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S e x u a l  He a l t h  S c o re  c a rd

S E X UA L  H E A LT H  S C O R E  C A R D

Research paints a picture of a nation in

R
esearch about homosexuality 
in Kenya suggests it’s not just 
a decadent foreign influence, 
and it’s not confined to tourists 
at the Coast. And one thing is 

certain: pretending it doesn’t exist has its 
consequences. 

It’s hard to imagine a Kenya where ho-
mosexuality is viewed as anything but a 
moral and religious abomination. The 
majority still link it to foreign influences 
or drug abuse, or dismiss it as a pervert-
ed habit practised in upper class social 
cliques. 

As the national debate intensifies, in-
terviews with a few gay Kenyans, and 
five years of research conducted by the 
Kemri/Wellcome Trust Research Pro-
gramme in Kilifi, challenge these bedrock 
cultural and religious beliefs around ho-
mosexuality. 

Specifically, the research paints a pic-
ture of a nation in denial about the preva-
lence of homosexuality. It also warns of 
the consequences of adopting an “if you 
ignore it, it doesn’t exist” attitude where 
the spread of HIV is concerned, because 
religious and cultural norms drive the 

practice so far underground, heterosexu-
als may be at even greater risk.

The research is yielding some surpris-
ing and sobering information about how 
the sexual practices of a few can have far 
reaching implications. In short, it’s quite 
likely that homosexuality in Kenya has 
already had a significant impact on the 
health and sexuality of the broader popu-
lation.  In fact, the 2007 Kenya Aids In-
dicator Survey (KAIS) found that 15 per 
cent of new HIV infections occur through 
homosexual activity.

Great question
“The great question is, how do we prevent 
the spread of the disease in this minority 
but extremely high risk group when we 
won’t even communicate about it?” asks 
Dr Eduard Sanders who directs the Well-
come Trust research.

“While it might be easier to get to the 
male sex workers, how do we craft a mes-
sage for their clients who go a long way to 
maintain their anonymity? The first step 
would be to overcome the stigma and our 
homophobia,” he says.

The key to this issue is defining just 
who this elusive “client” is. Intriguingly, 
the perception that most men who pay 
for sex with Kenyan male sex workers are 
foreigners is false. You may be astonished 
that Kemri researchers found the major-
ity (81 per cent) of male clients for Kenyan 
male sex workers were Kenyan. 

And these male sex workers are gener-
ally mobile, selling their services to a di-
verse group of other men all over Kenya. 
The researchers identified 39 locations all 
over Kenya where men bought male sex, 

Most male sex 
workers are bisex-
ual, meaning they 
regularly have 
sex with both 
men and women. 
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not just in the coastal areas, as is gener-
ally assumed.

On Kenya’s Coast, Kemri /Wellcome 
Trust researchers focused on the sexual 
practices of some of Kenya’s most “at 
risk” populations. They include commer-
cial sex workers (both male and female), 
people who have had a sexually transmit-
ted disease in the past, discordant couples 
(where one person is HIV positive and the 
other is not) and men who have sex with 
men (MSM).

MSM are a particularly vulnerable 
group because they participate in the 

riskiest form of sexual contact for the 
transmission of HIV. And there’s another 
complicating factor; many of these men 
don’t consider themselves homosexual, 
further eroding a psychological connec-
tion to their activities and raising the 
stakes in terms of risk-taking. The official 
tally from a Mombasa survey of male sex 
workers in 2007 stood at 739, though the 
actual figure could be much higher be-
cause many of these men avoid interact-
ing with researchers.

But despite their inherently higher 
physical risk of contracting HIV, the re-

Collectively burying our heads in the 
sand regarding gays ignores a threat to the 
nation’s overall health that can be lethal, 
writes ROSE NYAWIRA NJOROGE

‘I knew I was different 
because I felt attracted to 

other boys. My biology 
teacher later said some 
men  preferred other 

men, and I said that’s me’
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