
 

Horn of Africa and Southern Africa 
Luca Puddu 

 

 

 

Osservatorio Strategico 2017 – Year XIX issue V 38 

The electoral trajectory in Kenya, Angola and Rwanda 

 

Kenya 

Three weeks after the victory of Kenyatta’s Jubilee Party at the presidential election, the 

Supreme Court of Kenya reversed the results with a surprising sentence. Four of the six judges who 

compose the highest court of the country positively assessed the appeal against the verdict of the 

polls submitted by the challenger, Raila Odinga. Consequently, the court ordered the organization of 

new presidential elections within 60 days. The Supreme Court justified its decision with the fact that 

the Independent Electoral Commission charged with supervision of the electoral process 

had not fulfilled the role assigned by constitution, implicitly recognizing the grievances advanced by 

the opposition the day after announcement of the election’s result.  In fact, Odinga had 

denounced the pro-government orientation of the body that was supposed to oversee the impartiality 

of the electoral process. 

The Court's decision was received with satisfaction among the rank and files of the 

National Super Alliance (NASA). Following announcement of the judgment, Odinga’s followers took 

the streets of Mombasa and Kisumu, two electoral strongholds of the opposition. Kenyatta on his 

part initially issued conciliatory statements, expressing his personal disagreement with the decision 

but at the same time his highest respect for the court's authority.  Institutional politeness gradually 

faded away in the following days: the acting head of state took the opportunity of an electoral rally in 

Nairobi to raise the tone of the political debate. Kenyatta termed the four judges who voted in favour 

of cancellation of the elections as “crooks”, accusing them of stealing the popular will. In the event 

of reappointment, Kenyatta also promised a reform of the judiciary system that would prevent 

repetition of the abuses in his opinion perpetrated by the Supreme Court1. 

Meanwhile, vocal skirmishes between competitors have already begun. The NASA has 

evaluated negatively the date of October 17 for the new election, emphasizing how such a short 

period of time does not allow the concerned stakeholders to put in place the necessary precautions 

to ensure the transparency of voting.  The battleground is now centred on the designation of the 

arbitrators who will ensure the regularity of the new voting process. According to the opposition, it is 

essential to replace most of them current members of the Electoral Commission, which is deemed 

to have an open pro-government orientation.  Vice-president Ruto from Jubilee Party, for his part, 

rejected the idea of reshuffling the electoral commission2. The achievement of a compromise on the 

composition of the Electoral Commission is a condicio sine qua non to ensure the orderly 

development of the new elections and prevent stakeholders from resorting to violence to challenge 

the electoral outcome. The NASA has already declared its intention to boycott the ballots if it cannot 

have concrete guarantees on the regularity of the process. Odinga’s coalition has harshly criticized 

the neutrality of the commission’s Executive Director and five other senior officers in the Secretariat 

who have been indirectly accused of misbehaviour by the head of the Electoral 

Commission Wafula Chebukati in a secret memo published by Kenyan newspaper The 

Star. According to Odinga, the memo is a proof that his accusations in the aftermath of the elections 

were grounded: the six officers have been publicly accused of having manipulated the voting count in 

                                                        
1   http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-41132559 
2  https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/horn-africa/kenya/kenya-historic-decision-tough-road-ahead 
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favour of the Jubilee Party, while Kenyatta and Ruto have been accused of being   "guilty of having 

denied a free and transparent election to the Kenyan people"3. 

At the moment there are few possibilities to achieve a satisfactory compromise between the 

two sides of the dispute. The NASA has called for the immediate replacement of the officers accused 

by Chebukati and the establishment of a bipartisan parliamentary committee to oversee the electoral 

process, while the official position of the Jubilee Party is to reject any change to the composition of 

the Commission. Not incidentally, Ruto and Kenyatta have dismissed the NASA’s position as 

baseless, arguing defiantly that they are ready to accept the commission’s reshuffle only 

in case of simultaneous resignations of the judges of the Supreme Court4. It is not clear whether the 

Jubilee Party still trusts Chebukati . In a public statement released just two days before publication 

of the memo, Kenyatta and Ruto had declared that they wanted  Chebukati to be confirmed at the 

head of the commission, but this position may change after publication of the report. Moreover, 

Chebukati is not unanimously welcomed by all members of the Jubilee Party, since he has been 

occasionally accused of partisanship for the cause of the NASA5.  

Another potential problem for the success of next elections is the decision of the Court to 

exclude from the ballot all minor parties but the Jubilee and the NASA, thereby turning the next 

elections into a show down between Kenyatta and Odinga. The leaders of smaller parties 

have already announced their intention to appeal the Court against what they deem to be an 

unfair discrimination against them. Arguably, this controversy may provide an additional legal 

footing to the defeated party who should opt for challenging again the results of the polls. 

The cancellation of the presidential elections did not affect the result of the ballot at the county 

level. In this case, the fears of unrest in those provinces marked by internal instability such 

as Narok or Marsabit have proved baseless; at least for the moment. Nevertheless, some defeated 

candidates took the opportunity of the verdict of the court to challenge the unsatisfactory electoral 

result. An example of this kind stems from Meru County, where the race for the governorship was 

an internal matter within the pro-Kenyatta front. Here, the incumbent county governor 

Peter Munya and his political formation – the Party for National Unity (PNU) – were challenged by 

the former senator Kiraitu Murungi, official candidate of Jubilee Party. Murungi had been a 

prominent member of the PNU and a supporter of Munya nomination in 2013. His decision 

to promote the fusion of the PNU with the Jubilee Party was however contested by a fringe of the 

party under the leadership of Munya, who then won the judicial battle for recognition of the party 

symbol. During the electoral campaign, Munya had formally backed Kenyatta, but at the same time 

had refrained from showing up in public when Kenya’s president came to Meru for an electoral 

rally. This tactic allowed him to get also the informal backing of the NASA, which lacked a strong 

candidate in the county, without antagonizing a substantial part of his electorate who was strongly 

in favour of Kenyatta. This ambivalence did not prevent Murungi from scoring a net victory with 52% 

of the preferences. Munya, however, immediately rejected the results as the outcome of rigging on 

the part of the Jubilee Party, declaring his open support to the NASA in occasion of the next general 

elections. Although motivated by political opportunism, this move may authorize the NASA to gain 

additional votes in a county that is a traditional stronghold of Kenyatta. 

The political dynamics triggered by the decision of the Supreme Court pave the way to 

potentially unpredictable turns in the future of Kenya's foreign relations with neighbours.  Nairobi 

                                                        
3  https://www.the-star.co.ke/news/2017/09/07/you-belong-in-jail-raila-tells-shameful-uhuruto-after-chebukati-

memo_c1631669 

4  http://www.nation.co.ke/news/politics/Uhuru--Ruto-make-explosive-remarks-in-Nakuru/1064-4080572-

11vej8b/index.html 

5  https://www.kahawatungu.com/2017/06/20/chiloba-chebukati-colluding-raila-mutahi/ 
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needs to reassess the relationship with Tanzania, with which there is an on going commercial 

following Kenya's decision to block the import of products such as flour and gasoline through the 

southern border route. The blockade has been officially justified as a tool to protect the control 

on quality for imported goods, which are expected to transit through additional checkpoints in the 

port of Mombasa. Some observers, however, have argued how the dispute is the result of the 

broader political tensions between the two governments over the alleged support provided by the 

Tanzanian president Magufuli to the electoral campaign of the coalition led by Raila Odinga.  

The Tanzanian Minister for Foreign Affairs, Augustine Mahiga, has rejected these charges and tried 

to maintain the dispute within the exclusive framework of trading relations between neighbouring 

countries, invoking the freedom of movement for goods within the common market of the East African 

Community (EAC)6. 

The rapprochement between PNU and NASA may have broader implications for the foreign 

policy of Kenya in the case of Odinga’s victory. One of them is the possibility that Kenya will speed 

up the process of diplomatic recognition in favour of the breakaway republic of Somaliland, which 

was sponsored by both Munya and Odinga in the last year. Such eventuality would put in danger the 

relationship with the Federal Government of Somalia, which expressed dissatisfaction against these 

public statements in the recent past. Mogadishu has another reason to be afraid of the 

opposition's victory.  During a public debate in late July, Odinga has reaffirmed the intention to 

withdraw Kenyan troops deployed in Somalia under the umbrella of AMISOM, arguing that Kenya’s 

security interests would be better served with a strategic military retreat along the international border 

coupled by counter-intelligence operations to prevent terrorist attacks within the national territory7. 

  

Angola 

 On August 23, legislative and presidential elections were held in Angola. The big news of 

this electoral round was the absence from the starting line of the historical president José Eduardo 

Dos Santos, leader of the ruling party Popular Movement for the Liberation (MPLA). Dos Santos had 

announced well in advance the intention not to advance its candidature anymore after 38 years as 

Angola’s president and pave the way  to the succession of another life-long member of 

the MPLA, the standing Defence Minister Joao Lourenço. 

As largely expected, the MPLA won in a landslide with 61% of the votes against the 26% of 

the first opposition party, the National Union for the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA). This 

victory should ensure a firm parliamentary majority to the new government, which will be able to rely 

on the support of approximately 150 of the 220 parliamentary seats.  

Lourenço’s victory and the reconfirmation of the MPLA as the sole ruling party in the whole 

history of independent Angola have been vehemently contested by the opposition. Both UNITA that 

the other main opposition group – the Broad Coalition for Angola's Salvation-Electoral College 

(CASA-CE) – denounced irregularities in the counting of votes and rejected the outcome of the 

polls. International observers on the spot, however, have positively assessed the electoral process: 

the representative of the South African Development Community (SADC) greeted the elections as 

free and transparent, while the European Union expressed satisfaction with "the efficient 

organization of the voting process"8. 

  

                                                        
6  http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2017-07/25/c_136469376.htm 

7  http://goobjoog.com/english/i-will-pull-out-kenyan-troops-from-somalia-if-elected-president-odinga/ 
8  https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/31383/statement-spokesperson-general-elections-

angola_en 
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The new president of Angola will have to deal with the legacy of a difficult economic situation, 

marked by high inflation rates and unemployment. The driving factor of the Angolan crisis in recent 

years has been the collapse of the international price of oil, by far the main source of foreign 

exchange and government revenues. Lourenço has already expressed its availability to open 

discussions with the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund to adopt economic 

reforms that would reduce dependence on oil exports, but in the short term, the new president will 

be forced to deal with the fluctuations of crude oil price9. 

In the realm of foreign policy, the new course of Lourenço could translate in a closer 

relationship with the United States. The new president paid a visit to Washington in his capacity as 

Defence Minister in May to signing a military cooperation agreement. In any case, the first concern of 

Lourenço in the next future will probably the political crisis in the Democratic Republic of Congo, 

which is historically part of the sphere of influence of Angola. Luanda should ensure the presence of 

a friendly government in Kinshasa, since cooperation will be essential to prevent the regionalization 

of the insurgency of the Front for the Liberation of the Enclave of Cabinda (FLEC) and control the 

flow of refugees across the international border.  The recent unrest in the eastern region of 

Kasai was not a good news for Luanda, which is hosting 30,000 displaced people fleeing from 

clashes between local Kasai militias and the Congolese army10. 

The demise of Dos Santos from the Angolan presidency is not going to turn into his total 

disappearance from the political arena. The former president will remain at the top of MPLA, where 

he will most likely continue to handle power behind the scene. A blue print of Dos Santos’ intention 

to preserve influence within the Angolan political landscape was the decision, in early September, to 

issue one of the last presidential decrees that announced the promotion of 165 senior 

police officers. In this manner, Dos Santos will be able to maintain a large network of contacts within 

the state device and rely on the loyalty of high rank officials within the security apparatus. 

  

Rwanda 

 On August 4 Paul Kagame got reconfirmation as president of Rwanda in an election that 

certified a very high turnout – almost 98% - and the unchallenged rule of the Front and the Rwandan 

Patriotic (RPF) on the national political scene. Kagame triumphed with 99% of votes, a percentage 

that reflects the excellent economic performance of the country in recent years. This overwhelming 

victory, however, also highlights the nuances that underpin reproduction of “Western” democracy in 

contemporary Rwanda.  

Critics of the Rwandan model have argued how the election results are a confirmation of the 

authoritarian character of the ruling party. Scholars and human rights groups have repeatedly 

denounced the explicit or implicit repression to which political opponents are subjected in 

contemporary Rwanda, as well as the deep reach of the state apparatus in the most remote locations 

of the country to keep a tight grip on rural population11. 

Supporters of Kagame’s rule, on the other hand, read the landslide victory as a proof of the 

success of the president in promoting economic growth o after 1994. Rwanda is a typical example 

of "African Lion", with an economic performance that is close to double digits: this success is also 

the result of Kagame’s ability to build a special relationship with Western donors and depict his rule 

as a successful model of governance: foreign aid accounted for around 86% of the overall 

                                                        
9  https://www.oxfordenergy.org/wpcms/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/After-the-Boom-Angolas-Recurring-Oil-

Challenges-in-a-New-Contect-WPM-72.pdf 
10  https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2017-06-01-iss-today-angola-grapples-with-its-drc-foreign-policy-

problem/#.Wa_9k9NJbow 
11  https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/global-opinions/wp/2017/08/02/what-happened-when-i-tried-to-run-to-

become-rwandas-first-female-president/ ? tid = a_inl & utm_term = .9b334a9b6b98. See 
also: Filip Reyntjens, Political Governance in Post-Genocide Rwanda, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2013. 
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state budget in 2000, but decreased to 43% in 2013, despite the exponential increase of 

aid flows. The agenda of Kagame in the next seven years will most likely driven by the attempt 

to continue on this path and achieve the goals outlined in Vision 2020, which foreshadows the 

entrance of Rwanda in the club of middle income countries through an aggressive policy of 

infrastructural development and investments in the tertiary sector. 

Melina Platas offers an in-between understanding of the landslide victory of Kagame that 

stands between the enthusiastic position of his supporters and the apocalyptic vision of the 

critics. According to Platas, the very high rates of turnout and the landslide victory of the ruling 

party should not be interpreted only through the lens of state repression or in light of the economic 

performance of the country. Rather, Kagame's dominance is a recognition of the 

progress achieved under his Presidency in terms of political stability and the ability to find a 

compromise between the various Rwandan constituents forces after the attempted genocide in 

1994. In other words, citizens do not go to the ballots to dispute the existing order, but to take part 

to a social ritual through which each individual of the community reaffirms its adherence to the post-

1994 social pact12.  

 

Analysis, assessments, and forecasts 

The trajectory of recent elections in Kenya, Rwanda and Uganda offers a nuanced picture of 

the development of democracy in the African continent. The ruling of the Supreme Court of Kenya 

is a milestone in the history of democracy in Africa and beyond, since it represents the supreme 

manifestation of the balance of power between the legislative, the executive and the judiciary. In this 

perspective, the Kenyan democracy is probably a step forward if compared with the liberal trajectory 

of many other Western democracies. These achievements, however, come at the expense of 

growing internal political instability, in a country already torn apart by large-scale post-election 

violence in 2007.  

Angola and Rwanda on the other hand are two examples of semi-authoritarian democracies, 

where the electoral process is perceived as a moment of readfirmation rather than contestation of 

the existing order. Nevertheless, the electoral trajectory of Angola and Rwanda may be better 

explained in light the recent past of violence in the two countries and the informal social pact that 

underpins the temporary suspension of the principle of political change in the rooms of power. 

 

                                                        
12  https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2017/08/05/heres-why-paul-kagame-won-a-third-term-as-

rwandas-president/?utm_term=. be0f5b5ba74d 

 


