Poorest People Are Being Driven to Extremist Groups
Sept. 20, 2014 - Communities coping with extreme poverty will become increasingly radicalized, unless more is done to combat climate change, a senior figure in Irish aid agency Trocaire has said.  Country director in Kenya, Paul Healy, said the poorest and most marginalized were being left behind, as crops failed and they were forced from the land, which was driving them towards extremist groups.
Speaking to the Irish Independent just over a year since terrorists attacked the Westlands Shopping center in Nairobi, killing 67, he said poverty and a lack of access to land was a major problem in the east African country.
Rainfall is becoming "increasingly unreliable", which means that crops fail and farmers have no food to feed their families.  In many cases, they flee to the cities, where they live in appalling conditions, in slums.
"The (Kenyan) government is borrowing for massive infrastructure projects like a single gauge railway, but they don't give access to markets and to the people we work with, so the rural community is being left behind," he said.
"We work with the poorest people and the most marginalized.  In the 1990s, there was a reliability about the rains, but now they can be late, which means the seeds can be destroyed and the crops can wither and die.  "People experience multiple shocks.  As communities become more marginalized, they become more radicalized.  But the issue is not radicalism, it's poverty and land."
Trocaire has been operating in Kenya since independence in 1963.  It has had a full-time office in Nairobi since 1994.  It employs 22 full-time staff.  It works with local partners to deliver various programs on livelihoods, humanitarian aid, governance and human rights, HIV and gender.  It works with 463,000 people at present.
Helping farmers adapt to climate change is a key focus in a country where 67% of those employed work on the land, many in semi-arid areas where water is increasingly in short supply.
"Everybody is affected by climate change, but these people, who had nothing to do with it, are hungry, thirsty, marginalized and forced to move to urban areas, where women are abused and exposed to HIV," Mr Healy said.  "The people who suffer (from climate change) are the small-scale farmers, many of whom rely on half an acre of land.  If they come into the cities, it's a deeper poverty with a lack of cleanliness.  There's neglect and destruction of family life, and women are the most vulnerable."
The agency is building on the work of missionaries including the Loreto and Mercy Sisters, but tries to avoid providing food which, it says, does nothing to help build lives.
Mr Healy said he was frustrated by the response of the international community, which "wasn't doing enough".  Ireland should be a "world leader" in the area, he said.  "While Syria, Ukraine and Iraq are ongoing, people are starving here.  The slow onset of an emergency is not sexy, and it takes a lot of patience to solve.  There's no quick solution.  We're not fanatical, we're looking for permanent solutions through working with communities."
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