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En mindre fältstudie från Yala Swamp, Kenya 
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Abstract 
In this master thesis I have studied conflicts that have arisen because of a development project, in a 
wetland in the Lake Victoria region in Kenya. The aim of the project is to improve the standards of 
living for the local community by increased food production and employment according to the 
exploiter, but it has developed into a conflict because of, among other things, competition over natural 
resources. The objective of this study is to analyse these conflicts and identify the causes behind them. 
A further aim is to analyse if the communication has been sufficient in Yala Swamp, from the 
stakeholders’ point of view, through out the implementation of the project. The stakeholders that were 
identified in the conflict are the local community that have been affected by the project, the county 
councils where the wetland is located, and the company Dominion, which is the exploiter. Conflict 
theory is the analytical tool used to identify causes to the conflict. Primary data was collected through 
qualitative research interviews and secondary data are various reports. The result of the conflict 
analysis shows that there is a conflict between the local community on one side, and Dominion and the 
county councils on the other side. The conflict is caused by incompatible goals. The goals that are 
incompatible, which depend on contested resources, have to the largest extent to do with land access 
and to some extent with employment. The reason for contested resources has its origin in that the local 
community feel they have been deprived the land they used to farm on and have not gained what they 
were promised. They also live in absolute poverty and therefore whish to have more land than they 
have now. Conflicts over land lead to environmental degradation since people are squeezed into 
limited areas and consequently put more pressure on land. This issue needs immediate attention to not 
lead to violent conflicts and further environmental degradation. Foremost the local community is 
dissatisfied with how the communication between the stakeholders worked before the implementation 
of the development project and after. A committee was going to be set, but today it does not seem to 
work adequately from the community members’ point of view. A committee would, however, 
probably improve the communication and resolve some conflicts. This would reduce the conflict 
potential and lead to a more sustainable development for all stakeholders. 
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1 Introduction  
There is a clear correlation between environmental degradation and resource depletion on one 
side and poverty on the other1. Poor people put pressure on the environment, which leads to 
degradation and competition over natural resources. This in turn causes social tension and can 
in the longer run lead to armed military conflicts2. Conflicts are never positive because all 
parties lose, both physically in the form of time and energy, and mentally in the form of well-
being and peace of mind, Chambers argues3. Whereas agreements often can lead to gains, by 
all when the energies, which were previously destructive increases for everyone and can be 
used more efficiently. Social conflicts nearly always include misunderstandings caused by 
insufficient communication4. Further, when economic resources are used to build up military 
forces instead of developing the economy, poverty will increase. Thus a vicious circle is 
created, which can only be broken if one of these three elements i.e. conflict, poverty and 
environmental degradation, is eliminated. Mohammed5, who has studied environmental 
conflicts in Africa, refers to this as the development trap. Hence, conflicts can both be caused 
by environmental degradation and be the reason for further resource depletion. He further 
argues that competition over natural resources has become one of the most important factors 
to conflicts.  
 
An increased population in cultivated areas increases the conflict potential especially in places 
were agriculture is seen as the framework in the economical activity6. The population density 
around Lake Victoria is among the highest in the world and population pressure on limited 
land leads to fast land degradation and conflicts over land7. In this master thesis I have studied 
conflicts that have arisen because of a development project, in a wetland in the Lake Victoria 
region in Kenya. The Socio-Economic Environmental Impact Assessment8 (EIA) made for 
the project, says that over 58% of the population in the Siaya district, where the project is 
located, live in poverty. This means that more than half of the population is still unable to 
meet their basic needs. With this in mind it is not strange that the development initiatives have 
been lacking in the region and that it is in need of a development project. The aim of the 
project is to improve the standards of living for the local community by increasing the food 
production and employment, according to the exploiter. However, it has developed into a 
conflict because of, among other things, competition over natural resources. By deepening the 
understanding for conflicts in projects like this, I believe useful information can be found, that 
can prevent similar situations to occur in the future. 
 
Turner et al9 argue that the special circumstances in wetlands make development somewhat 
more complicated than in other ecosystems. Wetlands have a high value to humans since it 
provides many important services, something that is not always recognized. Hence, they stress 
that globally wetlands are under heavy pressure and there are often conflicting interests 
between various stakeholder groups. Within a EU-program10 the link between wetlands and 

                                                 
1 Aseto and Ong’ang’a, 2003:5; Persadie and Ramlogan, 2005:Chapter 3.0 
2 Mohammed, 1997:137 
3 Chambers, 1997:207 
4 Bartos and Wehr, 2002:152 
5 Mohammed, 1997:137-138,151-153 
6 ibid:143 
7 Aseto and Ong’ang’a, 2003:23-30 
8 Socio-Economics EIA Report Yala Swamp, 2003:32-33 
9 Turner et al., 2000:9-10 
10 INCO-DEV: 5th framework programme, European Commission, 2001:1 
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aquatic resource management was studied. There it was concluded that this link is of 
particular importance in rural and developing populations where the natural resources are 
closely tied to the daily activities and welfare of local people. The growing demands on 
resources and change in land use are in these areas threatening the basic functions of these 
fundamental ecosystems. 
 
A research proposal by Abila et al11 shows that development versus environmental protection 
has been an issue in the area for many years. Because of that the wetland, called Yala Swamp, 
does not have a protected status as many other wetlands have, it has been subject for 
exploitation since the 1960’s12. Abila et al13 state that some development plans were 
commissioned by the Kenyan government and international development agencies to 
investigate possibilities of developing the area. The studies recommended reclamation of the 
wetland for smallholder crop production and commercial fish production was also suggested. 
However the authors stress that the development plans has raised conflicts between 
environmentalists, who see the swamp as an important ecosystem for various species, and 
those who value the agricultural potential, mainly government officers. 
 
Despite the controversies the swamp was reclaimed from 1965 through 1970. Under a project 
sponsored by United Nations Development Program (UNDP) and Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations (FAO) 2300 ha was drained14. However, a report by 
Schuyt15 has concluded that this project has resulted in ecological problems, such as lower 
water quality, decreased species diversity and increased pressure on resources of the 
remaining wetland. Further, the local community was the net loser since the benefits forgone 
from their use of wetlands far outweighed what they gained from the new situation. In spite of 
this outcome further development proposals have been made.  

1.2 Aim 
The conflicts that have arisen because of the development project in Yala Swamp are in focus 
for this study. The objective is to analyse these conflicts and identify the reasons behind them. 
A further aim is to analyse if the communication has been sufficient from the stakeholders’ 
point of view through out the implementation of the project. 
 
My research questions are: 

• What are the causes to the conflict?  
• Has the communication been sufficient from the stakeholders’ point of view 

throughout the implementation of the project and thereafter?  
• How has the communication affected the conflict? 
 

The conflict analysis is based on Using Conflict Theory by Bartos and Wehr (2002).  

1.3 Background 
In this section the wetland area, where the development project takes place, is presented. 
Thereafter a short description of the current project, the investor and initial reactions from 
various stakeholders will be given.  

                                                 
11 Abila et al., 2003:2 
12 Schuyt, 2005:182 
13 Abila et al., 2003:2 
14 ibid 
15 Schuyt, 2005:181-183 
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The development project is taking place in a wetland called Yala Swamp, which is bordering 
Lake Victoria. The lake is the second largest fresh water lake in the world. It is suffering from 
great ecological problems due to, among other things, the stress on wetlands, which normally 
filter the water before entering into the lake16. The wetland is situated in two districts called 
Siaya and Bondo, which lie in the Nyanza Province in the south east of Kenya (see figure 
1.1)17. According to Ewald et al18, the land issue is extremely sensitive here due to high 
population pressure. In 1989 Nyanza province had 280 and Siaya district 253 inhabitants per 
sq km. Since then the author describes how the situation has worsened and become acute also 
from the point of ecological considerations.  
 
The reclamation of the swamp lasted from 1965 through to 197019 and according to the EIA20 
the reclaimed area was put under agriculture (see area I figure 1.1). The Lake Basin 
Development Authority (LBDA), on behalf of the Kenya Government produced cereals, 
pulses and horticultural crops in the following years. The EIA further states that LBDA, at the 
time, managed resources within the lake basin for sustainable development. The reclamation 
of the Yala Swamp was viewed in the sustainable development context, for resource 
mobilization and utilization.  
 
The Dominion Group of Companies based in Edmond Oklahoma USA, in a joint venture with 
LBDA, agreed to undertake a rice irrigation scheme at the Yala Swamp. According to the 
manager the development project was first aimed to concentrate on rice irrigation but the area 
has turned out to also be suitable for fish farming21. For the rice irrigation the company plan 
to drain more in the wetland (see area II in figure 1.1). In the EIA22 it is stated that the 
Dominion Group of Companies is internationally renowned for their support of humanitarian 
and missionary projects. However, for this particular project the company proposes to 
undertake a commercially profitable venture. The main project objectives, according to the 
EIA, were to increase food production for both local and export market; increase income level 
through creation of employment; promote provision of infrastructure; improve standards of 
living in the area; and increase foreign exchange earnings through export.  
 
In the EIA23 various stakeholders in the project has been identified. These are for example 
members of Parliament, administrators, Government officers and community leaders. Two 
governmental authorities involved in the project are LBDA and the National Environment 
Management Authority (NEMA). NEMA is the authority responsible for the environmental 
regulations in Kenya when a project like this is introduced24. In this study, however, not all of 
these stakeholders are included due to the boundaries of the analysis. The stakeholders, who 
are included, are presented in chapter 3.2.  
 
Before Dominion came into the area most of the local people, who has been interviewed, used 
the reclaimed parts of the wetland to graze their cattle and farm food crops. At the same time 
LBDA was managing a piece of land for agricultural demonstration to encourage the local 
people and show them how to use the land. When Dominion first started up the project there 
                                                 
16 Ewald et al., 2004:17-18 
17 Socio-Economics EIA Report Yala Swamp, 2003:1 
18 Ewald et al., 2004:21 
19 Abila et al., 2003:2 
20 EIA, 2003:2 
21 Interview with the Manager of Dominion 11th of October 2005 
22 EIA, 2003:2-3 
23 EIA, 2003:83 
24 Personal communication with an employee at NEMA 7th of September 2005 
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was no conflict with LBDA because the authority was lacking funds and could not go on with 
its activities anyway25. It was neither a dispute with the local community. However, Ministers 
for Regional Development, Water Development and for Environmental and Natural 
Resources requested in the autumn of 2003 for an EIA to be conducted, before Dominion 
started their rice irrigation project. According to Billgren26 the dispute went so far that the 
ministers ordered the company out of the government buildings and stopped their activities. 
They argued that the company had not consulted the relevant authorities. People in Kisumu 
(the closest larger city), Bondo and Siaya towns then protested. They meant that the 
government discouraged investors when in fact the project would create many job 
opportunities. The political leaders in the two districts aggravated the situation by protesting 
and the LBDA deputy managing directors’ resignation was called upon. Eventually the 
project had to be allowed as it had assumed a political dimension27. There is still a dispute 
between Dominion and the county councils on one side and NEMA on the other side 
regarding the EIA and other bureaucratic issues28. However these disputes are without the 
limitations of this study. 

 
 

Figure 1.1. The map covers Yala Swamp in Kenya. The area, where the development project is situated, is 
marked. Source: Abila et al., 200329

                                                 
25 Interview with Chairman of Siaya County Council 26th of September 2005 
26 Billgren, 2004:10 
27 INCO-DEV: 5th framework programme, European Commission, 2001:262 
28 Personal communication with an employee at NEMA 7th of September 2005 
29 Abila et al., 2003, used with their permission. 
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2 Theoretical Framework 
This section gives an introduction to the various theoretical perspectives used in the analysis. 
Conflict theory is the analytical tool used to identify causes to conflict. The understanding of 
causes of the conflict will be deepened in the analysis through a background to why land is a 
debatable issue in Kenya. The issue of consequences of land conflicts on the environment is 
also presented. The last part presents theories about communication and how the quality of it 
affects conflict situations as well as the possibility to avoid them. It is used to analyse if the 
communication has been sufficient in Yala Swamp from the stakeholders’ point of view when 
the development project was introduced and implemented.  

2.1 Conflict Theory 

2.1.1 Definitions 
There are many definitions to what a conflict is, but in general terms according to Nicholson30 
one can say that a conflicts exists when two or more actors wish to carry out acts, which are 
mutually inconsistent. The reasons for the actions are always justifiable within the actors own 
self-contained systems and are therefore always subjective. The actors can be individuals, 
groups, organisations and countries etc Nicholson states. The cost and how destructive the 
conflict develops depend on how effectively it is handled31.  
 
Conflict is by Bartos and Wehr32 defined ‘as a situation in which actors use conflict behaviour 
against each other to attain incompatible goals and/or express their hostility’. Conflict 
behaviour can include the parties trying to hurt each other physical or psychologically or 
threatening. Conflict behaviour can also include cooperation by persuasion, rewarding or 
finding a solution that both gain from. Hence the conflict behaviour can be more or less 
coercive33. There are many other definitions of conflicts. Karlsson34 suggests some 
characteristics for conflicts that are applicable for most definitions: two or more parties; the 
interaction is in a situation of competition over resources or power; different values; 
incompatible goals; change of a situation; mutual contrary activities; a purpose to hurt or 
eliminate the other party; and the interaction is open and can be measured or evaluated by 
observers. For the purpose of this study I have not put a considerable focus on the conflict 
behaviour. The conflict I am about to study I claim is not yet open, i.e. there is not much 
interaction between the parties and therefore the parties have not yet hurt each other or 
negotiated.  

2.1.2 Conflict Causes 
Bartos and Wehr35 argue that incompatible goals and/or hostility are always present in a 
conflict situation. Other reasons mentioned in conflict literature36 are interests, value and 
basic human needs. 
 

                                                 
30 Nicholson, 1970:2-3 
31 Bartos and Wehr, 2002:6-7 
32 ibid:13 
33 ibid:22-27 
34 Karlsson, 2004:306-347 
35 Bartos and Wehr, 2002:13 
36 Karlsson, 2004;Ewald et al., 2004; Creighton et al, 1998:41-58 
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In a Sida report37, regarding conflicts in the Lake Victoria Region, it is stated that interest 
conflicts arise because of incompatible interests. Interests are material or monetary claims, 
which are more than required for survival but socially justifiable. Values are issues linked to 
culture, ideology, religion and participation etc the report suggests. Creighton et al38 mean 
that value conflicts develop when people use different criteria for evaluating conflicting 
outcomes. Disputers have different views of how the world ought to be, goals and lifestyles. 
Values are the foundations of interests and needs the authors argue. According to the Sida 
report39 basic human needs are not only food, shelter, water which are needed for long time 
survival, but also identity, language, belonging etc. Most conflicts have various degrees of all 
levels. Even though it seems like these causes are different from those suggested by Bartos 
and Wehr I argue that the causes of interests, values and basic human needs are included in 
the first cause, conflict caused by incompatible goals. Bartos and Wehr40 include incompatible 
values and competition over resources as a cause to conflicts over incompatible goals, which I 
also will show below. As discussed above conflicts over interests can be about different 
material resources, and conflicts over basic human needs are of course also about competition 
over resources. Thus despite my point of departure being taken foremost in the theory of 
Bartos and Wehr, these other theories are also applicable on the material I analyse. To solve 
conflicts, these causes must be understood and conflict management must be adapted to 
them41.  

2.1.3 Conflict Analysis 
I will now go on by describing the theory of conflict analysis that I have used as an analytic 
tool in my study. The analysis takes its point of departure in Using Conflict Theory by Bartos 
and Wehr42. According to the authors it is possible to understand social conflicts by looking at 
the origin, understanding the actions or focusing on the dynamics. In my analysis I will 
primarily look at the origin of the conflict. 
 
Incompatibility of goals and interests is perhaps the most common cause to ‘realistic’ social 
conflicts. Bartos and Wehr43argue that one has to separate three causes to conflict: those that 
lead to incompatible goals, those that lead to open fights and those that escalate the conflict. 
Conflict escalation they state occurs when the party and opponent interact. Since there is no 
open fight or interaction in Yala Swamp, I will only investigate causes which lead to 
incompatible goals.  
 
The authors present the causes to conflicts, which derive from incompatible goals, as 
competition over resources, incompatible values and incompatible roles44. Competition over 
resources means that one party wants to have the resources of the other party or both parties 
want the same resources, which are yet to be divided. Resources can be classified as wealth, 
power and prestige. Today we think about money when we use the term wealth throughout 
history wealth has often referred to land. Mohammed45 argues that competition over natural 
resources has become one of the most important factors to conflicts. Scarce resources are for 

                                                 
37 Ewald et al., 2004:10 
38 Creighton et al, 1998:46 
39 Ewald et al., 2004:10 
40 Bartos and Wehr 2002 
41 Creighton et al, 1998.46 
42 Bartos and Wehr 2002:29 
43 ibid:177,98 
44 ibid:29-32 
45 Mohammed, 1997:142-143 
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example arable land, energy sources and fresh water. According to Mohammed arable land is 
an important natural resource especially in development countries, because the majority of the 
economically active population is occupied with agriculture and it contributes considerably to 
their income and livelihood. 
 
There are mainly three reasons to why one wants to contest the distribution of resources 
Bartos and Wehr argue46. Often the reason is that one party feels he has the right to what the 
other party has: a sense of injustice. This leads to incompatible goals since the other party 
does not want to change anything and are happy the way things are. The sense of injustice can 
derive from relative deprivation; one compares what one has to what other have. A party can 
also experience unjust treatment when it compares its situation to how it was before or what it 
was promised the authors further explain. If one party holds power illegitimately it will also 
give a sense of injustice to the other party. Absolute deprivation is a reason for wanting more 
than one has. Absolute deprivation occurs when one does not have everything one needs to 
live a decent life. A connection to human basic needs as a cause to conflict found in other 
conflict literature is not far away here. Further Mohammed47 argues that absolute deprivation 
caused by environmental problems can make people turn hostile and cause frustration, which 
leads to social conflicts. The third reason for a contesting the distribution of resources is 
belligerent culture or personality, which means that one or both parties are violent in their 
nature or has been raised to be48.  
 
An important reason to why parties develop incompatible goals is that they rank themselves 
and their values more highly, than others rank them, Bartos and Wehr49 state. Groups that live 
separated often develop different values, which can become incompatible. In other conflict 
literature, which was mentioned earlier, values are described as issues linked to culture, 
ideology, religion, participation etc50. Disputes develop because parties have different views 
of how the world ought to be51. Another cause to incompatible values is that groups differ in 
size and technology. A group, which lives in a small rural community, has different values 
from those who live in larger industrial cities. Bartos and Wehr52 call the values of small tribal 
societies ‘communal’, and in larger industrial societies ‘system’ values. Communal values 
include being collectivistic and diffuse, whereas system values are self-orientated and 
specific. According to the authors the difference between the values can be a source of social 
conflict. In advanced industrial societies the system can colonize and deform communal life, 
e.g. money and power interfere with free interaction. Values compromise an important area of 
the parties’ conception of the world. This study is limited to not focus considerably on the 
values of the parties.  
 
When two parties have different roles in an institution or organisation this can cause 
incompatible goals53. But incompatible roles as a cause to a conflict only occur within 
institutions and organisations e.g. the government. Hence it is not relevant for my study. 

                                                 
46 Bartos and Wehr, 2002:32-36 
47 Mohammed, 1997:140 
48 Bartos and Wehr, 2002:36-37 
49 ibid:42-43 
50 Ewald et al., 2004:10 
51 Creighton et al, 1998:46 
52 Bartos and Wehr, 2002:44-47 
53 ibid:37 
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2.2 Land, Conflicts and Environment 
Short historical background to the subject related to conflicts and environmental 
consequences is presented in this section, as the debate on land in Kenya is an important 
component in this conflict analysis.  
 
According to Wanjala54 land is a debatable issue in Kenya today and it can be understood by 
the colonial background. The most common form of tenure during the pre-colonial Kenya was 
communal tenure, where land did not belong to any individual but to the community. There 
was no ownership. These systems were interrupted when Kenya had to respond to the needs 
of the colonizing power. The origin is the Crown Lands Ordinance during the colonisation in 
1902. The author further explains that settlers claimed ownership as it was known in England 
and natives were herded into reserves, which resulted in landlessness for indigenous people in 
Central and Western Kenya. Lenaola et al55 stress that the colonial government forbid the 
indigenous people to own land. In 1915 land was declared ‘Crown Land’. It referred to all 
waste and unoccupied land and it became trust land at independence 1963. Trust lands are 
held under trusteeship by various county councils for the benefit of the people resident on that 
land, the authors further state. A problem is that public tenure is vanishing and becoming 
private land56. 
 
Kibwana57 argues that squatters are and have been a problem in Kenya for many years. 
Colonization, European and Arab settlement and creation of African reserves are some 
reasons behind displacement and hence spontaneous squatting. This development was pushed 
on by the introduction of individualized land tenure, establishment of large-scale farming, 
growth of urban centres, increasing population and decreasing land resources. Major 
environmental problems caused by spontaneous settlement in rural areas are according to 
Kibwana soil degradation, destruction of vegetation, over-use of grazing resources, over-use 
of wood-fuel and water resources.  
 
According to Mohammed58 arable land is an important natural resource especially in 
developing countries because the majority of the economically active population is occupied 
with agriculture and it contributes considerably to their income and livelihood. He argues 
further that environmental degradation affects the economy directly in the least developed 
countries (LDC) such as Kenya, since they are often totally dependent on the nature for export 
and local consumption. Economic crises can in their turn lead to conflicts. Demand for arable 
land increases with population growth, the higher population the higher food production is 
required and more arable land is often the only way in LDC’s to increase food availability. In 
Africa there are 15 countries with high population density including Kenya. It is likely that if 
the population continues to grow uncontrolled, social conflicts and even armed fights will 
increase in the future59.  

                                                 
54 Wanjala, 2000:25-41 
55 Lenaola et al, 1996:238 
56 Wanjala, 2000:175 
57 Kibwana, 2000:105-121 
58 Mohammed, 1997:140-144 
59 ibid 
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2.3 Communication as a Solution to Conflicts 
Consultation with those who have incompatible goals or interests is an important way of 
solving conflicts according to Bartos and Wehr60. Consulting those who are directly affected 
by a decision will reduce the possibility for conflicts. Consultation needs communication, 
which is not always easy. The authors stress that social conflicts almost always include 
misunderstandings. Relationship conflicts are built-up by poor communication skills, 
expressions, and strong emotions61. Conflicting parties communicate both with their words 
and their actions towards each other, argue Bartos and Wehr62. All interaction involves faulty 
communication but in conflicts it increases and the more conflict the more costly are the 
misunderstandings. According to the authors conflicts can be limited and controlled by 
institutions (e.g., juridical systems), social roles (e.g., mediators, judge, police) and social 
norms (e.g., justice, equality).  

2.3.1 Public Participation 
Public hearings were used in Yala Swamp when the project was introduced because the EIA 
requires a public stakeholder meeting63. Therefore I will present theories on how public 
participation should be designed to be adequate.  
 
Davenport64 argues that public participation is a process that involves the public in planning, 
decision-making, problem solving and policy setting. Public participation has many benefits. 
It takes into account the interests and perspectives of the public on solutions and problems. 
The public become more committed to the project if they are involved. Davenport stresses 
that it is important that nobody is excluded, that the involvement continues through the whole 
process and that public input receives feedback. Burkey65 argues that in project design and 
decisions participation is too often limited to a few village meetings where the project is 
explained and the people are asked to give their comments. He further explains that 
participation must be more than coming together to hear about pre-determined plans and 
policy statement. There must be a genuine commitment to encourage participation in all 
aspects. 
 
According to Creighton et al66 it is important that the local community does not get involved 
too late in the process. Then it is hard to bring in a change, since the public does not have 
much time to understand the state of the project and what problems it may cause. Chess and 
Purcell67 mean that a major critique on public meetings and hearings is that they legitimise 
decisions that have already been made. Other criticisms are that the opponents are over-
represented and that the public does not demographically represent those stakeholders who 
actually are affected by the project. An alternative to traditional public meetings is to use 
interactive forums such as workshops instead of public hearings or large public meetings68.  

                                                 
60 Bartos and Wehr, 2002:151-152 
61 Creighton et al, 1998:46 
62 Bartos and Wehr, 2002:151-161 
63 EIA, 2003:81 
64 Davenport, 2003:Chapter 12.5 
65 Burkey, 1998:57 
66 Creighton et al, 1998:60 
67 Chess and Purcell, 1999:2686 
68 Creighton et al, 1998:62 
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3 Method 
The aim of this thesis is to identify causes to the conflicts and analyse if the communication 
has been sufficient in Yala Swamp from the stakeholders’ point of view throughout the 
implementation of a development project. To fulfil the purpose of the study, primary data was 
collected through qualitative research interviews. The goal of the interviews was to achieve 
firsthand information for the analysis about the causes of conflict and communication. 
Qualitative research interviews seek to understand the world from the respondent’s point of 
view and explore the meaning of people’s experiences69. I found this method suitable due to 
the fact that I wanted to analyse the stakeholders’ views and opinions on the situation in Yala 
Swamp. It is important to stress that I am only interested in how the local community feel the 
development project has affected them. Hence I am not interested in what the consequences 
are in reality, but only in their opinions. The local community comprise of private individuals, 
who only represent themselves and not any organisations. Secondary data are the EIA, a 
Socio-Economic EIA, a lease and a report from stakeholders’ meetings. The secondary data 
has served as complement and background to the primary data when needed.  

3.1 Data Gathering  
In this chapter I will describe how the data gathering in field was performed and discuss 
advantages and limitations.  

3.1.1 Group Interviews  
I have conducted six qualitative group interviews that have been semi structured and open 
ended. Open-ended questions served to limit the influence on the respondents’ answer, 
enabling him/her to deliver his/her answer more freely than would a closed interview or 
questionnaire70. A rough interview guide for the interviews was developed prior to the field 
study, based on my aim and the theoretical framework in mind. The guide then further 
developed in the field through the influence of new observations and ideas. 
 
Burkey argues that group participation can make the poor feel less weak and increase their 
self-confidence71. The respondents mentioned in the interviews that they were not used to 
being approached by white people (“mzungu”) and speaking openly about their opinions, but 
by coming together as a group it made it easier. I therefore think this way of doing interviews 
was a suitable alternative in this case.  
 
These interviews were performed together with a student colleague, Helena Nilsson. She 
started by asking her questions and I continued. The interviews lasted on average a little less 
than an hour. Due to local custom we had a village elder from the community with us during 
the interviews. The respondents in the group interviews were contacted through him and we 
did therefore not have full control of the respondent selection process. We also conducted 
more structured single interviews where we did not depend on him. We were flexible with 
appointments with the groups to make sure the time was convenient for them.  
 
The groups were selected to get a broad representation of the whole community. Therefore, 
the respondents had different occupations, social roles, sexes and ages. The members of the 
groups were also chosen after how they were living on the resources in the wetland and their 
dependence on it. Of course, it is inevitable that another composition of respondents would 
                                                 
69 Kvale, 1997: 9 
70 ibid 
71 Burkey, 1998:170-172 
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have given different results. However, we tried to get as wide views as possible from the 
whole community. The size of the groups varied from four to ten respondents. Everyone did 
not always speak in the group and some people from the group left during the interview. The 
interviews were conducted at public places chosen by the respondents and therefore 
sometimes other people came around and listened. For an overview of the groups and their 
composition see table 3.1 below.  
 
Table 3.1shows the composition of groups that were interviewed in Yala Swamp.  
 
Groups Occupation Age Sex Number 

interviewed 
Group 1 Mostly farming Elders Mostly men 10 
Group 2 Harvesting papyrus Middle age Only men 7 
Group 3 Mostly farming Youth Only men 4 
Group 4 Fisher men Middle age Only men 10 
Group 5 Fish traders Middle age Only women 4 
Group 6 Casual labour at Dominion Middle age Only women 4 
 
The first set of questions to the community members was asked to get a view of how the 
respondents are depending on the wetland and how the cultivation project has affected them. 
It was here the conflicts became visible, but also the questions asked by Nilsson gave an 
insight to what the conflicts were, which were recognized by the community members. 
Thereafter the questions were designed to investigate the communication between the 
stakeholders. The theme for the last section was regulations around the wetland and if the 
respondents knew these.  
 
A tape recorder was used during the group interviews with approval from the respondents. 
The interviews were then transcribed as soon as possible. I did not transcribe exactly every 
word but choose to write down the content of the translations, since exact words will just be 
how the interpreter chooses to express himself and not what the respondent exactly said. I 
have chosen to write the words of the respondents in italics. 

3.1.2 Single Interviews  
Forty single interviews were performed, designed almost as a questionnaire. However, the 
respondents did not write the answer themselves. The questions were structured and 
standardized, i.e., the same questions to all respondents. The answers were short and closed 
and alternatives were given sometimes. This method was chosen to obtain a large number of 
quantitative data relatively quickly72.  
 
Most of the respondents were employed at Dominion (see table 3.2). Thus, in the group 
interviews employed community members were under-represented, and I wanted to get their 
opinion on the project as well. To balance the fact that more men were represented in the 
group interviews, I choose to do more single interviews with women than with men (see table 
3.2). This was also natural since more women are employed at Dominion as casual labour.  
 
In these interviews no tape recorder was used due to practical reasons. It was neither 
necessary because of the design of the interview, which made it easy to take notes. The same 
kind of questions was used for these interviews as in the group interviews, only more 

                                                 
72 Hansagi and Allebeck, 1994:31-33;Deveroux and Hoddinott, 1992:30 
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structured. For the employed at Dominion I had another set of questions, which sought to find 
out their view of Dominion as an employer and whether the communication with the company 
was different from how it worked for those who were not employed. 

   

 
was different from how it worked for those who were not employed.Table 3.2. The distribution of sex and occupation of the questionnaire respondents
are seen in the table. 
 

 

 

Single interview respondents Individuals 
40 

Men [persons] 17 
Women [persons] 23 
Casual worker Dominion [persons] 23 
Permanent employed Dominion [persons] 7 
Not employed at Dominion [persons] 10 

Semi structured single interviews were performed with the village chief, representatives from 
the county councils and Dominion (see table 3.3), who was considered to be key respondents. 
The village chief was asked the same questions as the other community members. From the 
county council, the chairmen of both Siaya and Bondo district were interviewed, because 
these two were believed to best represent each council. In the first section of the interview 
with the chairmen I wanted to understand the role of the county council in the development 
project and in the wetland. Thereafter their relationship to Dominion and the local community 
was investigated and what they knew about the conflicts in the area. I also asked about how 
their communication with the other stakeholders worked. From Dominion the manager of the 
company was interviewed. In the interview with the manager, questions to get a background 
of the company were first asked, and why they had come to Yala Swamp and started the 
project. Their plans for the future and the aim of the project were also investigated. Thereafter 
the theme was the communication and relationship to the county councils and the community 
members. 
 
 
 
Table 3.3. All key respondents who were interviewed are 
found in the table. 

Key Respondents 
Chairman of Siaya County Council 
Chairman of Bondo County Council 
Village Chief 
Manager of Dominion 

3.1.3 Reflections on Field Work  
To work totally alone is only possible when one fully comprehends the local language and has 
a sufficient understanding of the local culture. This was not the case for this study and 
therefore we used a field assistant. Devereux and Hoddinott stress that an advantage with 
working with an interpreter is that I as a fieldworker can get direct contact with respondents 
while at the same time retaining flexibility to think and write73. We could fully concentrate on 
the responses and how to continue the interviews. The authors argue that the drawback is that 
the information is received second hand and not directly from the respondent. In the group 
interviews the interpreter did not translate what everyone said directly but waited until 
everyone finished and then gave a review of what the response to the question had been. This 
implies that some information, which can have been meaningful to the study, got lost on the 

                                                 
73 Devereux and Hoddinott, 1992:26 
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way. The fieldworker we used was not from the area but had conducted studies in the area 
before and was experienced. He was not only useful as interpreter but had great knowledge in 
the local culture, could introduce us to the local community and explain our presence to them 
understandably, which was a great advance to the study. Before the interviews the interpreter 
read through the questions to make sure he understood them and that they would be 
understandable to the respondents. 
 
The field assistant was present at all interviews even if he only interpreted in the interviews 
with the local community, who speaks Luo. The language that the interviews were performed 
on without an interpreter was English. English is not my mother tongue and the English 
spoken in Kenya, which is an official language in the country, differs from the English I have 
learned. These are facts, which can have affected how the respondents and I understood each 
other.  
 
Recording data and the results of my analysis is of course dependent on the person I am, a 
young white Swedish female with a western perception of Kenya. This is also how the 
respondents saw me. I think using a black, middle aged Kenyan man from the same tribe as 
the respondents as field assistant outweighed to some extent this strange and unfamiliar 
situation for the interviewees.  
 
I have attempted to perform the interviews according to research ethical principles74. I have 
informed the respondents of whom I am, how I will use the information they give me and that 
their participation is voluntary. I have gained their approval and they have been free to disrupt 
their participation at any time. The respondents from the local community are all anonymous. 
The village elder though, can of course be recognized in the thesis for those who are familiar 
with him. In these interviews it did not seem like any of the respondents worried about being 
anonymous due to the fact that they liked the idea of being photographed and encouraged me 
to do it. However these photos will of course not be used in the thesis but only for private use. 

3.2 Conflict Analysis  
The objective in conflict analysis is to identify the most effective ways to deal with 
conflicts75. Karlsson argues that in conflict analysis at least three factors (actors, context and 
causes) must be taken into consideration76. First the actors in the conflict have to be identified 
and they can be both directly and indirect involved. This is when the boundaries for the study 
are put up. The key actors in the conflict were identified already in the field, by discussion 
with the stakeholders and going through their answers. I am only interested in the conflict that 
has arisen because of the development project and the affect it has had upon the local 
community. Therefore I have identified the directly involved actors, who I have interviewed, 
as being 
 

• the management of Dominion 
• the local community  
• the county councils in Siaya and Bondo.  

 
The management of Dominion is an obvious major character, since the company is the 
exploiter. The local community, which is affected by Dominion’s actions, is also very 

                                                 
74 Vetenskapsrådet 
75 Bartos and Wehr, 2002:6 
76 Karlsson, 2004: 306-347 
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important. The county councils also have a considerable role, since they are responsible for 
the land the conflict is about.  
Karlsson77 also mention that the context in which the conflict occurs has to be described. For 
example what resources have the actors, in what framework are negotiations taking place, 
political culture, rule of law etc. However, the most important is maybe to find out what the 
conflicts are about. This is also something, which Bartos and Wehr78 focus on to a great deal. 
They argue that one has to identify possible causes to the conflict behaviour in order to 
explain why the conflicts exist. By identifying causes one can better understand and deal with 
all conflicts. For this study I have mostly relayed on the latter factor and concentrated on the 
causes of the conflict. However, I argue that the cause of the conflict will be understood also 
by describing the context the conflict is in. Therefore, the context will be brought into the 
analysis also when the cause of the conflict is analysed.  
 
If the point of departure is that the conflict is caused because of incompatible goals there are 
questions, which are described by Bartos and Wehr that can be raised in the analysis79. Figure 
3.180 will be a useful tool in explaining the conflict in the analysis. By moving from right to 
left in the figure I identify the root causes to the conflict. In the results references to the figure 
will be given in order to explain where in the figure the analysis is taken place. We start in the 
right end of the figure.  
 

a. Relative 
deprivation  

                                                 
77 Karlsson, 2004: 306-347 
78 Bartos and Wehr, 2002:9 
79 ibid:56-61 
80 The figure is inspired by figure 3.2 in Bartos and Wehr, 2002:48 

E. Difference in size 
and technology 

(2) Incompatibility 
of values 

C. Belligerent 
culture 

B. Absolute deprivation 
(1) Contested 
resources 

Incompatible 
goals 

A. Sense 
of injustice 

b. Illegitimate power 

D. Separation 

(3) Incompatibility of 
roles (not relevant) 

Figure 3.1. Different causes to incompatible goals are seen in the figure. By moving from right to left in 
the figure these causes can be identified. The third cause, incompatibility of roles, is not relevant for the 
analysis in this study. The figure aims to guide the reader through the conflict analysis. The numbers and 
letters will be found in the method were the conflict analysis is described. Also in the results references to 
the figure will be given in order to explain where in the figure the analysis is taken place.  
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First one has to identify the incompatible goals between the parties. When I look for proof 
that the goals are incompatible I start with searching for sentences that explains how the 
actors look upon the situation now. Questions I ask are:  
 

• How has the establishment of the cultivation project affected the stakeholders? Are the 
parties satisfied or not? If not, why? Do they see problems and are therefore not happy 
with the present situation?  

• What are the stakeholders’ wishes on how it should be? Are the goals of one party 
compatible with the goals of the other?  

 
When goals are identified I go on in the figure by moving to the left. These questions are 
asked one by one. The numbers and letters indicate were in the figure we are. The figure will 
also be useful when the results are interpreted and facilitate the understanding of them for the 
reader.  
 

1. Is the cause of incompatible goals contested distribution of resources? 
A. Does the contested distribution of resources depend on a feeling of injustice? 

a. Does the sense of injustice depend on relative deprivation? 
b. Does the sense of injustice depend on illegitimate power? 

B. Does the contested distribution of resources depend on absolute deprivation?  
C. Does the contested distribution of resources depend on belligerent culture? 

2. Is the cause of incompatible goals incompatibility of values? 
D. Do incompatibility of values depends on separation? 
E. Do incompatibility of values depends on difference in size and technology? 

3. Is the cause of incompatible goals incompatibility of roles? 
 

1. Contested distribution of resources means that at least one out of at least two actors is 
not satisfied with how resources, i.e., wealth, power and prestige are distributed 
among the actors.  
A. A sense of injustice can be a reason for why an actor is not satisfied with the 
distribution of resources. a) This can in its turn depend on relative deprivation, which 
means that the actor has a feeling of not having as much as before or as it was 
promised. Therefore I look for sentences where the actor states its view on how it is 
now compared to before and what it was promised. I search for words like ‘used to’ 
and ‘before’, which stands in relation to ‘now’ to find out how the actor sees the 
situation now compared to before and for terms like ‘was going to be given’, ‘should 
have been given’, and ‘promised’ to see what promises the actor registered compared 
to what it got. b) If the actor feels the resource was taken by another part illegally he 
or she will also sense injustice. I search for accusations from one party towards 
another.  
B. If one party is living in poverty and feels it has not enough to live a decent life this 
party experiences absolute deprivation. The party then wants more than it has and 
therefore contests the resources. How do the actors look upon their situation, do they 
have enough? Is there any evidence that the actors live in poverty? 
C. Belligerent means aggressive and can be a cause to why actors contest resources. 
Belligerent personality would for example be if the parties were violent, threatening, 
wanted to fight without reason and were responsible for vandalism of other parties’ 
property.  

2. Values explain why a party wants something. It is linked to culture, religion and 
lifestyle etc. It compromises an important area of the parties’ conception of the world. 
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This study is limited to not focus considerably on the values of the parties and I will 
therefore have limited possibility to find evidence for incompatibility of values.  
D. If groups are separated they develop different values and cultures. I therefore ask, if 
the parties that are in conflict have lived separated or interacted a lot with each other?  
E. Small tribal societies develop one kind of values and larger industrial societies a 
different kind. To find out if the difference in size and technology can be the cause to 
different values I ask if the parties can be linked to these different societies or do they 
belong to the same? 

3. Incompatibility of roles is only possible within institutions and organisations. Thus the 
first question must be is there a conflict within an institution? 
 

In addition to incompatible goals as cause to the conflict there is hostility. Hostility is a non-
rational behaviour, which is driven by emotions.81 Therefore I seek to find any action from 
either party, which can be classified as non-rational and has evidence of hostile emotions like 
anger.  
 
In the analysis of the communication between the stakeholders I have compared the theories 
on successful and unsuccessful communication with the reality the respondents describe. In 
most focus are the opinions of the local community but I have also analysed what the county 
council and Dominion think about the communication. Questions I have used are:  
 

• In what way did the local people participate in the implementation of the project? Is 
the local community satisfied with their participation? How did they wish to 
communicate with the company and county councils and how does it agree with the 
reality?  

• How does the county council think the communication works with the company and 
the local community, respectively?  

• How does the manager of Dominion think the communication works with various 
stakeholders?  

• Do the views of the stakeholders agree? What are the reasons for the opinions of the 
stakeholders?  

• What consequence has the communication on the conflict? Are there any possible 
solutions?  

• Are there any environmental effects related to communication?  

                                                 
81 Bartos and Wehr, 2002:21-22 
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4 Analysis and Discussion  
In this chapter I will present the results of my analysis and discuss it in relation to relevant 
theories.  

4.1 Incompatible Goals 
In this section I seek to find proof that the parties have incompatible goals. From the results 
two main goals have been identified of the local community, which are incompatible with the 
goals of Dominion and the county councils. These are access to the wetland and 
employment. I have chosen to focus on the local community’s views on the conflict and 
compare it with the views of Dominion and the county councils. In chapter 4.1.1 below I will 
present evidence that land access is a goal of the local community and that it is not compatible 
with the goals of the management of Dominion and the county councils. In chapter 4.1.2 
thereafter I will also give evidence that employment is a goal of the local community and that 
it is not compatible either with the goals of the management of Dominion or the county 
councils.  

4.1.1 Land Access as a Goal 
It is fully understood that the respondents in the interviews are not satisfied with their 
situation now and many of them enlighten the problems in the wetland. The problems are 
summarised well by group 1: 
 
Problems in the wetland are that we can’t use it for grazing, farming, have no access to the 
land and people are not being employed82. 
 
Group 5 goes even further by saying:  
 
If Dominion weren’t there we could get enough and take care of the children. We just want 
food on the table with or without Dominion83.  
 
That the access to land is a great problem is confirmed in all interviews. Nineteen out of forty 
respondents in the single interviews used to farm in the wetland before Dominion came. 
Group 5 even suggests that Dominion stands in their way for them to live a decent life. 
Therefore I conclude that the goal of the community is to have access to the wetland again 
and for some also that Dominion should move away. This is of course incompatible with the 
goal of Dominion, which wishes to continue its activities in the wetland. The manager 
explains that they are currently only using 2200 acres but will increase to 17000 acres84. The 
lease is on 25 years and with an option to renew for a further 20 years85. 
 
The land where the local people used to farm and now Dominion cultivates on in the 
reclaimed wetland is called ‘trust land’. This means it is held under trusteeship by the county 
council for the benefit of the people86. The county councils who hold the land in trust are in 
Siaya and Bondo districts. The chairman of Bondo looks upon it as: 
 

                                                 
82 Interview with group 1 23rd of September 2005 
83 Interview with group 5 25th of September 2005 
84 Interview with the Manager of Dominion 11th of October 2005 
85 Memorandum of Understanding, 2003:2 
86 Field-Juma, 1996:34 
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The county council is going to partnership with Dominion87. 
 
This I interpret as that they have the same goals as Dominion. The chairman in Siaya 
enlightens the benefits it will give to the community both by the establishment of the 
company and the revenues when he says: 
 
The locals really gain in form of employment, even supply of material from the local market, 
from local business, which is encouragement to the region. […] The lease goes to the local 
community in form of building schools, health centre, maintaining roads, fencing the market, 
digging latrines. As long as the county council can account for it well88.  
 
On the problem that the local community not has enough land anymore, the chairman in Siaya 
comments like this: 
 
The questions of them not having enough land shouldn’t arrive because it’s not theirs. […] 
The locals aren’t allowed to use the trust land for grazing, it doesn’t belong to them. Even if 
they were using it for grazing before Dominion came in it was illegal but the locals didn’t 
know89.  
 
He explains why he thinks it is so important to be legible on who has the right to cultivate on 
the land and the consequences it will have if the regulations are not complied with: 
 
If you encourage them those people can graze anywhere… In Africa you can get squatters and 
people go there and benefit. If it’s encouraged […] all will move there and claim they had 
land and need compensation90.  
 
From the results it is concluded that the county councils are convinced that the situation is 
much better with Dominion leasing the wetland and doing the agricultural project than it was 
before. They wish to maintain the status quo, which is not compatible with the wishes of the 
local community, who feel underprivileged and want to change the situation to their 
advantage. The county councils argue that the community gains from the project in the 
wetland and the county councils were not satisfied with the local people farming on the trust 
land. Hence the goals of the county council is compatible with Dominion but not with the 
local community. 
 
Ever since the colonizing power interrupted the communal tenure, where land did not belong 
to any individual but to the community91, there has been confusion in land ownership and 
insecurity of tenure in rural Kenya92. The situation in Yala Swamp shows that it is so still 
today. If there were to be clear rules and laws, which were communicated to the local 
community there would be no confusion in who had the legitimate right to the wetland and 
who had not. The conflict in the area shows that this is not the case today. A great deal to the 
confusion seems to be found in how the local community experiences that they have been 
deprived of the land they once had.  
 

                                                 
87 Interview with the Chairman of Bondo County Council 23rd of September 2005 
88 Interview with the Chairman of Siaya County Council 26th of September 2005 
89 Interview with the Chairman of Siaya County Council 26th of September 2005 
90 ibid 
91 Wanjala, 2000:26 
92 Ogolla and Mugabe, 1996:102 
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The land where the local people used to farm and now Dominion cultivates on in the 
reclaimed wetland is called ‘trust land’. This mean it is held under trusteeship by the county 
council for the benefit of the people. Whether the activities, which now take place on the land, 
benefit the local community or not is questioned by many respondents. People are 
disappointed that not more people have been employed and that the project has not benefited 
the area as promised. One may wonder, as Field-Juma93 does, if trusteeship is a suitable way 
of governing natural resources for current and future generations when the councils do not 
seem to manage their assignment in satisfaction. The tenure reform has caused a lot of 
confusion and not everyone is aware of the meaning of a trust land. In many interviews it was 
viewed, when I asked about governmental regulations in the wetland, that people were not 
aware of any and looked upon the wetland as open access and therefore a collectively owned 
resource, which Ogolla and Mugabe also state often is the case in Kenya94.  
 
The lack of land, high population density and the insecurity of tenure in rural Kenya have lead 
to spontaneous settlement and the problem with squatters, which lead to environmental 
problems95. The chairman in Siaya is afraid that if people were allowed to keep using 
governmental land for farming and living more people from all over Kenya would come, 
since this has been a problem in Kenya for many years. Nobody, however, told the local 
people that they were on community land, when there was no foreign developer interested in 
the land, so they were not aware of this. 
 
Land is definitely life and more so in a developing country, where landlessness of course 
causes poverty96. If the poor do not have land they must be offered another way of earning 
their living. Displacing people will just move the problem geographically but not solve it, I 
think. Mohammed97 argues that dislocation increases the competition on other places. People 
are squeezed into limited areas, which intensifies competition and it can develop into 
conflicts. Also more pressure is put on this land, which leads to further environmental 
degradation and more social tension. The authors of In- Migrants and Exclusion in East 
African Rangelands: Access, Tenure and Conflict98, who have explored the interaction of in-
migration and conflict in Kenya and Tanzania, call for attention on the problem with 
population mobility caused by insecurity of tenure. They conclude, ‘the potential for violent 
conflict are increasingly explosive issues which need immediate attention’.  

4.1.2 Employment as a Goal 
Group 1 stated that a problem is that people are not being employed. Group 3 who has a wish 
to get employed also forwards this:  
 
If people were employed the life would be better. We could get money and buy food99. 
 
Group 6 argue that only permanent labour benefit from Dominion in comparison to how the 
situation was when they could farm themselves in the wetland. The group also enlightens the 
insecure situation as casual labour: 
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Now we don’t know how long we’ve got income, maybe not next month100. 
 
The manager says they have about 190 permanent employees and 1000 seasonal. After 
harvest, however, they have less seasonal workers, about 400. He promises that more people 
will be employed when the whole area is in use. He says: 
 
Permanent employees will increase to operate and also seasonal101.  
 
This implies that the goals might be less incompatible in the future, but it is hard to satisfy all 
those who used to farm in the wetland. People will not settle with just seasonal employment 
but want permanent employment, since they are the only ones who benefit compared to the 
situation before Dominion came. One concern raised at a stakeholder meeting was 
employment. The investor promised that the local community would be given first priority in 
all employment and they would provide training for those who are trainable102. However, it 
does not seem reasonable to believe that relevant educated staff to employ permanent will be 
found only among those who used to farm in the wetland. In the Socio-Economic EIA one can 
read that the local community has relatively little experience in rice production, which call for 
those additional workers will need to be obtained103.  
 
People who used to farm in the wetland and now are seasonal workers at Dominion only have 
their employment to secure their livelihood but to them this is not much since they do not 
know for how long. Chambers104 argues that employment is a northern industrial concept and 
it is only one mean by which people can secure their livelihood. For the poor it can be many 
other things. Their strategy is often to look around for opportunities and use many means to 
gain food and cash. It is a way to reduce vulnerability and improve the quality of life. He 
further discusses that only one employer is not desirable for the bargaining power when the 
local employer gives an unattractive deal. A diversity of employers, for the poor community 
to choose among, subsides the domination of the rich developers and heightens independence 
and self-respect of the poor. The poor community has now been deprived other possibilities to 
support themselves and are therefore forced to look for employment at Dominion, even 
though they are not satisfied with the payment. 

4.2 Contested Distribution of Resources 
The conflict situation can be concluded being caused by incompatible goals. The next step is 
to identify what causes incompatible goals: (1) contested resources, (2) incompatibility of 
values or (3) incompatibility of roles (see figure 3.1). I suggest that by logical reasoning one 
can conclude that one reason must be contested resources i.e. land resources. If there would 
be enough land for everyone in Yala Swamp the local community could own their own piece 
of land without competition and there would be enough for a company like Dominion to lease 
or even buy their own reasonable part for their project. It is already concluded that the local 
community want more land resources than they have now. However, it is possible to go 
deeper into the reason for contested distribution of resources. I therefore ask why do the local 
community want the wetland that the county council hold in trust and is leased by Dominion? 
According to the theory of Bartos and Wehr there tend to be three main causes for contested 
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distribution of resources: (A) injustice, (B) absolute deprivation and (C) belligerence 
culture105 (see figure 3.1). I will first investigate injustice as a cause to conflict.  

4.2.1 Feeling of Injustice 
There are two main reasons for a sense of injustice to arrive, (a) relative deprivation or (b) 
illegitimate power (see figure 3.1). The members of the local community I have interviewed 
do not compare what they have to others in the community or other communities but they 
compare their situation now to what it was before Dominion took over the reclaimed land and 
also to the promises they were given before the project started, which both are proofs of 
relative deprivation.  

4.2.1.1 Relative Deprivation 

All the stakeholders in the group interviews state that their situation was much better before 
Dominion took over the reclaimed land. What has worsened is access to land to farm food and 
cash crops on, and to have cattle to graze on. Group 2 says: 
 
There used to be enough land for grazing and farming but now it’s not106. 
 
The consequences of having to use land outside the wetland is that they get less food for 
themselves and less to sell, which heavily reduced their income. Group 4 even states that it 
has to buy food from outside and continues 
 
Before Dominion we didn’t have to buy from outside. […] Before Dominion our lives were 
better because almost everyone, children and old, could get cash crops107. 
 
According to group 3, people have to sell their cattle to a cheaper prize and as a consequence 
they can no longer afford to send their children to school. They experience a clear degradation 
in quality of life: 
 
Now we’re not enjoying all the luxurious things as before108. 
 
Also Group 6 complains that their income was larger when they could farm themselves:  
 
The wages can’t make us buy simple items. We can’t afford education to the orphans, which 
we used to do before when we could sell cash crops109. 
 
My analysis shows that the community members experience that their life was better before 
the cultivation project. Hence, relative deprivation is a reason for why they sense injustice and 
question the distribution of resources.  
 
The community members also feel they have been deprived of lots of things, which were 
promised to them when the project of Dominion was announced. The promises mentioned by 
the local people in the interviews, which they claim have not been fulfilled, are that they were 
going to be given land to graze and access to water for their cattle, road access to reach the 
other side of the wetland, some land to be set a side on both districts for those who used to 
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farm in the wetland, drilling of wells, job opportunities, education in farming, building of 
schools and dispensary. Group 1, a single farmer and group 3 express their disappointment, 
respectively:  
 
Most of the agreements are not fulfilled. […] Promises were just ways to get in110. 
 
Dominion came and gave promises. […] But these promises haven’t been fulfilled111. 
The aim was to benefit the catchments area but we don’t see the beneficial of Dominion. […] 
If Dominion employed and kept promises we would be better off than before112.  
 
I have not investigated whether it is true that Dominion has not fulfilled their promises, or if 
they at all gave out these promises, neither do I know if the community is poorer today than 
before Dominion came. What I want to show is that the local community experiences a lot of 
disappointment and therefore sense injustice. Thus injustice is a reason for why the 
community contests the distribution of resources. 

4.2.1.2 Illegitimate Power 

In some interviews it is suggested that the land Dominion uses is private and not included in 
the lease. Hence the land is taken illegitimately. Group 6 and 5 say, respectively: 
 
Dominion has taken more land than it was allowed. It belongs to the locals113.  
 
The land that belongs to the people should be left intact. […] The road cuts through our 
land114. 
 
I conclude that illegitimate power can be a reason for the sense of injustice. However, I have 
found more evidence for that relative deprivation is the reason. 

4.2.2 Absolute Deprivation 
Absolute deprivation is also a reason why the local community contests the distribution of 
resources. The people living in Yala Swamp were already poor before the project started. 
Absolute poverty whereby individuals are unable to meet their basic food and nod-food 
requirements accounted for almost 58%115. There is no statistic on how the situation is after 
the implementation of the project, but these are some comments from a farmer and group 6 
respectively: 
 
Water is a major problem and land to plant crops on for domestic use isn’t enough. If nothing 
is done famine is expected116. 
 
The food security is a great problem117. 
 

                                                 
110 Interview with group 1 23rd of September 2005 
111 Interview with a farmer 11th of October 2005 
112 Interview with group 3 24th of September 2005 
113 Interview with group 6 25th of September 2005 
114 Interview with group 5 25th of September 2005 
115 Socio-Economics EIA Report Yala Swamp, 2003:32 
116 Interview with a farmer 11th of October 2005 
117 Interview with group 6 25th of September 2005 

22 



4.2.3 Belligerent Culture 
I have not found any evidence for a belligerent culture or personality among the local 
community, the management of Dominion nor the county councils of Siaya and Bondo. 
Hence belligerent culture is not a cause to contesting the distribution of resources in Yala 
Swamp.  

4.3 Incompatibility of Values 
I think it is obvious that the community members have different values from the management 
of Dominion since they differ in culture and have lived separated118 (D, see figure 3.1). Also 
the county councils, which are governmental institutions, differ from the rural community. 
The management of Dominion has not interacted with the local community before the project 
started. The community members say that they never see any of the managers in the village 
either. There is not much background information on the company and the managers but they 
were all white men with a western cultural background, even though the director had grown 
up in Kenya. During the interviews the respondents have mentioned that they feel afraid of 
approaching the white men because they are not used to it, which implies that they live in 
different cultures with differing values.  
 
A dispute between the community and Dominion has arisen, because Dominion has not set a 
side land for the local people to farm on as promised, because the company does not find the 
farming methods of the community to be adequate. This dispute I think to some extent is a 
result from incompatible values. The community values their freedom and independence from 
Dominion, whereas the company value efficient modern methods foremost. Cultural beliefs 
and practices still play a considerable role in the local community119 and there is a difference 
in technology between the parties, which is a reason for different values120 (E, see figure 3.1).  
 
It is easier to find out what the parties want, i.e., their goals than why they want it, i.e., their 
values. Values is something that is developed during one’s whole lifetime and is affected by 
almost everything one experience. Finding all incompatible values as a cause to the conflict is 
therefore outside the limits of this study. A value difference is a cause to the conflict but most 
of the evidences for incompatible goals have been found in contested distribution of 
resources. 

4.4 Incompatibility of Roles 
Bartos and Wehr state that for a conflict to stem from difference in roles one must be dealing 
with a conflict within an organisation or institution121. The conflict in Yala swamp I have 
argued is between the local community on one side and the company and the county councils 
on the other side and not within any of these institutions. Hence the conflict cannot be caused 
by incompatibility of roles.  

4.5 Hostility 
In addition to incompatible goals as cause to the conflict there is hostility. Hostility is a non-
rational behaviour, which is driven by emotions such as fury. Hostility transforms a conflict 
and intensifies conflict behaviour and the parties might change their desire to reach their 
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original goals towards a wish to destroy their enemy122. I have not found any evidence for 
hostility in this conflict even though there is a sense of anger in some of the stakeholders. The 
conflict can become more violent if it is caused by hostility therefore I think it is positive that 
no evidences for this have turned up. A risk exists, that if the situation for the local 
community is not improved, the poverty will result in destructive and violent behaviour. 
Group 3 tells its fear: 
 
If nothing is done it’ll be crime because people are poor and lose land123. 
 
This is also verified by Mohammed who means that frustration arise when people turns 
hostile because they experience relative and absolute deprivation, which can be caused by 
dislocation of people124. He explains that food insecurity can lead to conflicts since the 
income gaps and marginalisation of the people increases. Marginalisation together with 
resource use can break down the social structures and political systems and make groups join 
revolts against the elite. 

4.6 Communication between Stakeholders 
Consultation with those who have incompatible goals or interests is an important way in 
conflict solving, Bartos and Wehr argue125. Consulting those, who are directly affected by a 
decision, will reduce the possibility for conflicts. Consultation needs communication, which 
not always is easy, but successful communication, can reduce conflicts and help solving them. 
I will therefore analyse if the communication has been sufficient in Yala Swamp from the 
stakeholders’ point of view, throughout the implementation of the development project and 
thereafter.  

4.6.1 Participation  
Twenty-six out of thirty-two of the respondents in the individual interviews did not attend at 
the stakeholder meeting for the EIA, which by law is required in Kenya126. Most of these 
respondents argue that they were not invited to any stakeholder meeting or did not hear about 
it. Group 1, for example were not consulted or invited to the participation meeting for the EIA 
the group claims, and shows its disappointment in not being part in the decision by saying: 
 
It’s just an agreement between the government and Dominion. Though we expected to be 
called127.  
 
A critique on public meetings is that the public does not demographically represent those 
stakeholders who actually are affected by the project128. This is of course the first mistake 
made by the developers. If people are not there they cannot give their views on the project. 
Some people did, however, attend but the women who were there state that they were not 
allowed to express their opinion on the meeting freely. Group 5 and 6 point out that at public 
meetings women are not allowed to speak129. The majority of the inhabitants in Yala Swamp 
region belong to the Luo tribe, which is characterised by a hierarchal and patriarchal 
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structure130. I argue that this tradition is a reason why the women experience that they cannot 
express themselves freely and forward their opinions to Dominion and the county councils.  
 
There seems only to be communication through public meetings. However, only two out of 31 
of the respondents in the individual interviews, found public meetings to be the best way to 
communicate with Dominion. Most of them, 15, wanted private appointments and thereafter 
representatives. According to group 2 there is a problem with public meetings: 
 
When an elder calls a meeting very few attends. People are afraid to say their views open 
because they are not used to it131. 
 
This of course does not make it easy to overcome problems they experience. Public 
communication can be designed less traditional and formal, and thus attract people who are 
not used to public testimony132. This is something that should have been considered when the 
project first was implemented to avoid that the community feels left out and not being allowed 
to express their opinion. Hence, a better communication strategy could have limited the 
development of a conflict. I asked if there had been any form of household survey before 
Dominion started the project, instead of only public meetings, but there were not. Group 2 
would have preferred this: 
 
It is better to go to each home state and ask especially when there is an activity that has 
impact on the community. The approach is wrong because of the influence of the county 
councils and the government officers133.  
 
Burkey134 argues that village people often are suspicious towards government officers. The 
village people feel that the officers come as masters to push and order them around. The 
officers are part of a hierarchical system while people’s participation implies decision-making 
at a grass-root level and bottom-up communication. The poor feel weak and disadvantaged 
when confronting officers. This is also how the community members seem to experience the 
situation in Yala Swamp. This is a problem that must be solved, thus there is no country that 
can progress if people are in conflict with their government, Burkey further argues. 
 
No one of the interviewees, in the group interviews, has met with the manager directly and do 
not find him easily accessible. According to one farmer the local community has approached 
Dominion as a group but the company does not want any more meetings135. Group 3 
complains over the lack of information from Dominion: 
 
The company does not inform about changes they make in their promises136. 
 
Group 1 further argue that: 
 
the county councils communicate well with each other but not with people on the ground137. 
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The chief is not satisfied with the cancellers: 
 
There is a problem in communication with the county council and the cancellers since they 
aren’t transparent138.  
 
From the individual interviews it is concluded that the communication with the county 
councils would also work best with private appointments.  
 
This lack of consultation is of course, as Bartos and Wehr139 argue, not adequate when the 
objective is to avoid conflicts. Field –Juma140 means that it is clear that conflicts arise when 
local community members are not involved in the decision-making processes in matters, 
which directly affect them. They argue for a more knowledge intensive society, which 
requires strengthening of institutions that generate knowledge and links between stakeholders 
at all levels. 
 
In communication, also the chairman of Siaya sees a problem with Dominion. He says:  
 
Some areas where Dominion isn’t operating well are mostly in terms of communication141.  
 
He means that Dominion is not communicating with the county council but with the local 
community members directly. When the local people have problems they go to the 
management of Dominion and vice verse. Only when the company has a problem they cannot 
solve they come to the county council. He as a representative of the county council therefore 
feels left out. In this way he argues that Dominion takes a shortcut and the county council 
does not know when there is a problem or a positive thing with the company. He, however, 
things the communication with the local community is working adequately: 
 
Because of the local cancellers, who represent the locals in the council, the county council 
has a good communication with the locals142.  
 
The manager of Dominion admits that there is no programmed approach at the moment to 
communicate with the local community. The reason for this he claims to be that he at the 
moment is on weekly bases negotiating with people who are affected by a weir that will flood 
their land. There he states that: 
 
The interaction has been high143. 
 
I did not manage to speak to any of the people affected by the weir, to get their view on the 
communication in this matter. The manager is satisfied with the cooperation with the 
cancellers in the county council. However, he does not seem to trust them completely: 
 
People have different interests and want to be voted for so what they say has to be taken with 
cautions144. 
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In conclusion the community members are not satisfied with the communication with 
Dominion or the county councils. The county council in Siaya is not satisfied with the 
communication with Dominion but believe the cancellers are working well as representatives 
for the community towards the county council. The manager of Dominion has not pointed out 
that he would like a better communication with any of the stakeholders, but does not either 
seem to be totally satisfied.  

4.6.2 Committees 
Conflicts can be limited and controlled by institutions, Bartos and Wehr argue145. Ostrom 
argues that to follow rules over a long period of time, when it comes to institutions governed 
by communities, individuals must have access to an arena where conflicts can be solved and 
discussed.146 Even though the wetland in Yala Swamp can not be seen as an open resource, 
because it is privately owned, and the community members are not in legal right to the 
wetland, I still argue that conflict solving mechanisms are needed. It is not possible to shut out 
the community, which still is totally dependent on the activities in the wetland, without 
having conflicts. In this regard I believe that committees could be a suitable institution and 
problem-solving arena, which could limit the conflicts. The community was informed that 
there would be three committees, i.e., investment committee, technical committee and legal 
committee, which would manage the project and would include members of the 
stakeholders147. These committees would take care of the interest of the local communities in 
the area.  
 
There are different views on whether there exists an adequate working committee or not. 
According to the chairman in Bondo all stakeholders are represented in a committee, which 
meet quarterly148. The committee includes the management of Dominion, the government 
represented by the district commissioner’s office and the local community with their 
chairperson. There all disputes are set, he says. The chairman in Siaya only says that there 
was suppose to be a technical committee149, but as I showed above he is not satisfied with the 
communication with Dominion. The manager of Dominion state that there has been one 
meeting with the technical committee, but that there is another stakeholder committee with 
more meetings150. According to group 1: 
 
A committee was to be set to liberate the issue with Dominion but there has not yet been any 
effect from this151.  
 
The reason for this is that the community members have not agreed on representatives from 
the community. Group 4 mention that a committee initially was formed with Dominion but it 
does not exist anymore. The only committee the group is aware of who exists today is the 
committee that distributes maize, however it is not working adequately. The group do not like 
the committee and the representatives because: 
 
[…] the group does not allow us to talk openly about our opinions with the management of 
Dominion directly152. 
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This quotation from the chief stress that there is a need for an arena where all stakeholders can 
meet together: 
 
It’s easy to go to the county council and meet alone but hard to get to meet all stakeholders at 
the same meeting because they don’t want the truth to come out153. 
 
I believe, based on my results, that a committee, where all stakeholders are represented, 
would facilitate the communication in the wetland. As it seems today there is no adequate 
interaction between the community members, Dominion and the county council. The opinions 
of the community members do not reach out to the company and the county councils. The 
community members are also missing information on what Dominion plans to do and what 
the county councils can do to help the community members. This causes misunderstandings 
and rumours. It is though extremely important that all stakeholders feel they are represented 
and that they trust those who represent them. 
 
Before Dominion came, the local community had their own agreements on how to act around 
the wetland according to group 1154. The area assistant chief monitored the agreements. They 
had meetings and the rules were based on mutual understanding according to the group. The 
community members also worked side by side with LBDA, which 1984 took over the 
reclaimed land. This was a functioning institution, which now has been destroyed. Alcorn and 
Toledo155 argue that traditional local property rights system created by communities often not 
is recognized. Instead the state claims those lands and resources or declare them open for 
claim by entrepreneurs, often to generate revenues for the state. They continue by referring 
that those who use and live on these lands are called squatters or other criminal epithets. The 
situation in Yala Swamp is similar to what the theory describes. When the government found 
an interested entrepreneur, i.e. Dominion, which could generate revenues they declared it 
open for claim and the chairman in Siaya means that the people must be kept out of the trust 
land because of the problem with squatters156.  
 
Alcor and Toledo157 stress that the risk exists that by lack of state support, traditional resource 
management systems are weakened. Changes, which are done as a response to new rules, 
undermine these institutions. New resource users, whose access is sanctioned by the state but 
not by the community, cause disorder. Further they argue that unsustainable resource 
management often increases when the old systems are replaced with new property right 
systems. Folke et al add that centralized conventional resource management systems lack the 
capability of responding to environmental feedback, which the local institutions on the other 
hand can158. Also Ostrom159 is concerned about the weakening of indigenous institutions. 
Many governments in developing countries have been advised by developers and donors to 
nationalize the ownership of all natural resources. As a consequence indigenous institutions 
have been undermined. Local users are told that they are no longer owners and cannot use the 
land anymore. Outsiders are instead given legal right to harvest the resources in an 
unsustainable way and the local user cannot continue their conservative work on a long-term 
view. Ostrom also states that by ignoring indigenous institutions donors contribute to the loss 
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of valuable institutions and resources. According to Mohammed160 disruption of institutions 
can lead to frustration and structural conflicts.  
 
I believe that a committee could replace the loss of this institution and be in favour for all 
stakeholders. The community would feel more involved in the project, and Dominion and the 
county councils could take advantage of the local knowledge. Persadie and Ramlogan161 have 
made a statistical analysis of how the government of Trinidad and Tobago prioritise between 
development and environment. They argue that governments in developing countries must 
change their view on development and integrate the whole society, also marginalized groups, 
since development is about people. A development, which regards the environment and 
humans, is dependent on the culture in the country and must be adapted to this. Only then 
conflicts can be reduced and the development becomes sustainable.  

5 Concluding Remarks 
The objective of this thesis has been to identify the causes to a conflict that has arisen because 
of a development project. The result of my conflict analysis, which also can be seen in figure 
5.1 below, shows that there is a conflict between the local community and Dominion and the 
county councils, which is caused by incompatible goals. The goals that are incompatible have 
to the largest extent to do with land access and to some extent with employment, which 
depend on contested resources. The reason for contested resources has its origin in that the 
local community feels deprived of the land they used to farm on and have not gained what 
they were promised. They also live in absolute poverty and therefore wish to have more land 
then they have now. 
 
Land has been a cause for conflict in Kenya ever since colonisation. The wetland where the 
local people used to farm is a trust land, which means that the county councils hold it in 
trusteeship for the benefit of the people. However it is questioned if leasing out the land to 
Dominion benefits the local people in Yala Swamp. Conflicts over land lead to environmental 
degradation, when people are squeezed into limited areas and put more pressure on land. This 
issue needs immediate attention so as not to lead to violent conflicts and further 
environmental degradation. Employment is an indirect wish from the local community, as a 
consequence of land lost, and that other alternative possibilities to support themselves have 
disappeared. The experience of many of the respondents in the local community is that they 
have become vulnerable and their life situation is insecure. 
 
Consultation with those who are affected by a project or have incompatible goals reduces the 
risk for conflicts. This requires communication, which is not simple. The communication 
between the stakeholders could have worked better both before the implementation of the 
development project and after. It is foremost the local community who is dissatisfied. For the 
community members, public meetings were not the best approach to get their views due to 
lack of exposure and hierarchical tradition. The public did not either seem to represent the 
stakeholders that were affected by the project, which is a critique on public meetings in 
general. Another less traditional strategy would have been preferable. 
 
A committee, which was going to be set, but today does not seem to work adequately from the 
community members’ point of view, would probably improve the communication and resolve 
some conflicts. The committee could have worked as a conflict resolution mechanism. This 
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kind of institution is needed to get all stakeholders together at the same time and discuss 
problems and future plans. Before the development project started, there existed a local 
institution, where the local people had their own agreements on how to act in the wetland. The 
government did not recognize this and disorder has been caused. The new management 
system may not have the same capability to respond to environmental feedback as the local 
institution. Thus resources are harvested in an unsustainable way and valuable resources may 
go lost. A committee could though replace this loss of local institution and be in favour for all 
stakeholders. This would reduce the conflict potential and lead to a more sustainable 
development for all stakeholders. 

(a. Relative deprivation) It was better before 
and promises have not been kept. 

D. Separation 

(Incompatible goals) Give land back 
or employment vs. Status quo. 

(1)Contested 
resources. 

(2) Incompatibility of 
values 

A. Sense of injustice b. Il
power 

legitimate 

E (Difference in size and 
technology) White men and 
western culture vs. rural 
community and tribe traditions 

(B. Absolute deprivation) 
Poverty and food insecurity 

Figure 5.1. A developed version of figure 3.1 is seen, where causes, which are not relevant for my 
analysis, have been removed. Terms have been added to the causes, which have improved my insight to 
the conflict. Boxes around the causes indicate that these are of special importance. Arrows with broken 
line suggest that these causes are of less importance for the conflict.  
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