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ABSTRACT 
This contribution explores conflicts in the context of energy-related 
investments and infrastructure projects in Kenya’s arid and semi-
arid north. Over the past decade or so this historically marginalised 
region has turned into a resource frontier. Such frontiers arise as 
capitalist and state actors penetrate rural hinterlands, with the aim 
of transforming these regions according to competing visions of the 
future that operate at different scales. The projects considered here 
include the Lake Turkana Wind Power Project (LTWP), the 
expansion of geothermal energy production, and the extraction of 
crude oil, which jointly exemplify the contested and scalar politics 
entailed by “future-making”. Against this background, this 
contribution analyses how different energy projects are brought 
about by different actors, including how their impacts on local 
livelihoods are negotiated across scales. This contribution explores 
how frontier situations generally, and the recent devolution of 
government in Kenya, impact such negotiations. 

 

KEYWORDS: energy; future-making; frontier; infrastructure; 
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1. Introduction 

Recent developments in formerly marginalised parts of northern Kenya are 
driven by large infrastructural investments for the extraction and production of 
energy. The Lake Turkana Wind Power (LTWP) Project, the massive expansion of 
geothermal energy production, and the extraction of crude oil are among the 
most important projects. They not only epitomise the struggle between carbon-
based and renewable energies (Boyer, 2014; Love and Isenhour, 2016), but they 
also bring substantial ancillary infrastructures to these remote areas, such as 
roads, water pipelines, power lines, and – most prominently – the Lamu Port-
South Sudan-Ethiopia-Transport (LAPSSET) Corridor (LAPSSET Corridor 
Development Authority, 2016). These developments also resonate with 
McCarthy’s claim that capitalism’s socioecological fix disproportionally falls on 
rural areas “where land values are lowest and existing users often have less 
power and fewer formal land rights” (2015: 2487). 

Kenya’s northern arid and semi-arid lands, formerly and predominantly used as 
pastoral rangelands, have entered into view of the Kenyan state as well as 
national and international investors, thereby turning the region into a “resource 
frontier” (Tsing, 2003). None of the three energy projects under consideration 
are designed for local use: oil is exported and electricity generated from wind and 
geothermal power is fed into national grids that largely do not serve areas of 
production. 

Against recent political transformations in Kenya, namely a new constitution 
(2010) resulting in decentralisation of political power (devolution from 2013), 
these energy extraction and production schemes bring about both opportunities 
and challenges, including threats to the lives and livelihoods of local residents 
(Mkutu and Mdee, 2020). These projects are emerging within an institutionally 
volatile regulatory environment, typical of frontier dynamics (Kopytoff, 1987; 
Tsing, 2003), as regional governments appear as new players and intermediaries 
between local communities and the national government. Furthermore, issues of 
constituency and county boundaries have become contentious in many areas, 
particularly where land-based resources and potential economic benefits – such 
as oil revenues or compensation payments – are anticipated.  
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Massive infrastructural interventions and political transformations are not the 
only changes in the East African drylands. While pastoralism has been the 
predominant mode of procuring livelihoods throughout the area, recent decades 
have brought about dramatic changes (Anderson and Bollig, 2016; Gabbert et al., 
2021). Deteriorating environmental conditions, rapid population growth, 
sedentarisation, land-use intensification, indigenous commodification of land, 
and increasing contestation of territorial boundaries have led to the contraction 
of communal pastures (Catley et al., 2013; Lind et al., 2020). Formerly open 
rangelands are increasingly fragmented (Galvin, 2009; Greiner, Vehrs, and 
Bollig, 2021), and local communities’ relations to land and landed property have 
changed profoundly (Greiner, 2016; Korf et al., 2015).  

Against this backdrop, this contribution explores the implications of different 
energy-related investments and accompanying infrastructural projects for local 
populations. We address the following question: How and by whom are different 
energy projects, including their impacts on local livelihoods, negotiated among 
and across different actors and scales? We focus in particular on scalar 
dimensions of negotiations over the distribution of benefits derived from wind, 
oil, and geothermal energy projects. We explore, moreover, how the frontier 
context, including the devolution of political power, affect the forms and 
outcomes of such negotiations.  

Although there is a good deal of literature on the LTWP (e.g. Achiba, 2019; 
Cormack and Kurewa, 2018; Drew, 2017), oil extraction (e.g. Enns and Bersaglio, 
2015; Johannes et al., 2015; Mkutu, 2017; Orr, 2019; Tyce, 2020), and geothermal 
development (e.g. Greiner, 2020; Klagge et al., 2020, Klagge and Nweke-Eze, 
2020; Rogei, 2021), as well as a number of contributions that sketch challenges 
and conflicts arising from these investments more broadly (e.g. Lind, 2018; Lind 
et al., 2020; Mosley and Watson, 2016; Schilling et al., 2018), there have been no 
systematic attempts to examine local impacts of these three infrastructural 
projects. No studies analyse these projects in terms of scalar politics, frontier 
dynamics, and future-making, by which we refer to strategies, practices, and 
activities geared towards bringing about specific futures, visions, and aspirations. 

This paper is organised as follows: section 2 links the frontier concept with 
future-making and scalar politics; section 3 introduces the northern Kenyan 
setting, while section 4 describes our methodology and case studies on wind, oil, 
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and geothermal energy. Section 5 systematically compares future-making 
activities among stakeholders for different projects and infrastructures, including 
ways that conflicts are negotiated. The conclusion summarises our findings on 
the scalar dynamics of future-making in our case studies. 

 

2. Future-making and scalar politics in a resource frontier 

Kenya’s arid and semi-arid northern region can be described as one among many 
resource frontiers that have been created in many parts of the world since the 
end of the Cold War (Dressler, 2017; Tsing, 2003). Although the “frontier” 
concept has been widely critiqued, especially Frederick J. Turner’s vision (1894), 
it has nonetheless been invoked to characterize relations among states, 
capitalists, and their peripheries (Li, 2014; Watts, 2018). Along these lines, Korf 
and Raeymaekers (2013: 10) define frontiers as “the space where territorial and 
institutional penetration of the modern state has (not yet) been completed.” The 
term is currently employed to describe the penetration of extractive industries 
and infrastructure projects into previously remote areas (Bennett, 2017; Tsing, 
2003). Such frontier spaces are characterized by transitional arrangements and 
the crumbling of established principals of social order – in our case of customary 
land-tenure systems – and by the emergence of new regimes that have not yet 
been established (Schetter & Müller-Koné, 2021). Kopytoff (1987: 7) has 
described this as an “institutional vacuum.” The affected spaces often abound 
with real or perceived economic opportunities, as well as open or latent violence 
(Korf et al. 2013; Rasmussen & Lund, 2018). The frontier, as Tsing (2003: 5102) 
writes, “is made in the shifting terrain between legality and illegality, public and 
private ownership, brutal rape and passionate charisma, ethnic collaboration and 
hostility, violence and law, restoration and extermination.” 

Like many infrastructural projects, recent provisions of energy infrastructures – 
wind, oil, and geothermal – with all their ancillary infrastructures are “intimately 
caught up with the sense of shaping modern society and realizing the future” 
(Larkin, 2013: 352). As such, they may also raise expectations and involve people 
in a particular “community of aspiration” by promising economic benefits for 
local communities affected by these developments (Hetherington, 2014: 198). 
This results in economies of anticipation, driven by emerging topographies of 
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(imagined) value, but also fear, anxiety, and insecurity about the future. In such 
scenarios, indigenous populations, peasants, and pastoralists are often portrayed 
as “victims of progress” (Bodley, 2008). Pessimistic accounts of land-grabbing, 
oppression, displacement, and disenfranchisement – or “frontiers of exclusion” 
(Geiger, 2009: 198) – prevail in scholarly work, while research on collaboration 
by indigenous or other local populations in processes of land commodification is 
mostly lacking, as some authors have pointed out (DeVore, 2018; Korf, et al. 
2015; Li, 2010).  

We suggest that the voices and perspectives of subaltern populations can be 
included in frontier research, if frontier situations are understood as dynamic 
processes of future-making (Appadurai, 2013). Frontiers are co-produced by 
different actors with various and potentially conflicting aspirations, which are 
negotiated across scales. Because of their institutionally volatile environment, 
frontiers open up spaces for negotiation about desired futures among local and 
distant actors, equipped with more or less bargaining power. The frontier, 
therefore, marks a situation in which different visions of the future become 
spatially inscribed.  

This raises questions about relationships between centre and periphery, local and 
global, and ultimately about scalar politics and hierarchies. Some scholars have 
controversially proposed to remove scale from the human-geographical 
vocabulary (Marston et al., 2005). While acknowledging that scale is socially 
constructed, and established through (political) relations, we do not follow this 
radically poststructuralist position. Rather, we follow MacKinnon (2010) who 
proposes a concept of “scalar politics,” aiming to incorporate a processual and 
historically-sensitive perspective attentive to the strategic deployment of scale in 
both its discursive and material expressions. Scale itself is not contested, “but 
rather specific processes and institutionalized practices that are themselves 
differentially scaled” (MacKinnon, 2010: 22f). 

This approach not only focuses on interactions between administrative levels 
(e.g., central and devolved county governments), but also on emergent social 
practices that may challenge existing power asymmetries. Large-scale extractive 
projects such as the ones we discuss in this contribution are constituted by multi-
layered structures. They are shaped, as Harvey et al. (2017: 10) observe, by 
multiple and often competing actors “engaged in an indefinite set of distributed 
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interactions over extended periods of time.” We therefore suggest that the 
frontier situation opens spaces for negotiation and new alliances, while also 
facilitating reckless appropriation and, ultimately, conflict. 

 

 
Figure 1: Map of the study area and the case study sites (authors’ illustration based on Cordaid et al., 2016; 
Golder/ESF Consultants, 2019; Klagge et al., 2020; LAPSSET Corridor Development Authority, 2016) 

 

3. Resource frontiers in northern Kenya 

Among the main pillars of Kenya’s Vision 2030 – an ambitious national 
masterplan aimed at transforming Kenya into a middle-income country by 2030 
– are promises of significantly enhanced infrastructure, energy provision, and 
land reform. A relevant policy report, the Development Strategy for Northern 
Kenya and other Arid Lands, evokes the “significant amount of untapped wealth” 
of Kenya’s previously marginalised arid north (RoK, 2011: 15). In the foreword to 
the report, Kenya’s then-President, Mwai Kibaki, wrote: “The arid lands in 
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particular have a limitless supply of renewable energy which could power our 
homes, schools and factories. The region is thus blessed with unique 
opportunities” (ibid.: 5). Northern Kenya has come into investors’ focus, 
contributing to a dramatic rise in local expectations to participate in and benefit 
from new opportunities (Lind, 2018; Mosley and Watson, 2016). 

Historically, Kenya’s northern region was considered remote, backward, and 
without potential for economic exploitation (Elliott, 2016). The vast area, 
including Baringo, Marsabit, and Turkana counties (see Figure 1), is inhabited by 
groups living from pastoralism and agro-pastoralism (see Table 1). Land tenure 
in the project areas for wind, oil, and geothermal development was and is still 
partly communal trust land. Since 2016, the Community Land Act paved the way 
for individual titling as well as group registration, thus providing legal protection 
for users. Implementation, however, has been slow, mainly owed to a lack of 
political will, as suggested by Alden Wily (2018), who also doubts its effectiveness 
for protecting land rights of local populations. 
 
 

Unit year Baringo Marsabit Turkana Kenya 

Area km2 2019 10,976 70,944 68,23311 580,876 

Population in 1,000 2019 667 460 927 47,564 

Population 
density 

number 
per km2 

2019 60.7 6.5 13.6 81.9 

Population 
below age 5 

share of 
total 

2019 15% 18% 15% 13% 

Doctors/medical 
officers 

per 
100,000 
residents 

2014 6 4 1 21 

 

Table 1: Basic data on Baringo, Marsabit, and Turkana counties in relation to Kenya as a whole (Source: KNBS, 
2019) 

Many communities in these areas also have historical grievances against the state 
and a weak sense of belonging to the Kenyan nation. Inter-community conflicts 

 
1 This figure is disputed; elsewhere it is given as 71,597 (Turkana County Government, 2018b) 
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between ethnic groups over water, pasture, and livestock resources are frequent; 
guns play an important role in these conflicts and contribute to the high 
prevalence of banditry, deaths, and injuries of people in the area (Bond and 
Mkutu, 2017; Mkutu, 2008).  

Devolution was initially lauded as a remedy against the “underlying pathologies 
of Kenyan politics” (D'Arcy and Cornell, 2016: 247), namely corruption, 
politicised ethnicity, and over-centralisation. In the structurally weak and 
historically marginalised north, however, implementation has been particularly 
slow and fragile, allegedly due to a lack of skilled personnel and organisational 
capacities (Turkana County Government 2018a). It also appears to have 
reinforced patronage relationships and enhanced competition for some powerful 
positions (Lind, 2018). Devolution occurred in tandem with revisions to county 
boundaries, which fuelled pre-existing conflicts in many areas (Greiner, 2013). 
Due to the low presence of state security, these conflicts – often referred to as 
cattle rustling – have turned increasingly violent, as most pastoralist groups in 
Kenya’s arid north are armed with automatic rifles (Mkutu, 2007).  

New legislation, such as the Petroleum and Energy Acts of 2019, provides for 
sharing of public revenues at the local level from oil investments and geothermal 
development, although not for wind energy (Schilling, et al., 2018; Tyce, 2020). 
According to such legislation, counties will receive 20% and local communities 
will receive 5% of the national government share of public revenues. 
Negotiations over this provision polarised relations between counties and the 
central government (Orr, 2019), and also intensified conflicts of inter-county and 
sub-county boundaries, as pastoralist livelihoods traditionally required flexible 
concepts of territorial belonging. 

 

4. Methodology and case studies 

Northern Kenya provides an interesting setting for energy-related investments 
and future-making by a variety of actors whose aspirations and strategies 
coalesce into complex resource frontier dynamics. There are several 
commonalities as well as differences between our three wind, oil, and geothermal 
case studies. To address these complexities, we draw on scholarly and grey 
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literature (in all three case studies), field research, including expert interviews 
with national and county representatives, companies and non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) as well as other stakeholders (in the cases of oil, 
geothermal) and more than ten years of ethnographic research (on geothermal). 
The authors conducted joint field research in Lodwar in March 2019, including at 
the oil production site at Lokichar in Turkana County, and in Baringo in August 
2018. Below, we highlight specific characteristics of our three case studies. 

 

4.1. Lake Turkana Wind Park in Marsabit County 

Northern Kenya has large wind resources, especially on the south-eastern shores 
of Lake Turkana, where the LTWP was developed by an international consortium 
of private firms and public institutions, mainly from the United Kingdom (UK), 
the Netherlands, and Scandinavia (Klagge and Nweke-Eze, 2020; see Figure 1). 
After a nearly 10-year development phase, which included the granting of land 
rights by the town planning committee in Marsabit County Council in 2007 
(Danwatch, 2016), wind farm construction started in 2015 and was completed in 
2017. With 365 turbines from Danish manufacturer Vestas, and a generation 
capacity of over 300 MW, the LTWP is the largest single wind park in Africa and 
the biggest private investment in Kenya’s history (Cormack and Kurewa, 2018). 
The Kenyan government, which was neither part of the consortium nor among 
the lenders, supported the development with a pre-negotiated power-purchase 
agreement (Eberhard et al., 2016; Klagge and Nweke-Eze, 2020), and agreed to 
take responsibility for the greater than 400-kilometre connection to the national 
grid. From 2013 onward, successive county-level governments have supported 
the project. However, the project engendered local protest and resistance by 
several communities and was also heavily criticised by the Danish NGO, 
Danwatch. Danwatch is an “independent media and research centre specialised 
in investigative journalism on global issues” (Danwatch, n.d.) which reported on 
various negative social impacts of the LTWP (Danwatch, 2016).  

The major contention was the neglect of community land rights. This was the 
target of a 2014 lawsuit against the LTWP filed by the senator of Marsabit County 
and several members of the County Assembly (Achiba, 2019) against the LTWP, 
the first Marsabit County Government, and three national-level actors, including 
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the attorney general, chief land registrar, and National Land Commission (NLC).2 

Petitioners acting on behalf of local residents claimed that the land acquisition by 
investors was illegal due to a lack of community consultation, among other 
violations (Cormack and Kurewa, 2018; Enns, 2016). The lawsuit was then 
challenged by other local residents, who claimed that they were in fact consulted 
and that the plaintiffs were outsiders to the area (Achiba, 2019). In 2017, the 
application for “a 99-year lease of 150,000 acres of community land” by the 
LTWP was approved by the Marsabit County Council (Achiba, 2019: 16). 
However, in October 2021, the court ruled that the title deeds given to the 
investor were void and that the land had been acquired irregularly (Wanyoro, 
2021). 

Other contentious issues and conflicts concerned the disturbance of livelihoods 
and lack of compensation for adverse social and economic impacts (Enns, 2016). 
At first, the LTWP did not accept the criticism and the implicit call for greater 
local participation, arguing that it only occupied empty land. Moreover, by 
granting people the right to graze their cattle in the wind park, the company 
argued that there was no justification for further compensation beyond providing 
for community resettlement (Enns, 2016). However, as growing international 
attention posed reputational risks for Vestas and other investors, the LTWP 
started a comprehensive corporate social responsibility (CSR) programme, the 
so-called LTWP Winds of Change Foundation, to support local communities with 
water provision, education, and health infrastructure (Achiba, 2019). 

 

4.2. Oil production in Turkana 

Oil discoveries in Kenya date to colonial times (Anderson and Browne, 2011). In 
2012, however, under favourable conditions of a “frontier market” (Tyce, 2020: 
733), the Anglo-Irish oil company Tullow formed a joint venture with Africa Oil 
and Centric Energy to acquire onshore licences and began oil exploration near 
Lokichar, in the southern part of Turkana County (see Figure 1). By 2018, oil was 
transported to Mombasa for export, pending expansion of existing well pads 
from 33 to 321 and the construction of a pipeline from Turkana to the coast. The 
oil sites are fenced in and inaccessible to local communities, disrupting access to 

 
2 See http://kenyalaw.org/caselaw/cases/view/116298/  
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pasture, water sources, and migration routes, creating a situation that is likely to 
deteriorate as further developments occur (Schilling et al., 2018).  

Since 2012, there have been numerous confrontations between the local 
community and the company and sub-contractors over participation deficits, 
jobs, compensation, and tenders. These have usually been small in scale and non-
violent, but a large 2013 demonstration led to the closure of oil operations for 
three weeks. When Tullow Oil established an operation base and airstrip on 400 
acres of community land, which an investor had leased from Turkana County 
Council in 2012, community members entered the base and damaged property 
worth 60,000 USD. By way of compensation for lost land, and in response to 
increasing protests and stoppages (Wanguhu, 2019), Tullow Oil significantly 
increased its CSR measures, including water boreholes, schools, a hospital, funds 
for community development committees, and grievance offices.3 Moreover, 
employment of local workers and subcontracts by Tullow Oil for Kenyan 
suppliers increased until 2016. However, when most of the required construction 
work was completed, many people lost their jobs. Community protests again 
escalated in 2017, when community members blocked company trucks and 
hindered access to oil production sites (Mkutu and Mdee, 2020; Schilling et al., 
2018). Furthermore, the historical rivalries between Turkana and Pokot to the 
south were exacerbated by the presence of oil, and raised the stakes for territorial 
control in the area (Agade, 2017, Mkutu and Mdee, 2020). 

The Kenyan government is responsible for acquiring land for the 824-kilometre 
oil pipeline, as part of the LAPSSET corridor. In February 2019, the NLC officially 
designated the required land without involving Turkana County Government or 
local communities. When the NLC announced the designation and associated 
compulsory acquisition during a public assembly in Lokichar, turmoil broke out. 
A member of the county assembly closed the event and filed a complaint 
(Grawert, 2019), demanding to nullify the land acquisition. Furthermore, the 
Turkana County Government went to court to stop the compulsory acquisition of 
indigenous land.4 Issues of contention included the lack of consultation between 
national and county governments, lack of community participation, and 

 
3 Author’s interview with a staff member of the Tullow Oil Resource Centre in Lodwar, 07 March 2019. 
4 See 
https://www.standardmedia.co.ke/adblock?u=https://www.standardmedia.co.ke/business/article/2001316308/gover
nment-blocked-from-acquiring-land-in-turkana 
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compensation. The court ordered the matter to be handled by alternative dispute 
resolution through the Intergovernmental Relations Act, and Tullow Oil 
suspended its pipeline activities. 

 

4.3. Geothermal development in Baringo-Silali 

Kenya’s Rift Valley has vast potential geothermal energy exploitation (Mariita, 
2002). Large-scale resource development began in Naivasha in the mid-20th 
century, and was only recently expanded to the northern part of the country. 
Major new infrastructural developments include the Menengai caldera close to 
the city of Nakuru since 2011, and developments at Baringo-Silali shortly after, 
which is our focus (see Figure 1).  

The most important actors in geothermal development are national-state 
agencies, mainly KenGen, the national power-generation company, and the 
Geothermal Development Corporation (GDC), a 100% state agency established in 
2008 to fast-track geothermal energy exploitation. Geothermal development 
begins with surface studies and well pad preparation, followed by exploratory 
drilling and then, if all previous steps are successful, the construction of power 
plants. Geothermal power plants gather steam from different sites through a 
pipeline system, and transmit electricity to the national grid. Geothermal energy 
involves various ancillary infrastructures, including access roads, water provision 
for drilling, as well as facilities for workers, engineers, and managers. 
Geothermal development thus greatly changes livelihood conditions, and 
provides both challenges and opportunities for local communities (Greiner, 
Greven, and Klagge, 2021). Livestock herding may be particularly disrupted by 
associated traffic, pipelines, and emissions (Hughes and Rogei, 2020; Rogei, 
2021). 

Although Baringo-Silali is still in exploratory stages of drilling, its estimated 
potential is about 3,000 MW.5 As things stand, the deep well drillings are very 
promising and plans were announced for an integrated geothermal heat park for 
industrial usage besides electricity production.6 To access drilling sites, the 

 
5 See https://gdc.co.ke/baringo.html  
6 See https://www.standardmedia.co.ke/business/news/article/2001415292/geothermal-company-eyes-heat-parks-
for-baringo-silali  
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existing road network was improved and more than 100 km of feeder roads, as 
well as a 160-km fresh-water provisioning system, were constructed. Once 
sufficient steam is secured, the wells will be sold or leased to KenGen or private 
independent power providers to construct power plants and feed electricity into 
the national grid. Recent conflicts mainly concern job opportunities, CSR 
measures, and compensation for the transfer of communal lands for 
infrastructural developments. The latter has not yet occurred and a 
comprehensive treaty regarding the use of communal land is still pending. The 
project, however, is still in its early stages. Further consequences remain to be 
seen when completed pipeline systems obstruct the movement of cattle, 
geothermal electricity is produced, and profits are made. 

The most important community benefits so far provided by GDC, include a water 
provisioning system for humans and livestock, including 20 water treatment 
points, job opportunities, and improvements to local schools. Despite its 
relatively early stages, geothermal developments have contributed to a local land 
rush, particularly along newly-built roads, as well as to soaring ethnic conflicts 
between Pokot and Turkana peoples. These ethnic conflicts are owed to the fact 
that both groups claim ownership of the Silali geothermal site, which is located 
on the border between Baringo and Turkana County (Greiner, 2020). Against 
this background, representatives from Turkana, including the county 
government, demand their share of short- and long-term benefits, including 
financial revenues, once electricity generation has started. 
 

5. Scales of future-making: A comparative analysis 

National state and policy actors, as well as external investors, not only pursue 
their economic interests, but they must also involve local communities because of 
legislative requirements focused on land and community participation. This 
occurs in a region that has not been a historical focus of international investors, 
and in a situation where many communities are undergoing profound changes 
with respect to their lands and livelihoods. These processes are further 
complicated by the ongoing devolution in Kenya, and changing legal frameworks 
concerning communal land. In this institutionally volatile regulatory 
environment, various actors struggle for influence and authority, and ultimately 
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power to shape the future at different scales. Unresolved land issues between 
investors and all levels of government, employment of local people, CSR projects 
mainly negotiated between investors and local communities, and local-to-
national revenue-sharing are main arenas for conflicting interests. In what 
follows, we examine the following sites of scalar politics: national government 
and investors (5.1), communities and investors (5.2), inter-community conflicts 
(5.3), and counties as new players (5.4).  

 

5.1. Nation-state and investors: Future-making on a large scale 

The national government plays a key role in all three projects, whether as a key 
investor – as with Baringo-Silali – or in other functions – as with the LTWP and 
oil extraction in Turkana. The national state has supported all these investments 
by facilitating or even financing land access, planning activities (including 
environmental and social impact assessments), and the construction of ancillary 
infrastructures, such as roads and transmission lines.  

The situation in northern Kenya, therefore, does not resemble the neoliberal, 
privately secured resource extraction enclaves that have emerged in other parts 
of the African continent (Ferguson, 2005). By contrast, the Kenyan government 
actively pursues future-making activities, which are firmly embedded in social 
and economic development goals that are explicitly stated in both Vision 2030 
and the LAPSSET corridor plan. 

Because all projects started while, or even before, devolution was implemented, 
the national state was in a position to set the scene(s) before county governments 
were able to participate in planning and decision-making. Major partners in 
these early stages were private investors and development finance institutions, 
whose own profit- or development-oriented goals were largely compatible with 
the national government’s long-term vision. Major counterparts in all stages of 
project development are the affected local communities, whose visions of the 
future are much more concrete, leading to various conflicts with investors as well 
as among local communities.  
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5.2. Communities and investors: Future-making around land rights, 

job opportunities, and other benefits 

Communities hosting large-scale energy projects in the northern Rift Valley have 
a history of marginalisation. Social services were available in towns but not in 
the rural areas where the new projects seemed to appear out of the blue, raising 
fears that again only the ‘big guys’ would benefit. While there is variation within 
communities, local communities in all three project areas reacted strongly to the 
implementation of infrastructure and other projects, exhibiting different degrees 
of cooperation and confrontation with the different investors. Reactions ranged 
from approval, critical negotiations overcompensation and benefits, and outright 
resistance. Different reactions are related mainly to perceptions of future 
livelihoods, as either threatened or improved by the projects and associated 
infrastructures, as well as hopes for employment (cp. 5.3). Therefore, the loss of 
grazing land, a lack of compensation, or the issue of too few and too poorly paid 
jobs have stirred communities against the investors. 

The companies responded with increased care towards offering available 
unskilled labour to locals, and a range of CSR measures involving affected 
populations. The private investors, LTWP and Tullow Oil, initially engaged very 
little with local communities, whereas state-owned GDC, responsible for 
geothermal development in Baringo-Silali, tried to involve local communities 
from the outset. Tullow Oil increased CSR spending significantly in response to 
mounting conflicts (Mkutu and Mdee, 2020; Tullow Oil, 2020). At all three sites, 
CSR has been focused on water provision, education, and health infrastructures. 
The measures helped to pre-empt resistance by local communities, and deflected 
the most critical legal issue, land rights. 

Employment, especially for unskilled people, was the most important benefit in 
the early stages of all three projects. However, once projects moved towards 
operation, and ancillary infrastructures such as roads were in place, jobs began 
to dwindle, which contributed to a rise in protests (Klagge et al., 2020; Schilling 
et al., 2018). In all cases, rather than open resistance to the projects as such, what 
was at stake were “terms of inclusion” (Hall et al., 2015), which, as we show 
below, led to fierce contestation among local communities.  
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5.3. Communities versus communities: Future-making and inter-

community conflict 

In all three case studies, inter-community conflicts are fuelled by distribution of, 
and access to, project-related compensation and benefits. These conflicts often 
revolve around distance from project sites, location of administrative boundaries, 
and customary claims to land. Who is regarded as affected by a new energy 
infrastructure depends on how the project’s geographical coverage is conceived. 
This is especially difficult to determine for decentralised projects distributed 
across several sites, such as oil exploitation or geothermal development, 
especially if pipelines connect sites with each other, or are necessary to transport 
oil, water, or electricity to nearby or distant locations. In addition, gas, odour, 
noise, and other emissions from projects, as well as ancillary infrastructures, can 
disturb local livelihoods well beyond their actual locations.  

The complex geographies of energy projects are further complicated by historical 
hostilities between specific communities, as well as the fact that precise 
territorial boundaries are difficult to determine, given the communal nature of 
land rights, and the flexible, overlapping land use patterns historically prevalent 
in northern Kenya. Adding to these complexities, the mobile nature of livelihoods 
allows people to move toward projects or to claim traditional use of certain areas 
in order to become eligible for compensation and CSR measures. Such practices 
of future-making engender conflict with investors, and particularly with 
neighbouring communities, but sometimes also create intra-community conflicts, 
such as those that occurred between different territorial sections and clans in 
Turkana (Agade, 2017; Lind, 2018). Inter-community conflicts frequently have 
ethnic dimensions that sometimes turn violent. Such conflicts have sometimes 
exceeded ‘traditional’ ethnic hostilities to involve repeated attacks on Chinese 
workers in Turkana, as some interview participants told us. 

5.4. Counties as new players: Impact of devolution 

The devolved county governments operate on the basis of County Integrated 
Development Plans that are aligned to the Kenya Vision 2030. The largest shares 
of county budgets come from the national government. Additionally, county 
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governments at production sites also receive 20% of public revenues from oil 
production and (future) geothermal electricity generation, and are obliged to set 
up trust funds for the community share of 5% (RoK, 2019, Art. 58). With these 
budgets, new counties administer and control a variety of county-level issues, 
such as health provision, roads and transportation, pre-primary education, 
cultural activities, agriculture, planning and development. Moreover, the county 
governments hold all unregistered community land in trust on behalf of the 
communities (RoK, 2016, Art. 6). 

Counties thereby have an important role in facilitating energy projects through 
land negotiations with the NLC and the local communities. All these functions 
could make counties important intermediaries between the national government 
and local communities. However, power struggles among national politicians and 
county governors have undermined county government institutions and cross-
scale coordination. As Tyce (2020) and Wanguhu (2019) report, the increased 
number of claimants, including members of the county assembly, the county 
governor, and regional politicians in state institutions, has “the power to unravel 
existing power networks in the periphery while also creating wholly new 
networks” (Tyce, 2020: 734). Furthermore, there are issues with administrative 
capacity, which is why international development agencies still remain deeply 
involved in capacity-building and in providing support to county governments 
(Council of Governors, 2017). 

Whereas the county government’s role in Baringo-Silali has so far been 
negligible, this is not the case for the LTWP in Marsabit and oil production in 
Turkana. While the Marsabit County Government acted like an ally to the 
national government, other official county-level actors supported opposing local 
communities in their lawsuit. By contrast, the Turkana County Government 
eventually supported local communities by filing a petition to stop compulsory 
land acquisition by the national government, thereby indicating that the county 
government is committed to actively shaping the county’s future (see 4.2). Many 
inhabitants, however, distrust both chiefs and the county administration, and 
therefore demand that the 5% share comes as direct cash payments to each 
community member (Mkutu and Mdee, 2020). This controversy highlights local 
communities’ fears that the county government will side-line them from the 
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expected oil wealth. These fears are supported by the fact that the legally 
required trust fund to manage the 5% community share has not yet been set up. 

 

6. Conclusions 

Energy projects in northern Kenya include both renewable and fossil fuels, which 
are exploited in large-scale flagship projects. The three case studies considered 
here – wind in Marsabit, geothermal in Baringo-Silali, and oil in Turkana – are 
firmly embedded in the national government’s future-making masterplans, 
whose long-term visions and aspirations are closely aligned with those of private 
investors and/or development financing institutions’ goal of capitalist 
development. Together, the national government and investors turned these 
marginalised hinterland regions into resource frontiers. They benefitted from the 
pre-devolution situation when the projects started, as they only had to negotiate 
with local communities, whose land rights were weakly protected by then-
existing legal frameworks. However, reckless appropriation has been challenged 
and contested by local communities and their representatives, thereby opening 
up spaces for negotiation and scalar politics. 

Scalar politics in northern Kenya not only involve a variety of actors at different 
government scales (national, local and county), but also private (transnational) 
investors and NGOs. However, “it is often not scale per se that is the prime object 
of contestation between social actors, but rather specific processes and 
institutionalised practices, that are themselves differently scaled” as McKinnon 
(2011: 22-23, italics in original) suggests. More concretely, in the case of northern 
Kenya, the resource frontier’s inherent institutional vacuum allows for 
renegotiations and the rearrangements of scalar relations, for example, between 
central and county governments, or through the intervention of international 
actors. For example, international donors and NGOs have been found to demand 
(more) comprehensive environmental and social impact assessments or CSR 
measures, thus potentially interfering with national or county governments’ 
sovereignty in order to protect local communities from the negative impacts of 
large-scale resource development. 
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Within local communities, the projects have raised both expectations and fears, 
leading to various reactions ranging from cooperation to resistance, as variously 
seen in road blocks and court cases. In northern Kenya’s extractive frontier, 
where communities are well armed and ready to use their weapons, resistance 
reinforced communities’ claims and their negotiating power. These and other 
activities have been directed towards defending or improving existing 
livelihoods, as well as benefitting from jobs and other opportunities created by 
different projects (especially CSR measures aimed at water, health, and 
education).  

The institutional changes – Kenya’s new constitution, devolution, and land laws – 
have gradually empowered local communities, as they have come to learn about 
these political and administrative changes and thereby strengthened their 
negotiating position. Moreover, they have also opened up spaces for new 
alliances. While investors were supported by the national state, the counties 
emerged as new players and potential partners during project development. In 
the cases of wind in Marsabit and oil in Turkana, official county-level actors 
backed local communities and their activities vis-à-vis private investors and the 
national state, thereby highlighting the independent and active role county 
institutions can play in disputes with local communities. This dynamic is also 
confirmed by the recent court ruling on the unlawful land acquisition in the 
LTWP case. Such scalar politics are additionally complicated by inter-community 
conflicts at the sub-county level. Inter-community conflicts are mainly about the 
distribution of jobs and CSR benefits, but they are associated with fierce and even 
violent, often ethnicised, contestations about land rights, constituencies, and 
inter- and intra-county boundaries. 

Our case studies show that resource frontiers open fields of contestation over 
future-making, involving various actors, and challenging pre-existing power 
asymmetries at different scales. Frontiers, thus, mark a situation in which 
different visions of the future become spatially inscribed. This finding also 
underlines the importance of processes and practices in scalar politics, which 
shape “the interaction of inherited and emergent projects and scales” 
(MacKinnon, 2010: 31). Future-making in such constellations is not only about 
realizing competing future visions and aspirations in institutionally volatile 
environments. It is also re-shaping the relationship between centre and 



WORKING PAPER #63 ǀ 24 

 

 

periphery, local and global. As we write this article, the COVID-19 pandemic has 
contributed to the declining oil price, which added to doubts that Tullow Oil will 
complete the project (Global Energy Monitor, 2020), although the company 
appears to be reassessing the project with a view to a scaled-down plan for 
extraction (Tullow Oil, n.d.). More recently, the pandemic has also affected 
geothermal operations in Baringo, which have come to a halt, as local 
communities fear the spread of the virus through labourers and technicians from 
outside the area. The future, as always, is open. 
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