Remembering my friend - Dekha Ibrahim Abdi 

By Alice Nderitu, Kenya
I was in a meeting at Amkeni Wakenya – the UNDP civic education wing – when I got the text message from Irungu Houghton at 11.55. ‘Dekha has passed on’ it said. I stood up, shaking. ‘I have to go’, I said. ‘Dekha has left us, she has passed on’. ‘Who is Dekha?’ the people in the meeting asked. ‘Who is Dekha?’  I responded, incredulous that they did not know her; ‘Dekha is my friend, how would you not know her, she is the peacemaker…’ I faltered realising that even I could not explain who Dekha was. Not in one sentence, one paragraph.  I left for Aga Khan Hospital. Sofia Abdi, nominated MP, was at the door, we held each other, sobbing. We hugged strangers and wept. Irungu was there, clutching a vaguely familiar woman’s handbag.  It was Dekha’s, he said. 
Dekha had called me a week before her death wanting to meet. I almost said no because I had taken the day off, but we had much to catch up on, so I came. She called me a few minutes to the time we were to meet and said could we please meet at Java restaurant at the Sarit centre instead of our office in Westlands as she really felt like having a milkshake. It was a hot afternoon. 
For some reason I cannot remember my first meeting with Dekha.  I remember sillier details such as the design and stitching of her buibui’s; I was fascinated by what she could do with plain black cloth. When Kenya’s infamous post election violence broke out in 2007, both of us were in Mombasa. She lived there; I was then working at the Kenya National Commission on Human Rights (KNCHR). I had led a team to observe the elections in Mombasa as well as vote, as I was a registered voter in Kisauni. When the violence broke out Dekha was on the streets and so was I. We had several strategy meetings with then Provincial Police Commander Kingori Mwangi, Provincial Commissioner Ernest Munyi and with Sheikh Dor who was later to be nominated as MP, trying to stop the violence. We went to the ground, spoke to people and carefully documented what is now emerging as a very useful part of Kenya’s history. Earlier, when working in Wajir on the KNCHR’s human rights education programs, I would stay in Dekha’s house, which she had converted into a guesthouse. Courtesy of Pact Kenya, Dekha and I were to meet in several workshops later, including one in which we supported the South Sudanese in developping conflict prevention strategies for their referendum that happened on January 9th 2011. 

When I joined the National Cohesion and Integration Commission and conceptualised the Road to Cohesion televised town hall discussions on race and ethnicity, Dekha had to be on the first panel. We were apprehensive; this was the first time the sensitive topics of ethnicity and race were being discussed in Kenya, and on TV for that matter. Would people be honest, we wondered or would they gloss over matters? Dekha made sure they did not. The audience was largely drawn from groups such as Bunge la Wananchi from Kenya’s informal settlements. Dekha was the star of the show, clearly steering the conversation from blame games to personal responsibility, from ‘my rights to my responsibilities’, telling the show about her experience as a Kenyan Somali living in Mombasa. 

My meetings with Dekha were always intense and the one at the Java restaurant in the Sarit centre was no different. Both of us have always been filled with a very strong sense of urgency that Kenya 2008-2012 is a transition period that may never happen again. Both of us knew very strongly what it was we needed to do to ensure conflict prevention and transformation; so we began the meeting by going over the 2012 election conflict prevention strategy, modelled on the 2010 Kenyan conflict prevention referendum strategy. On ideas to achieve social cohesion we often dealt on how key the education system was, we had both been teachers; we knew the power of education. We talked about some of our usual concerns, what teachers taught in schools, teachers who were part and parcel of a society biased and oriented on ethnic and racial differences. We worried over Kenyan children who flipped through history, geography and literature books and did not see themselves, their communities. How could we tell such children to be proud to be Kenyan? Shame. 

I updated her on what we had been doing on education, meetings with the Permanent Secretary James ole Kiyiapi in which we had agreed on review of school curriculums to ascertain cohesion and integration content, the PS request that we contribute to the drafting of a peace policy, presentations we had made to the education taskforce to end the quota system and bring on board affirmative action for children living in difficult circumstances and for nomadic children. We scribbled a program for a preparatory workshop for script writing teachers of drama, which Dekha and I planned to facilitate, looked at questions for an essay competition for schools on ethnicity and race to present to a bigger committee. ‘We must make the students want to tell their personal stories’, Dekha said, ‘not put them on the defensive’. 
We mulled over how to make diversity attractive in Kenya, how to make young people speak to the leaders of a vision for a Kenya that appreciated its differences to create a shared sense of oneness; One nation, One people, One destiny.  How to saturate Kenyan communication spaces with the voices of young people who had the guts to tell leaders enough is enough on impunity, on cultivation of ethnic voting blocs and on creation of youthful militias for political expediency. How would we give young Kenyans the space to express this voice?  We shall publish their essays, award them, document and disseminate them to all parts of Kenya, televise the school in the drama festival that succinctly and with clarity spoke truth to power – that a peaceful 2012 election was not for politicians to give. 
She told me about the project she was going to Garissa the next day for – to promote civilian military cooperation between the Kenya Army and the Somalis from Somalia especially in regard to service provision such as health facilities and asked me to spare a day to go and see what she was doing. I had taught a course on the human rights component of civilian military cooperation at the IPSTC (International Peace Support Training College) at Karen and I was tempted to join her. But I had too much work on my hands and said no. This is the second time you are turning me down, she said, having asked me to join her in Garissa last year during the clan wars. We must work in Garissa with you. 
I updated her on the work we were doing with elders between various ethnic communities to ‘own their peace’. One of the things we had planned earlier was that Dekha would organise for some of the elders to visit Wajir – the home of the first peace committees, which she contributed to creating. She said the wazees in Wajir were now ready to receive the Rift Valley elders. We agreed on dates to be communicated to both teams. We talked about our favourite topic – how do we ensure that Kenya is never again caught flat-footed, that conflict arose and there was no one to stand in the gap and we had to rely on Kofi Annan? How do we create our home grown ‘Kofi Annans’ as we head towards 2012 as we prepare for the effect of the ICC trials in which increasingly communities instead of individuals feel as if they are on trial? 
We pulled out a concept paper that Dekha and Jebiwott of Pact Kenya had prepared earlier and that the three of us had discussed in a meeting in another Java restaurant, this time at the Junction, on building a pool of mediators. 
Two milkshakes each later, we retreated into family matters, updated each other on what was going in our lives. Dekha had been on her honeymoon not so long ago. Father Patrick Devine
 found us giggling away and we both promised to get in touch with him later. We went back to another of our old topics – how do we get people to recognise that change is happening in Kenya and move them beyond victimhood, with Dekha quipping that the current Kenyan issuance of identity card crisis (in which the Ministry of Immigration has been unable to issue identity cards to the youth) is positive in the sense that Kenyans could now walk in the shoes of Kenyan Somalis who are often denied or delayed identity cards. ‘I have brought you a book’ – Dekha said – it’s called Future Shock by Alvin Toffler. ‘It describes what change is doing to the first world.’
Then we hugged and strolled out of Sarit, Dekha carrying a small brown carton with something she had bought for her mother. We picked the date for our next meeting for the following week, the 13th in the afternoon, same venue, milkshake and all. We would also structure a meeting with the bigger essay committee around the 20th-26th. ‘We shall write a book together on our experiences on Kenya’s transitional moment’, we said.

 I got a message at noon on Thursday that Dekha had been involved in an accident on the road to Garissa. Her husband and driver had died instantly but Dekha had been taken to Garissa hospital. I went through the afternoon in a daze, sat through a meeting with Meredith Preston Hughes of Humanitarian dialogue and NCIC Chair Dr. Mzalendo Kibunjia. As information kept trickling in, we became more distraught. Dekha was flown to Nairobi and I got a text detailing the full extent of her injuries. My friend was very badly hurt, it was a wonder she was still alive. When the ambulance arrived, we were at the Aga Khan Hospital waiting. They took her to theatre. I left at midnight but a huge number of people were sitting there waiting on the hospital corridors. Some went home and brought food to be shared by everyone.

We went through a week of hope, Dekha had moved her toes, she had opened her eyes slightly, she had moved her fingers; the text messages flew. We all dreaded who would tell her on regaining consciousness that her husband whom she loved so much was no more. On Thursday, exactly one week and almost to the minute that her husband died (11:45 am) she passed on. I called and sent text messages to as many people as I could, among them the head of mission in the Embassy of Sweden, Annika Jayawardena. The Swedish Government had awarded Dekha the ‘Alternative Nobel’ the Right Livelihood award. I also called the German Embassy, who had awarded her the Hessian Peace Prize. 

The German and Swedish Embassy officials and several of us now left the hospital and went to the mosque and proceeded to bury Dekha at Langata cemetery.  Looking at her simple burial place, the mound of earth, I asked myself, was this all? Was Dekha’s life over just like that?  Who would tell her story, tell Kenyans and the world who she was and what she stood for? The sense of loss, the feeling of how much work Dekha and I still had to do together was overwhelming. This is a feeling I walk around with every day.  I feel for her children, her sick mother.  After the funeral, we milled around Langata cemetery, feeling empty, feeling the need to grieve, the death and funeral all happening in one day difficult for us to take in. We all congregated – as the peace community – and made plans to remember Dekha. Let us organise an event in which those who did not know Dekha well get to know her better. I suggested that we call it a Day with Dekha, which the team agreed. 
So today, on this September 10th when we celebrate a Day with Dekha, I am glad to report that the school essay competition is well on course, we advertised in the dailies for students to participate just this week.  We have 230 drama scriptwriters converging in Kisumu on the 18th to the 24th of this month September, on the theme of ‘strengthening community ownership of peace’ for the workshop we were to facilitate with Dekha. Dr. Mzalendo, our Commission Chairman, and I went to Rift Valley and told the wazee that Dekha had gone. They said we must still visit Dekha’s wazees in Wajir, to learn from them but most importantly to console them on her loss. We have a team working on the education peace policy. I look forward to the day I will speak to our Kenyan mediators and tell them about Dekha, and how far back the idea of setting them up came from and the legacy of my beautiful humble friend. 
10 September 2011

� Father Devine is the immediate past Chair of the Religious Superior Conference of Kenya that represents 63 international and national religious congregations of the Catholic Church working in Kenya and Chair of the Shalom Centre for Conflict Resolution and Reconciliation. 





PAGE  
1

