STUDENT POLITICS Versus NATIONAL POLITICS:

THE INTRICATE SONU OPERATIONS REVEALED.

By Comrade AWUOR – PONGE, C.*

Y

ou might be asking yourselves, “Why do University students spend so much money on Students Union campaigns year-in year-out.” Hold it! The money is not even theirs in the first place. They are holding the politicians at ransom! The respective MPs are an 

endangered species. Whichever way they go, they are in a Catch-22 situation. Whether they give the money to the aspiring student leaders or not, the bottom line is that what the students want will always carry the day.

I hope you are not surprised that out of every ten visitors to the Continental House Offices, six are University Students. This is a hypothetical but plausible statistics that I carried out on five consecutive days at the Continental House Offices. If you are thinking that I was employed by Steadman Group, you are greatly mistaken. I was there also for the very reason why the others were there. And what could this be? You will find out!

The aspiring young politicians storm the offices each morning looking for handouts ranging from CDF money to political campaign funds. The MPs would wish to be on the good books of the students, so they'll have to part with whatever little money (yet they are earning well above their academic entitlements) they can get to give as handout to the students. Not knowing that if they give the students money for campaigns, the students will win the elections, establish a name for themselves in the national political arena, and then go ahead and challenge them in the National Elections. On the other hand, if they are not given any money for campaigns, they end up losing elections, re-strategise by working with the opponents of the politicians and use that as an excuse to decampaign the MPs in their constituencies. So the MPs would better learn and start to reorganize themselves and be wary of the University students’ manipulations and blackmail.

That aside, you are most familiar with the term ‘Jackpot politics’. This is not a new phenomenon in Kenyan politics for it started way back during the Kenyatta era, escalated during the Moi regime and perfected during the Kibaki administration. The University Community has not been left behind. You will hear a student innocently asking a Student leader, “Ponge, si leo utununulie lunch bwana. At least in SONU munapata kitu poa? (Ponge, Why don’t you buy for us lunch today? At least in SONU you are getting something good). They are not in the least wrong.
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A SONU official addressing the students during the Swearing-in ceremony.

In SONU, the Executive is assured of a carry home Ksh. 3, 000/= per month. This is exclusive of allowances. And these allowances are paid depending on the number of sittings or meetings the officials have with the administration. So whenever there is need for more allowances, the officials just have to create a crisis in Campus, and then prompt the administration that they need to sit down and iron out the issues. Out of these kind of meetings, the pay package is increased. However, the most advantage lot is that of the Congressmen and Congresswomen. Despite the fact that they only carry home an official monthly allowance (I’m not calling it salary, although others refer to it as such) of Ksh. 1, 000/=, these people have formed amongst themselves “Business Cartels” which are controlling the allocation and management of Business premises in the University. According to Decker, the Operator of Hall 9 Tuck-Shop at the Main Campus, he bags in a total of Ksh. 5, 000/= on profits on a daily basis. “For you to get a Business Premise in Campus, you have to ‘oil the mouths’ of the Congressmen or women in the respective halls. After all if corruption is the order of the day in our country, why should the University an exception?” Decker quips.

But Decker is not alone. There are also the Congressmen who have tried year-in year-out to have their monthly allowances increased, but these have been frustrated by the administration. They are therefore left with no option but to maximize on the benefits during their term of office. For such kind of leaders, they will have to lobby among the candidates for Business Premises and in the process; one can end up collecting so much money from different candidates. But at the end of the day, very many will be disappointed because only one person can be allocated the premise. So this breeds enmity between the student leaders and the students themselves, and as usual, this works to the advantage of the administration. Ken Mukras (politically correct name because of the tribal factor in Varsity politics) formerly a Congressman of Hall 11 says: “Surely, what do you expect to do with one thousand shillings in a month, when you have to make so many phone calls to the Halls Assistants, Halls Officers and even the Director, whenever there is a crisis in the Halls? You have to be creative and innovative. And this is where our experience comes in handy”
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Still on the Business premises, there are those SONU officials who have the capital to run the Businesses. As such, they’ll not give it to the needy students (By the way, I had not informed you that these premises were created with the sole purpose of assisting the extremely needy students supplement the finances they get from HELB). What the SONU officials will do is to ensure that they field a candidate of their choice for a particular premise and then negotiate with the other Congresspersons to ensure that their interests are well taken care of. In a way, they allocate themselves the spaces through proxies.

“It’s all a matter of interests here, Ponge. There is nothing like corruption you are talking about here. If your interests are taken care of, you will just keep mum,” I was told this by Hon. Karuga Ben Ndichu (then a Main Campus Representative, and now the Vice-Chairman in-charge of Administration). It will be interesting to note that during this time, I had raised issues with regard to the running of the Students’ Centre and the two main Computer Bureaus in the Main Campus. Funnily enough, these were under the management of the said SONU official and others in the same camp. You will then not wonder why some candidates pay as much as Ksh. 30, 000/= to popular candidates so that they pull out of the race.

A one time popular student and political aspirant, Collins ‘Collo’ Otieno says: “Ponge, Bwana, this is pure Economics and you know I’m a student with some basic knowledge of Economics. If I can get Ksh. 30, 000/= without sweating for it, and thereby saving myself from a likely expulsion in case of a riot, then it is good for my flesh. After all, if I win the seat, I’ll only end up getting Ksh. 33, 000/= for the eleven months I’ll be in Office, but with risks.” Collins rightly justified his acceptance of an offer of KSh. 30, 000/= from an opponent so that he could pull out of the race for the Vice-Chairman in-charge of Administration. This makes me want to write a Paper on “The Politics of Economic Maximisations and Risk Management”. You will not be surprised when I choose this for my Masters Thesis.

Business aside, we now turn our attention to the Executive. If you thought that they are comfortable with the three thousand shillings they earn monthly, then you are mistaken. They will try to create as many Committees as possible, both in the house (SONU has a Parliament) and outside. These include: The Show Committee, The Health Committee, The Catering Committee, The Speakers Committee, The Members Benefits Committee, The Sports Committee, The Entertainment Committee, The Gender (Read Women) Committee, and so on…the list is endless. Now how do they benefit from these Committees? Well asked. Each Committee has its own working Budget, complete with sitting allowances and entertainment (Talk of MPs in the PSC going to the Far East for Holiday? It all started at the University).
There are cases when the Student leaders from the different Universities have to liaise with one another on how they can fleece their respective Universities of tens of thousands of shillings on facilitation of fictitious student leaders’ workshops. How does this work? The Chairman from Moi University writes to the Chairman from the University of Nairobi that there is a KENASU meeting. (By the way, KENASU is a ghost body known as Kenya National Association of Student Unions meant specifically to get the officials richer). Once the letter of ‘invitation’ is received, it is hurried to Parliament for approval. In fact it doesn’t even need the approval of Parliament. One only needs to mention it as a motion. The Clerk is there to effectively fake minutes, the Speaker will sign the same, the Chairman and the Treasurer will equally sign the proposed Budget and within a span of two days, the budget shall have been approved by the Dean of Students for the withdrawal of the said amount. This one makes the officials at least some few tens of thousands richer. But will they pay for this, Oh I mean, will they work with it as required and account for it? Finance Officer, one for you there!

Nemwel Machuki, the immediate former Chairman of SONU is on record as having waged a one man fight against this vice known as KENASU for the two years when he was in the SONU Executive between 2002 and 2004. But what happened when he was elected Chairman in 2005? All of a sudden, the devil that was KENASU overnight transformed itself into an Angel, and within the first few weeks after the Swearing-in Ceremony, the Big Five (I mean,  Machuki the Chairman and his four lieutenants) were already facilitating their weekly retreats to the tune of Ksh.22, 000/= per individual per weekend. Shame on you! It is painful to realise that the Secretary-General, Sila Colins got Ksh. 265, 000/= to facilitate the orientation programme for the first years and Ksh. 160, 000/= for the Religious Communities in the 2005/2006 Academic year, but to date, no one has been able to genuinely account for all this money. When he was asked by the SONU Executive to account for the same, he openly responded that if there was anyone who was clean in the SONU Executive, then that should be the first person to throw a stone at him. All of them except one spoke out. This will explain to you the culture of impunity that is developed right from student leadership, and this extends to the national political arena.
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Members of the SONU Executive listen keenly during the Swearing-in Ceremony.

The statutes are also full of loopholes. When I approached the Finance Officer in-charge of the Budgetary Control section to get a print-out of the SONU expenditure, I was told in black and white that only three people were allowed access to that document namely, the Chairman, the Treasurer and the Dean of Students. In my attempts to get an explanation from the Dean of Students, Dr. Fr. Wamugunda Wakimani, he told me that the University administration does not have a mechanism of following up the spending of SONU. What is the implication of this? That a SONU official comes up with a huge budget for a project, gets the money, does not work on the project or spends less than what was budgeted for, and at the end of the day, pockets tens of thousands for himself with no-one to make a follow-up. Surely, where are we headed?
All in all, it will interest you to take a close look at some of the benefits that the student leaders enjoy. 

· Free Accommodation in the Halls of residence;

· Allowances for each and every sitting with the administration;

· Continuous stay in the halls of residence even when one is out of session;

· Direct access to the offices of power; both in the University and in the public domain;

· Free meals in all the University kitchens for the Secretary in-charge of Catering;

· Membership to the lucrative Standing House Committees and Executive Committees;

· Ownership of the lucrative business premises in Campus;

· Corporate link with the Companies that matter to facilitate joint programmes; and last but not least;

· Ability to come up with ‘Ghost projects’, which will be funded by the SONU kitty without the knowledge of the students.

It is therefore no wonder why so many have to run for student leadership as a short-cut to quick riches, much the same way, politicians are running for Parliamentary seats because of the assure quick riches. Have a richer day, won’t you?

* The writer is the immediate former SONU Secretary-in-Charge of Accommodation, Catering and Health at the University of Nairobi.
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