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The problems facing the people  who l ive in  the I lemi Triangle ,  on

Kenya’s  north western border ,  have up to  now remained largely

ignored by the outs ide world.

The act ivi t ies  of  Somali  pirates ,  the Sudanese President  Al-Bashir’s

defiant  a t t i tude to  the arrest  warrant  issued against  him by the

Internat ional  Criminal  Court  and the pol i t ical  and economic turmoil

in  Kenya have al l  helped to  push the confl ic t  in  this  harsh,  semi-

deser t  land out  of  the publ ic  eye.

Nevertheless ,  i t  i s  in  this  area,  of  some 10 to  14,000 square

ki lometers ,  depending on who is  doing the calculat ing,  where one

finds most  of  the problems which beset  the cont inent  of  Afr ica .  Inter-

ethnic  confl ic t ,  competi t ion for  dwindl ing natural  resources ,  s ta te

neglect ,  a  lack of  adequate  heal th  care  and schools  and,  more

recent ly ,  the discovery of  oi l ,  a l l  make the I lemi Triangle  a  t ime-

bomb which is  t icking inexorably towards disaster .

I t  i s  this  complex and mult i layered set  of  c i rcumstances which drew

Fr.Patr ick Devine,  an Ir ish pr ies t  who has  been working in  East

Afr ica for  over  twenty years ,  to  examine the root  causes  of  the

confl ic t ,  to  see i f  a  las t ing resolut ion to  the region’s  apparent ly

intractable  problems could be found.
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The I lemi Triangle  is  a  disputed terr i tory,  which is  c la imed by Sudan,

Kenya and Ethiopia .  Fol lowing numerous effor ts  to  demarcate  the

area over  the las t  100 years ,  Ethiopia ,  Kenya and Sudan have al l  made

confl ic t ing de jure  and de facto claims.   This  has  given r ise  to  a

s i tuat ion in  which there  is  l i t t le  or  no off ic ia l  s ta te  involvement  in  the

region and government  is  a t  best  ad hoc,  with al l  the negat ive s ide-

effects  that  this  entai ls .

The Triangle  is  home to f ive major  e thnic  groups.  The nomadic

Turkana move in  the terr i tory between Sudan and Kenya and have

always been vulnerable  to  a t tacks from surrounding peoples .  The

other  e thnic  groups in  this  area are  the Didinga and Toposa in  Sudan,

the Nyangatom, who migrate  between Sudan and Ethiopia ,  and the

Dassenach,  who l ive east  of  the Triangle  in  Ethiopia .  These pastoral

people  have his tor ical ly  engaged in  cat t le  ra iding.  Today,  pressure on

natural  resources ,  pr incipal ly  water  and grass ,  has  exacerbated the

already tense relat ions between the ethnic  groups.  In  the past ,

disputes  and confl ic ts  of  interest  were set t led with t radi t ional

weapons,  today,  each group has  access  to  automatic  weapons and the

loss  of  l i fe ,  in  even the smallest  skirmish,  is  correspondingly greater .

The exact  boundaries  of  the I lemi Triangle  have changed over  the

years .  The Bri t ish,  as  the pr incipal  colonial  power in  the region,  were

instrumental  in  drawing up the or iginal  boundaries .  
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The Ethiopian Emperor  Menel ik  claimed Lake Turkana and proposed

a boundary with the Bri t ish to  run from the southern end of  the lake

eastward to  the Indian Ocean.  The Bri t ish,  keen to  create  a  buffer

zone between the white  set t lers  in  what  was then Bri t ish East  Afr ica

and the “wild nomadic t r ibes  of  the north”  had other  plans.  The l ine

surveyed by Captain Phi l ip  Maud of  the Royal  Engineers  in  1902-3,

known as  the "Maud Line",  put  the t r iangle  in  Sudan 's  control  and

under  Bri t ish hegemony.  A subsequent  1907 agreement  between

Ethiopia  and Bri t ish East  Afr ica  was vague on the detai ls  of  where

the border  was located.  The de-facto border  between Kenya and

Ethiopia  was then set  a t  the Maud l ine,  which ran east-west  f rom the

north end of  Lake Turkana.

Later  in  1914,  the Uganda-Sudan Boundary Commission wanted to

give Sudan access  to  Lake Turkana,  resul t ing in  the t r iangular  shaped

piece of  land given to  Sudan.

Ethiopia ,  Kenya and Sudan have each been accused by internat ional

observers  of  using the ethnic  groups to  f ight  low-level  proxy wars  as

a means of  maintaining their  c la ims to  the disputed terr i tory.  After

the Firs t  World War,  Ethiopia  armed the Nyangatom and the

Dassenach,  t ransforming t radi t ional  ra ids  into pi tched bat t les  in

which hundreds of  people  were ki l led.  After  the 1936 I ta l ian invasion

of  Ethiopia ,  a  ra id  against  the Turkana in  July 1939 by the I ta l ian-

backed Nyangatom and the Dassenach led to  ser ious loss  of  l i fe  on

both s ides .



More recent ly ,  in  the 1980s,  i t  i s  a l leged that  the Kenyan

government  entered into an agreement  with the Sudanese People’s

Liberat ion Army to adminis ter  the contested t r iangle  in  re turn for

sanctuary and mil i tary and logis t ical  support  during the twenty-year

civi l  war .

Since 1978,  the Kenyan government  has  been suspected of  arming

the Turkana,  while  in  the 1990s,  i t  has  been establ ished that

Ethiopia  suppl ied the Dassenach with automatic  weapons.

Now with the discovery of  oi l ,  in terest  in  this  neglected region has

intensif ied and is  l ikely to  increase the possibi l i ty  of  open inter-

s ta te  confl ic t .  I t  wi l l  come as  a  fur ther  layer  of  confl ic t ,  in  addi t ion

to the ancient  t r ibal  r ivalr ies  and the pressure on basic  natural

resources .

Unti l  today,  no ser ious research has  been undertaken to  s tudy the

roots  of  this  mult i - layered confl ic t ,  and no ser ious at tempts  have

been made to  establ ish a  f ramework within which a  las t ing peace

could be envisaged.  Fr .  Patr ick Devine’s  s tudy is  the f i rs t  of  i ts  kind

to t ry  and br ing al l  the pr incipal  actors  in  the region to  the

negot ia t ing table  in  order  to  examine the issues  which have spawned

the confl ic t .



Fr.  Devine’s  approach to  the confl ic t  is  to  ident i fy  and at tempt  to

sat isfy the basic  human needs of  the people  l iving there .  He

maintains  that  i t  i s  only when the essent ia l  needs of  food,  shel ter ,

heal th  and the pr imordial  ontological  needs of  securi ty ,  ident i ty ,

recogni t ion and development  are  met ,  can the sources  of  the confl ic t

be tackled.  His  MA Thesis  ent i t led “The Turkana-Dassenach Confl ic t :

Causes  and Consequences”  submit ted in  June 2009 received the

highest  academic praise  and i ts  empir ical  approach is  now becoming

the pr imary methodology for  researching s imilar  types of  confl ic t  in

the region.

In May 2008,  Patr ick Devine organized an expedi t ion to  the I lemi

Triangle  with Professor  Wanakayi  K.  Omoka,  f rom the Cathol ic

Universi ty  of  Eastern Afr ica,  Nairobi ,  Kenya.  Omoka is  one of

Kenya’s  leading sociologis ts  and an internat ional ly  recognized

scholar .  They were joined by David McDermott ,  a  young engineer

from Dublin,  who was to  conduct  a  survey of  physical  infrastructure

requirements .  The aim of  the vis i t  was to  meet  representat ives  f rom

the warr ing par t ies ,  local  authori t ies ,  NGOs and church organizat ions

working in  the area.  The information they col lected was to  form the

basis  of  a  detai led quest ionnaire  that  would establ ish the root  causes

of  the confl ic t  and ident i fy  areas  where confl ic t  resolut ion could

begin.

Devine and Omoka returned to  the area in  December 2008 to  renew

dialogue with the pr incipal  protagonis ts  and to  br ief  a  team of  people

who were to  conduct  the survey.  Devine spent  a  fur ther  per iod in  the

area conduct ing research.   He was on hand to  assis t  the vict ims of  an

outbreak of  f ight ing af ter  Chris tmas which lef t  several  people  dead.

With local  ass is tance,  Fr .  Devine was responsible  for  evacuat ing the

wounded from the confl ic t  zone.



Data analysis  f rom the survey is  current ly  being presented to  a l l  the

relevant  actors  –  e thnic ,  nat ional ,  regional ,  internat ional  and

NGO/Churches.   According to  Devine,  now that  the analysis  of  the

data  is  complete ,  the pr inciple  root  causes  of  the confl ic t  have

emerged from his  research:  “The elements  that  fuel  this  confl ic t

include a  scarci ty  of  resources  in  what  is  a  par t icular ly  harsh

environment  and the pressure placed upon them by mutual ly  host i le

groups who contest  the ownership of  the terr i tory in  terms of  usage

and access .  Obviously,  the t radi t ional  inter-ethnic  f ight ing,

exacerbated by cul tural  var ia t ions and the prol i ferat ion of  weapons,  is

also a  major  factor .  I t  became clear  that  cul tural  differences –  and

similar i t ies  –  require  greater  invest igat ion.   There are  a lso issues  of

s ta te  weakness  –  s ta te  neglect ,  off ic ia l  indifference,  derel ic t ion of

duty and a  vir tual ly  complete  absence of  governance and

adminis t rat ion.  The people  there  are  l iving in  an inst i tut ional  vacuum.

We also examined how the role  of  NGOs and church bodies  working

in the area are  impact ing the confl ic t .  Final ly ,  we looked at  the

pol i t ical  economy –  how are  resources  being manipulated for  the

pol i t ical  and economic ends of  var ious actors  in  the region? The idea

was to  tes t  what  impact  a l l  these var iables ,  and their  inter-relat ion,

were having on the confl ic t .”

Now that  these issues  have been f i rmly ident i f ied and examined they

can be addressed,  in  order  to  offer  a  long-term solut ion to  the

confl ic t .  Devine says that  peace-making is  not  just  about  achieving a

short- term set t lement  by addressing the symptoms but  ra ther  i t  i s

about  long-term resolut ion which addresses  root  causes  and non-

negot iable  human needs.  Sustainable  development ,  he says,  is  a t  the

heart  of  any peace process .  The main tenet  of  Devine’s  approach is

that  people’s  basic  human needs have to  be understood and met  so

that  the confl ic t  resolut ion process  can begin.

Devine recognizes  the potent ia l  for  a  Catch 22 s i tuat ion given that  i t

is  diff icul t  to  a t t ract  development  funding in  a  host i le  environment

when i t  i s  exact ly  this  absence of  hol is t ic  development  which fuels

the host i l i t ies  in  the f i rs t  place.



Where Fr .  Devine is  making a  difference to  the people  of  the I lemi

tr iangle  is  that  he has  earned the t rust  and confidence of  the key

protagonis ts .  He is  s lowly breaking down the vicious circle  of

confl ic t  by discreet  mediat ion and offer ing people  a  platform to

express  their  sense of  injust ice  and their  fears .  I t  i s  his  courage and

humanity,  together  with his  extensive experience of  confl ic t  in  East

Afr ica that  Devine br ings to  the I lemi s i tuat ion.

Mediat ion has  begun and development  projects  are  being examined.

Heal th  and educat ion programs and a  water  conservat ion and access

scheme have been ident i f ied as  the pr ior i t ies  which aim to make an

immediate ,  tangible  difference to  the people  l iving in  this

inhospi table  land.   Working in  conjunct ion with NGOs,  churches and

local  authori t ies  on the ground and in  par tnership with aid from

various donors ,  Devine is  confident  that  the spiral  of  violence can be

hal ted and that  peace wil l  prevai l  before  the confl ic t  escalates  into

an internat ional  cr is is .

Patr ick Devine is  current ly  engaged in  establ ishing a  Nairobi-based

centre  for  confl ic t  t ransformation and management  -  "The Shalom

Center  for  Confl ic t  Resolut ion and Reconci l ia t ion (SCCRR)".  SCCRR

wil l  address  the par t icular  character is t ics  and root  causes  of  confl ic t

in  East  Afr ica  and he is  determined that  i ts  work wil l  a lso help br ing

the confl ic t  in  the I lemi Triangle  environment  to  the at tent ion of  the

world.   The foundat ion of  the centre  is  a  long-held ambit ion for  a

man who has worked for  over  twenty years  to  preserve the digni ty

and freedom of  the poverty-s t r icken and the oppressed throughout

East  Afr ica .



Fr.  Devine’s  “The Turkana-Dassenach Confl ic t :  Causes  and

Consequences”  i s  current ly  being ut i l ized by minis ters  in  the Kenyan

government  and was requested by CEWARN (Confl ic t  Early Warning

Network)  personnel  in  Ethiopia ,  as  an aid to  confl ic t  resolut ion in

Eastern Afr ica.   His  contr ibut ion to  the formulat ion of  recent ly

publ ished proposi t ions,  emerging from the Synod for  Afr ica  at  the

Vatican,  concerning confl ic t  t ransformation and the need for  i t  to  be

formally introduced into educat ional  programmes for  re l igious and

lai ty ,  has  been publ ical ly  commended.  This  a l l  augurs  wel l  for

confl ic t  resolut ion and reconci l ia t ion in  Eastern Afr ica,  and for  the

numerous marginal ized and neglected peoples  such as  those l iving in

the I lemi Triangle .

 

*Charles  Haskins is  a  Nairobi-based journalis t  working as  News

Programming Advisor to  Sudan Radio Service,  a  project  of  the

Educat ion Development  Centre,  Washington D.C.


