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INTRODUCTION

Disability and the Labor Force
• In most countries, PWDs have exceptionally low 

labor force participation
• Unemployment is exceptionally severe in Kenya
◊	 Countrywide unemployment rate is 38%
◊	 Including family businesses, only 49.6% of 

Kenyans with disabilities report any consistent 
employment

◊	 16.3% report paid employment outside the 
family within the past week

• 70% of Kenya’s PWDs have not attended 
secondary education

Segregated Workplaces
• Historically, reformists have sought to provide 

segregated or “sheltered” employment to PWDs 
to give an opportunity for employment

• In the U.S., PWDs may be paid lower than the 
federal minimum wage

• Sheltered	workshops	have	come	under	fire	from	
disability-rights activists, calling them “dead 
ends”

• Others	have	argued	they	may	still	have	benefits	
in the developing world

AIM
 
What is the experience of losing sheltered 
employment like for PWDs in the developing 
world, and what happens when one’s living 
arrangements are tied to their employer?
Employees of segregated workshops are especially 
precarious workers when it comes to termination. 
Skills may not be transferrable, and there are 
inherently fewer opportunities to transfer between 
sheltered workshops than between standard 
employers.

Where housing and employment are tied, workers 
are subject to a further loss of freedom while 
gaining the luxury of shelter. When employment is 
terminated,	this	relation	can	present	conflict	and	
hardship.

This	study	set	out	to	survey	the	effects	of	
termination on employees of a dual residential-
employment facility run by the Association for the 
Physically Disabled of Kenya (APDK).

BOMBOLULU WORKSHOPS

The	Association	for	the	Physically	Disabled	
of Kenya (APDK) operates several facilities 
throughout the country, ranging from workshops 
to medical centers. One such facility is Bombolulu 
Workshops and Cultural Centre, which produces 
jewelry and textiles for the fair-trade market and 
wheelchairs for local citizens.
Unique	to	Bombolulu	is	the	residential	structure,	
where laborers are given on-site housing during 
their	employment.	This	housing	has	running	water	
and	electricity,	amenities	not	ubiquitous	to	the	
area’s residents, but it is deeply tied to employment.
In 2011 and 2012, APDK terminated over twenty 
members	of	Bombolulu	permanent	staff.	These	
employees have refused eviction and currently live 
at Bombolulu under a temporary judicial 
injunction.

View of the Association for the Physically Disabled of Kenya’s Bombolulu Workshop campus.
At left is the jewelry manufacturing facility, and at far right is the textile factory.

FINDINGS

Quality of Life for Kenyan PWDs
• Frequent	descriptions	of	inescapable	poverty
• Inability to access medical care or education
• Many had felt ignored by society
• Even	college	graduates	described	difficulty	

attaining employment
• Most women were single mothers, compounding 
the	difficulty	of	disability

Life in the Sheltered Workshop
• “Life	became	easy	for	the	first	time”
• Payment	was	based	on	production	quantity	

rather than labor-hours, leading many to work 
dawn-to-dusk

• After	garnishment	for	residential	fees,	average	
salary was approximately $176/month
• Resentment over abled administrators’ 
salaries rising faster than workers’: 
“this place was founded by [PWDs], it 
belongs to us”
• Workers formed an informal credit 
union to support each other, as many 
would go up to two days without food. 

“I couldn’t save even a shilling,” 
declared one worker, to group 
assent

Retrenchments and Termination
• Workers found one-month 

notice of termination and 
eviction	to	be	inadequate

• Most had expected to work until 
retirement age

• Those	terminated	feel	hopeless,	with	no	living	
family willing to support them in middle age

CONCLUSION

• PWDs in Kenya experience exceptional hardships 
in the labor market and in social life

• Sheltered workshops in the developing world are 
not	as	clearly	beneficial	as	has	been	argued

• Tying employees’ residency to their labor severely 
limits workers’ independence in contradiction 
to the supposed liberatory goal of sheltered 
workshops

• The	segregated	workshop	model	fails	to	provide	
PWDs in Kenya with a pathway to independence

• Little	evidence	to	suggest	sheltered	workshops	
integrate PWDs into the general community

Areas for further study
• Are there similar experiences of terminated 

resident-employees at other sheltered 
workshops?

• How	do	other	programs	compare	in	efficacy	to	
sheltered workshops?

• How do developing countries 
differ	between	one	another	in	the	
treatment of their citizens living 
with disabilities?
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STUDY METHODOLOGY

I worked at Bombolulu for six weeks, 
observing the daily life of resident-workers.
Four members of APDK Coast Branch 
administrative	staff	agreed	to	interviews	on	the	
current state of the organization.
One focus group discussion was conducted amongst 
those	employees	terminated	in	2011-2012.	The	
discussion covered:
• Life as a PWD in Kenya before entering 

Bombolulu
• Quality	of	life	within	the	sheltered	workshop
• Life prospects post-dismissal

“This place was founded 
by persons with disabili-

ties, it belongs to us”

“I couldn’t save 
even a shilling”
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