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Kobciye: empowering Somali refugees in Nairobi
Afrah Hassan

Established by a resettled Somali refugee and now under the leadership of his children, 
Kobciye resource centre works to empower Somali refugees in Eastleigh, Nairobi.

In the early 1990s my father was one of 
millions of refugees fleeing the civil conflict 
engulfing Somalia. Relative to many others 
he was lucky – he was educated and able to 
secure scholarship opportunities in the United 
States, where he was resettled. From there he 
worked to bring over his still young family 
and to eventually settle in Toronto, Canada. 
Escaping a violent conflict and settling into a 
new community sparked my father’s passion 
to help his native community. It began in 
1993, when he helped the new wave of Somali 
refugees who were arriving in Toronto having 
escaped war, and it continues today with 
Kobciye, a community resource centre in the 
Eastleigh neighbourhood of Nairobi, Kenya, 
which he established. In the intervening 
years, and in spite of the challenges of 
keeping the organisation going, Kobciye has 
continued to grow. Its success is built on its 

engagement with the community and ability 
to gain legitimacy and trust within Eastleigh.

Kobciye, which means ‘empowerment’ 
in Somali, is a resource centre that 
assists vulnerable individuals (including 
undocumented refugees) within the Eastleigh 
community, and provides skills trainings 
such as basic computer literacy, sewing and 
tailoring and other programmes. Kobciye 
aims to equip individuals with relevant 
skills that will build their capacities and lead 
to further opportunities. The organisation 
identifies the needs of the community 
through broad consultations with community 
stakeholders; this includes organising 
sustained engagement events and working 
with established community partners. 

After my father’s death in 2012, my sister 
and I returned to Nairobi to try to carry 
on his legacy. Having settled in Canada as 

He had previously been refused a business 
permit by the local authorities because 
they felt he lacked adequate identification. 
I advocated for his release by proving 
that his registration papers (from both the 
government and UNHCR) were issued to him 
in Nairobi, thereby giving him the right to live 
there. Following his release I also assisted him 
to obtain a business permit so that he could 
continue to do business lawfully in Nairobi. 

I also helped a Somali refugee who was 
living in Dadaab refugee camp by advocating 
on her behalf with the Refugee Affairs 
Secretariat (RAS) in Nairobi when she was 
dealing with logistically complex demands for 
paperwork during the process of preparing to 
join her mother, who had been resettled in the 
United States. My intervention on her behalf, 
which included accompanying her to the RAS 
office, helped to avoid a delay in the process.   

There are still important steps that need 
to be taken to make life legally secure for 

refugees in Nairobi. Refugee paralegals 
are currently lobbying the Government 
of Kenya to apply all the provisions of the 
Refugee Act 2006 to ensure refugees receive 
full protection in Kenya. We must also 
advocate for the government to facilitate local 
integration, opening doors to make refugees 
feel welcomed and safe, since many cannot 
return to their countries and their chances 
of resettlement are low. One way of doing 
this would be by establishing a permanent 
awareness-raising programme for police 
and other public administration officers 
in order to build their capacity to handle 
refugee cases. Both refugees and government 
authorities must know refugees’ rights and 
have the power and knowledge to advocate 
for them. Refugee paralegals in Nairobi 
are working to make sure this happens.
Musenga Tshimankinda Christian 
laface.musenga07@gmail.com 
Refugee paralegal, Nairobi
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refugees when very young, we had grown up 
in a completely different country, culture and 
community and we were initially taken aback 
by the sheer demand and impact that Kobciye 
was generating in Eastleigh. Although we 
were always aware of the challenges facing 
Somali refugees, particularly those in Kenya, 
truly understanding the circumstances of 
urban refugees was a profound learning 
process. Learning how to effectively create 
programming that accounts for and responds 
to the needs of the diverse local refugee 
population was a large part of this learning 
process. Eastleigh is a dynamic community 
of individuals of varying backgrounds, all 
tightly packed within a dense urban area. 
Adapting to the needs of the community and 
personally building trust and legitimacy 
while building on the legacy of our father  
was all part of learning on the job.

Integrating ourselves into the community 
and acquainting ourselves with the issues that 
individuals care about has helped Kobciye to 
continue to develop. Our own experiences as 
part of a family of first-generation immigrants 
gave us a unique insight into how we can 
cultivate new programming and community 
engagement. Some of the transitional 
challenges that refugees face in Canada 
are comparable to those faced by refugees 
in Eastleigh, whether that be accessing 
resources or navigating the legal frameworks 
that govern their existence. Drawing these 
parallels between our experiences and those 
of refugees in Eastleigh has 
helped us focus both our 
programmes and how we 
position ourselves within 
the overall community. 

Appropriate programming
Alongside being a 
renowned regional 
business hub, Eastleigh 
is also the destination of 
thousands of refugees 
who are looking for a long-
term home or to relocate 
to other (particularly 
Western) countries. Many 
individuals have set up 

thriving businesses and integrated fairly well 
within the local community; others struggle, 
particularly outside the infrastructure of a 
formal refugee camp. Understanding these 
factors has helped us create a framework 
where we understand vulnerabilities and 
respond by targeting individuals who will 
benefit most from our programmes.  

With formal education rates lower in 
Eastleigh than in neighbouring communities, 
we focus on equipping our members with 
tangible and applicable skills, including in 
computer literacy, sewing and tailoring and 
basic financial literacy. For example, our 
computer literacy programme aims to give 
students a basic knowledge of computer 
functions, on which they can build with 
further training. We also provide a sewing 
and tailoring programme that complements 
Eastleigh’s thriving textiles business, and 
which can be a transition point for potential 
employment opportunities within the local 
community. Over the course of the last eight 
years of reliable and consistent programming, 
Kobciye has provided vocational skills 
training to hundreds of Somalis.

There has long been a negative perception 
of the Somali refugee population in Eastleigh,1 
and in 2014 tension peaked with the police 
crackdown known as Usalama Watch. This 
presented a significant challenge to our 
organisation. We responded by moving 
from empowerment and skills training to 
advocacy and awareness raising in order 
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Weekly seminar, run by Kobciye.
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to create a dialogue to combat some of the 
negative perceptions and stereotypes created 
by the police and security offensive. We 
held forums where discussions were held 
with local authorities and political offices, 
arranged rallies condemning police brutality 
and promoting cohesion, and organised 
cultural exhibitions that highlighted the 
contributions of each community within 
our immediate region. We also produced 
literature that aimed to counter some of the 
negative narratives that have surrounded 
the urban refugee population, particularly 
Somalis. Although today the tension has 
largely receded, there remains social stigma 
around the urban refugee population that 

is still being contested and negotiated 
within the Eastleigh community. 

Kobciye’s impact in the community has 
continued to grow, with my father’s vision 
serving as a roadmap for our progress 
and evolution. I am immensely proud and 
fortunate to be able to lead this organisation, 
helping the community from which I came 
and enjoying the continued support of 
the community which Kobciye serves. 
Afrah Hassan afrah.abdullahih@gmail.com 
Director, Kobciye www.kobciye.org 
1. See Carrier N (2017) ‘What Can We Learn From the “Little 
Mogadishu” Migrant Hub?’ Refugees Deeply  
http://bit.ly/Carrier-RefDeeply-Eastleigh 

Syrian refugee-led organisations in Berlin
Jennifer Wood, Evan Easton-Calabria and Yahya Alaous 

Many of the approximately 50,000 Syrian refugees living in Berlin continue to depend largely 
on State assistance; some refugees have also created and found additional support in 
active, vibrant community initiatives.

Refugees in Germany receive considerable 
State support. Those whose asylum 
applications are accepted are assigned to a 
local city or town, gain temporary residency 
and begin the integration process. Although 
new arrivals in 2015 were initially housed 
in school gyms and other emergency 
shelters, there are now longer-term refugee 
hostels and continuing efforts to help 
refugees find apartments of their own. 

Once residency has been established or 
looks likely, refugees attend an integration 
course to learn the language and culture, and 
have their first meeting at a job centre to learn 
about employment prospects. Unemployed 
refugees receive a monthly sum to cover living 
costs. Refugees receive support from the 
municipality with local orientation, logistics 
such as transportation and medical resources, 
and access to organisations and clubs. 
However, finding a job without recognised 
qualifications or German language skills is 
difficult; so too is finding decent housing 
– already an acute problem in Berlin for 
low-income earners, even before taking into 
consideration the needs of refugee families.

Despite the wide-ranging support 
provided by State agencies, gaps in services 
exist and, in many cases, unmet needs are 
addressed by grassroots initiatives found 
across the country. Hundreds of projects, 
networks and organisations exist, almost 
all of which have formed since 2015.

Initially, grassroots support by Syrians 
in Berlin mainly took the form of helping 
refugees to access emergency assistance and 
navigate Germany’s asylum and registration 
bureaucracy. In the early days of high 
numbers of refugee arrivals, for instance, 
groups of Syrian refugees – often recent 
arrivals themselves – positioned themselves 
at main train stations in Germany, equipping 
newcomers with maps, directions and advice 
about registering and finding shelter. 

However, in the last three years there has 
been a shift from providing logistical and 
day-to-day assistance to offering cultural, 
community and creative support that 
meets refugees’ psychological, emotional 
and personal needs. In many cases, these 
refugee-led efforts are now registered German 
organisations. Over 75 Syrian assistance 
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