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ABSTRACT 

This article examines the complex dynamics of cross-border conflict between pastoralist communities in the 

Turkana (Kenya) and Karamoja (Uganda) regions. Using conflict tree analysis and stakeholder mapping, the 

research identifies historical marginalization, resource scarcity, governance deficits, and cultural practices as 

root causes of persistent violence. The study analyzes how retaliatory raids, climate shocks, territorial disputes, 

and militarized disarmament campaigns trigger cycles of conflict with severe humanitarian, economic, and 

social consequences. Drawing on desk research and documentary evidence, the article evaluates peacebuilding 

interventions and proposes an integrated framework for sustainable cross-border cooperation. This analysis 

contributes to understanding how colonial legacies, climate change, and weak governance intersect to 

perpetuate conflict in marginalized borderlands. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The borderlands between Uganda and Kenya, specifically the Karamoja cluster in Uganda and the Turkana 

region in Kenya, represent one of East Africa's most complex and protracted conflict systems. This semi-arid 

frontier zone, home to pastoralist communities including the Turkana, Pokot, Tepeth, Jie, Dodoth, and 

Karamojong, has experienced persistent cycles of violence that have defied conventional peacebuilding 

interventions. Pastoral societies across this frontier depend heavily on transhumance patterns and cross-border 

grazing rights that frequently conflict with modern state boundaries and governance systems (Mkutu, 2008). 

The colonial legacy of arbitrary boundary demarcation has created a challenging security environment 

characterized by porous borders, minimal state presence, inadequate security infrastructure, and uncertain 

jurisdictional authority. These structural conditions, combined with environmental pressures and cultural 

practices, have produced a conflict ecosystem that threatens regional stability and human security. 

This article employs conflict tree analysis to examine the root causes, triggers, and consequences of the 

Turkana-Karamoja conflict. It argues that sustainable peace requires addressing both the structural drivers of 

conflict and the proximate factors that trigger violence, while building on existing cross-border cooperation 

frameworks. 

Theoretical Framework 

This study employs conflict analysis methodologies to understand the complex interplay of factors driving 

pastoralist conflicts in the Uganda-Kenya borderlands. The conflict tree framework, which distinguishes 

between root causes, triggers, and consequences, provides an organizing structure for analyzing this multi-

faceted conflict (Opiyo et al., 2015). This approach allows for identifying entry points for peacebuilding 

interventions at different levels of the conflict system. 

The analysis is informed by theoretical perspectives on resource competition in pastoralist societies, state 

formation in borderland regions, and the impact of climate change on conflict dynamics. It draws on both 

structural and actor-oriented approaches to conflict analysis, acknowledging that while resource competition 

creates conditions for conflict, agency and choice remain important in understanding how and when violence 
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occurs. In addition to the conflict tree analysis, this study integrates two other theoretical lenses. It draws on 

prevailing paradigms in the political economy of borderlands and margins of the state. Borderlands are not 

only sites of marginality, as defined by Goodhand (2004), but also strategic borders over which state power is 

contested and bargained. This is enacted in the Karamoja–Turkana context where violent conflict is 

conditioned by governance vacuums and shadow economies. Lastly, the securitization of pastoralists theory, 

constructed by Lind, Mutahi, and Oosterom (2017), provides a reason why state response will criminalize 

mobile pastoralist societies, which sustains mistrust and exclusion. These theories provide a useful lens 

through which to examine not only the resilience of violence but also peacebuilding failure and potential in 

unstable, semi-autonomous settings. 

Root Causes 

Historical Marginalization 

The colonial and post-colonial state-building processes largely neglected pastoralist regions, resulting in 

systemic underdevelopment, inadequate education systems, poor infrastructure, and exclusion from political 

processes (Markakis, 2004). British colonial administration created arbitrary boundaries dividing ethnic groups 

without regard for existing economic, social, and ecological linkages (Atkinson, 1994). Colonial policies, such 

as the "closed districts" ordinance, restricted movement and economic development by isolating the Karamoja 

and Turkana districts. 

Post-independence administrations in both Kenya and Uganda continued to neglect these border communities, 

providing minimal resources for infrastructure, education, health, or governance. This historical 

marginalization has created deeply entrenched grievances that continue to fuel conflict today. 

Resource Scarcity 

Recurrent droughts, exacerbated by climate change, have intensified competition over water points and grazing 

lands. The absence of clearly demarcated resource ownership fuels communal disputes (Opiyo et al., 2015). As 

traditional pastoralist adaptation strategies become less viable due to climate variability, competition for 

diminishing resources has intensified. 

The impacts of climate change are particularly severe in this region, where alternative livelihood options are 

limited and communities depend heavily on natural resources for survival. As water sources dry up and pasture 

becomes scarcer, pastoral mobility patterns increasingly bring different communities into competition over the 

same resources. 

Governance Deficits 

Weak institutional frameworks fail to regulate transhumance patterns and provide conflict resolution 

mechanisms. Corruption and politicization of local security services further erode trust in formal governance 

systems, leaving communities to rely on self-help security strategies (Ngeiywa, 2008). Both the Kenyan and 

Ugandan governments have struggled to establish effective governance structures in these remote border 

regions, creating a security vacuum that pastoralist communities fill through self-defense mechanisms. 

The absence of reliable state security provision has led communities to maintain arms for self-protection, 

creating a security dilemma where each group's efforts to protect itself are perceived as threatening by others. 

This dynamic perpetuates arms acquisition and militarization. 

Cultural Practices 

Cattle raiding, historically valorized as a rite of passage and means of wealth accumulation, continues to 

perpetuate cycles of violence. While once regulated by traditional norms, the practice now perpetuates cycles 

of violence, especially with the proliferation of modern firearms (Mkutu, 2008). 

Cultural traditions related to livestock wealth and status incentivize raiding as a means of rebuilding herds after 

drought or disease outbreaks. Young men in particular face social pressure to participate in raids as part of  
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proving their manhood and accumulating the cattle needed for marriage payments. 

Conflict Triggers 

Retaliatory Raids 

Livestock theft often leads to revenge attacks, creating a tit-for-tat dynamic that escalates into broader 

communal violence. When one community loses animals to raiders, cultural norms often demand retrieval of 

stolen animals and compensation for losses, leading to cycles of retribution that can persist for generations. 

These retaliatory dynamics are particularly difficult to interrupt because they become embedded in community 

narratives of grievance and justice. Each raid reinforces negative perceptions of the other group and 

strengthens arguments for maintaining arms for self-defense. The weakening of traditional authority structures 

has made it harder to mediate and resolve such disputes (Eaton, 2008). 

Climate Shocks 

Drought-induced migrations intensify competition in host communities, frequently leading to violence. As 

climate variability increases, so do the risks of conflict over scarce resources (Opiyo et al., 2015). During 

severe droughts, pastoralist groups may move into territories traditionally controlled by other communities, 

creating friction over access to critical resources. These movements can trigger defensive responses from host 

communities who perceive the migrants as threats to their own survival. 

Climate change has increased the frequency and severity of these shocks, putting greater pressure on 

traditional conflict management systems. As environmental conditions deteriorate, the capacity of communities 

to peacefully accommodate competing resource needs diminishes. 

Border Disputes 

Ambiguous territorial claims, particularly in resource-rich zones like Nadapal, heighten tensions (International 

Crisis Group, 2017). The colonial legacy of poorly defined borders creates uncertainty about resource rights 

and jurisdictional authority. These ambiguities are often exploited by political actors seeking to mobilize 

support along ethnic lines. 

Border disputes are particularly challenging because they invoke both local resource conflicts and national 

sovereignty concerns. When pastoralist conflicts become framed as border disputes between Kenya and 

Uganda, they gain additional complexity and political sensitivity. 

Disarmament Campaigns 

Heavy-handed disarmament exercises by security forces occasionally trigger resistance and increase anti-

government sentiments. Both the Ugandan and Kenyan governments have conducted disarmament operations 

aimed at reducing armed violence in pastoralist areas. However, these operations have often been implemented 

coercively and without addressing the security concerns that drive arms acquisition. Coercive disarmament 

without adequate security guarantees can leave communities vulnerable to attacks, prompting rearmament and 

further violence (Human Rights Watch, 2007; Ngeiywa, 2008). 

When one community is disarmed while neighboring groups retain weapons, the disarmed group becomes 

vulnerable to attacks. This creates strong incentives to rearm, either by purchasing new weapons or by 

conducting raids to capture arms from others. 

Stakeholder Roles in the Karamoja–Turkana Conflict and Peacebuilding Efforts 

Stakeholder Role in Conflict Interest Role in Peacebuilding 

Turkana & Karamojong 

Pastoralists 

Active participants in 

cattle raids and 

Access to pasture, 

water, and livestock 

Custodians of cultural norms; 

key actors in reconciliation 
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reprisals forums 

Elders and Traditional 

Leaders 

Sanction or 

discourage raids 

Preserving clan honor 

and stability 

Mediate truces and traditional 

justice 

Women and Youth Women as victims 

and caregivers; youth 

as raiders 

Security, livelihood, 

identity 

Women as peace agents; 

youth in vocational training 

programs 

Local Governments 

(County/District) 

Conflict-affected 

administrative entities 

Regional stability and 

service delivery 

Convene peace dialogues, 

enforce local development 

policies 

National Governments 

(Kenya, Uganda) 

Border security and 

disarmament agents 

National sovereignty 

and political stability 

Formulate bilateral 

agreements, provide security 

infrastructure 

NGOs and CBOs Mediate, support 

livelihoods and 

dialogue 

Community resilience 

and donor alignment 

Implement peace projects, 

monitor early warning signs 

IGAD and Regional 

Bodies 

Conflict monitoring 

(e.g., CEWARN) 

Regional peace and 

integration 

Facilitate cross-border 

coordination and early 

warning systems 

International Donors 

(e.g., UN, EU) 

Fund peace and 

resilience programs 

Human security and 

development 

outcomes 

Provide resources for long-

term peacebuilding and 

recovery 

CONSEQUENCES 

Humanitarian Crises 

Displacement, food insecurity, and disruption of health and education services create severe human suffering. 

Conflict in the Turkana-Karamoja region has led to the displacement of thousands of people, many of whom 

live in precarious conditions without adequate access to basic services. Food insecurity is particularly acute 

when conflict disrupts traditional coping mechanisms and humanitarian access. Vulnerable populations, 

especially women and children, bear the brunt of these crises (Mkutu, 2008). 

The health impacts of conflict include not only direct violence-related injuries but also increased vulnerability 

to disease due to displacement, malnutrition, and lack of healthcare services. Educational outcomes suffer as 

schools are closed or families are unable to safely send children to school. 

Economic Decline 

Livestock losses and insecurity deter investment and trade activities, stalling regional development. The 

economic costs of conflict extend beyond immediate losses from raids to include opportunity costs as markets 

are disrupted and development interventions are delayed or abandoned due to security concerns. The economic 

impact is compounded by the destruction of infrastructure and the disruption of traditional livelihoods (Opiyo 

et al., 2015). 

The conflict-induced economic stagnation creates a vicious cycle where limited economic opportunities 

increase the attractiveness of raiding as a livelihood strategy, particularly for young men with few alternatives. 

Breaking this cycle requires both security improvements and economic development. 
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Social Fragmentation 

Widening ethnic divides, particularly among youth, and erosion of traditional conflict resolution institutions 

undermine social cohesion. As violence becomes normalized, traditional mechanisms for peaceful conflict 

resolution lose effectiveness. The authority of elders, who historically played key roles in managing inter-

community relations, has been undermined by the militarization of youth and the introduction of modern 

weapons. The militarization of youth and marginalization of elders’ councils have weakened the social fabric 

necessary for sustainable peace (Eaton, 2008). 

The breakdown of social trust has long-term implications for peacebuilding, as reconstructing relationships 

across conflict lines requires sustained engagement beyond formal agreements. Women and children are 

particularly affected by social fragmentation, as they lose access to support networks and face increased 

vulnerability. 

Women and Girls 

The impact of the conflict on women and girls is under-documented but severe. Gendered vulnerabilities are 

highlighted in forced displacements, SGBV, and the interruption of maternal care services. Women are 

generally left to care for children as male relatives run or get wiped out during raids. Girls are, in most cases, 

taken out of school by insecurity or marriage at early age, utilized as a protective measure by families (UNDP, 

2022). Women also undergo psychological traumatization and economic marginalization as access to markets, 

grazing, and mobility is withheld. Moreover, as men are killed or engaged in conflict, women assume 

responsibilities as de facto heads of households.  

Peacebuilding Initiatives and Challenges 

Recent efforts to address the Turkana-Karamoja conflict have shown some promise. In a significant 

development, the governments of Kenya and Uganda signed a Memorandum of Understanding for cross-

border peace and development in the Turkana-Pokot-Karamoja region. This agreement, witnessed by 

Presidents Uhuru Kenyatta and Yoweri Museveni, represents an important step toward institutionalizing peace 

efforts across national boundaries. 

The Kenya and Uganda Cross Border Programme, supported by United Nations Country Teams and managed 

by UNDP, aims to improve cooperation, coordination, and peaceful coexistence among border communities. 

As Siddharth Chatterjee, the UN in Kenya Resident Representative, noted: "The United Nations believes that 

the potential of the regions hinges on peace, stability and the ability to manage the impact of climate change, 

cattle rustling and the prevalence of weapons which are accentuating the vulnerability of these groups of 

people." 

Despite these promising developments, significant challenges remain. Disarmament efforts have had mixed 

results, with some initiatives leading to unintended consequences. In both Turkana and Karamoja, forced 

disarmament has sometimes led to violent conflicts between state security personnel and local warriors. The 

different security perceptions held by government agencies and local communities create tensions, as warriors 

maintain arms for survival in environments where self-help is traditional. 

Heavy-handed approaches to disarmament have led to widespread perceptions that these operations represent 

government punishment of nomadic communities. This has triggered resistance and retaliatory attacks against 

security forces, further complicating peace efforts. Moreover, disarmament has sometimes left communities 

vulnerable to attacks from internal and cross-border cattle rustlers, leading to re-armament in forcefully 

disarmed villages. 

Toward Sustainable Peace: An Integrated Approach 

Addressing the complex challenges of the Turkana-Karamoja conflict requires an integrated approach that 

combines security interventions with development initiatives and social reconciliation. Based on the analysis 

presented, several key strategies emerge as priorities: 
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1. Collaborative Resource Management: Establishing cross-border mechanisms for managing shared 

natural resources, particularly water and pasture, can reduce competition and build cooperation. These 

mechanisms should incorporate traditional knowledge and governance systems while providing formal 

recognition and support. 

2. Climate-Sensitive Development: Implementing adaptation strategies that help pastoralist communities 

cope with climate variability can reduce resource pressures that trigger conflict. This includes water 

harvesting technologies, drought-resistant livestock breeds, and diversified livelihood options. 

3. Coordinated Security Approaches: Developing harmonized cross-border security protocols that 

respect local security needs while reducing arms proliferation. Community-based policing approaches 

that involve pastoralists in their own security provision may prove more effective than purely state-

centric models. 

4. Youth Engagement: Creating alternative pathways for young men to achieve social status and 

economic security beyond traditional raiding practices. Education, vocational training, and 

entrepreneurship programs specifically designed for pastoralist youth can provide constructive 

alternatives. 

5. Women's Participation: Enhancing the role of women in peacebuilding processes, recognizing their 

unique perspectives on conflict dynamics and their potential as mediators. Women's peace networks 

have shown promise in building cross-community relationships. 

6. Institutional Development: Strengthening both formal and traditional governance institutions to 

address the governance vacuum that enables conflict. This includes supporting local peace committees, 

cross-border governance mechanisms, and coordinated disaster response systems. 

CONCLUSION 

The Turkana-Karamoja conflict illustrates the complex interplay of historical, environmental, political, and 

cultural factors that drive cross-border conflicts in pastoralist regions. Addressing these conflicts requires 

moving beyond simplistic narratives of resource competition to engage with the structural marginalization, 

governance deficits, and security dilemmas that perpetuate violence. 

Recent bilateral agreements between Kenya and Uganda represent important steps toward institutionalizing 

cross-border cooperation. However, sustainable peace will require ongoing commitment to addressing root 

causes, including historical marginalization and resource governance, while building the capacity of local 

communities to manage conflicts peacefully. 

The experiences of the Turkana-Karamoja region offer valuable insights for understanding and addressing 

similar conflicts in other pastoralist borderlands across Africa. By combining security interventions with 

development initiatives and social reconciliation, stakeholders can work toward transforming conflict 

dynamics and building resilient, peaceful communities across national boundaries. 
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