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BY NALIAKA WAFULA 

S
ome years back, every 
Kenyan’s dream was 
to land a plane ticket 
to... anywhere but this 
country. Judging by the 

number of people applying for 
Green Cards, many still think the 
grass is always greener elsewhere.

But Kenyans who have lived 
and thrived abroad are now choos-
ing to come back home. Some 
return because of the thriving econ-
omy, which is reportedly growing 
by more than six per cent. Many of 
them here to invest. It’s the trickle 
that comes before a fl ood.

Kenya, like other countries in 
Africa, has seen masses of profes-
sionals fl ocking out to seek greener 
pastures abroad. The phenomenon, 
dubbed as brain-drain, was initially 
ignored but its far-reaching impacts 
ignited the need to lure back or 
retain professionals in the country.  
The following professionals tell us 
about their decision to return to 
Kenya and their experiences so far.

Aly Khan Satchu

Aly Khan Satchu has spent 26 of 
his 41 years abroad. He left the 
country aged 13 years to attend 
school in London. After completing 
his A levels, he joined Durham Uni-
versity in North England for a Law 
degree.  Satchu  got his fi rst job at 
Credit Suisse as temp. “I was earn-
ing four pounds an hour and had 
no idea how to operate the printer 
where I was stationed,” he says.

 As he improved skills, young 
Satchu found himself delivering 
documents to the vice chairman of 

the bank, Johan Beck. “While there 
I asked the vice chairman for fi ve 
minutes of his time,” says Satchu. 

It was at this juncture that Satchu 
took the opportunity to explain 
that he felt his talents were being 
wasted.

His pluck paid off because the 
vice chairman placed calls to differ-
ent departmental heads asking them 
to get him something else to do.

 This was how he became a 
trader. Satchu joined a team with 
a group of people who made a 
million dollars a year. That year he 
made $26 million (Sh1.6 billion) 
for the bank.

He says: “I received a cheque that 
was far more than anything I had 
ever received in my life but far less 
than what everyone else was earn-
ing.”  After sometime, Satchu chose 
to leave the company. He then went 
to work with Konishi San, who 
hired him as managing director at 
the Japanese Sumi Tomo Bank.

“I took eight traders with me 
from Credit Suisse, hired two more 
people and ran  a successful busi-

ness.”
In 1998 there was a crisis in the 

Japanese banking system and no 
banks wanted to trade, Konishi san 
was replaced. 

Satchu left to work with the Aus-
tralian New Zealand Bank as treas-
urer to the MD and later moved to 
Dresdner Bank, the second biggest 
German Bank, as the managing 
director in 2003.  He explains: “We 
had a very successful year but when 
Dresdner was merged with Allianz 
Insurance Company, I decided I 
had enough.”

 It occurred to Satchu that having 
worked in the business for so long, 
he could do it himself.

He travelled back to Kenya in 
September 2004 and settled in 
Mombasa: “I spent year and a half 
trading shares from my PC,” he 
says.

“I came back because fi nally the 
African continent was standing up 
on its feet; this is the most exciting 
time to be back home,” he says. 

“There is computer access and 
investment has become democratic. 
The NSE and African stock markets 
are grossly undervalued but now 
I think we are on a virtuous cycle; 
the economy is growing. Our GDP 
is 6.3 per cent and is getting higher. 
There are now greater opportuni-
ties and I found working here very 
rewarding. In UK, you fi nd yourself 
working in a box, here the cup is 
full of opportunities, the media 
meets the fi nancial markets.

 It’s a real privilege to be here. If 
I came back 10 years ago, it would 
have been a waste,” he explains.

 Satchu had no trouble adjusting 
seeing he has the easygoing nature 
of most coastal people. He however 

found a few things frustrating, such 
as the lack of customer service. 
“Sometimes you call Government 
offi ces and people are too lazy to 
answer the phone. We just need 
to be a little more professional. 
Kenyans speak good English and I 
am sure we will soon see what has 
happened in India with call centres 
happen here.”

Wanjiru Bachia
I wish I knew what I know

Wanjiru Bachia, who owns Corrie 
Bridal Shop with her husband, 
lived and worked for 11 years in 
the United  States. “I would never 
have left Kenya If I knew what I 
know now, if I had been strong,” 
she says. “It’s a hard adjustment as 
you fi nd yourself doing menial jobs. 
I went from being a manager in a 
tour company to being the person 
behind the counter. These were not 
the jobs I expected.

“I got some extra training and 

joined the IT fi eld in big companies 
like the IBM.  This is a job that 

didn’t exist in Kenya yet it’s very 
important.” In 2002, the couple 
made the decision to return to 
Kenya.

 “Everyone thought it was a bad 
idea because it was an election year 
and we were relocating with our 
two children. There is a realness 
about the life here, I missed that 
while in the States because 
everything is so fast-paced 
and developed. You get 
stressed easily, here you 
are forced to slow down,” 
she says, admitting that 
there are many people who 
relocate and land good jobs 
abroad.

Wanjiru adds: “Coming 
back is good. The big-
gest thing is the mindset; 
you have to start think-
ing like a Kenyan. Poor 
customer service made life 
very frustrating initially, 
although Kenyans abroad 
are known to have good 
work ethics. People also 
sugarcoat things and 
many  are not honest 
with each other.”

She also had to con-
tend with the fact that 
many people hardly 
bother about personal 
body odour. “And it’s 
not a money thing,” 
she says.

 Life abroad was 
not a bed of roses 
either. “Foreigners face 
a lot of discrimination. 
The moment a resi-
dent hears an accent 
that’s different you get 
labelled as an alien.”

KENYA’S BRAINS ARE BACK HOME
More and more professionals are deciding to come back to Kenya

Many political 
hopefuls have 
also decided to 
relocate back 
to Kenya. Yusuf 
Hassan  decided 
to leave a 
prestigious and 
well-paying job 

to run for 

Kamukunji Constituency 
Parliamentary seat. A well-
travelled journalist who grew 
up in Nairobi’s Eastleigh estate, 
Yusuf worked with the BBC as 
the world service news and 
current affairs correspondent 
and editor. He also edited the 
London-based Africa Events 
magazine. When Namibia gained 
independence, he was the 
fi rst director of the Namibia 
Broadcast Corporation for two 
years before leaving to work in 
Washington DC.

He also worked for over 10 
years at the United Nations 

as a spokesperson, 
head of regional offi ce 
covering East and South 
West Asia and as a 

senior liaison offi cer for 
the UN High Commissioner for 

Refugees. He has also been a 
senior policy advisor dealing 

with the offi ce of Kofi  Annan. 
He then moved to Nairobi to 

work as the deputy director of 
Irin. “I have since left to pursue 
a political career,” he says.

 For Hassan,  politics is 
nothing new. He was involved 
in Kenya’s quest for democracy 
during the Kanu era. “I was a 
hunted dissident,” he says of 
the 1982 coup, when he left the 
country to work with the BBC 
abroad. 

“The situation at home had 
deteriorated and a lot my 
associates were detained. They 
included Ngugi Wa Thiongo, 
Abdu Latif Abdalla a leading 
Swahili poet, Shiraz Durani who 
is still in exile, Shadrack Buttu, 
now a lecturer in University 
of  South Africa and Rok Ajulu, 
a professor at Witwatersrand 
university.

 “I wasn’t able to come 

home but I managed, together 
with others, to successfully 
campaign for the release of 
political prisoners,” Yusuf notes.

 In this capacity, Yusuf Ali 
was part of Ukenya (Umoja 
Wa Uzalendo Wa Kenya.) It 
advocated the end of Moi 
regime and had members 
in Norway, Sweden, north 
America, Zimbabwe. “We were 
fi ghting  for the common 
person, the dispossessed and 
disenfranchised.”

Yusuf left the BBC to start 
an Africa events a paper he 
describes as “an alternative, 
radical Pan-Africanist paper 
that was very infl uential.” So 
infl uential that on Moi’s 10th 
anniversary as President, Yusuf 
was condemned as leading 
a revolt and his father was 
detained. The Government 
organised demos in northern 

Kenya denouncing him and 
burning his effi gy. 

 As the chairman of Ukenya 
at the time, he helped organise 
demonstratiosn, drafted 
letters and petitions to foreign 
governments to expose  
corruption and human rights 
abuses by Kanu. 

“We successfully turned 
American and European opinion 
against him (Moi)” he says. 
Coming back to Kenya after 
more than a decade, Yusuf says  
it was “a cultural shock.” The 
disparity between the rich and 
poor had widened and urban 
poverty escalated. He says on 
the positive side, there is a 
political awakening among the 
youth.  It seems nothing had 
prepared him to the conditions 
most Kenyans have now gotten 
used to.

“There is a complete 

collapse of the infrastructure, 
lack of Governance in many 
levels of Kenyan society with 
whole neighbourhoods being 
controlled by vigilantes,” he 
says. 

“There is also unbelievable 
levels of corruption at every 
level of society, paralysing many 
functions of the state.”

 It was while taking stock of 
all this that it occurred to him 
that “charity begins at home.”  

“I feel competent 
enough to have an 
impact, to change the 
poverty-stricken, 
disease-ridden, 
underdeveloped  
to cleaner, 
healthier 
and safer 
society.” 
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The following are examples of 
the efforts made to stem and 
reverse the brain drain.

Digital Diaspora 
Network
Technology fi rms, non profi t 
organisations and UN agencies 
came together in 2002 to start 
the Digital Diaspora Network 
in an effort to stem the fl ow of 
skills from Africa to developed 
countries. The initiative reaches 
out to scientists, medical prac-
titioners, engineers, university 
lecturers, economists, informa-
tion technologists and other 
highly skilled workers whose 
area of expertise is in defi cit 
in the continent.

The South African 
Network of Skills 
Abroad (SANSA)
The initiative estimates that 
close to 22,000 graduates 
from major South African 
universities who reside 
abroad keep in touch with 
their universities. It also ap-
proximates that close to 60 
per cent of the country’s 
expatriate graduates are 

located in six countries, with 
Australia, the UK and USA host-
ing at least 30 per cent. Com-
merce, education, medicine and 
engineering are the sections 
in which South Africa has ex-
perienced a serious scarcity of 
skilled workers.

Research and De-
velopment Forum 
for Science-led De-
velopment in Africa 
(RANDFORUM)
This forum is based in Kenya 
and has been researching on 
ways to help relocate African 
professionals and academics 
back to the continent. The fo-
rum was requested to do so in 
1999 by the Presidential forum 
on the management of Sci-
ence and Technology in Africa, 
an assembly formed by African 
Heads of State. In the same 
year, the Zambian President 
Levy Mwanawasa suggested 

that 

RANDFORUM and the African 
Foundation for Research and 
Development fi nd Africans who 
are looking to return to the 
continent. The forum also seeks 
to reposition professionals from 
“distressed countries” such as 
Liberia and Somalia to countries 
where their skills can be utilised 
until the situation in their home 
countries stabilises.

Careers in Africa
Careers in Africa is an initia-
tive organised by the Global 
Career Company Ltd which is 
based in London. The Global 
Career Company focuses ex-
clusively on recruitment for 
Africa, Asia and Russia. On May 
4-7 this year, the company held 
a recruitment drive dubbed 
the Careers in Africa UK Sum-
mit in London. The summit 
featured some of the biggest 
multinational companies such 
as Shell, Coca-Cola, Oracle, the 
Standard Bank, Daigeo and SAB 
Miller who were all looking to 
secure professionals for their 
operations in Africa. The group 
human resource director Alban 
Mwendar for Diageo, the com-
pany that produces beer, wine 
and spirits noted that Africa, 
especially Kenya and Uganda, 
are experiencing economic 
growth. “We are looking for 
sales, marketing, supply chain, 
logistics, procurement and HR 
also,” he said in a press release. 
“Kenya is very much a growth 
area and we are looking at geo-
graphical expansion, so we do 
need heads and we are likely to 
be back next year.” Careers in 
Africa was established in 2002 
by the Global careers company 
to deal with the growing devel-
opment of the African markets. 
The managing director Rupert 
Adcock believes it to be the 
ideal way to recruit African pro-
fessionals living abroad. “With 
career opportunities increasing 
across the region, driven by 
continued growth and expan-
sion across borders, Africans 
are more than ever considering 
moving home to further their 
careers and contribute to their 
local economies,” he said.

Additional information from 
The African Recovery, United 
Nations.
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Reversing 
the trend

According to African Renewal, 

almost 20, 000 highly skilled 

Africans leave the continent 

every year to search for jobs 

abroad. This impacts negatively 

on the mother countries.  Facing 

an acute shortage of medics 

at home,  South Africa recently 

had to request the Canadian 

Government to discontinue 

recruitment of its medical 

professionals.  In Saskatchewan, 

a countryside province in 
Canada, more than 50 per cent 

of doctors are foreign-trained 

and at least 1 in 5 of the 1,530 

doctors there earned their fi rst 

medical degree in South Africa.

Most African professionals 

migrate to western European 

countries or North America. 

To stem the shortage of skill 

within major industries, African 

countries have been spending 

an estimated Sh4 billion daily to 

employ 100, 000 non-African 

expatriates. This puts a huge a 

strain on developing countries.

 Most Africans leave to 
escape unemployment, war 

and political unrest. It does 

not help that donor policies 

inadvertently encourage this 

by placing policies that expend 

foreign expertise in place of 

locally trained experts. UNDP 

noted in 1993 the increasing 

fear by African development 

experts about the reliance on 

expatriate professionals long 

after independence despite 

training of local experts.

Brain drain still dragging 
Africa behind, says 
UNDP

“I came back 
because fi nally the 

African continent was 
standing up on its 

feet; this is the most 
exciting time to be 

back home,”

“Coming back is 
good. The biggest 

thing is the mindset; 
you have to start 

thinking like a 
Kenyan.”


