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The Kenyan government, already embroiled in a corruption scandal involving claims against senior members of the cabinet, spent nearly £7m on new cars for ministers, top civil servants and judges in its first two years in power, says a report published yesterday. The same amount would have put 25,000 Kenyan children through school for eight years. 

President Mwai Kibaki's government, which won power after pledging to fight poverty and corruption, bought a fleet of vehicles including 57 Mercedes limousines and 42 Toyota Land Cruisers and other 4x4s.

Nearly half the amount was spent on the German luxury marque, such a ubiquitous symbol of privilege in Africa that it has inspired the mocking Swahili word Wabenzi - meaning the tribe of those who drive Mercedes Benz. 

Human rights groups criticised such extravagance at a time when most of Kenya's 32 million people cannot afford a decent meal. Drought has pushed 4 million Kenyans to near starvation, forcing President Kibaki to appeal for aid. 

"Conspicuous consumption makes a mockery of poverty alleviation efforts, besides creating resentment in society," the report said. "Additionally, the line between wasteful expenditure and grand corruption is very thin and because of this senior government officials continue to be perceived as corrupt." 

The report, entitled Living Large: Counting the Cost of Official Extravagance in Kenya, was released by the anti-corruption pressure group Transparency International Kenya, and the Kenya National Commission on Human Rights. 

The report was particularly scathing about the justice ministry which it said had spent £646,000 on 13 Mercedes cars for the high court - enough to have fed, clothed and sheltered 5,500 Kenyans for a year and more than the government in Kenya spent fighting malaria in the whole of 2003-04, the report said. 

"The part that's annoying is that they have come in on a platform of change, but they have shown the same extravagance, the same disrespect of the people as the previous regime," Maina Kiai, the chairman of the Kenya national commission on human rights, told Reuters. 

The Kenyan president faces a political crisis, with mounting calls for him to resign after corruption allegations involving cabinet allies. 

Kenya's former anti-corruption tsar John Githongo accuses the vice-president, two ministers and one former minister of being complicit in a plot to steal £400m from the treasury. 

Mr Githongo asserts that the president knew about the alleged fraud.
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