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Executive summary 
 
The massacre at a university in Garissa, Kenya is the latest in a series of attacks in Kenya by Somalia-based 
terrorist group Al-Shabab. Although deadlier than previous attacks, it does not represent a departure from 
their established methodology, and demonstrates Al-Shabab’s increasingly desperate attemptsf to maintain 
relevance and operational capability. Further attacks are probable but are unlikely to increase in 
sophistication or overtly target Western interests. 
  
The attack 
  
On 2nd April 2015, a small number of gunmen attacked a university in the eastern Kenyan city of Garissa. In a 
siege lasting over 12 hours, 147 individuals, primarily students, were killed, with at least another 80 injured. 
Somalia-based terrorist group Al-Shabab have claimed responsibility for the attack, in retaliation for the role 
of Kenyan forces in African Union operations against the group.  
  
Al-Shabab in Kenya 
  
This attack is the 5th and deadliest Al-Shabab attack in Kenya in the past eighteen months. Previous attacks 
have targeted Western individuals and institutions, notably the September 2013 Westgate shopping centre 
siege in Nairobi, and the kidnapping for ransom of a number of European individuals. 
  
These attacks have demonstrated the relatively unsophisticated attack methodology employed by Al-Shabab 
– typically involving automatic weapons and/or grenades – with a focus on soft, civilian targets. Attacks are 
overtly religious in their nature, with non-Muslim, particularly Christian victims, singled out and targeted. 
   
Al-Shabab capabilities 
  
Al-Shabab has shifted from a struggle to control territory within Somalia to high-impact attacks in Kenya and 
beyond. Although this shift has increased their profile, it is representative of the group’s increased 
vulnerability, with the Al-Shabab military capability degraded by African Union forces and targeted drone 
strikes by U.S. forces. These limitations have ensured that Al-Shabab attacks are primarily limited to parts of 
Kenya near the border with Somalia.  
 
Although formally affiliated to Al-Qa’ida since 2012, Al-Shabab’s national and regional focus has typically 
limited their appeal to non-Somali jihadists. The group has previously cooperated with Yemen-based Al-
Qa’ida in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), but AQAP has been similarly degraded by U.S. military operations. 
The recent onset of civil war in Yemen is likely to increase AQAP’s influence and ambition. This may impact 
upon Al-Shabab’s capability and focus. 
 
The response 
 
The Kenyan Government has already launched airstrikes against Al-Shabab camps in Somalia, while reports 
indicate that a U.S. drone strike may have successfully targeted a senior Al-Shabab commander. It is likely 
that these efforts will be renewed and intensify following the Garissa attack, further degrading the military 
capabilities of Al-Shabab. Further measures to restrict the flow of funds from the U.S. and Europe to Al-
Shabab are also likely. 
  
The Garissa attack has again highlighted the limitations of Kenyan intelligence and security forces. The 
Kenyan Government reportedly had intelligence indicating that an attack on a university in Garissa was 
imminent, while Kenyan security forces took several hours to respond to the attack. 
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Efforts by the UK and US to strengthen these capabilities will continue, but are unlikely to be sufficiently 
comprehensive to protect the soft and often regional locations targeted by Al-Shabab.  
 
Key warnings and indicators 
 
Al-Shabab are not currently assessed to be capable of sophisticated attacks against well-protected military 
or overtly Western targets. Occasional and unsophisticated attacks against soft targets are likely to recur in 
future, as Al-Shabab becomes increasingly desperate to maintain their relevance to potential financial 
backers and recruits. Key indicators that would change this prognosis include: 
 

- The scale and tempo of African Union and U.S. military missions targeting Al-Shabab increases 
significantly (decreased Al-Shabab threat to all targets in Kenya) 
 

- Political and social stability in Kenya negatively impacts upon police and security forces capabilities 
(increased threat of large-scale attack in Kenya) 
 

- AQAP capabilities increase, resulting in ongoing operational cooperation with Al-Shabab (increased 
threat of large-scale attack against Western targets) 

 
   
 
 
 


