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ACTUALITY – KENYA CAMPAIGN RALLY 

 

CAVELL: Kenya 2007 and the general election is underway.   

 

EXTRACT FROM NEWS REPORT 

 

REPORTER: Kenyans may be divided, dancing to a different tune, 

but this is a nation braced for the biggest contest since independence. 

 

CAVELL: It’s a close and bitter race between the incumbent 

Mwai Kibaki and his long term rival, Raila Odinga.  Supporters of Odinga are still angry at 

being excluded from power sharing at the previous election in 2002.  This time around, just 

before Christmas, they’re determined that won’t happen again.   

 

EXTRACT FROM NEWS REPORT 

 

REPORTER: Tonight, police are all around, in anticipation of a final 

result, because they know that whichever way the vote goes, the stakes are extremely high.   
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CAVELL: In the final days of voting, tensions reach fever pitch.  

Three policemen are killed trying to prevent election violence, and the authorities are urging 

people to stay calm. 

 

EXTRACT FROM NEWS REPORT 

 

ACTUALITY OF SHOUTING 

 

REPORTER: Extra military police have been drafted onto the streets 

of the capital, close to where the final election results will be announced.   

 

CAVELL: On a large tea plantation in the north west of Kenya, 

staff are particularly fearful.  According to one of the workers, we’re calling her Alice, 

politicians who came onto the estate to campaign would make veiled threats, saying people 

from her tribe would ‘drink tea until they died’.  Threatening leaflets were also found around 

the plantation.  

 

ALICE: Whenever we found them, we would inform the 

manager of the threats, and the managers assured us that nothing was going to happen.  I 

expected that, because I worked in an international company, we would be secure and 

everything would be safe.  

 

CAVELL: Alice and the others were working for the 

multinational company, Unilever.  It currently has over 150,000 employees, and last year 

turned over more than £45 billion.  The plantation had never been affected by serious 

political violence before, but this time around the estate wasn’t spared.  Many of the 

employees were from a tribe called the Kisii, whose homeland is about two hours from the 

plantation.  Politically, they were considered to be supporters of Kibaki’s party.  The locals 

and some of the managers on the estate were generally from the Kalenjin tribe.  They were 

typically supporters of his rival, Raila Odinga.  When the results were announced and Kibaki 

was declared the winner, the worst fears of the Kisii tea workers were realised.   
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EXTRACT FROM ARCHIVE 

 

REPORTER: Kenya’s descent into chaos has been swift and 

frightening, years of progress going up in smoke.  They run from the flames and from the 

machetes.  An estimated 100,000 have been displaced around the country - this the new face 

of one of Africa’s most stable democracies. 

 

ACTUALITY OF CAR STARTING 

 

CAVELL: I drove five hours north west from Kenya’s capital 

Nairobi to Kisii and Nyamira counties, where I met some of the women who were living on 

the plantation when the violence erupted.  Many of them lost their homes, some their 

husbands and some their children.  Houses that belonged to people from the Kisii and Kikuyu 

tribes were marked with an X, then looted and burned.  Because of the ongoing concerns 

about their safety, we’re not using their real names or voices.  

The first person we met was Cynthia, who invited us into her home.   

 

ACTUALITY OF COCK CROWING 

 

CAVELL: The village is quite remote.  It took us a long time to 

get here from the main roads, because there are no landmarks.  But now we’re here and it’s  

a nice, single storey mud building with a corrugated iron roof.  There are some chickens 

around, there’s a cockerel that keeps crowing and I can hear some children playing in the 

background.  This is her door now.  I’m just going to knock.  [ACTUALITY OF 

KNOCKING]  Hi. 

 

CYNTHIA: Hello. 

 

CAVELL: Can we come in?  Thank you very much.  This looks 

like it’s a two-room building, and all over the walls are newspaper cut outs, almost like 

wallpaper, just covers the room from top to bottom.    

Cynthia lived at the plantation with her husband, who was working as a tea plucker, and their 

three children.  The results of the election had just been announced. 
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MUSIC 

 

CYNTHIA: We were still working.  Our team leaders came and 

told us, you’d better hide and not come back to your houses; it’s better to let people come and 

loot your belongings rather than risk your life. 

 

CAVELL: As Cynthia started to tell her story, she became 

withdrawn, most of the time looking either at her hands or at the floor while she talked.    

 

CYNTHIA: I was hiding with the children.  I did not know where 

my husband was; he’d gone to hide in a different place.  The Kalenjin had warned if they 

found any men, they would chop off their heads, so the men had to make a dash faster than 

we could, because they were clearly under threat.  I was with my baby - he was young then.  

Everybody was making a run for their life, trying to save themselves.  My other children had 

joined an earlier group, which was going faster.  I had no energy left.  I figured I’d let them 

go with that group, since I knew I would probably die.  I was left behind to run with my small 

baby. 

 

CAVELL: The Kisii and the other minority tea pluckers on the 

estate were particularly vulnerable.  They were now surrounded by hostile Kalenjin, angry 

because their candidate had lost and, as they believed, been cheated out of the election for a 

second time.  According to Cynthia and the others, most of the attackers they saw came from 

the local area outside the plantation.  But she says some of the Kalenjin plantation staff also 

turned on the Kisii, something Unilever denies. 

  

CYNTHIA: A manager was standing on a hill and he was shouting 

telling them, ‘Go and take out the spots!’  By spots, he meant the people from the Kisii tribe. 

That is when the attackers went into the tea plantations searching for people.  I could hear the 

attackers shouting that if they got us, to kill us.  They had machetes, which they were using to 

cut the tea bushes to make it easy to find us and kill us.  We hid for some time, but they came 

out and went to one of our friend’s houses.  We were told that my husband had been killed. 

They used a hoe to hit him in the back of the head, which crushed his skull.  We took off and 

ran to the police station, we took advantage of the night to run. 
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CAVELL: At the police station, Cynthia found her children and 

they were eventually escorted to Kisii by the police.  But without her husband, the family no 

longer had a breadwinner, and at the plantation all of their possessions had been looted, 

leaving them destitute.   

 

ACTUALITY IN CAR 

 

CAVELL: After we talked, I wanted to go and see the plantation 

where this had happened.  On the road there, it’s clear this is farming country.  There are 

shops selling agricultural goods and tractor dealerships in the trading centres we pass.    

And along the side of the road, people are selling their produce to passing traffic.  

 

ACTUALITY BUYING PINEAPPLE 

 

CAVELL: We just pulled over on our way to Kericho Town.  

There are some ladies here, they’re all selling pineapples, and one of them’s cut them very 

cleverly lengthways and put a stick in the end, so they’re like pineapple lollipops.  Madam, 

how much are they?   

 

WOMAN: 10.  10 shillings.  

 

CAVELL: 10 shillings?  OK, I’ll take one.  Thank you.   

 

WOMAN: Thank you. 

 

CAVELL: Kericho county is in the Rift Valley highlands and has 

a population of 750,000.  It’s known for its tea estates, of which the biggest is owned by 

Unilever, covering almost 9,000 hectares.  In 2007, it was home to about 100,000 people, as 

workers lived there with their families.  The staff accommodation, along with electricity, 

water, schools and health centres were all provided by Unilever.  The company’s very proud 

of its estate, and made this video about it. 

 

EXTRACT FROM VIDEO 
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MUSIC 

 

PRESENTER: These are the highlands of the Kenyan Great Rift 

Valley, my home, and this is Kericho where I work, the place I grew up.  And it is, of course, 

where the very best Kenyan tea is grown.  Those of us who work here like to say it is where 

goodness is born.  Whenever someone halfway across the world sips a cup of our tea, they’re 

tasting the goodness of these fields - our own tea gardens.   

 

CAVELL: That cup will be best known to people in the UK as PG 

Tips, because a lot of the tea that goes into England’s most popular brand is grown here in 

Kericho.  There are several different estates in this area, spread over thousands of acres of 

land.  It’s hilly, so it’s difficult to get a sense of the whole place, but it’s enormous.   

 

ACTUALITY AT VANTAGE POINT 

 

CAVELL: I’ve just pulled over at a good vantage point on our 

way to Kericho Town.  These tea estates are vast.  As far as I can see, there’s just tea plants, 

and in among the rows of bushes are the pluckers.  Maybe I can see a hundred of them just on 

this slope alone, and they all have baskets on their backs so, as they pluck the new young 

leaves from the tips of the tea bushes, they put those leaves into the baskets on their backs 

and then in the distance I can see some sort of open structure with a roof.  

As a result of the violence back in 2007, Cynthia has joined a group of current and former 

workers who are involved in a legal battle against Unilever plc and its subsidiary, Unilever 

Tea Kenya Ltd.  They want to get some financial help for what happened to them.  Unilever 

did pay some compensation in 2008, but these people say it wasn’t enough.  It’s a legal battle 

that’s pitting some of the poorest people in Africa against one of the biggest companies in the 

world, and for five years they’ve been fighting for some kind of settlement.  A lot of people 

sustained injuries that mean they can’t work anymore, like the people whose hands were 

slashed with machetes in the attacks.  Others have suffered psychological trauma.  An initial 

group of 218 victims have joined the lawsuit against Unilever.  This includes the families of 

seven people who were killed and 56 women who were raped.  Workers on the plantation 

didn’t only suffer violence - in many cases their homes and property were also looted, leaving 

them with absolutely nothing.  
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ACTUALITY MEETING BEATRICE 

 

CAVELL: Oh, this is her.  Hello, how are you?  Thank you for 

meeting us.  Are we going on foot or are we taking the car? 

Back in Kisii county, I met another widow who’s joined the case against Unilever.  We’re 

calling her Beatrice.  She’s a slender woman wearing a blue dress with a ruffle around the 

collar.  She greets us warmly on the main road and leads us down a narrow track to her home.  

When we arrive, the whole family and some neighbours are waiting inside to meet us.  But 

before we sit down to talk, Beatrice insists we have a cup of tea, made with fresh milk from 

the cow she keeps in her garden.   

 

ACTUALITY – RUNNING WATER 

 

CAVELL: Thank you.  Beatrice is just pouring some water for me 

so that I can wash my hands before we have some tea together.  Asante.  This tea is delicious. 

For ten years, Beatrice and her family were happy, living and working on the plantation and 

raising their three children.  It was demanding, physical work, but life on the tea estate was 

sociable and it came with benefits like schools and healthcare. 

 

BEATRICE: I would wake up as early as 5am to get the children 

ready for school, prepare breakfast, then by 6.30 I would leave the house and go to the 

parade.  At the parade, we’d be assigned duties and shown where to work, then we would 

work the whole day until 5 in the evening.   

 

MUSIC 

 

CAVELL: This all came to an end though when the election 

results were announced.  Beatrice recalls watching it on TV in the staff canteen.     

  

BEATRICE: Immediately they were announced, people started 

screaming.  Some were crawling on the ground, others were throwing themselves on the floor 

and saying, ‘Things are going to be bad.’ 
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CAVELL: Afraid, Beatrice and her husband went home, where 

their children were waiting for them.  Outside, they could hear people screaming and 

breaking into buildings.  It wasn’t long before the attackers were at their door.  I’m 

accustomed to interviewing people about their traumatic experiences, but the story Beatrice 

was about to tell me was truly horrifying.   

 

BEATRICE: They broke the door and stormed inside.  I couldn’t see 

any of them because they flashed the lights of their torches in our eyes. It was terrifying.  You 

couldn’t move - there were so many, they filled the room. 

 

CAVELL: Beatrice and her two daughters were told to go and lie 

down in one room while her husband and son were told to lie down in another.   

 

BEATRICE: I was on the bed and my girls were on the floor.  I 

asked them to leave the children since they were young.  If you have to rape, just rape me and 

leave the children.  They raped me and my daughters at the same time while covering our 

mouths.  It went on for an hour and a half and then they all left at once.  After all this had 

happened, we went to where my son and husband were.  My husband had just undergone an 

operation and my son was young, so he couldn’t tell me what happened.  I don’t know 

whether they did anything to him, but after that, my husband and my son would stay together 

and my husband would hold onto our son all the time.  The front door had been broken down, 

so we pushed the chair across it and used that to block the entrance, and we sat and started 

crying together.  

 

CAVELL: After the attack, like Cynthia’s family, Beatrice, her 

husband and her children ran into the tea bushes for safety.  They hid there for three days 

until they were eventually able to make it to the local police station at a place called Koiwa, 

where other workers from the Kisii tribe had also congregated.    

 

BEATRICE: Our bodies were full of mud and blood by the time we 

arrived there.  We were very many - all the Kisiis from the estate.  My eldest daughter was 

injured. After the attack, she bled continuously for quite some time.  We stayed there and that 

is when the police from Koiwa started escorting us to our homes.  We arrived on January 5
th
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BEATRICE cont: and my daughter died on the 22
nd 

January. She passed 

on in the house while we were asleep. 

 

CAVELL: After we talked, Beatrice takes me outside, into her 

garden to show me where her daughter’s buried.  It’s an unmarked grave, nothing more than a 

bare patch of land.   

 

BEATRICE: She was very jovial.  She loved everyone.  She would 

go to church and sing in the choir.  She was a really good girl.  She dreamed of being a 

doctor. 

 

CAVELL: The family left the estate with nothing but the clothes 

they ran away in and had no way of paying for the medical treatment.  Not long after her 

daughter’s death, Beatrice’s husband also died of cancer.  At home, she grieved for him and 

her daughter while trying to take care of her two remaining children without an income. In 

October, she received a letter from Unilever Tea Kenya Ltd, the subsidiary of Unilever plc. 

 

BEATRICE: I have a paper here I’d like to show you. 

 

CAVELL: So Beatrice has just given me a letter to have a look at 

and it says Private and Confidential at the top.  It’s addressed to Beatrice and it’s dated 9
th

 

October 2008 and the header is ‘Unilever donation’.  ‘Unilever, through its Lipton and PG 

Tips brands, has made a donation to help those who had their property destroyed or lost 

during the post-election crisis that occurred late last year and early this year.  I’m pleased to 

inform you that Unilever Tea Kenya Ltd leadership team has approved a cash donation of 

12,000 shillings to assist you to meet the costs of replacing your personal belongings.  On 

behalf of the entire Unilever Tea Kenya Ltd family, we thank Unilever for their 

understanding, material and moral support and we hope that this timely gesture will go a long 

way to bring normalcy back to our employees and their families.’  

Beatrice, did 12,000 shillings go a long way to helping your life return to normal? 

 

BEATRICE: It did nothing, it didn’t change anything. 
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CAVELL: Did Unilever offer you any kind of compensation for 

your physical suffering or the loss of your daughter or any of the kind of mental trauma that 

you had been through?  

  

BEATRICE: No, they did not give me anything.  

 

CAVELL: 12,000 Kenya shillings was about £80 sterling at the 

time - about the value of a month’s wage for a tea plucker.  Unilever paid $500,000 in 

compensation to the tea plantation workers.  They also donated the equivalent of $1 million 

in cash and products through the World Food Programme to help victims of the Kenyan post-

election crisis nationwide.  The company also told us that medical support and counselling 

were freely available to workers and those unable to return to their previous job had been 

offered retraining.  Cynthia, who we heard from earlier, whose husband was killed on the 

plantation, told me she was given the equivalent of about £450 by Unilever Tea Kenya.  This 

was compensation and to help with funeral costs.   But others I spoke to told me the flat rate 

of 12,000 shillings was typical, and everyone told me that what they were given wasn’t 

adequate.  Professor David Anderson from the University of Warwick is an expert on the 

politics and history of Kenya.  He explained that, since the 1990s, the country’s elections 

have often seen tribal violence. 

 

ANDERSON: Kenya’s political parties do not gather around 

ideologies or key policies, but instead gather around ethnic factions. To win power in these 

elections, a group has to form a coalition that will give them enough votes to win both the 

presidential poll and to win enough seats in Parliament.  This kind of brokering is what 

politics has become, and in that numbers game, politicians are often quite willing to deploy 

threats of violence as ways of getting coherence from supporters.  That was especially so in 

the 1990s and has been so again at several points since 2000, the worst of that being the 2007 

elections and the violence that followed in January, February 2008. 

 

CAVELL: According to him, where Kericho is situated in 

Kenya’s Rift Valley is particularly vulnerable to violence.  Its population is made up of 

several different ethnic communities.  And in 2007, the main political parties had focused on 

those ethnic affiliations to gather support.  
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ANDERSON: The Rift Valley is a part of Kenya where there have 

been several waves of internal settlement - people from other parts of Kenya have come there 

to take land and make their homes, and that’s been going on since the 1950s right through to 

the present.  So there are large areas of the Rift Valley that are occupied by non-indigenous 

populations.  In the months leading up to the 2007 elections, there was growing anxiety in 

Kenya about the likelihood of violence.  The anxiety was provoked by opinion polls that 

began to be published in October that suggested the vote would be extremely close - too close 

to call, in fact.  This generated a very febrile atmosphere in which very many members of the 

general public became very concerned about the likelihood of violence.  I was in Kenya 

myself until mid-October that year and it was almost the only topic of conversation.  There 

was much speculation in Kenya’s press about the possibility of political violence around the 

poll and there was a great deal of discussion on Kenya’s radio and TV media about the same. 

So this was really very widespread indeed and very public.   

 

CAVELL: Daniel Leader, from the law firm Leigh Day, is 

representing the tea workers.  He says the company failed to take adequate precautions to 

protect their workers - something which Unilever plc denies. 

 

LEADER: Two things should have happened.  One is that they 

should have thought ahead and brought on essentially an armed security presence to protect 

the residential areas, and you can organise that in Kenya.  But secondly, there should have 

been real thought as to should we be essentially evacuating minorities who are at heightened 

risk at this stage?  Should we be closing the plantation potentially for a few days while the 

risk subsides?  And we say that lack of planning, that lack of considering of the risk of these 

individuals who they had put on the plantation was extraordinarily negligent. 

 

CAVELL: But even if Unilever could have seen the violence 

coming, is it really fair to say that they’re responsible?  I mean, it’s not really the job of a 

private company to protect its workers from violence that comes from outside, is it? 

 

LEADER: No, no, it absolutely is.  I mean, even in this country, 

you can’t just sit back and say, oh, well all security issues are up to the police. The question is 

what more could you do in the knowledge that the police are sometimes highly ineffective, 

and I’m afraid in Kenya, during election periods and periods of unrest, the police are 
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LEADER cont: repeatedly entirely unable to respond appropriately.  So 

in those circumstances, when you’ve got a population of 100,000 people, many of whom are 

minorities, you really do need to think through, well, hold on, what’s going to happen if the 

worst takes place and our workers are targeted? 

 

CAVELL: We wanted to interview Unilever plc, but they declined 

the invitation.  In written responses however, the company told us it wholeheartedly rejects 

any allegation that it’s failed in its duty of care to employees.  It said the scale and the speed 

of the violence which erupted was unforeseeable, and its subsidiary company, Unilever Tea 

Kenya Ltd, did have an emergency plan and had taken all possible steps to protect staff and 

their dependents.  They also told us the court had dismissed the assertion that extra security 

or an evacuation plan could have protected the workers against violence on such an 

unprecedented scale.  They said that judges had ruled the company should not have been 

expected to act as a surrogate police force to maintain law and order.  At the first hearing of 

the case at the English High Court, the judge found in favour of Unilever plc, ruling that, 

while violence in the area was predictable, violence on the plantation itself was not.  Daniel 

Leader and his colleagues referred that decision to the Court of Appeal.  This time, the case 

came down to whether or not Unilever plc could be held responsible for what happened at its 

Kenyan subsidiary, Unilever Tea Kenya Ltd.  At the time, the subsidiary was 88% owned by 

Unilever.   

 

LEADER: Like all multinational companies, Unilever has a web 

of subsidiaries which it owns.  Unilever Tea Kenya falls within the group structure.  

Essentially they say this is not Unilever plc’s problem, because Unilever Kenya was 

responsible for this and they had very little involvement. 

 

CAVELL: Last summer, the Court of Appeal also found against 

the tea workers.  This time, the judges didn’t address whether or not the violence could have 

been predicted.  They ruled that the case against Unilever plc couldn’t proceed in England 

because Unilever Tea Kenya Ltd was responsible for handling the crisis in 2007.   

 

ALICE: I expected that because I worked in an international 

company. 
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CAVELL: Remember Alice from earlier?   

 

ALICE: We would be secure and everything would be safe. 

 

CAVELL: She says she found fliers with threatening messages 

and reported them to management.  She’s also from the Kisii tribe and has joined the case.  

She was working as a tea plucker on the estate in 2007, and during the violence, a gang of 

men beat and tried to rape her, but she was rescued by a neighbour. 

 

MUSIC 

   

ALICE: Some tried to push me into the house to rape me, then 

one of them picked up a plank of wood.  He hit me across my back and I fell down.  I started 

screaming and someone who worked in the company hospital saw me.  He ran towards me 

and stopped the youths, telling them this woman is not enough to take away the votes that 

you wanted from the one who was supposed to win, so stop, don’t attack her.  He picked me 

up and took me to his house. 

 

CAVELL: Like the other Kisiis on the estate, she and her son 

were forced to run into the tea bushes to hide, and they were separated as they ran to safety. 

When the violence erupted, Alice says she couldn’t find anyone from Unilever to help them.   

 

ALICE: We tried to call the managers but no one was 

answering their phone.  People became frightened and took their children.  Some people 

carried them on their backs, others were carrying their property and running towards the 

George Williamson company.  Before you get there, there is a very big river, so we crossed 

the river and went to the George Williamson side. 

 

CAVELL: What is George Williamson?  What is that? 

 

ALICE:   It is a different tea company.  When we got there, it 

was safe, because when George Williamson got the news that people were coming, they sent 

the General Service Unit – they’re an arm of the police.  The GSU arrived and they asked us 

  



- 14 - 

ALICE cont: to sit at a central place so they can know who the 

enemies were and who the people who came to seek refuge were, and they asked us to stay 

there so that we could be kept safe. 

 

CAVELL: Who took you away from George Williamson to 

Kericho Town? 

 

ALICE: George Williamson’s vehicles and James Finlay 

company vehicles are the ones that transported us.  After we were transported to Kericho, we 

were put in some tents.  This is where my son was and he was shouting from one tent to 

another, ‘I’m looking for Alice, she is my mother, where is she? She’s my mum.’  He told 

me, ‘Those people chased me and they injured me.  They hurt my leg, but I’m here, I’m still 

alive, so you just fend for yourself.  I’m also going to try to look after myself.  Don’t worry, 

we are going to meet at home.’ 

 

CAVELL: When she got to Kericho Town, she found her son and 

they were eventually transported to Kisii county.  According to Unilever, other plantations in 

the area were also targeted, but they say that their plantation was exposed to greater violence 

because of its location.  They also said that the High Court ruled that road blocks in the area 

made evacuation impossible, and the Kenyan authorities had advised against moving people 

until it was declared safe.  The court documents say that the judges felt the threats Alice and 

the others told their managers about were merely to intimidate them and did not constitute 

specific threats to the safety of individuals. 

 

ACTUALITY OF MEETING 

 

CAVELL: Hi, are you Bob?  Thank you very much for meeting 

me.  Do you mind if we talk in your car?  Okay, thank you. 

According to a former manager at the plantation, who we’re calling Bob, Unilever Tea Kenya 

had anticipated the violence and could have prepared better.  

Bob worked as a manager at one of the tea estates.   He’s a kindly man who speaks excellent 

English, and in the run up to our meeting, he cautions me twice about not driving too fast or 

being out on the roads after dark.  He told me he thought the people he worked for knew there 

might be trouble on the estate.   
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BOB: Initially there was no tension, especially at the 

beginning when the Kalanjin didn’t like those jobs in the past.  In the 70s and the 80s, they 

really didn’t mind other tribes coming in, but because of pressure of resources and the 

economic pressures, they started also hunting for these jobs and it reached a point where they 

didn’t like it, especially around the year 2000 to 2005.  You could see some agitation from 

the locals that these people are coming to take away our jobs.  

 

CAVELL: Did this tension increase in the run up to the 2007 

election? 

 

BOB:  It increased tremendously and we could see it.  We got 

reports from employees, from supervisors that there was tension.  You know also the nature 

of politics in our country is such that the political parties are formed on tribal basis.  So, 

depending on the alignments and which party is there, people could align to that party.  Some 

employees sensed that there was tension, so as early as October 2007, some of the employees 

started asking for permission to go home, to transport their belongings home.  Management 

knew, we all knew, because we were called for meetings to arrange for security prior to the 

elections.  We were forewarned and told how we could guard the company property. 

 

CAVELL: Bob says those meetings were attended by senior staff. 

 

BOB: The director was there.  We had the Managing 

Director, the Operations Director and then the general managers and the unit management. 

We talked about how to beef up security at important installations like the factories, estate 

and factory offices, power stations and stores where the company had a lot of property - 

fertiliser or tools.   

   

CAVELL: Did they ever talk about protecting their members of 

staff? 

 

BOB: In company management houses, we had one 

watchman per bungalow, so they told us we could beef up security if need be.  We could 

increase the number of watchmen to two or three if need be.   
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CAVELL: But not for the ordinary people, not for the tea 

pluckers? 

 

BOB: Not for the general estate employees. 

 

CAVELL: He says the company could have taken measures to 

protect their workers before the violence started. 

 

BOB:   We could have advised them to go home and then 

maybe come back after the elections, or alternatively we could boost that security so that they 

could be taken care of, the same way factories and other installations were guarded.  If they 

had amassed these people as quickly as possible and provided security, I think they could 

have gone a long way to securing quite a number of lives.   

 

CAVELL: Bob says the top management from London would 

visit every year and staff were encouraged to think of themselves as part of a global 

company.   

 

BOB: The way we were told, Unilever was one.  There was a 

slogan we used to hear quite a lot – ‘One Unilever’ - so any policies being implemented were 

pushed down from the top, from the top Unilever management, the CEO of Unilever.  And 

we were told this quite a lot.  For example, in health and safety, we were using the same 

policy, in security the same policy. We used to have teleconferences where we could sit in on 

meetings where we were being addressed from Dubai, London or Durban in South Africa.  It 

was aligned all the way from the top.  

   

CAVELL: Unilever plc is arguing that there’s no reason to bring 

this case in an English court.  Marilyn Croser has been following events.  She’s the director 

of the Corporate Responsibility Coalition. 

 

CROSER: What we are concerned about is the way that Unilever 

has used its corporate structure to try to evade responsibility, so although Unilever Kenya  

managers have said that all of the instructions came from head office in regard of what to do 

in this type of situation, Unilever, the headquarter company in the UK, has said no, that was 
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CROSER cont: nothing to do with us, that was a matter entirely for the 

Kenyan subsidiary - and that is very disappointing. 

 

CAVELL: The lawyers are trying to bring this case in England 

because they say that it isn’t going to be possible to get justice for the workers in Kenya.  Can 

you explain why?  

 

CROSER: The reason that the case is being brought in England is 

primarily because the victims would be at risk of reprisals if they attempted to bring a similar 

case in Kenya.  So, if the people who attacked them were to discover that there was a case in 

Kenya, they would potentially be at risk of further violence, and so that’s why they’re 

pursuing the case in London.  A secondary reason, although this isn’t the prime motivation of 

the victims, is that the parent company is responsible for what goes on in its international 

operations, and that’s why, in part, the case should proceed in London, otherwise really the 

debate about the responsibility of multinationals like Unilever to respect human rights is 

frankly meaningless, if cases like this can’t proceed and if people can’t receive justice.    

 

CAVELL: Unilever told us the Court of Appeal threw out the case 

because lawyers for the tea pluckers are ‘nowhere near being able to show that they have a 

good arguable claim’.  It disputes the suggestion it is using its corporate structure to prevent 

the case from being heard in England.  A spokesperson said, ‘There simply is no case against 

Unilever plc as no relevant control was exercised by us over Unilever Tea Kenya Ltd with 

regard to the relevant events.’  The United Nations issued a set of principles that defined both 

Government and businesses’ responsibilities regarding human rights.  One of the three pillars 

of those principles is that companies must allow employees access to redress.  We talked to 

Surya Deva, the chairman of the UN Working Group that promotes the implementations of 

these principles.  In his opinion, Unilever plc might not be living up to those principles by 

opposing having the case heard in the English courts.   

 

DEVA: We respect the right of companies as well as others to 

defend itself as part of a legal process, so that right is definitely there.  But I think the key 

issue is that there could be situations in which defending that may come in conflict with what 

they should be doing in terms of their responsibility under the UN Guiding Principles.  I 

mean this is very typical of these multinationals, this is a common argument whenever a 
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DEVA cont: parent company is being sued.  A parent company 

normally would take this argument that this is not the appropriate forum, and rather the case 

should be tried in the host country, which is Kenya in this case.  And we have identified this 

as a barrier in access to remedy because we know for sure as a fact that in several countries in 

the world it may be very difficult, if not impossible, to obtain access to effective remedies.  In 

this case, we very much hope that Unilever does not take a very legalistic or a technical 

viewpoint and rather it discharges this responsibility to ensure that the affected communities 

in Kenya get access to effective remedy. 

 

CAVELL: According to Daniel Leader it’s a battle the workers 

had hoped to avoid.  They wanted to negotiate with the company without going to court, and 

in September last year they wrote to Unilever plc to request a meeting.  They said they 

wanted to be able to explain that despite the company’s assurances, some workers hadn’t 

been given any help at all.  Even for those who eventually returned, there was a period of six 

months when they were off work, and they say they weren’t paid during that time.  The letter 

also said they didn’t know of anyone who had been offered the retraining promised, and most 

had paid for their own medical treatment as a result of what happened. 

 

LEADER: We have been very Frank with Unilever.  We have 

said, look, let’s sit down and try and come up with a scheme that makes provision for these 

people.  We’ve been entirely open-minded as to what that could look like.  I think the victims 

are entirely open-minded, but there has been a complete unwillingness to engage on that issue 

by Unilever.  

 

CAVELL: The tea pluckers are hoping to get permission to take 

their case to the Supreme Court later this year, their final legal avenue in England.  It’s been 

twelve years since the Kenyan post-election crisis and five years since the victims began to 

seek redress.  Unilever plc told us that 93% of those affected returned to work at the 

plantation.  But for some, like Beatrice, that just wasn’t an option.  She lost everything she 

owned in the violence, including her daughter. 

 

MUSIC 
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BEATRICE: I feel very bad, life became very tough.  Now I don’t 

have anything - no means of livelihood, nothing for my children.  I can’t even afford to send 

them to school.  

 

CAVELL: For widow Cynthia, life as a single mother has become 

almost unbearable.  Since her husband died, the family no longer has a breadwinner and she 

still has children to support.  She makes the equivalent of a few pence by growing tea in her 

garden and selling it at the local market, but that’s nowhere enough to do anything more than 

just survive.   

 

CYNTHIA: I’m alone and taking care of these kids is hard.  

There’s really no money.  There really is no money to even buy food.  Sometimes you even 

contemplate killing yourself. 


