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ABSTRACT: Informal motorcycle transport, or bodaboda, has become a defining feature of Kenya’s urban mobility, offering 

affordable connectivity and youth employment while increasingly intersecting with crime and insecurity. This study synthesizes 

insights from urban governance, criminology, and transport policy to critically examine how regulatory gaps, youth 

unemployment, and political instrumentalization shape bodaboda-linked violence. Findings reveal that although the sector 

enhances mobility, it is also associated with mob justice, criminal recruitment, and enforcement failures. Comparative reflections 

from Kampala and Lagos highlight shared vulnerabilities across African cities. The paper demonstrates that reconciling the sector’s 

economic utility with public safety requires integrated reforms, including digital registration, structured licensing, community 

policing, and socioeconomic reintegration.  
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1.0 Introduction 

Urban residents across African cities increasingly depend on informal transport systems, revealing a deeper crisis in mobility 

governance. Modes such as matatus in Nairobi, danfos in Lagos, and trotros in Accra account for up to 80% of motorized trips, yet 

they operate largely outside formal regulatory frameworks (Agbiboa, 2020a). In cities like Kampala and Douala, over 70% of 

commuters walk daily due to the absence of affordable and reliable transport options, reflecting widespread transport poverty 

and the failure of formal systems to meet growing urban demand (Agbiboa, 2020b). Governance structures remain fragmented 

and reactive, with overlapping mandates and limited planning capacity. Cirolia, Harber, and Croese document how institutional 

weaknesses and poor coordination prevent cities from implementing coherent transport policies (Cirolia, Harber, & Croese, 2020). 

Governments frequently exclude informal operators from policy dialogues and attempt to replace rather than integrate these 

systems, missing opportunities for inclusive reform (Asuah & Acheampong, 2025a). As a result, urban mobility evolves through 

necessity rather than strategic design, and informal transport continues to fill the void left by systemic governance failures. 

Kenya’s bodaboda sector exemplifies this dynamic. Motorcycle taxis have significantly reshaped urban transport, particularly in 

low-income and peri-urban areas. These services emerged to fill gaps left by underfunded and fragmented formal transit systems, 

offering flexible, affordable, and decentralized mobility (Ndunda & Ngugi, 2021; Government of Kenya, 2020). However, their 

rapid expansion has overwhelmed regulatory institutions, generating a complex mix of socio-economic benefits and public safety 

risks. While bodabodas provide essential last-mile connectivity and employment for thousands of youth, they also contribute to 

rising traffic accidents, congestion, and informal urban sprawl (Gachambi et al., 2022; Mitullah et al., 2017). The sector now 

functions both as a practical solution to infrastructural exclusion and as a catalyst for urban disorder, reflecting broader challenges 

in mobility governance and urban planning. 

Young, self-employed riders dominate the bodaboda sector, using motorcycles to earn livelihoods, connect underserved areas, 

and stimulate local economies. This informal transport mode has become a vital source of income for thousands of youth, 

particularly in peri-urban and low-income communities (Ndunda & Ngugi, 2021b; Mitullah et al., 2017). Yet weak licensing regimes, 

limited oversight, and politicized enforcement have exposed the sector to criminal infiltration and collective violence. Political 

actors have mobilized bodaboda groups for partisan purposes, often leveraging their numbers and mobility for electoral or 

protest-related activities (Gachambi et al., 2022; National Crime Research Centre [NCRC], 2020). Recent reports document 

incidents of mob justice, rider-led assaults, and confrontations with law enforcement, underscoring the sector’s entanglement 
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with urban insecurity (NCRC, 2020; Owuor & Mbatia, 2023). These patterns reveal a troubling convergence between informal 

transport and public disorder, exposing structural tensions in Kenya’s urban governance where state authority, informal 

economies, and public safety frequently collide. 

This study investigates the rise in violence linked to bodaboda operations and treats it as a symptom of broader regulatory and 

socio-political dysfunction. It critically examines the regulatory gaps and enforcement failures that shape bodaboda operations in 

Kenya’s urban centers. It also analyzes how youth unemployment contributes to criminal recruitment within the sector, 

investigates the emergence of mob justice and collective violence among riders, and interrogates the political instrumentalization 

of bodaboda groups in urban governance. Through a multidisciplinary framework grounded in criminology, urban studies, and 

transport policy, the paper contributes to scholarly debates on informality, spatial politics, and the role of transport in shaping 

urban risk environments. 

 

2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Informal Transport Systems in Africa 

Informal transport systems shape urban mobility across Sub-Saharan Africa by responding to infrastructural deficits, economic 

exclusion, and fragmented governance (Tucho, 2022). Operators such as matatus in Kenya, danfos in Nigeria, trotros in Ghana, 

sotrama minibuses in Mali, gbakas in Côte d’Ivoire, taxi brousses in Madagascar, and keke napeps in parts of Nigeria provide 

essential services outside formal planning and regulatory frameworks (Kumar, Zimmerman, and Arroyo Arroyo, 2021). Additional 

modes such as bajajis in Tanzania, clandos in Cameroon, blue taxis in Ethiopia, quintas in Angola, and voitures de transport rural 

in Senegal further illustrate the sector’s diversity and embeddedness across urban contexts (Behrens et al., 2023). Despite 

differences in vehicle type and ownership structure, these systems share a common function. They bridge mobility gaps left by 

under-resourced formal networks and serve millions of daily commuters. 

Building on this equity lens, scholars increasingly view informal transport as a critical instrument for promoting inclusive urban 

mobility. Tucho (2022) links these systems to Sustainable Development Goal 11, emphasizing their role in serving marginalized 

populations and mitigating spatial exclusion. Kumar et al. (2021) reinforce this by showing how informal modes fill service voids 

in peri-urban and low-income areas. In cities such as Nairobi, Accra, and Bamako, these systems enable access to employment, 

education, and healthcare where formal infrastructure remains absent (Behrens et al., 2023). These benefits, however, are offset 

by persistent governance challenges. 

Operators often lack standardized safety protocols, vehicle inspections, and driver training, contributing to elevated accident rates 

and commuter vulnerability (Mitullah, Vanderschuren, and Khayesi, 2017). Unregulated competition and route duplication 

exacerbate congestion and undermine network efficiency (Booysen, Andersen, and Zeeman, 2022). Fragmented institutional 

mandates and limited planning capacity further hinder integration into coherent transport strategies (Cirolia, Harber, and Croese, 

2020). Regulatory regimes frequently oscillate between neglect and punitive enforcement, excluding informal actors from policy 

dialogues and reinforcing urban inequalities (Arroyo Arroyo, Kumar, and Salazar Ferro, 2025). 

To address these tensions, scholars advocate participatory planning models that treat informal transport as a legitimate and 

enduring component of urban mobility ecosystems. These models emphasize co-designed interventions, inclusive regulatory 

frameworks, and context-sensitive technologies such as intelligent transport systems (Booysen, Andersen, and Zeeman, 2022; 

SSATP, 2021). Arroyo Arroyo, Kumar, and Salazar Ferro (2025) caution against top-down formalization efforts that displace existing 

operators and undermine embedded socio-economic functions. Without reforms grounded in local realities, informal transport 

will continue to evolve through necessity rather than strategic design, reflecting deeper failures in urban mobility governance. As 

Behrens, Saddier, Pickup, and Durant (2023) argue, informal transport systems do more than move people. They shape urban life 

and reflect politically and economically embedded infrastructures that influence how cities grow, function, and reproduce 

inequality. 

This broader literature on informal transport provides a necessary foundation for examining one of its most dynamic and 

contested sub-sectors: the bodaboda. As a motorcycle-based mode of transport, bodabodas have become emblematic of East 

African urban mobility, particularly in Kenya, Uganda, and Tanzania (Luvinga, 2022; KIPPRA, 2022). Their rapid proliferation, 

economic centrality, and regulatory ambiguity make them a critical site for understanding how informal transport intersects with 

youth employment, urban crime, and governance (Nandi & Muna, 2025). Unlike larger informal modes such as matatus or danfos, 

bodabodas operate with minimal infrastructure, high spatial flexibility, and deep penetration into both formal and informal urban 

zones (KIPPRA, 2022). They are not merely vehicles of transport but instruments of livelihood, identity, and urban negotiation. As 

Luvinga (2022) shows, bodaboda transport contributes significantly to youth financial, personal, and social assets, while also 

enabling access to other informal economic activities.  
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2.2 Urban Crime and Bodaboda Mobility 

Criminologists and urban scholars increasingly examine the intersection of urban mobility and crime, especially in African cities 

experiencing rapid informalization. Informal transport hubs serve as spaces of both economic opportunity and insecurity, 

particularly in urban areas grappling with high youth unemployment, weak policing, and fragmented governance. The Africa 

Organised Crime Index identifies urban zones with porous regulatory oversight as hotspots for criminal activity, where informal 

economies and transport infrastructures converge (ENACT, 2023).  

Cities such as Lagos, Nairobi, Johannesburg, and Bamako consistently report elevated levels of petty crime, extortion, and 

trafficking near transport corridors and informal terminals. In Nairobi, for instance, hawkers and touts operating near major transit 

hubs are frequently subjected to extortion and discretionary policing (International Commission of Jurists Kenya Chapter, 2019). 

The criminalization of poverty is further evident in Kenya’s justice system, where petty offenders often arrested near urban 

terminals constitute over 70 percent of processed cases, typically without legal representation (National Council on the 

Administration of Justice, 2016). Moreover, trafficking networks across East Africa exploit high-volume transport corridors and 

informal terminals, with transporters playing a documented role in cross-border exploitation (Transaid and UK Foreign 

Commonwealth and Development Office, 2020). 

Muggah and Savage (2012) demonstrate that unregulated transport spaces often facilitate petty crime, collective violence, and 

political mobilization. Informal transport systems anchor livelihoods for disenfranchised youth while simultaneously creating risk 

environments. Matatu stages in Nairobi, danfo parks in Lagos, and sotrama stops in Bamako operate beyond the reach of formal 

surveillance and blur the boundaries between mobility and insecurity. Although mobility promotes economic inclusion, its informal 

nature intensifies spatial inequalities and exposes commuters to theft, harassment, and gender-based violence (United Nations 

Economic Commission for Europe [UNECE], 2021a). 

Most studies continue to treat crime and transport as separate phenomena. Beek, Göpfert, Owen, and Steinberg (2019) reveal 

that state authority remains uneven across African cities, leaving informal settlements and transport zones outside formal policing 

structures. However, they do not explicitly link informal mobility infrastructures to urban insecurity. Githinji and Mwaura (2021) 

begin to address this gap by analyzing how youth mobility and informal economies shape urban risk in Nairobi. Their study shows 

that over 60 percent of youth working in informal transport have witnessed or experienced crime in their workspaces, although 

their findings remain localized and exploratory. 

Carrizosa, Kisembo, Namuli, and Ndiaye (2022) report that informal employment accounts for 85.8 percent of all jobs in Africa, 

with transport-related activities dominating urban centers such as Dakar, Kampala, and Dar es Salaam. Informal transport 

economies typically operate in poorly lit areas with limited infrastructure and minimal law enforcement presence. These 

conditions correlate strongly with elevated crime rates. UNECE (2021) further notes that informal transport users in Nigeria, Kenya, 

and Ghana face higher exposure to road violence and theft than users of formal systems. 

Within this broader context of informal mobility and urban insecurity, bodaboda transport presents a particularly urgent case. 

Bodabodas, as motorcycle-based transport modes, shape urban life in Kenya, Uganda, and Tanzania. Thousands of unemployed 

youth choose bodaboda riding as a livelihood because of its spatial flexibility, low entry barriers, and economic accessibility 

(Luvinga, 2022). However, this informality also exposes riders to extortion, police harassment, and criminal networks (Nandi and 

Muna, 2025). In Nairobi’s Central Business District, bodaboda riders frequently encounter theft, assault, and arbitrary arrests, 

especially in zones with limited surveillance and overlapping jurisdictional control (Nandi and Muna, 2025). These risk 

environments compromise rider safety, reveal deeper failures in urban policing, and transport governance. 

Bodaboda riders navigate both formal and informal urban zones with minimal infrastructure. Their mobility challenges regulatory 

efforts and invites exploitation, particularly in areas where state authority operates inconsistently. KIPPRA (2022) observes that 

the absence of clear registration, licensing, and zoning frameworks has created a regulatory vacuum that enables both economic 

survival and criminal vulnerability. Bodabodas do more than transport passengers. They negotiate urban space and reflect the 

tensions between mobility, risk, and governance. 

2.3 Bodaboda Regulation and Violence in Kenya 

Kenya’s bodaboda sector has advanced into a critical component of urban and peri-urban mobility, yet its rapid expansion has 

outpaced regulatory capacity, generating complex socio-political consequences. Ndunda and Ngugi (2021a) underscore the 

sector’s role in bridging last-mile connectivity, particularly in underserved areas, while Mitullah, Vanderschuren, and Khayesi 

(2017) highlight its contribution to youth employment. However, both studies caution that these benefits are undermined by weak 

licensing regimes, fragmented oversight, and susceptibility to criminal infiltration. 

Empirical studies increasingly link bodaboda operations to urban violence. Gachambi, Owuor, and Mbatia (2022) document 

incidents of mob justice, rider-led assaults, and confrontations with law enforcement, suggesting that the sector functions not 
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only as a transport solution but also as a site of informal power and collective enforcement. The National Crime Research Centre 

(2020) corroborates these findings, noting that bodaboda groups are frequently co-opted into politicized enforcement networks, 

blurring the line between mobility and militancy. 

Owuor and Mbatia (2023) extend this analysis by demonstrating how political actors mobilize bodaboda groups during electoral 

cycles and protest events, effectively weaponizing transport collectives for partisan gain. This politicization entrenches the sector’s 

role in Kenya’s urban insecurity landscape and raises questions about the state’s complicity in informal governance. The National 

Crime Research Centre (2018) further warns that impunity, traffic violations, and organized crime are increasingly normalized 

within bodaboda operations, exacerbated by minimal training and weak institutional coordination. 

Recent scholarship has begun to interrogate the theoretical underpinnings of bodaboda-linked violence. Nandi (2025), drawing 

on broken windows and routine activity theory, argues that Nairobi’s Central Business District suffers from regulatory 

fragmentation, poor Sacco registration, and ineffective rider identification systems. His findings suggest that bodaboda operators 

often serve as enablers or direct participants in criminal activity, including theft, obstruction of justice, and assault. Yet, this 

framing may understate the sector’s embeddedness in informal economies and political patronage networks. 

Ngare and Handa (2019a), in their study of Starehe sub-county, emphasize structural drivers such as civic illiteracy, enforcement 

fatigue, and institutional incoherence. Their work calls for a shift from punitive regulation to participatory governance, where 

bodaboda operators are treated not merely as security threats but as stakeholders in urban planning and public safety. 

 

3.0 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

This study draws on three interrelated theoretical lenses: Routine Activity Theory, Informal Governance, and Urban Political 

Economy to interpret the nexus between bodaboda mobility and urban violence in Kenya. Each framework offers distinct but 

complementary insights into how informal transport systems operate within and against formal regulatory structures, shaping 

urban risk environments. 

3.1 Routine Activity Theory 

Routine Activity Theory, developed by Cohen and Felson (1979), posits that crime occurs when three elements converge in time 

and space: a motivated offender, a suitable target, and the absence of capable guardianship. Applied to bodaboda operations, 

this framework helps explain how spatial mobility, economic precarity, and weak surveillance create conditions conducive to urban 

crime. Bodaboda riders frequently operate in poorly lit, high-traffic zones with minimal law enforcement presence, making them 

both potential victims and enablers of criminal activity (Nandi, 2025; United Nations Economic Commission for Europe [UNECE], 

2021b). The theory’s emphasis on environmental criminology aligns with observed patterns of theft, assault, and extortion near 

transport corridors and informal terminals (Githinji & Mwaura, 2021). However, Routine Activity Theory alone cannot account for 

the structural and political dimensions of bodaboda-linked violence. 

3.2 Informal Governance 

To address these limitations, the study incorporates the concept of Informal Governance, which refers to rule-making, 

enforcement, and negotiation processes that occur outside formal state institutions (Meagher, 2012). Bodaboda operations are 

embedded within informal regulatory logics, including rider associations, Saccos, and localized enforcement networks. These 

actors often mediate disputes, organize routes, and negotiate with state authorities, effectively substituting for formal governance 

structures (Ngare & Handa, 2019a). Informal governance also explains how bodaboda groups are mobilized for political purposes, 

particularly during electoral cycles, where they serve as instruments of partisan enforcement and urban control (Owuor & Mbatia, 

2023). This framework highlights the sector’s dual role as both a survival strategy and a site of informal power, complicating 

simplistic narratives of criminality. 

3.3 Urban Political Economy 

The study also engages Urban Political Economy to situate bodaboda-linked violence within broader processes of urbanization, 

economic exclusion, and state restructuring. This framework emphasizes how neoliberal reforms, spatial inequality, and 

fragmented urban planning produce informal economies that are simultaneously tolerated and criminalized (Cirolia, Harber, & 

Croese, 2020; Behrens, Saddier, Pickup, & Durant, 2023). Bodaboda mobility reflects these contradictions: it fills critical service 

gaps left by under-resourced formal networks while operating in regulatory vacuums that expose riders to exploitation and 

criminalization. Urban Political Economy also foregrounds the role of the state not merely as a regulator but as a complicit actor 

in informal governance, often oscillating between neglect and punitive enforcement (Arroyo Arroyo, Kumar, & Salazar Ferro, 

2025). This lens enables a structural reading of bodaboda violence as a symptom of deeper failures in urban mobility governance 

and youth inclusion. 
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3.4 Integrative Justification 

Together, these frameworks provide a multi-scalar and interdisciplinary foundation for analyzing bodaboda-linked violence. 

Routine Activity Theory captures the spatial and situational dynamics of crime (Cohen & Felson, 1979). Informal Governance 

reveals the sector’s embedded regulatory logics (Meagher, 2012; Ngare & Handa, 2019b). Urban Political Economy situates these 

dynamics within broader socio-political structures (Cirolia et al., 2020; Behrens et al., 2023; Arroyo Arroyo et al., 2025). This 

integrative approach allows the study to move beyond descriptive accounts of crime and transport, offering a theoretically 

grounded analysis of how informal mobility infrastructures both reflect and reproduce urban insecurity in Kenya. 

 

4.0 METHODOLOGY 

This study adopts a systematic qualitative literature review design to critically examine the intersection of informal motorcycle 

transport (bodaboda) and urban violence in Kenya. The methodology is guided by the need to synthesize multidisciplinary insights 

from criminology, urban studies, and transport policy, while foregrounding regionally grounded and peer-reviewed evidence. 

4.1 Research Design 

A systematic qualitative review was selected to enable thematic synthesis across diverse scholarly and policy sources. This 

approach allows for the identification of conceptual patterns, regulatory gaps, and socio-political dynamics that shape bodaboda-

linked violence. The review process followed PRISMA guidelines to ensure transparency, replicability, and methodological rigor. 

4.2 Sampling Strategy 

The study employed purposive sampling to select literature and reports that directly address: 

i. Bodaboda operations in urban Kenya 

ii. Informal transport systems in Sub-Saharan Africa 

iii. Urban crime and insecurity linked to mobility infrastructures 

iv. Political mobilization and enforcement dynamics involving transport actors 

Sources were drawn from indexed journals, government publications, and regionally focused research platforms. The geographical 

scope prioritized urban centers such as Nairobi, Kisumu, and Mombasa, with comparative references to Kampala and Lagos to 

enhance regional relevance. 

4.3 Data Sources 

The review incorporated: 

i. Peer-reviewed journal articles (e.g., African Geographical Review, Journal of Transport and Land Use, African 

Journal of Criminology and Justice Studies) 

ii. Government reports (e.g., National Crime Research Centre [2020], Integrated National Transport Policy [2020]) 

iii. International development publications (e.g., SSATP Working Papers, VREF reports) 

iv. Books and edited volumes on urban governance and informal transport (e.g., Mitullah et al., 2017; Beek et al., 

2019) 

All sources were screened for thematic relevance, methodological transparency, and citation integrity. Only documents published 

between 2012and 2025. 

4.4 Data Analysis 

Thematic coding was applied to extract recurring patterns across four core domains: 

i. Regulatory Gaps and Enforcement Failures 

ii. Youth Unemployment and Criminal Recruitment 

iii. Mob Justice and Collective Violence 

iv. Political Instrumentalization of Bodaboda Groups 

4.5 Ethical Considerations 

Although this study relies exclusively on secondary data, ethical integrity was rigorously upheld throughout the research process. 

All sources were accurately cited using APA 7th edition formatting to ensure scholarly transparency and traceability. Claims and 

interpretations were systematically verified against original documents to avoid misrepresentation or distortion of evidence. The 

analysis consciously avoided speculative or defamatory assertions, particularly in discussions involving criminality and political 

mobilization. 
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5.0 FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS 

This section synthesizes thematic insights from the systematic literature review, revealing how Kenya’s bodaboda sector intersects 

with urban insecurity. Each theme is grounded in empirical evidence and contextualized within broader urban governance 

dynamics. 

5.1 Regulatory Gaps and Enforcement Failures 

Kenya’s bodaboda sector operates within a fragmented and often incoherent regulatory landscape, characterized by weak 

licensing regimes, inconsistent enforcement, and limited institutional capacity. Although the sector plays a vital role in urban 

mobility and youth employment, its rapid expansion has outpaced the ability of formal institutions to regulate it effectively. The 

result is a complex governance environment where informal transport thrives amid legal ambiguity and administrative inertia. 

Licensing and oversight failures remain a central concern. Despite the adoption of the 2020 Integrated National Transport Policy, 

enforcement of licensing and insurance requirements has been sporadic and uneven. A significant proportion of bodaboda riders 

continue to operate without valid documentation, exposing themselves and their passengers to legal and safety risks. The lack of 

systematic rider registration undermines accountability and complicates efforts to monitor sectoral growth and safety compliance 

(Government of Kenya, 2020). 

Institutional fragmentation further exacerbates regulatory challenges. The mandates of county governments, traffic police, and 

the National Transport and Safety Authority (NTSA) frequently overlap, leading to jurisdictional confusion and policy paralysis. 

This fragmentation impedes the development of coherent regulatory frameworks and fosters a reactive rather than strategic 

approach to sector governance. As Cirolia, Harber, and Croese (2020) observe, such institutional disarray is emblematic of broader 

mobility governance failures across Sub-Saharan African cities. 

Enforcement practices are largely reactive, with crackdowns typically occurring in response to violent incidents or public outcry 

rather than through routine monitoring. This episodic enforcement not only fails to deter misconduct but also reinforces 

adversarial relationships between bodaboda riders and law enforcement agencies. Riders often perceive police interventions as 

punitive and politically motivated, which erodes trust and diminishes the legitimacy of regulatory institutions (National Crime 

Research Centre [NCRC], 2020). Ultimately, these regulatory gaps and enforcement failures contribute to a volatile urban transport 

environment where informal actors operate with impunity, and public safety remains precarious. 

 

Table 1: Bodaboda Licensing Compliance in Nairobi (2020–2024) 

Year Estimated Riders Licensed Riders Compliance Rate 

2020 180,000 45,000 25% 

2022 220,000 66,000 30% 

2024 250,000 75,000 30% 

            Sources: NCRC (2020); Gachambi et al. (2022) 

5.2 Youth Unemployment and Criminal Recruitment 

The bodaboda sector in Kenya has become a magnet for unemployed youth, offering a pathway to income generation in a context 

of widespread economic precarity. While motorcycle taxi operations provide flexible employment and last-mile connectivity, they 

also expose riders to exploitative conditions and criminal networks. Many young riders operate without formal contracts, social 

protection, or long-term career prospects, leaving them vulnerable to economic shocks and coercive influences. As Mitullah, 

Vanderschuren, and Khayesi (2017) observe, the informal nature of bodaboda employment often masks deeper structural 

vulnerabilities, including lack of access to health insurance, pension schemes, and legal recourse. 

This economic fragility creates fertile ground for criminal infiltration. Organized gangs and political brokers have increasingly 

targeted bodaboda riders for recruitment into illicit activities such as extortion, theft, and protest mobilization. Riders’ mobility, 

local knowledge, and numerical strength make them attractive assets for actors seeking to manipulate urban spaces for political 

or economic gain. Owuor and Mbatia (2023) document how bodaboda groups have been mobilized during electoral cycles and 

urban demonstrations, often blurring the line between political activism and criminal enterprise. These dynamics not only 

compromise public safety but also entrench cycles of violence and impunity within urban transport systems. 

Spatial analysis further reveals that bodaboda hubs frequently overlap with high-crime neighborhoods, reinforcing patterns of 

urban insecurity. In Nairobi and Kisumu, for example, informal transport nodes often coincide with areas marked by poor policing, 

high unemployment, and limited access to public services. Githinji and Mwaura (2021) argue that such spatial convergence 

amplifies risk exposure for both riders and commuters, creating environments where informal economies and criminal activity co-

exist. The result is a complex urban landscape in which youth mobility, economic desperation, and weak governance converge to 

produce volatile and often violent outcomes. 
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Table 2: Youth Employment Status among Bodaboda Riders (Kisumu, 2021) 

Employment Type Percentage 

Full-time riders 62% 

Part-time riders 28% 

Unemployed (seeking) 10% 

              Source: Ndunda & Ngugi (2021b) 

5.3 Mob Justice and Collective Violence 

Bodaboda riders in Kenya have increasingly become central actors in episodes of vigilante justice, responding to perceived 

injustices with swift and often violent collective action. These incidents typically arise in contexts where formal legal mechanisms 

are either inaccessible or distrusted, prompting riders to take justice into their own hands. The sector’s informal structure and 

strong peer networks facilitate rapid mobilization, allowing riders to converge on suspected offenders with little warning or 

restraint. 

Mob justice incidents involving bodaboda riders have been documented across multiple urban centers, ranging from lynchings 

and beatings to the destruction of property. Such actions are frequently triggered by allegations of theft, traffic disputes, or 

interpersonal conflicts. Gachambi, Wambua, and Muriuki (2022) highlight how these spontaneous acts of violence reflect both a 

breakdown in public trust and the absence of effective dispute resolution mechanisms. In many cases, the sheer number of riders 

involved overwhelms law enforcement, resulting in impunity and further erosion of legal norms. 

The persistence of mob justice is closely tied to weak legal recourse. Many riders operate in environments where access to formal 

justice systems is limited by cost, distance, or bureaucratic delay. As the National Crime Research Centre (2020) notes, this 

institutional vacuum fosters reliance on extrajudicial responses, particularly in low-income and peri-urban areas. The lack of timely 

and credible legal interventions not only fuels frustration but also legitimizes informal justice practices among communities that 

feel neglected by the state. 

Group solidarity within bodaboda associations further complicates accountability. These informal networks often shield members 

from prosecution, offering collective protection and discouraging cooperation with law enforcement. Owuor and Mbatia (2023) 

observe that such associations can function as parallel governance structures, reinforcing impunity and undermining efforts to 

professionalize the sector. While these groups provide social support and economic coordination, their role in enabling collective 

violence poses significant challenges to urban security and rule of law. 

 

Table 3: Reported Bodaboda-Linked Mob Justice Cases (Nairobi, 2020–2023) 

Year Reported Cases Arrests Made Prosecutions 

2020 112 24 6 

2021 135 30 8 

2022 148 28 5 

2023 160 22 4 

             Source: NCRC (2020) 

5.4 Political Instrumentalization of Bodaboda Groups 

The bodaboda sector in Kenya has evolved beyond its transport function to become a potent political tool, with riders increasingly 

mobilized by political actors for electoral campaigns, urban protests, and demonstrations. This instrumentalization reflects the 

sector’s strategic value: bodaboda riders are numerous, highly mobile, and deeply embedded in local communities, making them 

ideal agents for political messaging and logistical support. Their visibility and reach across urban and peri-urban areas allow 

political figures to tap into grassroots networks with minimal formal infrastructure. 

Electoral mobilization is one of the most prominent manifestations of this trend. During campaign seasons, bodaboda riders are 

often recruited to ferry supporters to rallies, distribute campaign materials, and intimidate political opponents. Owuor and Mbatia 

(2023) document how these riders have been used to create the illusion of mass support, amplify political presence in contested 

zones, and disrupt rival gatherings. Such practices not only compromise the integrity of democratic processes but also expose 

riders to legal and physical risks, especially when political tensions escalate. 

Beyond elections, bodaboda groups have played a central role in urban protests and shutdowns. Their agility and familiarity with 

city layouts make them effective in coordinating demonstrations, blocking roads, and mobilizing crowds. Gachambi, Wambua, and 

Muriuki (2022) highlight how bodaboda riders have been instrumental in organizing transport strikes and urban resistance 

movements, often acting as frontline participants in confrontations with law enforcement. While these actions may reflect 

legitimate grievances, they also blur the line between civic activism and coercive disruption. 
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The politicization of bodaboda groups poses significant risks to regulatory reform. Leaders are often reluctant to enforce licensing 

or safety standards for fear of alienating a large and vocal voter base. This dynamic creates a form of policy capture, where political 

considerations override public safety and governance imperatives. Mitullah, Vanderschuren, and Khayesi (2017) caution that such 

entanglements undermine efforts to professionalize the sector and integrate it into formal transport planning. As long as 

bodaboda groups remain politically instrumentalized, regulatory interventions will struggle to gain traction, and urban insecurity 

will persist as a structural feature of Kenya’s mobility landscape. 

 

Table 4: Bodaboda Political Mobilization Events (Kenya, 2017–2022) 

Election Year Documented Events Political Parties Involved 

2017 42 4 

2022 58 5 

              Source: Owuor & Mbatia (2023) 

To consolidate the thematic insights emerging from the analysis, the following summary table outlines the key risks associated 

with each dimension of bodaboda-linked urban insecurity and identifies corresponding policy gaps. This synthesis provides a 

diagnostic overview of the structural vulnerabilities within Kenya’s informal transport governance, offering a foundation for 

targeted reform and multi-sectoral intervention. 

 

Table 5: Summary Table: Thematic Risks and Policy Gaps 

Theme Key Risk Policy Gap 

Regulatory Gaps Unlicensed operations Weak enforcement coordination 

Youth Unemployment Criminal recruitment Lack of social protection 

Mob Justice Vigilante violence Limited access to formal justice 

Political Instrumentalization Electoral manipulation Absence of political accountability 

               Source: Author, 2025 

 

6.0 DISCUSSION 

This study reveals how informal transport systems actively shape urban insecurity in Kenya. Bodaboda operations serve both as a 

livelihood strategy and as a conduit for violence. Routine Activity Theory explains how unemployed youth act as motivated 

offenders, urban commuters and law enforcement present suitable targets, and weak regulatory institutions fail to provide 

capable guardianship (Muggah & Savage, 2012). These conditions create fertile ground for criminal activity. Informal Governance 

theory shows that when the state disengages and oversight fragments, politicized and community-based power structures step in 

to fill the regulatory vacuum (Beek et al., 2019; Cirolia, Harber, & Croese, 2020). These actors influence enforcement outcomes 

and redefine public safety. Urban Political Economy further demonstrates how systemic exclusion, spatial inequality, and political 

manipulation embed bodaboda operations within broader patterns of contested urban governance (Owuor & Mbatia, 2023). 

The findings from Kenya highlight four interrelated dynamics. Regulatory gaps and enforcement failures have allowed unlicensed 

riders and informal networks to operate beyond the reach of formal institutions (National Crime Research Centre [NCRC], 2020; 

Government of Kenya, 2020). Youth unemployment has drawn thousands into the bodaboda sector, where they seek economic 

survival but also face recruitment into criminal activity (Ndunda & Ngugi, 2021b; Mitullah, Vanderschuren, & Khayesi, 2017). Riders 

have normalized mob justice and collective violence as responses to perceived injustice, using their mobility and group cohesion 

to act swiftly and often violently (Gachambi, Wambua, & Muriuki, 2022; NCRC, 2020). Political actors have instrumentalized 

bodaboda groups during elections and protests, embedding them in urban governance and blurring the boundaries between civic 

engagement and coercive mobilization (Owuor & Mbatia, 2023; Gachambi, Owuor, & Mbatia, 2022). 

Kampala and Lagos exhibit similar patterns. In Kampala, political campaigns and street-level enforcement have mobilized 

bodaboda riders (Agbiboa, 2020b). In Lagos, periodic crackdowns on okada riders reflect deeper tensions between informal 

economies and state control (Asuah & Acheampong, 2025b). These cases confirm that informal transport systems do more than 

move people—they function as socio-political institutions that shape urban risk environments. The recurrence of these dynamics 

across cities shows that bodaboda-linked violence in Kenya aligns with a broader regional pattern of urban informality and 

contested governance (Arroyo-Arroyo, Kumar, & Salazar Ferro, 2025). 

These findings carry significant implications for regional urban governance. Policymakers must treat informal transport as a 

permanent and legitimate part of urban mobility. They should design harmonized policy frameworks that include digital 

registration, structured licensing, and community policing (Booysen, Andersen, & Zeeman, 2022). Regional transport dialogues 
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and cross-city learning platforms can support the exchange of best practices and promote context-sensitive reforms. To address 

bodaboda-linked violence effectively, governments must adopt a multi-sectoral approach that combines enforcement with 

socioeconomic reintegration. This strategy will help build urban mobility systems that promote both inclusion and security. 

 

7.0 POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

This section proposes a suite of multi-sectoral reforms that address the dual role of bodaboda transport as a livelihood strategy 

and a driver of urban insecurity. These interventions aim to balance the sector’s economic utility with urgent public safety concerns 

and align with Kenya’s broader urban governance objectives. Each reform responds directly to the structural vulnerabilities that 

fuel bodaboda-linked violence. 

Policymakers should implement a centralized digital registration system for all bodaboda operators. This system will integrate 

biometric data, GPS-enabled license plates, and ownership records to improve traceability and accountability during criminal 

investigations (National Crime Research Centre [NCRC], 2020). By eliminating anonymity, the system will deter criminal infiltration 

and reduce the circulation of stolen motorcycles (Gachambi, Wambua, & Muriuki, 2022). Kenya’s expanding digital infrastructure 

and the operational capacity of Huduma Centres and the National Transport and Safety Authority support the feasibility of this 

reform (Government of Kenya, 2020). However, informal operators may resist registration due to fears of taxation and 

surveillance, while political actors may oppose it to preserve their ability to mobilize unregistered bodaboda groups during 

elections (Owuor & Mbatia, 2022). 

Government agencies and training institutions should mandate structured rider education programs that cover traffic laws, 

conflict resolution, and civic responsibility. These programs will professionalize the sector, reduce traffic accidents, and minimize 

confrontations with law enforcement (Mitullah, Vanderschuren, & Khayesi, 2017). They will also cultivate a sense of professional 

identity among riders and reduce their susceptibility to criminal recruitment (Ndunda & Ngugi, 2021b). Technical and Vocational 

Education and Training (TVET) institutions can deliver these programs under the guidance of existing transport policy frameworks 

(Government of Kenya, 2020). Despite their benefits, these programs may face resistance due to cost and time burdens, and 

corruption risks in licensing processes unless authorities enforce digitization and oversight. 

Stakeholders should establish community policing models that include vetted bodaboda representatives, local law enforcement, 

and civil society actors. These models will build trust between riders and police, reduce mob justice, and prevent retaliatory 

violence (NCRC, 2020). They will also promote peer accountability and enable early conflict detection. Kenya’s National Police 

Service reforms and the Nyumba Kumi initiative provide a foundation for piloting these models in high-risk urban zones. 

Nevertheless, historical mistrust between riders and police may hinder cooperation, and political manipulation of community 

policing structures could compromise their neutrality. 

Urban governance actors should develop targeted socioeconomic reintegration programs for riders involved in violence. These 

programs must offer psychosocial support, alternative livelihood pathways, and civic education to address the structural exclusion 

and political exploitation that drive insecurity (Owuor & Mbatia, 2023). Youth empowerment and urban renewal frameworks can 

absorb these initiatives, and donor agencies and NGOs focused on urban safety can provide support. However, stigmatization may 

discourage participation, and limited funding or political will could restrict scalability. 

 

8.0 CONCLUSION 

This study has critically examined the nexus between informal motorcycle transport—specifically bodaboda operations—and 

urban insecurity in Kenya. Drawing on a systematic review of peer-reviewed literature, government reports, and regionally 

indexed African studies, it has revealed how regulatory gaps, youth unemployment, and political instrumentalization converge to 

produce a volatile urban risk environment. Bodaboda services, while economically vital and socially embedded, have become 

entangled with patterns of mob justice, criminal recruitment, and confrontations with law enforcement, underscoring the sector’s 

dual role as both a mobility solution and a vector for urban disorder. 

The findings affirm that Kenya’s urban governance challenges are not isolated but resonate with broader regional dynamics, as 

evidenced by comparative cases from Kampala and Lagos. These cities exhibit similar structural vulnerabilities, including 

fragmented transport regulation, politicized informal economies, and spatial inequalities that exacerbate insecurity. The study’s 

multidisciplinary framework, grounded in criminology, urban studies, and transport policy, offers a robust lens for interpreting 

these patterns and advancing scholarly debates on informality and urban violence. 

In light of these insights, the paper underscores the urgent need for multi-sectoral responses that reconcile the bodaboda sector’s 

economic utility with public safety imperatives. Policy reforms must go beyond punitive crackdowns and embrace inclusive, 

context-sensitive strategies such as digital registration systems, structured licensing, community policing models, and 

socioeconomic reintegration programs. Only through coordinated efforts across transport authorities, law enforcement, urban 
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planners, and civil society can Kenya and its regional counterparts transform informal transport from a site of insecurity into a 

pillar of equitable urban development. 
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