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WONDER Foundation transforms the lives of 
vulnerable women, girls and their communities 
through education. Through mentoring we give 
them tools to make informed choices about their 
futures, and to be agents of change in their fami-
lies, communities and workplaces.

We work with women-led local partners who 
share our vision of a future where women and 
girls are leaders in their own lives, their workplac-
es and communities. In practice, this means giving 
women and girls with few opportunities access to 
quality education and mentoring. Equipping them 
with technical, soft and decision-making skills for 
professional and personal development, empow-
ers them to break the intergenerational cycle of 
poverty. We work closely with each of our part-
ners to increase their impact through providing 
financial, technical and advocacy support. Since 
WONDER was established as a charity in 2012, we 
have worked with 30 partners in 23 countries to 
empower 61,893 women and girls through quality 
education and training.

Tewa Training Centre was established in 2010 
with the purpose of providing young local women 
with the skills that are necessary to thrive in Kilifi’s 
main industries: hospitality and tourism. While 
the hospitality and tourism industry (HTI) in Kilifi 
has created employment opportunities for local 
communities, it has also exploited local people 
working in this industry. Women and girls in Kilifi 
face a myriad of challenges and barriers that pre-
vent them from entering the HTI. Women’s liter-
acy is the lowest in Kenya, at only 30%, and this is 
in Swahili, not English. The vicious cycle of lacking 
education and poverty coerce young women and 
girls into transactional sexual relationships, of-
ten resulting in unwanted pregnancies, and early 
marriages. Tewa addresses these local issues by 
providing quality education for young women and 
girls, which allows them to find meaningful jobs 
that lift them and their families out of poverty. 
Tewa was officially registered as a Technical Insti-
tute by the Ministry of Higher Education, Science 
and Technology in 2011 and WONDER has worked 
with them since 2015.  

About WONDER

About Tewa Training 
Centre

“Since I joined Tewa, my life has changed. I have 
learned a lot of skills. I have learnt how to relate 
with people from different backgrounds and the 
mentoring system has helped me to be a better 
person. I have been taught to work hard and be 
myself, and not to be influenced by others’ be-
haviour because I know where I have come from. 
I have become more confident and share what I 
have learned at Tewa, for example, to be of ser-
vice, to have a spirit of sharing, and to persevere. 
During this time, I am trying to pass this on to my 
friends and neighbours.” 

Phensera (23), student at Tewa  

What makes Tewa unique is its holistic and inte-
grated approach. Not only do students at Tewa 
learn technical skills such as cookery and house-
keeping but they are also taught soft skills and 
self-confidence. Mentoring helps the young wom-
en to assimilate knowledge and skills from their 
courses, and learn to plan, be reflective, and take 
initiative in their careers. This allows students to 
be both highly valued employees and employers in 
the hospitality and tourism industry. The value of 
their education goes far beyond their professional 
careers, spilling over into their personal lives and 
relationships as well. When you educate a girl, you 
educate a whole family. 

https://www.worldometers.info/img/maps/kenya_physical_map.gif


In the light of COVID-19, and seeing the impact 
that it was having on our partner, Tewa, we invit-
ed Sussy Mmaitsi, a teacher at Tewa, and Dr Lucy 
Gikonyo, a WONDER advisor and Professor of Hos-
pitality at Nairobi’s Strathmore University, to share 
their insights. Through our webinar on 21 October 
2020, we learnt about the challenges that they are 
facing, and the solutions that they are developing 
to keep transforming the lives of women and girls 
in Kilifi, and for women working, or aspiring to 
work, in the areas’s hospitality and tourism sector, 
the driver of the local economy. 

I am a teacher and mentor at Tewa. Working here 
for many years now, I am happy to see how local 
girls’ lives change during and after their studies. 
But COVID threatens this. I would like to tell you 
about Amina (name changed), who I mentor, who 
was studying with us before the school closed due 
to COVID. 

Amina is from a Muslim background. In Kenya 
Muslim men are allowed up to four wives, and 
when her father married other wives her father 
couldn’t provide for all of his families and he left 
them. Her mother, a housewife, was left to pro-
vide for four children. Amina was only able to 
complete high-school thanks to donations and 
help from others. She was very determined. She 
shared that her elder sister married at an early age 
when she lost hope of completing her education.  
She was hopeless, but her situation has not im-
proved thanks to this decision.

When Amina finished school some donors were 
offering girls to sponsor further studies for girls in 
her area. They chose her, and she chose to study 
at Tewa. The donors normally only pay the fees. 
But she also needed a place to stay as her home 
was too far to walk from and she didn’t have mon-
ey for transport. She was lucky that she could stay 
with her grandmother, who lived within walking 
distance, but during her studies her grandmoth-
er died, and she had to return home. While this 
was happening, Corona broke out. Her mother 
was no longer living at home, having remarried, 
so she had to provide for herself and her younger 
siblings. They didn’t have anything to eat. They 
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Introduction

View from Kilifi
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didn’t have money. Amina was strained. We talk a 
lot so I was able to accompany her through these 
challenges. she had started a small business mak-
ing mabuyo. Mbuyo is a kind of tree found on the 
coast and you can use the seeds to make a candy. 
She has to walk far to find the seeds. She was only 
able to make enough so that they could all eat one 
meal a day, so they wouldn’t fall asleep hungry. 

I told her that Tewa was going to reopen. What 
would happen to her? Her mother needed to go to 
hospital. She would need accommodation and to 
pay for food when studying. She said, “I’m excited 
to restart school, but I’m also worried because I 
don’t know what to do.” I asked her if she wanted 
to get married if she didn’t know what to do. She 
said, “No, I pray that I won’t get married. I really 
want to help my family. I want to improve my life. 
If I get married I don’t improve, I just stay in the 
same place.”

Tewa was started so that young women like Amina 
had opportunities, and were able to escape from 
this reality. COVID is casting a cloud on this as 
these students face even greater challenges and 
uncertainty than ever before. We need to ensure 
that they do not become a lost generation, but 
that we can still help them to achieve the good 
jobs, secure livelihoods, and happy families that 
they have been dreaming of.

Sussy Mmaisti (pictured below), Tewa Training 
Centre



Poverty and lack of opportunities  

Kenya’s Coast continues to be one of the poorest 
regions in Kenya. Both the levels of absolute and 
food poverty in Kilifi exceed the national average.1 
While poverty certainly impacts the lives of many 
people in Kilifi, women and girls tend to be par-
ticularly vulnerable to these forms of hardship. Ac-
cording to Kenya’s Demographic and Health Sur-
vey, 11% of women of reproductive age are thin 
or undernourished.2 Having worked with young 
women and girls in Kilifi, Sussy Mmaitsi, teacher 
and mentor at Tewa, said she had often seen that 
girls were too weak to work and study due to se-
vere malnutrition. Low levels of education among 
young women and girls in Kilifi make it even more 
difficult for them to exit the poverty trap. In Kili-
fi, girls are less likely than boys to finish second-
ary school.3 These gender differences begin in ear-
ly childhood and persist throughout adulthood. 
Kenya’s Coast recorded the second-highest differ-
ence in male-female adult literacy rates with 74% 
of men and only 53% of women having the ability 
to read and write.4

Not only does poverty and the lack of education 
prevent young women and girls from finding dig-
nified employment but the structure of the local 
economy can also be an obstacle. The structure of 
Kenya’s economy and labour force has changed 
significantly over the past decades. While agricul-
ture used to make up almost the country’s entire 
labour force, labour has been increasingly moving 
into low capital activities, especially the informal 
sector, where income levels are modest and safe-
ty and health standards are low.5 This shift can al-
so be observed in Kilifi, where the informal sector 
has grown and the agriculture industry has experi-
enced severe setbacks. The county’s cashew indus-
try, which constituted about 4% of Kenya’s gross 
domestic product (GDP) at its peak in the 1980s, 

1 Council of Governors (2019). County Government of Kilifi: 
County Gender Data Sheet.
2 Kenya National Bureau of Statistics (2014). Kenya 
Demographic and Health Survey.
3 County Government of Kilifi (2018). County Integrated 
Development Plan 2018-2022.
4 Friedrich Ebert Stiftung (2012). Regional Disparities and 
Marginalisation in Kenya. Growth and Poverty in Sub-Saharan 
Africa
5 Bigsten, A., Manda, D. K., Germano, M. & Wambugu, A. 
(2016). Incomes, Inequality, and Poverty in Kenya.

collapsed following repeated mismanagement.6 A 
partnership with the European Union is supposed 
to revive the once-thriving cashew industry in Kili-
fi by offering direct employment to more than 300 
people at a new cashew nut factory and support-
ing thousands of cashew nut farmers in the Coast 
region.7

Deprivation, the lack of education and poor em-
ployment prospects often coincide with teenage 
pregnancies, which in turn reinforces the vicious 
cycle of poverty. In Kilifi, teenage pregnancies af-
fect one in every four girls between the ages of 15 
and 19.8 Cultural erosion and urbanisation have 
contributed to the normalisation of early sexu-
al debuts and risky sexual behaviour that often 
leads to unwanted pregnancies. While some preg-
nancies are the result of consensual sex between 
peers, others are not. In fact, many girls are driven 
or coerced into transactional sex arrangements to 
survive. Teachers at Tewa observed that girls are 
often pressured into prostitution by their parents, 
who would not accept any excuse for not bringing 
home money or goods.9 

“Families take desperate routes to gain income. 
Parents often encourage their daughters to en-
gage in prostitution as a source of income. I even 
heard a mother say that her daughter could do an-
ything as long as she came back with sugar. Girls 
do this to meet their basic needs such as food or 
sanitary pads.”   

Sussy Mmaitsi, teacher and mentor at Tewa

“My mother is a single mother and we live in a 
one roomed house. She struggles to bring us up 
so often she sends us out to bring money for food. 
Since I have no job, I would sleep with men for 
cash since mum would not hear of any excuse for 
not bringing in money. I realized I was pregnant af-
ter doing this for three months.”10 

Young mother (19) from Mtwapa

6 Ndurya, M. & Mwajefa, M. (2019).The Coast Cashewnut 
farmers to smile as processing factory set to start operations.
7 Gari, A. (2019).The Star Kilifi county to set up new cashew 
nut factory in Mtwapa.
8 Faith to Action Network (2017). Teenage Pregnancy in 
Kenya’s Kilifi County: A Qualitative Study.
9 Rutgers (2017). Fact Sheet: Teenage Pregnancy.
10 Faith to Action Network (2017). Teenage Pregnancy
in Kenya’s Kilifi County: A Qualitative Study.
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Challenges for young
women and girls in Kilifi

https://data.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/inline-files/Kilifi WEB.pdf
https://data.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/inline-files/Kilifi WEB.pdf
https://www.dhsprogram.com/pubs/pdf/FR308/FR308.pdf
https://www.dhsprogram.com/pubs/pdf/FR308/FR308.pdf
http://County Government of Kilifi (2018). County Integrated Development Plan 2018-2022.
http://County Government of Kilifi (2018). County Integrated Development Plan 2018-2022.
http://Friedrich Ebert Stiftung (2012). Regional Disparities and Marginalisation in Kenya. Growth and Pover
http://Friedrich Ebert Stiftung (2012). Regional Disparities and Marginalisation in Kenya. Growth and Pover
http://Friedrich Ebert Stiftung (2012). Regional Disparities and Marginalisation in Kenya. Growth and Pover
https://oxford.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780198744795.001.0001/acprof-9780198744795-chapter-15?print=pdf
https://oxford.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780198744795.001.0001/acprof-9780198744795-chapter-15?print=pdf
http://thecoast.co.ke/2019/06/14/fortunes-stare-at-cashewnut-farmers-as-a-nut-processing-factory-set-to-begin-operations-in-kilifi-january-next-year/45/49/kilifi/thecoast/936/15/
http://thecoast.co.ke/2019/06/14/fortunes-stare-at-cashewnut-farmers-as-a-nut-processing-factory-set-to-begin-operations-in-kilifi-january-next-year/45/49/kilifi/thecoast/936/15/
https://www.the-star.co.ke/counties/coast/2019-06-20-kilifi-county-to-set-up-new-cashew-nut-factory-in-mtwapa/
https://www.the-star.co.ke/counties/coast/2019-06-20-kilifi-county-to-set-up-new-cashew-nut-factory-in-mtwapa/
https://www.faithtoactionetwork.org/resources/pdf/Kenya-Kilifi County Teenage Pregnancy Report.pdf
https://www.faithtoactionetwork.org/resources/pdf/Kenya-Kilifi County Teenage Pregnancy Report.pdf
https://www.rutgers.international/sites/rutgersorg/files/PDF/RHRN-HLPF_A4leaflet_Kenya.pdf
https://www.faithtoactionetwork.org/resources/pdf/Kenya-Kilifi%20County%20Teenage%20Pregnancy%20Report.pdf
https://www.faithtoactionetwork.org/resources/pdf/Kenya-Kilifi%20County%20Teenage%20Pregnancy%20Report.pdf
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Youths in Kenya face many challenges, with girls 
tending to face double discrimination due to their 
gender. With a Gender Inequality Index (GII) of 
0.545, Kenya ranks 134th of 162 countries in the 
2018 index.11 Gender-based inequalities in Kenya 
are pervasive and often rooted in social and cul-
tural expectations. Consequently, beginning in 
early childhood and throughout adolescence, girls 
face unique barriers to fulfilling their potential.  

Education for girls is seldom prioritised by fami-
lies, sometimes even rejected. A study into the so-
cial structures and underlying norms that obstruct 
girls’ education in Kilifi revealed that girls were of-
ten seen by their parents as “those who will get 
married and benefit the other family”.12 Hence, 
parents would usually choose to pay school fees 
for their sons at the expense of their daughters.13 
While some community members merely disre-
gard girls’ education, others overtly express nega-
tive attitudes towards the education of girls. Sussy 
Mmaitsi, a teacher and mentor at Tewa, even en-
countered male teachers who were concerned 
about girls being educated. Naturally, this lack of 
support, or even pushback, discourages young 
women and girls from aspiring towards a better 
future. 

11 United Nations Development Programme (2019). Human 
Development Report 2019: Kenya.
12 Ochieng, R. M. (2016). The Culture of Early Sex and 
Schooling of Girls in Kilifi County, Kenya. British Journal of Ed-
ucation, 4(7), 1-12.
13 Ibid

The limited opportunities and choices of young 
women and girls predispose them towards ear-
ly marriages. Although child marriage is illegal in 
Kenya, it is widely accepted and practiced in many 
communities. Child marriage rates tend to be par-
ticularly high along the Coast and disproportion-
ately affect girls. While boys in Kilifi tend to enter 
marriage between the ages of 17 and 23 years, the 
majority of girls get married before their sixteenth 
birthday.14 Coming from a poor household dou-
bles the risk of being married off under the age of 
18, as girls are often considered an economic bur-
den or merely an asset to be traded for goods and 
money.15 

Growing up in a society that values boys and men 
more than girls and women, girls tend to inter-
nalise beliefs about their self-worth, resulting in 
a self-fulfilling prophecy. One demonstrative ex-
ample of this is domestic violence. Girls and wom-
en in Kenya are often socialised into tolerating vi-
olence by their husbands.  According to Kenya’s 
Demographic and Health Survey, almost 33% of 
women living on the Coast believe that wife beat-
ing is justified under certain circumstances.16 
Noteworthy, the more educated the respond-
ents were, the less likely they were to accept this 
form of domestic violence.17 Hence, education can 
be a valuable source of self-esteem and empow-
erment for women. But not only does it positive-
ly impact their personal lives but also their profes-
sional lives. Being educated allows women to find 
dignified employment that can help them exercise 
agency in their lives.

14 Plan International (2012). Because I am a Girl: Kenya 
Country Report 2012.
15 United Nations Children‘s Fund (2017). Situation Analysis 
of Children and Women in Kenya, 2017.
16 Kenya National Bureau of Statistics (2014). Kenya Demo-
graphic and Health Survey.
17 Ibid

“Next to Tewa, there is a school called Shariani 
Secondary School. Most of the students are boys. 
Before Tewa was set up, girls did not even see the 
point of arguing with their parents about whether 
or not to continue their education because if they 
finished secondary school there were no other op-
portunities for them. They would still be expected 
to get married at an early age. But seeing Tewa 
next to their school showed them that there were 
alternatives and allowed them to raise their aspi-
rations.” 

Sussy Mmaitsi, teacher and mentor at Tewa

|10

Social and Cultural Expectations

http://hdr.undp.org/sites/all/themes/hdr_theme/country-notes/KEN.pdf
http://hdr.undp.org/sites/all/themes/hdr_theme/country-notes/KEN.pdf
http://www.eajournals.org/wp-content/uploads/The-Culture-of-Early-Sex-and-Schooling-of-Girls-in-Kilifi-County-Kenya.pdf
http://www.eajournals.org/wp-content/uploads/The-Culture-of-Early-Sex-and-Schooling-of-Girls-in-Kilifi-County-Kenya.pdf
http://www.eajournals.org/wp-content/uploads/The-Culture-of-Early-Sex-and-Schooling-of-Girls-in-Kilifi-County-Kenya.pdf
http://www.eajournals.org/wp-content/uploads/The-Culture-of-Early-Sex-and-Schooling-of-Girls-in-Kilifi-County-Kenya.pdf
http://www.plcc-nairobi.org/xist4c/download/web/Because-I-am-a-girl–Kenya-Country-Report-2012_uplId_16865__coId_3901_.pdf
http://www.plcc-nairobi.org/xist4c/download/web/Because-I-am-a-girl–Kenya-Country-Report-2012_uplId_16865__coId_3901_.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/kenya/media/136/file/SITAN-report-2017-pdf.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/kenya/media/136/file/SITAN-report-2017-pdf.pdf
https://www.dhsprogram.com/pubs/pdf/FR308/FR308.pdf
https://www.dhsprogram.com/pubs/pdf/FR308/FR308.pdf
https://www.dhsprogram.com/pubs/pdf/FR308/FR308.pdf


“In the village there were two cousins. One came 
to Tewa, but the father of the other couldn’t see 
the point of educating his daughter. One did her 
studies. In the village they saw through her time 
studying that she became skilful, her ability to 
help at home increased, and the father of the oth-
er cousin then wanted the same for his daughter. 
This is the best way to create change.” 

Sussy Mmaitsi, teacher and mentor at Tewa 

|10

Through Tewa’s programming, and especially 
through the mentoring embedded within them, 
girls come to realise their own value and gain skills 
to negotiate with their parents. Parents are wel-
comed to the school so that they feel part of their 
daughters’ journeys, and this bears fruit: 

Opportunities in the local 
Hospitality and Tourism 
Industry (HTI)
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In Kilifi County, tourism represents one of the few 
sectors that creates a notable amount of wage la-
bour, albeit most of these constitute casual jobs.18 
For every one tourist, there are 11 people joining 

18 County Government of Kilifi (2018). Kilifi County: First 
Integrated Development Plan 2013-2017.

the labour force.19 As with much of Kenya’s tour-
ism industry, the tourism sector along the Coast 
is largely driven by women.20 Although foreign 
tourism is seasonal, Kilifi’s industry is profitable 
throughout the year due to its increasingly large 
share of domestic tourism. The county’s Integrat-
ed Development Plan 2018-2022 noted that do-
mestic tourism has grown by 15.9% from 2016 to 
2017.21 Furthermore, the tourism industry has im-
mense growth potential. Only 15% of Kilifi’s 200km 
of beach is developed with hotels and villas.22 

While Kenya’s tourism industry has been growing 
as a whole, Kilifi has seen a decline in tourism in 
recent years.23 Political instability and the worsen-
ing security situation, especially the post-election 
violence in 2007/2008 and Al-Shabaab’s terror-
ist attack on the Westgate Shopping Mall in Nairo-
bi in 2013, have hit the coastal tourism sector par-
ticularly hard.24 So did the kidnappings by Somali 
pirates along Kenya’s Coast. Following two piracy 
attacks in 2011, several Western countries issued 

19 Mbnugua, S. (2018). The New Humanitarian Women Hit 
Hardest by Kenya’s Tourism Slump.
20 Ibid
21 County Government of Kilifi (2013). County Integrated 
Development Plan  2018-2022.
22 Mbnugua, S. (2018). The New Humanitarian Women Hit 
Hardest by Kenya’s Tourism Slump.
23   Ibid
23   County Government of Kilifi (2018). County Integrated 
Development Plan 2018-2022.
24 Awareness Against Human Trafficking (2017). Exploring 
Attitudes Towards the Sexual Exploitation of Children in 
Tourism and Travel Along The Coast of Kenya.

https://www.cog.go.ke/phocadownload/FirstCIDPs/KIlifi .pdf
https://www.cog.go.ke/phocadownload/FirstCIDPs/KIlifi .pdf
https://deeply.thenewhumanitarian.org/womensadvancement/articles/2018/04/30/women-hit-hardest-by-kenyas-tourism-slump
https://deeply.thenewhumanitarian.org/womensadvancement/articles/2018/04/30/women-hit-hardest-by-kenyas-tourism-slump
https://deeply.thenewhumanitarian.org/womensadvancement/articles/2018/04/30/women-hit-hardest-by-kenyas-tourism-slump
https://www.kilifi.go.ke/lib.php?com=5&com2=129&res_id=1202
https://www.kilifi.go.ke/lib.php?com=5&com2=129&res_id=1202
https://deeply.thenewhumanitarian.org/womensadvancement/articles/2018/04/30/women-hit-hardest-by-kenyas-tourism-slump
https://deeply.thenewhumanitarian.org/womensadvancement/articles/2018/04/30/women-hit-hardest-by-kenyas-tourism-slump
https://deeply.thenewhumanitarian.org/womensadvancement/articles/2018/04/30/women-hit-hardest-by-kenyas-tourism-slump
https://www.google.de/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiosonHv6DtAhUrCWMBHXVFCaAQFjABegQIBBAC&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.kilifi.go.ke%2Flib.php%3Fcom%3D5%26res_id%3D1202&usg=AOvVaw1Ncnvz1KDkeqK69UO3aQuA
https://www.google.de/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiosonHv6DtAhUrCWMBHXVFCaAQFjABegQIBBAC&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.kilifi.go.ke%2Flib.php%3Fcom%3D5%26res_id%3D1202&usg=AOvVaw1Ncnvz1KDkeqK69UO3aQuA
https://haartkenya.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/HAART-Reasearch-Tourism-LR-R2018.pdf
https://haartkenya.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/HAART-Reasearch-Tourism-LR-R2018.pdf
https://haartkenya.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/HAART-Reasearch-Tourism-LR-R2018.pdf


travel warnings advising tourists against visiting 
parts of Kenya‘s Coast.25 At that time, the United 
Kingdom and France alone made up about 15% of 
all tourists in Kenya.26  

Despite recent setbacks and challenges, the lo-
cal hospitality and tourism industry will remain 
a key industry in Kilifi. In 2008, Kenya’s govern-
ment presented its long-term development blue-
print Vision 2030, which identified tourism as one 
of six priority sectors.27 The project aims to trans-
form Kilifi’s tourism sector into a thriving industry. 
It entails the redevelopment of Kilifi into a mod-
ern resort destination by upgrading its infrastruc-
ture and beach management programs, promot-
ing private sector investment into the renovation 
and construction of hotels, as well as enhancing 
security and safety.28 The objective is to turn Kilifi 
into a family-friendly resort for high-income tour-
ists.29 This vision sounds promising. However, the 
tourism industry has in many ways failed to live up 
to its promise of delivering significant benefits and 
employment for local communities in the past.30 
Having become the backbone of the local econo-
my, tourism has created new employment oppor-
tunities whilst also exploiting local people. Both 
men and women without skills to secure good em-
ployment, or those who are financially insecure 
despite seasonal work, are lured into prostitution, 
and children are encouraged into this work by des-
titution and relatives who see it as a good way of 
earning money.

The high volatility and small margins of the tour-
ism industry have created a climate that is con-
ducive to exploitative practices such as the sexual 
exploitation of children in the context of tour-
ism (SECTT).31 In 2006, UNICEF estimated that be-
tween 10,000 and 15,000 girls living in the coast-
al areas of Malindi, Mombasa, Kilifi and Diani were 
involved in casual sex work, comprising up to 30% 

25 Manson, K. (2011).Financial Times Pirates hijack Kenya 
tourism hopes.
26 Ibid
27 Kenya Vision 2030 (n.d.). Economic and Macro Pillar.
28 Ibid
29 Ibid
30 Jones, C. S. (2006).Lastrada International The Extent and 
Effect of Sex Tourism and Sexual Exploitation of Children on 
the Kenyan Coast.
31 Awareness Against Human Trafficking (2017). Exploring 
Attitudes Towards the Sexual Exploitation of Children in 
Tourism and Travel Along The Coast of Kenya.

Sexual Exploitation of Children in the Con-
text of Tourism (SECTT) 

of 12-18 year-old females living in these areas.32 
More than 45% of girls involved in prostitution and 
child sex tourism began transactional sex between 
the ages of 12 and 13 years.33 While these figures 
date back over a decade, campaigners and gov-
ernment officials reported that little has changed 
since then.34 As hotels and other forms of accom-
modation that previously served as safe havens 
for SECTT have become increasingly scrutinised, 
Kilifi’s SECTT industry has moved underground.35 
Today, sexual abuse tends to take place on private 
premises, even further removed from law enforce-
ment and legal scrutiny.36 In an interview with the 
news outlet Reuters, Francis Mkala from the South 
Coast Association of Local Tour Operators con-
firms this observation:  

“The hotels, for example, have a code of conduct 
banning guests from taking minors to their rooms. 
But the tourists are now renting out private villas, 
where they take the children and carry out their 
business undisturbed.”37 

Awareness of SECTT is almost universal, yet lo-
cal communities often turn a blind eye to signs 
of child abuse or even directly promote the prac-
tice.38 Since the vast majority of victims of SECTT 
come from poor households where even basic 
needs could not be met, many people express 
"apologetic sympathy" towards those engaging 
in SECTT to survive.39 Others directly benefit from 
SECTT. For instance, Boda Boda riders gain finan-
cially when they are paid for transportation and 
soliciting business with clients.40, 41 What is perhaps 
surprising is that even some prostituted children 

32 Jones, C. S. (2006) Lastrada International. The Extent and 
Effect of Sex Tourism and Sexual Exploitation of Children on 
the Kenyan Coast.
33 Ibid
34 Bhalla, N. (2018).Reuters Child sex for a dollar on Kenya's 
palm-fringed beaches.
35 Awareness Against Human Trafficking (2017). Exploring 
Attitudes Towards the Sexual Exploitation of Children in 
Tourism and Travel Along The Coast of Kenya.
36 Ibid
37 Bhalla, N. (2018) Reuters. Child sex for a dollar on Kenya's 
palm-fringed beaches.
38 Awareness Against Human Trafficking (2017). Exploring 
Attitudes Towards the Sexual Exploitation of Children in 
Tourism and Travel Along The Coast of Kenya.
39 Ibid
40 Awareness Against Human Trafficking (2017). Exploring 
Attitudes Towards the Sexual Exploitation of Children in 
Tourism and Travel Along The Coast of Kenya.
41 Samuel, B. (2019).Daily Nation Kenya: Efforts to Curb 
Teen Pregnancies in Kilifi Bear No Fruit.

O
pp

or
tu

ni
tie

s 
in

 th
e 

lo
ca

l H
os

pi
ta

lit
y 

an
d 

To
ur

is
m

 In
du

st
ry

 (H
TI

)

07|

https://www.ft.com/content/676e4dea-eddb-11e0-a491-00144feab49a
https://www.ft.com/content/676e4dea-eddb-11e0-a491-00144feab49a
https://www.ft.com/content/676e4dea-eddb-11e0-a491-00144feab49a
http://vision2030.go.ke/economic-pillar/#59
http://vision2030.go.ke/economic-pillar/#59
http://vision2030.go.ke/economic-pillar/#59
https://lastradainternational.org/lsidocs/418 extent_n_efect_1007.pdf
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https://haartkenya.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/HAART-Reasearch-Tourism-LR-R2018.pdf
https://uk.reuters.com/article/us-kenya-tourism-prostitution-idUSKBN1JA2NE
https://uk.reuters.com/article/us-kenya-tourism-prostitution-idUSKBN1JA2NE
https://haartkenya.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/HAART-Reasearch-Tourism-LR-R2018.pdf
https://haartkenya.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/HAART-Reasearch-Tourism-LR-R2018.pdf
https://haartkenya.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/HAART-Reasearch-Tourism-LR-R2018.pdf
https://haartkenya.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/HAART-Reasearch-Tourism-LR-R2018.pdf
https://haartkenya.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/HAART-Reasearch-Tourism-LR-R2018.pdf
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themselves do not view SECTT negatively, prioritis-
ing financial gains over working conditions, health 
considerations and their education.42

While the pandemic has had adverse effects on 
many sectors of the economy, the hospitality and 
tourism industry is taking the biggest hit, especial-
ly along the Coast.43 The Kenya Tourism Federation 
(KTF) reported that some hotels on the Coast re-
corded occupancy rates below 10%, forcing them 
to send staff home on unpaid leave.44 According 
to Dr Lucy Gikonyo, Academic Director and Sen-
ior Lecturer at the Strathmore University with over 
30 years of work experience in the hospitality in-
dustry, 80% of the workforce in the tourism indus-
try lost their jobs while the other 20% were sent 
on leave without pay. Many families who depend 
on this industry are now lacking revenue to pay for 
basic commodities such as food. Students at Tewa, 

42 Awareness Against Human Trafficking (2017). Exploring 
Attitudes Towards the Sexual Exploitation of Children in 
Tourism and Travel Along The Coast of Kenya.
43 UNHCR Strategic Policy Advisory Unit (2020) . Articulating 
the Pathways of the Socio-Economic Impact of the Coronavirus 
(COVID-19) Pandemic on the Kenyan Economy.
44 Ibid

Aggravating Poverty
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most of them surviving on only one light meal per 
day, also reported that they and their families suf-
fer from hunger and malnutrition. 

Many young women and girls working in the HTI 
industry have utilised the skills they learned at 
Tewa to support themselves and their families 
through other means. Some started delivering 
food and offering catering services online. As peo-
ple avoid going to restaurants, catering and deliv-
ery services have boomed in recent months. One 
of Tewa’s students also started washing clothes 
for other people but eventually stopped, since 
she feared becoming infected with COVID-19. 
Switching to other industries as a source of in-
come is equally challenging. Few people own land 
and even those that do usually lack the neces-
sary know-how to farm. It would also take time 
to improve land and grow food. Fishing, usually 
viewed as a last resort job, has also become even 
less profitable due to dwindling fish stocks in the 
nearshore waters. Besides, fishing is traditional-
ly a man’s profession, making it more difficult for 
women to enter this industry. 

“Covid has affected me and my family. It is hard to 
get basic things and even food. We eat only break-
fast and dinner due to lack of money. Most of the 
children are at home so more money is necessary 
to upkeep them.”  

Mapenzi (22), Tewa student 

https://haartkenya.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/HAART-Reasearch-Tourism-LR-R2018.pdf
https://haartkenya.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/HAART-Reasearch-Tourism-LR-R2018.pdf
https://haartkenya.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/HAART-Reasearch-Tourism-LR-R2018.pdf
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/78194
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/78194
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/78194
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/78194


The outbreak of COVID-19 has exacerbated pre-ex-
isting inequalities. Many students at Tewa report-
ed that their education and the education of their 
siblings has been adversely affected. Based on ex-
tensive field research conducted in Africa between 
April and August 2020, Human Rights Watch al-
so found that the pandemic has had a devastating 
impact on children’s education: many children re-
ceived no education, frequently studied fewer top-
ics through distance learning and did not interact 
with their teachers.45 While the pandemic has tak-
en a toll on both boys and girls, girls face unique 
barriers that prevent them from following formal 
education from a distance. As access to technolo-
gy has become essential to participate in remote 
learning and girls often end up getting less access 
to resources than boys, they are at a disadvantage. 

Students at Tewa also reported that they were ex-
pected to take on additional childcare responsi-
bilities and household chores. Even before COV-
ID-19, women were doing around three quarters 
of the unpaid work that is done each day around 
the world.46 In other words, for every one hour of 
unpaid work done by men, women would do three 
hours.47 Since the COVID-19 outbreak and con-
comitant closure of schools, these figures have 
changed dramatically, with women taking on more 
responsibilities and providing most of the informal 
care within families.48 Not only may this result in a 

45 Human Rights Watch (2020). Impact of Covid-19 on 
Children’s Education in Africa.
46 Lungumbu, S. & Butterly, A.(2020) BBC. Coronavirus and 
gender: More chores for women set back gains in equality.
47 Ibid
48 Wenham, C., Smith, J. & Morgan, R. (2020) The Lancet. 
COVID-19: the gendered impacts of the outbreak.

loss of education and employment opportunities 
but also in poorer mental and physical health.

Amid the COVID-19 pandemic and heightened in-
stability, gender-based violence has intensified, 
putting girls especially at risk of abuse. Quaran-
tines, lockdowns and school closures have placed 
girls and women at home, without access to health 
services or social protective networks.49 Prior to 
COVID-19, the rates of sexual violence and physi-
cal violence against girls were at 2.5% and 33%, re-
spectively.50 According to a survey by the non-gov-
ernmental organization LVCT Health, incidents 
of sexual and physical abuse have become even 
more prevalent: 5% of respondents were affected 
by sexual violence while 43% of the respondents 
have been victims of physical violence.51 The high-
est rates of sexual and physical forms of violence 
have been found among adolescent girls aged 15-
19 and almost two out of three of the reported 
cases were perpetrated by family members.52 

49 LVCT Health (2020). Violence Against Women and Girls 
Amidst Covid 19 Pandemic– LVCT Health Experience.
50 Ibid
51 Ibid
52 Ibid

“Staying at home has affected the education of my 
siblings. It has been hard on my mum to keep up 
with providing food and others needs for the fami-
ly. Due to staying at home many of my friends and 
neighbours – girls have gotten pregnant at an early 
age.” 

Mapenzi (22), Tewa student 

“I lost my job in February 2020. I have not found 
a new job yet but I’m able to go clean for people 
in their homes, cook for them, go shopping for 
them and sometimes, if people don’t need my 
services, I buy and sell vegetables at my place of 
residence. When the opportunity allows, I buy 
coconuts and make coconut oil for sale. It is my 
dream to start my own business one day, selling 
beauty products made of coconut oil. But I still 
feel stressed because the money I make is not 
enough. I had to move to a friend’s home. When 
I get a job, I can move to my own house.” 

Veronica (30), Tewa alumna 

Deepening Gender Inequality
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Despite the recent tourism recession that was fur-
ther exacerbated by the COVID-19 outbreak, tour-
ism stakeholders and experts are optimistic that 
the hospitality and tourism industry will recover. 
Dr. Lucy Gikonyo predicts that the tourism indus-
try, the backbone of the government’s develop-
ment strategy, will bounce back eventually. Since 
most of the international hotels that are current-
ly in the pipeline have a strong emphasis on qual-
ity service, there will be more opportunities for 
trained people, she says. Graduates from Tewa are 
therefore well positioned to enter the hospitali-
ty and tourism industry as skilled and valuable em-
ployees.

Nonetheless, the COVID-19 pandemic will have 
far-reaching consequences. Amongst others, the 
outbreak of COVID-19 has accentuated the impor-
tance of a diverse skill set. During the pandem-
ic, women who had both hard and soft skills bene-
fitted from greater job security and resilience in a 
volatile economy that increasingly calls for an en-
trepreneurial mindset. As sources of income dried 
up following the pandemic, some of Tewa’s stu-
dents and alumni have successfully set up their 
own businesses. One of Tewa’s alumni started 
her own doughnut business in front of her house. 
Thanks to her entrepreneurship training at Te-
wa, she was able not only to produce high quality 
goods but also to present and advertise her prod-
ucts well. Her work ethic and leadership have al-
lowed her to build a successful small business that 
provides employment opportunities for other local 
people. In addition to entrepreneurship training, 
mentoring will remain a central element of Tewa’s 
teaching approach, as it restores executive func-
tion and instils confidence, thus, allowing them to 
take initiative in their lives and careers. 

In order to maintain progress and stay relevant in a 
continuously changing and fragile marketplace, Te-
wa is working with WONDER Foundation to design, 
fund and deliver the Jitegemee project which will 
adapt the curriculum to new trends and challenges 
in the hospitality and tourism industry. Jitegemee 
will supplement its accredited hospitality and tour-
ism training with short courses geared towards 
business management and self-employment, train-
ing its students in social media management, mar-
keting and e-commerce-tools that will be relevant 
even after COVID-19. It is the mentoring of stu-
dents at Tewa which will continue to bring all of 
these threads together, helping young women to 
have agency in their lives, know their value, and 
make informed decisions about their futures. Men-
tors engaging young women’s families in their ed-
ucation and empowerment creates ripple effects 
across the whole communities.  

“Tourism is not dead. It’s just taking a pause. It’s 
bound to come back. In the Kenyan market, there 
are a number of hotels that are in the develop-
ment pipeline and lots of opportunities on the 
way.” 

Dr. Lucy Gikonyo, Senior Lecturer at Strathmore 
University 

“Through mentoring, you help them to achieve 
that self-esteem, that confidence, little by little. 
It’s about bringing about potential, affirming and 
validating girls. When you walk with them, you 
help them thrive.”
 
Dr. Lucy Gikonyo, Senior Lecturer at Strathmore 
University 

Looking ahead: 
sustainable futures 
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