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At A Glance 

East Africa's youth will keep mobilising. The energy is not in 

question. What is in question is whether the institutional 

architecture of the region's democracies will evolve quickly 

enough to absorb, channel, and respond to that energy. Four 

structural dynamics will shape this trajectory over the next 

decade, and getting them right requires deliberate action 

from governments, civil society, the private sector, and young 

people themselves. 

 

 

 

Four Dynamics That Will Determine the Outcome 

Electoral system design 

Electoral systems remain the most powerful lever. Countries 

that maintain winner-takes-all presidential systems with 

ethnic coalition logic will continue to structurally  

disadvantage issue-based youth movements regardless of 

their mobilisation capacity. Kenya's 2010 constitutional 

devolution was a partial corrective, but county-level 

governance has reproduced national-level patronage 

dynamics at smaller scale. Without deliberate electoral 
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reform, proportional elements, youth representation 

thresholds, reduced financial barriers to candidacy, structural 

exclusion persists. 

Civic space legislation 

Across Uganda, Tanzania, and to a lesser extent Kenya, the 

regulatory environment for civil society and digital organising 

has tightened between 2020 and 2024. Legal uncertainty 

reduces organisational investment in long-term civic 

infrastructure. When organisations cannot plan beyond the 

next legislative session, they cannot build the kind of 

sustained civic institutions that democratic consolidation 

requires. 

Private sector engagement 

Kenya's technology sector produced East Africa's most 

digitally sophisticated civic mobilisation. It has not, however, 

developed systematic pathways for civic leadership 

alongside technical talent. The skills overlap is significant: 

project management, data analysis, and communications are 

as relevant to civic organising as to tech startups. The 

institutional pipelines connecting these worlds are largely 

absent. Corporate investment in civic capability, not just 

youth employment, represents an underdeveloped lever. 

Generational knowledge transfer 

East Africa's established civil society generation, those who 

built institutions through the 1990s and 2000s 

democratisation period, has not developed systematic 

mentorship infrastructure for the current generation. 

Institutional knowledge of how to negotiate with 

governments, sustain coalitions under pressure, and convert 

civic moments into legislative outcomes is not being 

transferred at scale. This is not a criticism of individuals; it is 

a structural gap that requires deliberate design. 

 

What Needs to Change 

Three priorities emerge from the regional evidence. First, 

governments and development partners need to invest in 

legislative interface infrastructure, county assemblies, youth 

advisory committees, legislative internship pipelines, that 

provides structured entry points into formal governance. 

These cannot be tokenistic. They require genuine resource 

allocation and insulation from patronage capture. 

Second, civil society funders need to shift from project cycles 

to institution-building timelines. Organisations that develop 

sustained civic leadership cannot operate on 12-month 

grants. The most effective civic institutions in any democracy 

were built over decades. Funding structures that require 

constant reapplication and reporting against activity metrics 

actively undermine the patient work of building capable, 

resilient organisations. 

Third, and perhaps most importantly, the digital-to-formal gap 

needs deliberate bridging. The young Kenyans who 

coordinated the 2024 Finance Bill protests were 

demonstrably capable of sophisticated civic action. Many of 

them have never attended a county assembly meeting or 

participated in a legislative consultation process. Tools, 

programmes, and institutions that connect digital 

mobilisation networks to formal accountability mechanisms 

are not supplementary, they are central. 

The Underlying Stakes 

Without this architecture, East Africa faces a specific 

democratic risk: not the absence of civic energy, but its 

progressive exhaustion. Young people who mobilise 

repeatedly and see no institutional response do not become 

more civically engaged. They become more cynical. The 

region's protest cycles, powerful, visible, and ultimately 

unreformed, are not a sign of democratic health. They are a 

warning. 
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The opportunity is genuine. East Africa has the demographic 

weight, the digital infrastructure, and the demonstrated civic 

will to build something durable. The variable is institutional 

design: whether electoral systems, civic space laws, and 

civic leadership programmes evolve quickly enough to 

channel energy into accountability. 

 

East Africa is producing protest cycles, not democratic 

infrastructure. The distinction matters, not as a criticism of 

the young people generating remarkable civic energy, but as 

a diagnosis of what the region still needs to build. The 

energy exists. The architecture must follow. 
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