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Box 1 Pastoralist violence in the border areas

Pastoralist communities in Sudan, Uganda, and Kenya straddle national borders (see map below). Unsur-

prisingly, cross-border conflicts are common and can involve several hundred fighters at a time, in some 

cases up to a thousand or more.3 Because they do not involve state forces directly and are far from the 

centres of power they tend to arouse little public curiosity. Even so, violent confrontations between the 

Toposa and Turkana, among others, occur on a weekly basis.4 The human costs of this are far-reaching and 

present a growing array of risks to the security of the states involved.

During one particularly violent clash in 2004, for example, more than a hundred Turkana warriors 

from north-western Kenya crossed the border into southern Sudan to attack a Toposa kraal (homestead): 

more than 30 Toposa and three Turkana were killed with at least 100 cattle stolen.5

Violent attacks continue on a regular basis. In May 2007, over 50 people were reportedly killed—almost 

all of them women and children—and 11 injured when Toposa tribesmen attacked Didinga villagers outside 

Kapoeta, Eastern Equatoria (South Sudan). The attacks were extremely well coordinated and involved a 

combination of 12.7mm machine guns, rocket-propelled grenade launchers, and assault rifles.6 In August, 

67 people, including nine children, were killed in clashes between Logir and Dongotono warriors near Ikotos, 

Eastern Equatoria.7

property resources. While resource 
competition plays a fundamental role 
in exacerbating periodic outbursts of 
violence, the reality is more complex. 
Equally important to understanding 
insecurity among pastoralist groups  
is their distant and often oppositional 
relationship to the state. As with other 
peripheral groups in the region, pasto-
ralists have suffered systematic mar-

ginalization from central authorities.8 
At the same time, they have a history 
of rejecting the authority of the state, 
which they view as threatening to their 
distinct nomadic way of life.

Pastoralist violence must be situ-
ated, then, in terms of these forces of 
mutual opposition and exclusion as well 
as the struggle for control of resources. 
Growing population pressure in relation 

to a declining resource base, coupled 
with increasing environmental pressures 
such as droughts, have reduced pasto-
ral access to water and other resources. 
In a context where land ownership and 
resources are structured according to 
individual tenure, rather than by reg-
ulated communal systems, relations 
can easily break down.9 

Ultimately, pastoralists do not  
partake of a nation’s so-called ‘public 
goods’. They are often denied govern-
ment services and since formal legal 
and police services are usually non-
existent in pastoralist communities, 
the state seldom plays a role in guar-
anteeing their security. When they do 
become an object of state interest and 
intervention, it often involves forced 
settlement and other coercive efforts 
to make nomads conform to seden-
tary life, which only strengthens their 
impulse to remain apart. Furthermore, 
in the case of security promotion, state 
actions tend to be authoritarian and 
heavy-handed. 

Under such conditions, the demand 
for small arms—mediated by prefer-
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