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Governing Oil in Turkana’s New Extractive Frontier: 
Local Authority, Land Rights and Inclusive Development

	Summary: 
· This policy brief examines how governance arrangements in Kenya’s oil sector shape development outcomes in Turkana and why expected benefits have largely failed to materialise. It also highlights how the local communities are mobilising to seek redress for these failures.
· Oil in Kenya’s Turkana County has failed to deliver durable local benefits and has instead increased social, environmental and human rights abuses for communities already facing extreme poverty and climate vulnerability.
· Although this lack of development benefits is often attributed to weak or absent policies, laws, or development plans, this research argues that such development outcomes are better understood as the results of a lack of community involvement in key decisions and crucially, a lack of authority over land. 
· Field work involving interviews with community members, civil society organisations, government officials and industry representatives shows that almost all major decisions over the project, including licensing, land access, production timelines and revenues, were made at the national level and often before community land rights were secured. 
· This process has exacerbated the ongoing responses over the social and environmental impacts of the projects on local communities. 
· Consultation, corporate social responsibility and procedural compliance are flagged by local communities as inadequate because they rely largely on voluntary corporate commitments rather than enforceable obligations to affected communities.
· Supporting community-led governance offers a practical pathway to improve development outcomes by returning authority over land, decisions and accountability to affected communities.





	1. Development Challenges in Turkana, Kenya
Oil was discovered in Kenya’s Turkana County in 2012 and was widely presented as a transformative long-term development opportunity, with promises of poverty reduction, improved services, infrastructure, as well as employment for local youth (Schubiger, 2025). However, shy of 15 years later, development outcomes in Turkana County are disappointing.  
Turkana remains one of Kenya’s most marginalised regions. Approximately 78% of the population lives below the poverty line, and many households lack reliable access to water, health services, schools and basic infrastructure (Kenya National Bureau of Statistics, 2021). The County is predominantly pastoral and highly climate vulnerable, with communities dependent on communal land for grazing, water and survival. Competition over land and water already contributes to tensions within and between neighbouring communities (Schubiger, 2025). 
The central development challenge in Turkana is not only poverty but the increasing pressure on community land. For pastoral communities, land is not only an economic asset but the foundation of social organisation, cultural identity, and long-term survival (IWGIA, 2017). Since the discovery of oil in 2012, extractive activities in Turkana have expanded alongside major infrastructure projects under Kenya’s Vision 2030, which aims to transform Kenya into a newly industrialised middle-income country by 2030 (Kenya Vision 2030, 2007). This infrastructure include the Lamu port-South Sudan-Ethiopia Transport Corridor (LAPSSET) an ambitious regional infrastructure involving among other things a highway, a railway line, a resort city, a dam, an international airport, an oil refinery and most importantly, an oil pipeline that links Kenya, South Sudan and Ethiopia to a new seaport and oil terminal in Lamu on the coast. Together, oil development and these related investments are increasing competition over land in a region where livelihoods depend on communal grazing areas and access to water. Yet communities in Turkana have limited influence over decisions regarding land access, compensation, or project design (Schubiger, 2025). 
As oil operations expand, communities report sizeable socio-environmental challenges. These include loss of grazing land, restricted access routes, rising environmental and social pressures, disputes over land acquisition and compensation, and growing human rights concerns. As these changes are occurring without community land rights being fully secured, livelihood insecurity has been further aggravated. For pastoral households, reduced access to land translates directly into food insecurity, loss of income and increased conflicts over scarce resources (IWGIA, 2017). 
The result is a widening gap between the promise of resource-led development and local realities. Instead of strengthening livelihoods, current development dynamics are disrupting pastoral production systems, weakening social cohesion, increasing mistrust toward government and project developers and reducing community willingness to cooperate with future development initiatives.
In Turkana, oil development advanced within a national growth strategy where communities have limited influence over land allocation, project design, and benefit distribution. This tension between national development priorities and local land security represents a structural development challenge and not an isolated project-level implementation problem. 
The figures below provide a visual context of the study. The map locates Kenya and Turkana County (see fig 1), while the image illustrates conditions at one of the study sites (see fig 2).
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Fig 1: Map showing the location of Kenya (left) and the position of Turkana County within the country (right).
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Fig 2: Pastoralist homes (Manyattas) in Turkana County, a climate-vulnerable region where access to land, water and grazing underpins everyday survival. (Source: Author, 2024).

2. The Research Project
The findings draw on qualitative field research conducted between August and October 2024 in Turkana and Nairobi counties as part of a broader doctoral study on extractive governance in Kenya. The methods used included semi-structured interviews with community representatives, civil society organisations, government officials, and industry representatives involved in Kenya’s oil sector. Field observations and a review of relevant policy documents, legislation and industry reports were also undertaken. The study focused on communities located near oil exploration sites in Turkana South and Turkana East, where the impacts of oil development and related infrastructure projects are most visible. At the time of fieldwork, full-scale oil production had not yet begun. The findings therefore focus on governance conditions during exploration and early implementation when key decisions about land access, compensation and benefit-sharing are made. 

	 The lack of development benefits attached to Turkana’s oil project is often attributed to weak or absent policies, laws, or developmental plans. However, this research shows that disappointing development outcomes arise because key decisions are made far from affected communities, before land rights are secured, and without enforceable local accountability.









3. Key Findings on How Oil Governance in Kenya Has Shaped Developmental Outcomes in Turkana
Oil development in Kenya operates through a governance system in which key decisions on licensing, land access, production timelines, and revenue management are largely centralised at the national level. While legal frameworks such as the Constitution of Kenya 2010, the Community Land Act 2016 and the Petroleum Act 2019, establish formal governance structures, they provide limited downward accountability of communities whose livelihoods depend directly on the affected land. At the same time, while reflecting similar cases in the Global South, responsibility for managing social and environmental impacts is largely delegated to companies through voluntary corporate social responsibility programmes instead of enforceable state oversight (Szablowski, 2007). Local participation was often mediated through political and elite networks and not through accountable community institutions.
Together, these arrangements disconnect development planning from pastoral land use systems, limit community influence over decisions that directly affect their land and livelihoods and weaken environmental protection. The result is loss of access to grazing land and water, growing grievance, declining trust and increased resistance as opposed to shared development benefits.
Field evidence shows how these governance conditions translate into cumulative impacts of extractive activities on local livelihood and land use.

a) Initial community expectations were used to advance the oil project without clear accountability

Oil development in Turkana moved forward on the basis of development promises to the local community before clear benefit-sharing arrangements and enforceable commitments were put in place. While these promises helped project developers secure early community acceptance to operate, they postponed difficult decisions on land rights, compensation, and accountability. However, when the expected benefits failed to materialise, community confidence in government and project developers declined, making positive development outcomes more fragile and less inclusive. As one community representative expressed:
The news about the oil discovery in our land brought with it a great sense of relief as we believed that we would finally have access to good roads, water would finally reach our homes, and our children would get good jobs. For so long we had been neglected by the government and now we thought that we had something that would also make us important. However, it has been years now and all that can be seen is that our land has been fenced off, our animals have lost grazing fields and jobs have gone to outsiders.
Interview with Community Representative, Turkana County (August 2024)
b) Weak land governance directly undermined livelihoods 

Loss of access to land was the most contested and serious development impact of oil activities in Turkana. Communities reported grazing areas being fenced off, access routes disrupted and compensation processes that were unclear or contested.
These outcomes reflect the expansion of oil activities before community land rights were formally registered, allowing land access decisions to be approved through administrative processes with limited community consent or ability to challenge them (Mkutu et al., 2019). 
For the pastoralist Turkana community, land insecurity translates directly into livelihood loss, food insecurity, and increased conflict risk with neighbouring communities over resources, making development gains difficult to sustain.

c) Participation schemes did not provide communities with meaningful influence over key decisions

Kenya has progressive legal frameworks that mandate public participation in the extractive governance (Petroleum Act 2019, Land Act 2012, Community Land Act 2016, Turkana County Public Participation Act 2015, Constitution of Kenya 2010 and Public Participation Policy 2023). However, evidence shows that in practice, public participation over Turkana’s oil projects remained highly selective, symbolic and often mediated through political or elite actors.
The timing of consultations also raises concerns. Many community forums were held after key oil decisions—such as land acquisition and revenue-sharing policies—had already been finalised. By the time communities were invited to participate, negotiations had already taken place behind closed doors.
In cases where participation did occur, it was often mediated through political or elite representatives rather than accountable community institutions or was held outside Turkana. As a result, communities were informed of decisions, instead of being involved in shaping them. As one community representative explained:
We were informed that there would be meetings where we could give our opinions. However, when we arrived, we found that everything had already been decided. The people who spoke for us were politicians, chiefs, and elders who had already made deals with the oil company. When we tried to ask questions, we were told to wait for another meeting, which never came. 
Interview with Community Representative, Turkana County (August 2024)
Another community representative pointed out that:
The community liaison officers were supposed to be our voice, but how can they speak for us when they are being paid by the same companies we are complaining about?
Interview with Community Representative, Turkana County (August 2024)

Such approaches increased mistrust and grievance instead of building legitimacy or shared ownership of development outcomes.

d) Revenue and benefits were managed without local transparency 
Communities expressed strong concern about how oil revenues and benefits were being managed. Employment opportunities were often short-term and low-paid, while contracts and compensation were perceived to favour outsiders or politically connected actors.
Oil revenues remained centrally controlled, with limited transparency at the local level and few mechanisms for communities to track allocations or influence local development priorities. This lack of transparency reinforced community perception that oil development benefits others more than the affected Turkana communities.

e) Environmental risks persist because of weak enforcement

Kenya has established environmental laws and regulatory institutions intended to ensure that extractive development is conducted sustainably and that affected communities benefit from resource projects. However, field evidence from Turkana suggests that enforcement on the ground is limited. Communities reported concerns about water contamination and livestock deaths near oil sites. Regulatory presence on the ground was limited as the National Environment and Management Authority, which is responsible for environmental compliance, was reported to conduct minimal routine inspection and monitoring activities, often after community complaints emerged.
Post-approval monitoring is weak, environmental data is not easily accessible, and grievance mechanisms are unclear. As one civil society representative noted:
The grievances from the community are not taken anywhere because even the company itself does not know where to take the grievance.
 Interview with Civil Society Representative, Turkana County (August 2024)

Although environmental legislation has been strengthened through successive reforms to promote sustainability and community benefit sharing, the extractive governance framework also emphasises attracting investment and facilitating project development. In practice, this has allowed international oil companies to rely heavily on voluntary corporate social responsibility initiatives and internal standards to manage social and environmental impacts. While these initiatives may provide short-term community projects, they are not enforceable mechanisms of accountability and can function primarily as risk management or reputational strategies rather than as effective safeguards for affected communities. As a result, responsibility for managing environmental impacts is often shifted from public regulators to companies themselves, creating gaps in oversight and limited remedies when harm occurs (Campbell, 2013; Szablowski, 2007)
In a fragile, climate-stressed pastoral ecosystem such as Turkana, weak monitoring and unclear accountability increase livelihood vulnerability and deepen mistrust of oil development toward both the state and project developers.

4. Exclusion triggered community-led governance responses 
Where formal governance was ineffective, the Turkana communities organised their own responses, including legal petitions, protests, and the formation of community assemblies such as Esanyanait, Ekalale, and Nawiyokori. These are locally rooted forums embedded in customary governance systems, used by affected Turkana communities ― often supported by civil society ― to coordinate community positions, monitor project issues and engage government or company actors on issues relating to land, compensation and accountability, especially in relation to oil projects. Field interviews reveal that these community assemblies emerged after Kenya’s early oil pilot project of 2018, and issues emerged as to benefit sharing. One community assembly representative noted that:
We created our own assemblies because we were tired of politicians speaking for us. Now we meet, strategise and decide what to demand.
Community Assembly Representative,
Turkana County (August 2024)

These local mobilisation efforts contributed to community land registration and issuance of titles in areas such as Nakukulas, Lokichar and Kapese in 2024 and 2025. 
Turkana communities are not outrightly resisting development; they are creating alternative governance solutions to fill gaps left by centralised and weakly enforced governance systems. These responses show broader narratives from the global south that, when formal governance fails, communities attempt to mobilise and create their own locally grounded institutions to protect their interests and influence over decisions that affect them, though in some cases they have been met with repression (Campbell & Hatcher, 2019; Hatcher & Lander, 2023).

5. Development Implications of Oil Governance in Turkana
The dynamics seen in Turkana reflect a broader development dilemma facing Kenya and many other resource-rich countries on how to pursue extractive development while meeting commitments to Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of poverty reduction, environmental sustainability, reduced inequality and a just transition in the context of climate change (SDGs 1, 10, 12, and 13).
The Turkana case illustrates a wider structural pattern in which extractive projects expand into marginalised and climate-vulnerable regions where customary land systems remain weakly recognised in law or are treated as unused or underutilised, and accountability is limited (Campbell, 2013; IWGIA, 2017; Scheidel et al., 2023). In such contexts, conflicts often arise not from resource scarcity but from disputes over who controls land, who benefits, and who has authority in decision making. Evidence shows that failure to recognise the community’s territorial rights undermines poverty reduction efforts and reduces the likelihood that extractive projects will deliver sustainable development outcomes (IWGIA, 2017).
The governance arrangements observed in Turkana are generating developmental problems that are avoidable. Repeated disputes over land and compensation, persistent mistrust between communities, the state and companies, and operational disruptions and delays increase developmental costs and undermine both project viability and broader development goals. 
The findings provide practical lessons for marginalised, emerging extractive frontiers with similar governance conditions of centralised authority, insecure land rights, and weak local accountability. They help identify governance problems, inform the sequencing of reforms, and support the design of more adaptive interventions to development approaches (see Appendix A, Table A1)

	Addressing these challenges requires changes in when key decisions are made, who has authority over them, how community rights and interests are recognised, and how commitments are monitored and enforced. For oil development to contribute to inclusive and sustainable outcomes, the following governance shifts are critical:
I. Secure Community Land Rights Before Project Expansion
Community land registration and transparent land access processes should be completed before licensing, infrastructure development or production timelines are approved. In pastoral regions such as Turkana, land access is essential for livelihoods, conflict prevention, and long-term project stability.
Government and multilateral actors should prioritise accelerated community land registration and establish clear, transparent compensation frameworks before approving new project phases. Development partners can support land mapping, legal assistance, and institutional capacity for community land governance.

II. Shift Participation from Consultation to Shared Authority
Current participation processes often inform communities after key decisions on land and oil development have been made. Effective participation requires recognised local forums with clear authority and influence over land use, compensation arrangements, and development priorities.
Government should therefore work together with the already established local community governance platforms to establish a locally based decision platform with verified representation and accessible public records. Development partners, on the other hand, ought to move beyond short-term consultation projects and instead support long-term institutional strengthening that enables communities to participate in decisions, not just meetings. 
III. Restore Clear Public Accountability
Social and environmental management currently relies heavily on voluntary corporate commitments, which weakens state responsibility and limits avenues for redress. Effective governance requires clear public oversight, independent monitoring and accessible grievance systems. 
Government and regulators should strengthen on-the-ground inspection, clarify responsibility for monitoring and remediation and ensure publicly accessible environmental and social information. Development partners and financiers must require transparent grievance mechanisms, independent monitoring, and evidence of meaningful local accountability as conditions for support.

	Oil Development in Turkana can contribute to development if governance arrangements prioritise secure land rights, transparent benefit sharing and locally accountable decision making before projects expand.


6. Outcomes of Action and Inaction
Implementing these governance changes can improve legitimacy, reduce conflict over competition for resources, and strengthen alignment between oil development and inclusive, sustainable outcomes. Failure to address the structural governance weaknesses identified in Turkana is likely to deepen grievances, increase operational disruptions, exacerbate environmental harm and undermine the credibility of governments, companies and development partners.

	7. Limitations and Further Research
This policy brief draws from doctoral field research conducted in 2024 and examines governance dynamics and development impacts from the discovery of oil in Turkana in 2012 through to the early pilot project phase (2018-2020).
Further research is needed to:
i) Assess the long-term effectiveness of community-led governance in sustaining accountability and reducing conflict
ii) Examine how extractive governance choices interact with climate adaptation and just transition strategies in pastoral regions; and
iii) Analyse how contracting and revenue flows across the oil value chain shape accountability and perceptions of benefit-sharing. 
Addressing these gaps is important to ensure that future extractive decisions support inclusive development instead of reproducing patterns of marginalisation.
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	Appendix A


	



	Governance conditions
	Effects on local development
	Community accountability responses
	Development opportunity

	Centralised decision making on licensing, land access and revenues
	Communities have limited influence over decisions affecting their land and livelihoods
	Formation of community assemblies (Esanyanait, Ekalale, Nawiyokori) and collective negotiation platforms
	Stronger local oversight and inclusion in decision making

	Expansion of oil and infrastructure projects to community before land rights are secured
	Loss of grazing land, restricted access routes and livelihood uncertainty for pastoral communities
	Legal mobilisation, land registration initiatives and community monitoring
	Securing community land rights before project expansion

	Participation processes with limited decision-making authority
	Growing mistrust toward state, institutions and project developers
	Community advocacy, engagement with civil society to demand inclusion
	Shift participation from consultation to shared authority

	Weak enforcement of environmental monitoring and enforcement
	Environmental risks and concerns over water contamination and livestock impacts
	Community reporting of environmental grievances and monitoring
	Strengthen independent environmental oversight and transparent monitoring

	Limited transparency in revenue management and benefit distribution
	Perceptions that oil benefits are captured by political or external actors
	community mobilisation for transparency and accountability in benefit sharing
	Improved transparency and equitable benefit sharing systems

	Social and environmental management relies heavily on voluntary corporate commitments. 
	Weak public oversight, limited accountability and unclear avenues for communities to report harm or seek remedy
	Community complaints, petitions and advocacy efforts
	Strengthen state oversight through independent monitoring, accessible grievance systems and transparent environmental information



Table A1: Table showing how community governance arrangements shape development outcomes and community responses in Turkana
(Source: author's own compilation from field work).
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