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Kenya’s evolution, internally and 
externally, has shaped its domestic 
political dynamics and its external 
positioning, including its relations with 
middle powers, understood in this 
essay, as states that cannot dictate the 
international order but have sufficient 
capabilities and reach to shape outcomes 
in specific regions and on specific issues. 
They are neither great powers nor minor 
actors; their significance is contextual 
and relational, linked to their ability to 
exert influence in particular theaters. 

This evolution has expanded both the 
range of actors engaging Kenya and the 
direction of that engagement. In recent 
years, it has involved middle powers as 
alternatives or complementary to Kenya’s 
traditional Western partners. This shift in 
external partnership patterns is evident 
worldwide, particularly in the Horn of 
Africa, where middle powers such as 
the United Arab Emirates (UAE), Saudi 
Arabia, and Turkey have expanded and 
deepened their engagement. 

This essay examines the nature of 
Kenya’s relationship with middle powers: 
how these relationships manifest, and 
how internal political developments, 
particularly youth politics and electoral 
dynamics, shape bargains between 
Kenya and these actors. It argues 
that the interaction between external 
courtship and domestic constraint is 
reshaping what kinds of deals remain 
politically sustainable, making Kenya a 
useful test case for understanding how 
middle-power engagement functions as 

statecraft when it encounters democratic 
accountability. Further, the essay aims 
to show why implementation, rather 
than access alone, is becoming decisive 
in determining which deals survive, 
since their sustainability now depends 
not only on elite consensus but also on 
whether the arrangements can withstand 
public scrutiny under tightening 
electoral pressure and youth legitimacy 
tests. These tests function as informal 
but increasingly decisive screening 
processes through which youth-driven 
public scrutiny determines whether an 
(external) deal is politically defensible 
and therefore implementable, especially 
by interrogating who benefits and who 
pays, what control is traded, and how 
the deal was negotiated. They operate 
along a spectrum: some arrangements 
are canceled outright, others are slowed 
down or redesigned, and still others 
persist as formally legal but politically 
contested projects whose fate is pushed 
into the next electoral cycle.

For middle powers, Kenya’s importance 
reflects a combination of factors: its role 
as one of East Africa’s largest economies; 
its function as a logistics and commercial 
hub for the wider region; its frontline role 
in regional counterterrorism; its value for 
market access and infrastructure, and - 
for Saudi Arabia and the UAE in particular 
-  supply chain positioning in sectors 
like agriculture. At the same time, Kenya 
is a stable and functional democracy 
with an assertive civil society and an 
engaged youth population, meaning 
that bargains increasingly face scrutiny 

https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2026/01/the-middle-power-moment
https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2026/01/the-middle-power-moment
https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2026/01/the-middle-power-moment
https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2026/01/the-middle-power-moment
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before implementation. For Kenya, 
these external engagements are best 
understood as exercises in transactional 
statecraft shaped by political constraint.

The Adani Episode: 
Systemic Contestation 

The cancellation of the USD2.6 billion 
Adani Group contracts in November 
2024, offers an illustration of the political 
limits of transactional statecraft in 
Kenya. The deals comprised a long-term 
lease and expansion of Jomo Kenyatta 
International Airport (JKIA) by India’s 
Adani Group, alongside a separate Adani-
linked power transmission agreement. 
Once the proposed airport arrangement 
became public, process vulnerabilities 
became focal points for contestation. 
This in turn activated institutional 
actors, including the High Court, which 
temporarily halted the proposal following 
an application by the Law Society of 
Kenya and the Kenya Human Rights 
Commission. Contestation then recruited 
organized labor: aviation workers went 
on strike, disrupting flights at JKIA. 
In parallel, the High Court suspended 
the separate Adani-linked power line 
project. Importantly, youth and Gen Z 
networks, already mobilized during the 
June 2024 Finance Bill protests, amplified 
these concerns online and recast the 
concession as part of a wider pattern 
of opaque, elite-driven deals. A crucial 
element that helped nationalize what 
might have been an aviation sector 
dispute and limited to aviation policy. 

This episode provides a useful reference 
point for this essay.

The reflections above helps situate 
the broader logic of Kenya’s external 
strategy; structured hedging: a 
portfolio approach designed to limit 
overdependence on any single external 
actor while preserving leverage and 
optionality across multiple national 
interests. In Kenya’s engagement with 
middle powers, this portfolio logic is 
most visible through the pursuit of two 
objectives: finance and security. 

Finance and Security 
as Core External Policy 
Objectives

Financing pressures sit at the center 
of Kenya’s external strategy. Public 
debt has risen to nearly 70% of GDP, 
placing it at high risk for debt distress 
and creating persistent pressure to 
secure external financing. The IMF 
remains a traditional source for such 
financing, but the fiscal consolidation its 
programmes require, including revenue 
measures and expenditure restraint, 
have become politically contentious, 
especially in the wake of the June 2024 
Finance Bill protests. This volatility has 
made alternative financing sources 
increasingly attractive, and middle 
powers, offering speed and flexibility, 
have created strong incentives for 
governments facing electoral timelines 
to pursue bilateral arrangements despite 
potentially unfavorable long-term 

https://www.reuters.com/markets/deals/kenya-cancels-proposed-deals-with-adani-group-2024-11-21/
https://www.reuters.com/markets/deals/kenya-cancels-proposed-deals-with-adani-group-2024-11-21/
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/kenyan-court-halts-adani-takeover-nairobi-international-airport-ft-reports-2024-09-10/
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/strike-kenyas-main-airport-causing-flight-delays-cancellations-kenya-airways-2024-09-11/
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/strike-kenyas-main-airport-causing-flight-delays-cancellations-kenya-airways-2024-09-11/
https://www.reuters.com/business/energy/kenyan-court-suspends-736-million-adani-power-line-deal-2024-10-25/
https://www.reuters.com/business/energy/kenyan-court-suspends-736-million-adani-power-line-deal-2024-10-25/
https://www.accord.org.za/analysis/kenyas-historic-gen-z-led-protests-the-issues/
https://www.accord.org.za/analysis/kenyas-historic-gen-z-led-protests-the-issues/
https://www.accord.org.za/analysis/kenyas-historic-gen-z-led-protests-the-issues/
https://www.imf.org/external/datamapper/profile/KEN
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/kenyan-protesters-promise-more-rallies-after-deadly-parliament-violence-2024-06-26/
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/kenyan-protesters-promise-more-rallies-after-deadly-parliament-violence-2024-06-26/
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costs, transparency concerns, or higher 
contingent liabilities. In practice, this 
often means quicker disbursement and 
fewer macro policy conditions, with costs 
shifted to the future through, e.g., credit 
rollover exposure, concessions, or lease 
structures among others.

The second objective is security. Kenya 
operates in a demanding environment: 
al-Shabaab along the Somalia border, 
the Sudan April 2023 war and Ethiopia’s 
internal and external tensions, all of 
which raise operational pressures and 
diplomatic exposure. In this context, 
security engagement with external 
partners has shifted from a reliance on 
traditional Western and multilateral actors 
towards a more diversified portfolio that 
includes middle powers. Partners like 
Turkey and the UAE reduce dependence 
on legacy security relationships and help 
maintain leverage as regional dynamics 
shift. This position reflects not only the 
region’s instability and Kenya’s regional 
ambitions but also a political economy 
logic through procurement ecosystems, 
institutional linkages and more. Over time, 
such cooperation embeds dependencies 
that middle powers leverage. Turkey 
and the UAE are expressions of this 
approach.

Interestingly, while security cooperation 
is no less transactional than infrastructure 
investment, it tends to unfold with far 
less public contestation, despite its 
opacity. The youth legitimacy test, the 
kind that scrutinizes airport concessions 
and power contracts, has not yet been 

applied to defense partnerships with 
comparable intensity. This asymmetry 
matters for middle powers because 
security cooperation framed as 
protection and typically less legible to 
the public may offer sustained influence 
without activating that legitimacy filter. 
For actors in Kenya, security cooperation 
is low-risk politics that signals delivery 
on security and reassures constituents, 
especially as elections draw closer.

These dynamics are only a part of the 
picture. Middle powers in view here 
are regionally influential, non-great 
powers with meaningful geo-economic 
and security tools. They bring a distinct 
logic of influence: using diversified 
engagement to secure strategic nodes, 
scalable commercial positions, and 
durable policy and institutional linkages 
through contracts, ecosystems, and 
security cooperation. The form this takes 
varies across actors: the UAE leans 
towards trade and investment platforms, 
Saudi Arabia towards energy and labor 
corridors, and Turkey towards defense-
industry and security ecosystems. 

Middle-Power 
Channels: 

Embedded Influence and the 
Asymmetries of Scrutiny

 The UAE is expanding its engagement 
in Kenya through a linked set of financial 
and trade arrangements, positioning 
itself as an alternative source of capital 
and market access. In 2023, the Gulf 

https://www.trade.go.ke/sites/default/files/Reports/TRADE%20SUB%20SECTOR%20REPORT%20FOR%20FY2026-27%20AND%20THE%20MEDIUM-TERM_0.pdf
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state ranked as Kenya’s sixth-largest 
export destination and second-largest 
source of imports, underscoring its 
growing economic importance to Kenya. 
This trajectory continued into 2024, 
when a USD 1.5 billion budget support 
loan was reportedly under discussion. 
Further, the Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership Agreement (CEPA), signed 
in January 2025, the first of its kind 
with a mainland African country, frames 
Kenya as the gateway to East Africa. 
This architecture is reinforced through 
targeted commitments including those 
by a major UAE sovereign wealth 
fund. The Abu Dhabi Developmental 
Holding Company’s (ADQ) framework 
for up to USD 500 million in finance and 
investment focuses on agriculture and 
logistics, strategic sectors for a country 
that imports 80% of its food. In parallel, 
Dubai-based Majid Al Futtaim’s Carrefour 
franchise deepens Emirati commercial 
presence in the consumer market. This 
expansion is reflected in trade volumes, 
with government reports showing that 

Emirati non-oil trade reached USD3.1 
billion in 2023, up 26% from the previous 
year. In aggregate, this portfolio shifts 
the UAE from a significant trading partner 
to an actor with growing structural weight 
in Kenya’s fiscal management, strategic 
infrastructure, and food systems. This 
configuration merits treatment as a 
source of both leverage and liquidity, 
given its trajectory elsewhere in the Horn. 
As institutionalization deepens through 
trade agreements and loans, so does 
visibility and domestic scrutiny, making 
the youth legitimacy test that contributed 
to the fall of the Adani deal relevant to 
UAE-inked arrangements as well. 

Saudi Arabia’s engagement with Kenya 
operates mainly through structural 
channels: petroleum supply, which 
dominates its exports to the country; 
development finance; labor migration; 
and a legacy of concessional lending 
that has supported infrastructure. Tens 
of thousands of Kenyan workers in the 
Kingdom generate remittance flows, 
making it the third-largest source of 
remittances in 2025. Because these 
ties are woven into daily energy 
consumption and household income, 
they are experienced as part of the 
ordinary economic background of life, 
and concerns about harsh economic 
realities are attributed to the government. 
As a result, Saudi Arabia’s influence 
remains below the threshold of scrutiny 
that triggers the youth legitimacy test. 
However, concerns about workers’ 
realities show that the relationship 
is not insulated from critique. As the 

Kenya and UAE sign landmark comprehensive economic 
partnership agreement

Ministry of Investments, Trade, and Industry

https://www.trade.go.ke/sites/default/files/Reports/TRADE%20SUB%20SECTOR%20REPORT%20FOR%20FY2026-27%20AND%20THE%20MEDIUM-TERM_0.pdf
https://www.trade.go.ke/sites/default/files/Reports/TRADE%20SUB%20SECTOR%20REPORT%20FOR%20FY2026-27%20AND%20THE%20MEDIUM-TERM_0.pdf
https://www.trade.go.ke/sites/default/files/Reports/TRADE%20SUB%20SECTOR%20REPORT%20FOR%20FY2026-27%20AND%20THE%20MEDIUM-TERM_0.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/kenya-close-agreeing-15-bln-budget-support-loan-uae-source-2024-09-25/
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/kenya-close-agreeing-15-bln-budget-support-loan-uae-source-2024-09-25/
https://mfa.go.ke/kenya-and-uae-sign-landmark-comprehensive-economic-partnership-agreement
https://mfa.go.ke/kenya-and-uae-sign-landmark-comprehensive-economic-partnership-agreement
https://www.adq.ae/newsroom/adq-establishes-finance-and-investment-framework-agreement-worth-up-to-usd-500-million-to-invest-in-priority-sectors-of-kenyas-economy/
https://www.adq.ae/newsroom/adq-establishes-finance-and-investment-framework-agreement-worth-up-to-usd-500-million-to-invest-in-priority-sectors-of-kenyas-economy/
https://www.adq.ae/newsroom/adq-establishes-finance-and-investment-framework-agreement-worth-up-to-usd-500-million-to-invest-in-priority-sectors-of-kenyas-economy/
https://www.trade.go.ke/sites/default/files/Reports/TRADE%20SUB%20SECTOR%20REPORT%20FOR%20FY2026-27%20AND%20THE%20MEDIUM-TERM_0.pdf
https://www.trade.go.ke/sites/default/files/Reports/TRADE%20SUB%20SECTOR%20REPORT%20FOR%20FY2026-27%20AND%20THE%20MEDIUM-TERM_0.pdf
https://www.trade.go.ke/sites/default/files/Reports/TRADE%20SUB%20SECTOR%20REPORT%20FOR%20FY2026-27%20AND%20THE%20MEDIUM-TERM_0.pdf
https://oec.world/en/profile/bilateral-country/ken/partner/sau
https://www.businessdailyafrica.com/bd/markets/currencies/uk-edges-past-saudi-diaspora-labour-shifts-reshape-remittances-5343802
https://www.centralbank.go.ke/diaspora-remittances/
https://www.centralbank.go.ke/diaspora-remittances/
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relationship becomes more explicitly 
commercial, evidenced by a 2025 trade 
mission that produced 16 agreements, 
new and more visible projects may create 
focal points for tensions to coalesce.

Turkey embeds through security 
ecosystems, equipment, training, and 
institutional linkages that compound 
over time. The 2023 Defense Industry 
Cooperation Agreement initiated a 
chain of dependencies: procurement of 
armored vehicles creates maintenance 
and supply requirements that draw in 
technical support and embed operational 
routines; each element generates 
demand for the next in what has been 
described as mutually reinforcing policy 
design, linking arms exports, training, 
and defense diplomacy. One example is 
Kenya’s reported acquisition of Bayraktar 
TB2 drones for counterterrorism, 
deepening ties through capability, 
not capital, as equipment platforms 
and technical relationships favor the 

known supplier. Unlike infrastructure 
deals (although Turkey is exploring 
this avenue too), defense procurement 
generates no visible constituency of 
losers. Compounding occurs below public 
legibility, creating path dependencies 
without triggering mobilization; the 
youth legitimacy test has not found an 
equivalent in defense, and middle powers 
know it. 

As illustrated above, middle powers 
calibrate their engagement in Kenya 
around commercial deals, structural 
dependencies, and security ecosystems. 
They now do so in a regional environment 
where several suitors court the state 
simultaneously and credible alternatives 
are readily available. However, the 
engagement must now also account 
for domestic survivability. As financing 
and security cooperation become more 
embedded, the decisive question is 
shifting from what is offered to whether 
a bargain can withstand Kenya’s 
domestic political conditions. Since 
the Finance bill protests of June 2024, 
along with realities of the Adani deal, 
the threshold for scrutiny has tightened, 
making youth mobilization and evidence 
of ‘success’ through the Adani deal, a 
material constraint on the negotiation, 
communication, and ratification of 
external partnerships. At the same time, 
the approaching August 2027 elections 
give these dynamics a clear temporal 
structure.

 Turkish and Kenyan delegations celebrate the completion of 
UCAV training with a cake cutting 

Photo via X, @BaykarTech

https://economymiddleeast.com/news/saudi-trade-mission-to-kenya-culminates-in-16-agreements-to-enhance-economic-cooperation/
https://economymiddleeast.com/news/saudi-trade-mission-to-kenya-culminates-in-16-agreements-to-enhance-economic-cooperation/
https://www.the-star.co.ke/business/kenya/2025-11-04-kenya-turkiye-explore-deepened-trade-defence-and-security-ties
https://www.the-star.co.ke/business/kenya/2025-11-04-kenya-turkiye-explore-deepened-trade-defence-and-security-ties
https://www.swp-berlin.org/10.18449/2022C42/
https://www.swp-berlin.org/10.18449/2022C42/
https://www.hiiraan.com/news4/2025/Jan/199638/kenya_acquires_turkish_bayraktar_tb2_drones_to_enhance_counterterrorism.aspx
https://www.hiiraan.com/news4/2025/Jan/199638/kenya_acquires_turkish_bayraktar_tb2_drones_to_enhance_counterterrorism.aspx
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Domestic Filters: 
Youth Scrutiny and the Electoral 
Timetable 

Two domestic filters are likely to 
determine whether Kenya’s bargains with 
middle powers move from agreement 
to implementation: the youth legitimacy 
test, which has sharpened since June 
2024, and the upcoming August 2027 
elections, which may impose and 
electoral timetable on what is politically 
viable.

The first filter is the youth legitimacy 
test. June 2024 was not only a protest 
episode; it also served as a signal event 
that reset assumptions about what (and 
how much?) Kenya’s political system 
can absorb, especially where bargains 
create visible, concentrated stakes over 
revenue, strategic assets, or perceived 
capture. The significance lies in its scale 
and geographic reach. It expanded 
accountability debates beyond taxation 
to broader questions of governance and 
also demonstrated the speed of digitally 
organized scrutiny and youth mobilization 
capacity ahead of the 2027 elections.

These largely youth-driven, loosely 
coordinated movements organized 
through digital networks rather than 
formal leadership structures, reveal a 
different kind of domestic check, fast-
moving, decentralized scrutiny that 
can turn technical policy packages into 
an immediate political problem; Unlike 
earlier protest waves that moved through 

parties, unions, or civic organizations 
that the state could bargain with, this 
horizontal mobilization offers far fewer 
points of influence.

The durability of this shift lies in its 
mechanism. Earlier protest cycles 
often mobilized around outcomes 
after implementation, but June 2024 
demonstrated a stronger capacity to 
contest inputs: the terms of distributional 
effects and sovereignty implications, 
before implementation began. In effect, 
the balance has shifted from episodic 
backlash against delivered outcomes to 
continuous scrutiny of proposed terms. 
Practically, crowdsourced document 
analysis and social media explainers 
converted technical provisions into 
legible political material faster than formal 
institutions could respond.

This matters for deal design because 
the same upstream contestation, often 
catalyzed by youth mobilization, can 
now reach the bargaining space: long-
term concessions and strategic asset 
arrangements can quickly become 
politically salient, well before benefits 
accrue. Kenya’s Adani episode illustrates 
the pathway: once the proposed JKIA 
lease and upgrade arrangement became 
a focal point of public scrutiny, the High 
Court temporarily blocked it, and the 
government later announced cancellation 
of the airport upgrade and power-related 
deals. In this sense, accumulated protest 
experience did not dampen scrutiny 
but enabled it, tightening the alliance 
between public pressure and formal 

https://mediacouncil.or.ke/sites/default/files/downloads/Online%20Mobilisation%20Report.pdf
https://mediacouncil.or.ke/sites/default/files/downloads/Online%20Mobilisation%20Report.pdf
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oversight. The key point is that the 
implementation risk is no longer confined 
to parliament or the larger bureaucracy; 
it can be triggered by rapid public 
contestation and then become binding 
through courts, media pressure, and 
institutional responses.

In this environment, a youth legitimacy 
test is emerging as a practical screening 
mechanism. Examination centers on three 
issues: whether the bargain’s distribution 
appears broad or extractive, whether it 
entails control over strategic assets and 
whether the process is defensible. When 
these questions are poorly answered or 
left unresolved, implementation becomes 
more difficult, especially when digital 
mobilization activates institutional actors. 
Youth may be the catalyst, but the 
constraint becomes cross-institutional. 
For middle powers, these new realities 
are shifting the binding constraint from 
access to implementation. Elite buy-in 
remains necessary, but bargains that 
cannot survive disclosure and rapid 
contestation will stall.

The second filter is the electoral cycle. 
Elections impose a temporal structure on 
statecraft by fixing the window in which 
governments must show delivery while 
managing coalition demands. With August 
2027 as a hard anchor, deal design tends 
to tilt toward front-loaded benefits and 
deferred costs, making liabilities easier to 
accept when their political impact comes 
later. This is most visible in financing. 
IMF-supported adjustment often requires 
near-term, immediately felt consolidation 

measures, while bilateral capital can 
be framed as delivery even as costs 
are shifted into future obligations. The 
point is not that one path is “good” and 
the other “bad,” but that the electoral 
timeline changes the political pricing of 
each, creating a dual-clock problem: the 
electoral clock rewards spending now 
and deferring pain, while the macro- 
stabilization clock requires adjustment 
now to unlock tranches.

June 2024 is relevant here because it 
altered the baseline conditions under 
which the electoral cycle operates. Even 
before the protests, elections tended to 
compress political horizons by increasing 
the premium on visible delivery and the 
penalty for near-term pain. After June 
2024, that compression starts earlier 
and bites harder. The result is a tighter 
governing corridor. In practice, three 
political pressures filter which deals 
remain viable within this window. First, 
credit-blame timing: Politicians favor 
arrangements that maximize visible 
short-term benefits while deferring 
associated costs. Second, coalition 
maintenance: Large, distributable deals 
are attractive because they provide tools 
that reward allies and hold the governing 
coalition together. Third, succession 
uncertainty: when future leadership is 
in doubt, actors prioritize deals that 
yield early pay-offs and create realities 
that are politically or legally costly for a 
successor to reverse.

The Chinese-funded Standard Gauge 
Railway (SGR) illustrates how these 
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pressures interact. As a Vision 2030 
flagship, the line provided the then-
government with visible early gains, 
while most loan servicing and contractual 
risk were deferred. The project’s scale 
created extensive construction and 
logistics contracts that reinforced ties 
within the governing coalition. By the 
2022 elections, significant arrears, 
entrenched contracts, and extended 
repayment schedules meant that the 
successor was effectively committed to 
managing the SGR’s debt legacy.

The same logic is now visible in smaller-
scale social programs across the 
country. They have favored initiatives 
that can be marketed as fast and with 
easily communicable gains, such as the 
Hustler Fund and flagship affordable 
housing projects, even though both have 
themselves become objects of youth-led 
criticism. In this sense, electoral pressure 
rewards visible delivery, while youth 
mobilization raises the political cost of 
poorly defended or contested projects.

Taken together, youth scrutiny and the 
electoral shadow make implementation 
the decisive constraint, a dynamic far 
less pronounced in earlier cycles. They 
do not eliminate Kenya’s external options, 
but they change the terms under which 
bargains can survive. Agreements 
now have to be defensible in process 
and distribution, and robust under a 
shortened political horizon. As middle 
power engagement becomes more visible 
and more tightly linked to strategic assets 
and long-horizon obligations, these 

domestic pressures will shape which 
external offers can be carried through. 
That is the shift now facing Kenya and 
middle powers seeking bargains that 
can move beyond announcement to 
implementation.

Hedging, Pathways 
and Durability of 
Bargains

For Kenya, middle-power bargaining 
is best understood as influence built 
through instruments and architectures; 
consistent with the strategic nature 
of Gulf engagement, where financing 
is often transactional and designed to 
secure durable commercial or strategic 
footholds rather than to function as 
neutral support. As the cases above 
show across financing and security 
cooperation, the shift is not about 
which partner is welcome, but about 
the pathways these partnerships create 
and their reversibility. Those pathways 
are mapped through a five-stage 
sequence: financial entry, infrastructure 
concessions, security entanglement, 
foreign policy alignment and extraction. 
How far any given bargain moves Kenya 
along this sequence, is worth critical 
consideration. The practical question is 
what survives scrutiny long enough to be 
implemented.

This shift has direct implications 
for how Kenya should think about 
structured hedging and makes the 
case for bounded hedging. The task 

https://www.businessdailyafrica.com/bd/corporate/shipping-logistics/kenya-in-first-major-sgr-investment-since-launch-5059556
https://www.businessdailyafrica.com/bd/corporate/shipping-logistics/kenya-in-first-major-sgr-investment-since-launch-5059556
https://www.swp-berlin.org/assets/afrika/publications/policybrief/MTA_PB04_2022_Eickhoff_Chinese_Mega_Projects_in_Kenya.pdf
https://www.swp-berlin.org/assets/afrika/publications/policybrief/MTA_PB04_2022_Eickhoff_Chinese_Mega_Projects_in_Kenya.pdf
https://www.swp-berlin.org/assets/afrika/publications/policybrief/MTA_PB04_2022_Eickhoff_Chinese_Mega_Projects_in_Kenya.pdf
https://www.businessdailyafrica.com/bd/economy/kenya-railways-kpa-locked-in-sh6bn-sgr-loan-breach-row-5417284
https://www.hustlerfund.go.ke/
https://www.bomayangu.go.ke/
https://www.bomayangu.go.ke/
https://findevlab.org/insights-into-gulf-bailout-diplomacy-unveiling-6-key-features/
https://findevlab.org/insights-into-gulf-bailout-diplomacy-unveiling-6-key-features/
https://findevlab.org/insights-into-gulf-bailout-diplomacy-unveiling-6-key-features/
https://findevlab.org/insights-into-gulf-bailout-diplomacy-unveiling-6-key-features/
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is not to avoid these bargains but to 
keep them flexible and governable. In 
practice, Kenya requires governance 
frameworks that safeguard strategic 
autonomy while facilitating investment. 
This means clearer guidelines for foreign 
participation in strategic infrastructure, 
distinguishing between sectors in which 
foreign operational control is acceptable 
and those in which it raises sovereignty 
concerns. It means technology-transfer 
provisions that ensure Kenya builds 
domestic capacity rather than creating 
a permanent dependency. It also means 
periodic review mechanisms that 
allow arrangements to be adjusted as 
circumstances change, and built-in exit 
clauses that keep terms adjustable. The 
goal is structured openness rather than 
reactive closure.

Deal discipline, in this frame, is political 
risk management: anticipating where 
contestability can concentrate and 
designing agreements that remain 
defensible long enough to be executed. 
It also requires treating counterparty/
partnership risk as a governance and 
reputational exposure because those 
liabilities can collapse defensibility 
regardless of the technical merits. 
Where possible, agreements should 
include capacity-building measures 
to reduce dependence and hedge 
against lock-in. Across the Horn, middle 
power engagement has often followed 
a recognizable sequence: crisis time 
financial support, expanding roles in 
strategic infrastructure and markets, 
and gradual build-up of security and 

institutional ecosystems that, where 
domestic filters are weak, tilt policy 
toward accommodation. In Kenya, 
elements of that script are visible 
but incomplete: external financing, 
commercial agreements and emerging 
security cooperation have advanced 
the early stages, yet youth-driven 
scrutiny and the electoral calendar now 
make further progression contingent on 
whether such bargains can withstand 
disclosure and contestation. This is 
precisely why, in an active democracy, 
the critical task includes defending 
the democratic space itself since it is 
that space which separates reversible 
partnership from the more entrenched 
dependencies evident elsewhere.

For middle powers, this means that 
purely transactional, opaque deals 
are increasingly fragile: offers that 
embed governance safeguards, shared 
oversight, and capacity-building are more 
likely to survive the domestic tests that 
now influence implementation.

Under the two filters discussed above, 
these same conditions also shape 
what middle powers can do to sustain 
engagement in Kenya. Implementation 
risk becomes the central strategic 
variable, and durability increasingly turns 
on whether terms and process remain 
publicly defensible once disclosed. The 
election horizon further compresses the 
political window for carrying bargains. 
Exposure also varies by channel: 
commercially visible engagements face 
a higher risk of contestation, whereas 
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security cooperation has to date tended 
to attract less public scrutiny, even if 
it still builds quieter lock-in through 
platforms, training, and maintenance 
routines. 

Finally, Kenya’s hedging strategy 
requires active maintenance, and middle 
powers should expect that to shape 
bargaining behavior. Diversification is 
an ongoing practice. Kenya will monitor 
portfolio balance, resist pressures for 
exclusive arrangements, regardless of 
how attractive the immediate terms 
appear, and maintain relationships with 
multiple partners even when one partner 
offers particularly favorable terms in the 
moment. For middle powers, durable 
influence in Kenya is more likely to be 
built through defensibility, adaptability, 
and non-exclusivity, recognizing that 
for Kenya, overdependence creates 
vulnerability; the goal is optionality. The 
scope of this trifecta in not unlimited: 
global interest rate conditions, creditor 
coordination challenges and great-
power competition often narrow the 
menu, pushing some middle powers back 
toward harder, more transactional offers.

Kenya’s recent experience points to a 
shift in how middle-power engagement 
operates in more open political settings. 
What increasingly matters is not simply 
access to decision-makers or the volume 
of capital on offer, but whether bargains 
can withstand disclosure, contestation, 
and political turnover long enough to be 
implemented. 

This suggests that durability in a 
contested democracy is decided in the 
space between signature and delivery. 
Since June 2024, new forms of scrutiny 
have revealed a capacity to attach 
upstream, thereby tightening the corridor 
within which bargains can be sustained; 
the approaching August 2027 elections 
adds a second constraint by compressing 
political time. Together, these dynamics 
make implementation, not signature, the 
emerging critical step between courtship 
and influence.

For Kenya, the implication is not 
withdrawal but disciplined hedging: 
keeping external options open while 
limiting lock-in through clearer rules 
for strategic assets, capacity-building 
provisions, and review points that 
preserve adjustability. For middle 
powers, the implication is symmetrical: 
durable footholds are more likely to 
arise from deals designed for public 
defensibility and political resilience 
rather than those optimized solely for 
speed and exclusivity. The August 2027 
election will offer an early test of how 
far this implementation filter travels; 
whether it becomes more predictable 
and institutionalized or remains volatile 
and reactive, either way, the direction of 
travel is clear: in Kenya, survivability is 
becoming a core condition of influence.


