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Introduction 

 

 

 

• This is part of my PhD research work, which aims to 

investigate the nature and outcomes of irrigation 

development in Turkana since 1960 to present period 

•  It looks at two periods of irrigation development, an earlier 

period(1960-1990) and contemporary period(2000 to 

present) to see what is similar and different across these 

periods. 

• This research also contrasts the views of developers with 

those of the Turkana people across these periods. 

• It focuses on Turkwel Irrigation Scheme Association(TISA), 

oldest irrigation scheme started by FAO and Kenyan 

Government in 1965, NORAD 1979-1990, fell into disuse 

in the 1990s but it was restarted from 2000. 



Why Turkana? 

• Old history of drought in Turkana 

• Old history of irrigation development 

• Late comer irrigation development effects 

• Hydro-politics—discovery of water acquifers in 2013 

• Irrigation and food security politics 

• Climate change and climate adaptation debate 

• Global and local building ‘resilience’ narratives 

• Devolution 

• Oil and Gas discovery 

 
 



Old Narratives About Pastoralists’ Rangelands 

• Droughts are self-inflicted, bad 

nomadic pastoralism, backward and 

primitive, overstocking, 

environmental degrading, drain on 

the state, war-like 

• Tying up precious resources in land  

• Litany of failure and no ‘quick wins’  

• Poor investments &wasted 

resources 

•  ‘Borderlands’, ‘margins’, dryland, 

peripheral hinterlands’ and frontiers 

• In Kenya, central and peripheral 

mentality about pastoralists’region 

 
(Scoones et al, 2013; Berkhout et al, 2003; 

Anderson, 1999; Adams, 1992).  

 
 

 

 



History: Irrigation Development in Turkana 

 

 

 

• Irrigation practised for more than 500 years in Turkana. 

• Turkana, Maasai and Ilchamus pastoralists have 

practised opportunistic flood cultivation before their 

contact with the British. 

• During the colonial period, small-scale irrigation 

schemes were started to mainly feed prisoners(Mau 

Mau). 

• The Sahelian drought of the 1960s influenced 

governments to invest in irrigation to reduce food 

insecurity in sub-Saharan Africa. 

• Irrigation was complimentary to livestock keeping 



Irrigation Development in Turkana 

• In Turkana, developers, including UN FAO, UNDP, NORAD 

and the Kenyan government started small-scale irrigation 

schemes along River Turkwel.   

• From the 1960s, Turkana pastoralists affected by the 

drought were resettled in Turkwel irrigation scheme. 

• Later, Kaputir, Katilu and Morulem among others started in 

the contemporary period. 

 

 

 



Characteristics of Irrigation Development: 1960-1990 

• Top-down 

• Externally-imposed 

• Bureaucratic 

• Techno-centric 

• Non-participatory 

• Costly 

• Elitist 

• Problematic 
 

 

 



Key Research Findings: Case of Turkwel, Loima 

• Research findings between Feb—August 2014 in Turkwel 

Location, Loima sub-County, Turkana County.  

• The methods used to collect research information include 

oral histories, focus group discussions, participant 

observation and key informant interviews. 

• Sampled five irrigation schemes in Turkwel Location—

Turkwel Irrigation Scheme Association(TISA), Nanyee, 

Kachemeri, Napool and Napak 



Key Findings: Characteristics of IrriDev’t: Turkwel 

• Lack of local involvement(non-participatory) 

• Delay in infrastructure development 

• Salinity 

• Aging farmer population 

• Growing population 

• Shrinking commons(farmlands) 

• Low yields 

• High dependency—HSNP 

• Water scarcity/supply—closure of canal(3 years) 

• Flooding, particularly River Kospir 

• Drought 

• Supply-driven development projects 
 



Key Findings: Characteristics of IrriDev’t: Turkwel 

• Confusion in TCG and National Government roles 

• High and deepening poverty levels 

• Empty political promises—DP Ruto Tractors,etc 

• Increasing destitution of scheme farmers 

• Invasive Prosopis juliflora, locally known as 

Etirae/Mathenge(introduced in 1985). 

• Foreign casual workforce from outside Turkana 

• Shoddy civil works 

• Seminar-driven development 

• High level of school dropouts 

• Lack of farm inputs 

• Poor schemes management 

 

 



Key Findings: Characteristics of IrriDev’t: Turkwel 

• Minimal extension services 

• Non-payment of casual labourers by cowboy contractors 

• Exploitation of casual labourers by contractors 

• Wildlife invasion—Warthogs, monkeys and birds—theft 

• Trainings of non-farmers on irrigation 

• High illiteracy levels among elderly farmers 

• Consultancy-based Irrigation Development 

• No fence to keep livestock off farms 

• Parachute/Fly-in developers isolating locals 

• Open canals 

• Poor canal infrastructure design 

• Lack of storage facilities 

 
 

 

 



Key Findings: Characteristics of IrriDev’t: Turkwel 

• Few irrigation staff in Turkana 

• Minimal end user impacts—subsistence farming  

• Largest non-farming young population— 

• Alcoholism 

• Outmigration of youth and locals to urban areas 

• Corruption 

• Poor drainage 

• Threats by some developers, contractors and politicians 

• Lack of awareness on ‘new technologies’ (Dry nets) 

• Duplication of development projects 

• Under-estimation of schemes sizes 

• Low awareness on devolved development projects 

 



Irrigation Development in Turkana 

What is similar or different in irrigation development in 

Turkana County across the two periods(1960—1990) and 

(2000 to present)? 
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