstrate is that, while al-Shabaab has 
lost control of territory, the group has not disappeared, and its destructive 
potential has not been neutralised. Abandoning its old urban strongholds, 
the group has tactically re-grouped to pursue guerrilla-style tactics and 

http://thinkprogress.org/security/2013/09/22/2662191/deadly-attack-kenya-mall-sign-desperation/
http://register.consilium.europa.eu/pdf/en/11/st16/st16858.en11.pdf
http://www.somalia-newdeal-conference.eu/
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territories in Somalia, its 
destructive capabilities 
persist. 

terrorist attacks, including in the Somali capital, Mogadishu. This 
underscores the enormous task facing President Mohamud in filling the 
power vacuum left by al-Shabaab, without overly relying on foreign 
support, as this may cause a nationalist backlash.  

Kenya's involvement in Somalia made it a target for terror attacks 
 
 
 
 
The Westgate mall attack 
clearly highlights the 
complex political and 
security links between 
Kenya and Somalia.  
 
 
 
 
 
Al-Shabaab also attacked 
Uganda in 2010 for its 
involvement in Somalia and 
since 2011 has carried out a 
series of gun and grenades 
attacks inside Kenya.  
 
 
 
 
 
These have led to a growing 
mistrust of the Somali 
community. The Kenyan 
police has also 
indiscriminately targeted 
and abused Somalis.  

Despite al-Shabaab's retreat, the group was able to carefully plan and 
execute its dramatic attack at the Westgate mall, which in turn highlights 
Kenya's vulnerabilities to terrorism, notably against 'soft-targets' such as 
shopping areas. More broadly, the incident brings to the fore Kenya's close 
links to Somalia and to the country's security and political context. Many 
Kenyan citizens in Kenya's north-eastern province are ethnic Somali and 
the porous Kenya-Somalia border allows a close interaction between 
communities on both sides. In 2011 drought and famine forced many 
Somali to move to in Kenya, often to refugee camps established around 
the town of Dadaab, which host around 500 000 people.  

Besides the challenge of this precarious humanitarian situation, Kenya's 
direct involvement in Somalia rendered it a direct target for al-Shabaab. 
The terrorist group had already retaliated against countries contributing 
to AMISOM – notably by bombing two bars screening the football world 
cup final in July 2010 in Kampala (Uganda). This was al-Shabaab's first 
terrorist attack outside Somalia and killed 74 people.  

A series of gun and grenade attacks have also taken place in Kenya over 
the past two years in retaliation for the country's involvement in Somalia. 
At least 48 people have been killed in 17 separate incidents, according to 
Chatham House. These have mainly occurred in northern towns, although 
Nairobi and Mombasa have not been spared. In late 2012, bombs 
exploded in the capital's Eastleigh District, known as 'Little Mogadishu'. 
Eastleigh is home to many members of the economically active Somali 
diaspora who have established numerous successful small businesses, but 
also faced discrimination. Although al-Shabaab was blamed for the events, 
these led to rioting and indiscriminate attacks by groups of young people 
against Somalis whom they blamed for the attacks. The growing mistrust 
of the Somali community has been exacerbated by the response of the 
police, who have indiscriminately targeted migrants, refugees and ethnic 
Somalis following terrorist attacks. Human Rights Watch has reported that 
over 1 000 Somalis were arbitrarily detained in late 2012, with numerous 
abuses (which, in some 50 cases, amounted to torture), rapes, beatings 
and extortions. 

The importance of an adequate and balanced response 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The complex links between Kenya's domestic context, the Somali conflict 
and the actions of the terrorist group al-Shabaab highlight the necessity 
for Kenyan authorities to provide respond appropriately to the attack. The 
EU has offered Kenya its support and should be ready to provide this, 
whilst also minding potential pitfalls. The current diplomatic tensions 
between the EU and Kenya — stemming from the International Criminal 

http://www.chathamhouse.org/media/comment/view/194272
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-20393013
http://www.hrw.org/news/2013/05/29/kenya-police-abuse-nairobi-s-refugees
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Despite diplomatic tensions, 
the EU should be ready to 
support Kenya respond to 
the attack, whilst bearing in 
mind some of the potential 
pitfalls. 
 
 
 
It is important to prevent 
the Somali community from 
becoming a scapegoat for 
the attack. The initial 
reactions from Kenyan 
society and authorities strike 
a positive note. 
 
 
 
 
The EU should contribute to 
strengthening Kenya's 
security forces, but this 
should be linked to deeper 
reforms that increase their 
transparency and 
accountability. 
 
 
 
 
 
The EU should see that, to 
avoid a potential backlash, 
any Kenyan response 
towards the Somali conflict 
is supported by the Somali 
federal government and 
regional organisations. 

Court (ICC) cases against Kenyan President Uhuru Kenyatta and Vice-
President William Ruto — constitute an additional hurdle. They should 
not, however, prevent dialogue and cooperation with Kenya from being 
strengthened to respond appropriately to the Westgate attack.  

One serious danger in responding to this challenge is that inter-communal 
tensions may increase, with Kenya's Somali population made a scapegoat 
for the actions of al-Shabaab. In his statement after the attack President 
Kenyatta called for a strong response and the punishment of those 
responsible, but also stressed the need to respect the constitution and for 
Kenya to remain 'an open and united country' – a necessary message, 
further underlined by a rare show of unity displayed by Kenya's 
notoriously divided political class in the days after the attack. This positive 
image accurately reflects the will of Kenya's society, which has generously 
responded by donating blood and funds for those affected by the attack. 
Such solidarity and unity may, however, prove more difficult to maintain 
in the medium and long term.  

The EU's response should involve strengthening Kenya's counter-terrorism 
and intelligence capabilities to prevent future attacks. Since Kenya is also 
an important ally of the USA and Israel, and given the international 
dimension of the attack (with some of the attackers reported to be UK and 
US citizens), assistance in this regard will likely be forthcoming. An 
increased cooperation and support which provides an essential 
opportunity to reform Kenya's security forces. The EU should ensure that 
this is not limited to strengthening Kenya's capabilities, but that the 
corruption and culture of impunity of Kenya's security forces are also 
curtailed This may be an opportunity for promoting a police and army that 
are better able to respond to terrorism whilst remaining transparent and 
accountable. 

A proper response to the recent attack must also account for the regional 
dimension. Kenya may feel tempted to step up its involvement in Somalia. 
However, a rushed and/or unilateral decision risks triggering the very 
backlash al-Shabaab may be trying to provoke. Some already see Kenya's 
involvement in Somalia — including its support for the Jubaland 
administration in southern Somalia — less as an effort to unify Somalia 
than to simply create a buffer zone next to the Kenyan border. To avoid 
this potential backlash, or renewed suspicions about Nairobi's motives, 
any Kenyan response towards Somalia should seek the support of the 
Somali federal government as well as the African Union (AU) and the 
Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD). The EU, through its 
'comprehensive approach' to the region should actively promote this 
dimension in any response to the threat of al-Shabaab and instability in 
the Horn of Africa. 

 

http://kenopalo.com/2013/09/21/president-uhuru-kenyattas-statement-following-westgate-terror-attack/

