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Abstract: In Kenya, changes in land use and land ownership have brought about a dramatic transformation in 

social composition, from a simple pastoral society to a complex multi stakeholder society, ranging  from the foot 

zones down to the Laikipia Plateau and the Samburu Plains Based on this, water conflicts are common in Kenya‘s 

Laikipia County since people started settling and carrying out farming activities in the County, leading to the 

management of the water resources through community based organisations referred to as Water Resources Users 

Associations (WRUAs) whose intention is to act to manage conflicts over water. This study sought to assess the role 

of WRUAs in water conflict management among communities in Laikipia. Descriptive survey research was used to 

look at the variables that was studied, where both quantitative and qualitative approaches was adopted. Data was 

collected by use of questionnaires, which was administered to the target population of 559 members of the 7 

WRUAs in Sub catchment 5BE. A sample size of 141 members out of 317 members from 4 randomly sampled 

WRUAs and 8 WRUA stakeholders responded. The data analysis was done using descriptive and inferential 

statistics, according to the research questions and objectives of the study. The findings indicated that WRUAs 

conflict management strategies contribute to managing conflicts related to water. Poor strategies were found to aid 

the conflict. The signs of the conflict included rise in complains on water, disagreements between communities and 

people breaking rules governing water.  

Keywords: Conflict Management, Strategies, Water Resources. 

1.   INTRODUCTION 

Water is essential to sustain life in both human systems and ecosystems. In almost every region of the world, supply of 

water is becoming more difficult because of increasing demands associated with industrialization, increasing urbanization 

and growing population. According to the World Water Vision report (Cosgrove and Rijsberman, 2000) the world 

population has tripled in the past century and water use for human purposes has increased six-fold. In addition, climatic 

conditions, such as global warming, have worsened the situation. Water is very unevenly distributed both temporally and 

spatially. Frequent and regular rain fall in some regions contrasts sharply with prolonged droughts in others. Some regions 

are blessed with an abundance of freshwater while others face scarcity (Gleick, 1993). Moreover, the freshwater resources 

of the world are not partitioned to match the political borders. Thus the distribution and use of limited water resource can 

create conflicts at local, regional, and even international level. History shows and future may confirm that water has a 

strategic role in conflicts among different stakeholders (Gleick, 1993). Improved water management, conflict resolution 

and cooperation could ameliorate such conflicts. Water conflict resolution process has been approached by many 
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disciplines such as law, economics, engineering, political economy, geography, anthropology, and systems theory. An 

excellent source of selected disciplinary approaches is presented by (Wolf, 2002). Traditional conflict resolution 

approaches such as the judicial systems, state legislatures, commissions and similar governmental instruments mostly 

provide resolutions in which one party gains at the expense of the other. When the river basin traverses across multiple 

legal, political and international boundaries, the number of potential stakeholders and their specific interests increases, 

making the conflict resolution process rather complicated (Wolf, 1998).    

2.   STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

Water is one of the natural resources and sustainable use of natural resources is crucial for maintaining the basis for 

sustainable livelihood and peaceful co-existence among community members. There is no such thing as managing water 

for a single purpose all water management is multi-objective and is based on navigating competing interests. Both 

globally and locally, water sector is facing a lot of challenge such as population growth, urbanization, poverty, climate 

change and natural resource degradation that negatively affect on water res ources and ecosystem in general, a key 

challenge is to achieve equitable universal allocation and distribution of river water resources. Within a nation they are 

competing interests which include domestic users, agriculturalists, hydropower generators, rec reators, and 

environmentalists and in which in any two are regularly at odds and the chances of finding mutually acceptable solutions 

drop exponentially as more stakeholders are involved. In 2002, the Kenya„s Water Act, 2002 was enacted to provide for 

the management, conservation, use and control of water resources and for the acquisition and regulation of the rights to 

use water. In September 2007, Water Resources Management Rules were promulgated, helping to fill some of the gaps in 

the Act. The Act is notable in general terms for devolving the management (not supply) of Kenya„s water resources to the 

Water Resources Management Authority (WRMA). The Rules define a WRUA as “an association of water users, riparian 

land owners, or other stakeholders who have formally and voluntarily associated for the purposes of cooperatively 

sharing, managing and conserving a common water resource”. The intention of WRUAs is to act to resolve conflicts over 

water. Water conflicts are common in the Ewaso Ngiro North Catchment  area (ENNCA) where Laikipia County falls in, 

since people started settling and carrying out farming activities in the upper part of the catchment leading to changes over 

the years in the demand for and supply of river water. These changes have resulted in  a society where various 

stakeholders claim access to local water resources resulting to conflict. The conflicts are further aggravated by high social 

inequity, economic marginalization and limited non- land, non-water-dependent sources of livelihood (Gichuki, 2003). 

This has resulted in the management of the water resources through community based organizations referred to as Water 

Resources Users Associations (WRUAs) in the Ewaso Ngiro North Catchment Area. This study therefore sought to assess 

the role of WRUAs in water conflict management among communities in Laikipia county in Kenya. 

3.   LITERATURE REVIEW 

Conflicts are the visible registers of underlying differences as noted by McCall (2001). They can be defined also as 

disagreements on the course of action to be taken (Mostert, 1998). Globally, while the underlying water related conflicts 

can be based on several reasons such as power struggles and competing development interests, all water disputes can be 

attributed to quantity, quality and timing (Aaron et al., 2005). Competing claims for a limited quantity of water can cause 

tensions when allocations increases when the resource is scarce. However, even where pressure on the resource is limited, 

its allocation to different uses and users can be highly contested. On the quality scenario, where low quality is the issue 

whether caused by pollution from pesticides, or excessive levels of salt, nutrients, or suspended solids, makes water 

inappropriate for drinking, industry, and agriculture hence becoming a source of dispute between those who cause it and 

those affected by it. The timing, of water flow is important to avoid downstream and upstream conflicts. Upstream users 

for example, might release water from reservoirs in the winter for hydropower productio n while, downstream users might 

need it for irrigation in the summer. In addition, water flow patterns are crucial to maintaining freshwater ecosystems that 

depend on seasonal flooding.  

Rainfall patterns in Kenya are extremely variable not only spatially and temporally but also in rainfall intensities. Rainfall 

may vary between +35% to – 70% from the mean while rainfall intensities may be as high as 200 mm per hour over short 

time periods (15 minutes). This makes the natural flow of water in the watercours es highly variable in space and in time. 

The growing population increases the demand for water for domestic use, food security and hydropower to the point 

where the needs are outstripping supply. This makes orderly economic and socio economic development, which depend 
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on reliable water resources more difficult to achieve. Kenya, with a current population of 38 million and a projected 

population of 43 million by 2015 faces enormous challenges in the management of its complex, but limited water 

resources (Ministry of Water & Irrigation, 2010). Kenya is classified as a chronically water scarce country with an annual 

renewable fresh water supply of only 647 cubic metres per capita (Ministry of Water & Irrigation, 2002).   

Mediators use about 100 conflict-management techniques (Wall & Lynn, 1993). Some of these are applied to the party -

other relationship; others are targeted at the parties themselves; and still others are focused on the parties‟ relationship 

with outsiders. For decades, researchers have recognized these techniques and more recently they„ve noted that mediators 

employ sets of techniques (strategies) to solve the party-other disputes. For example, mediators use certain coercive 

tactics (substantive pressing) to move a disputant off a position, and they also employ more gentle ones (substantive 

suggesting) to nudge the disputant into a new position (McLaughlin, Carnevale & Lim, 1991). Do these tactics and 

strategies work? According to Kressel and Pruitt (1989) the answer must be somewhat equivocal. They judge the median 

settlement rate to be about 60% with a range between 20% and 80% (Bercovitch, 1989; Wagner, 1990). While this 

average is lower than one would like, we should bear in mind Schwebel, Schwebel, and Schwebel„s (1985) observation 

that mediation frequently attacks conflict causes; consequently, it is as much a preventative measure as it is one of 

resolution. Even when it does not lead to a conflict settlement, mediation frequently improves the interaction  between the 

disputants. Specifically, it improves their communication (Kelly & Gigy, 1989), reduces stress (Zarski, Knight & Zarski, 

1985) and on occasion, provides the disputants with problem solving skills that they can rely upon in the future. Looking 

at another indicator of success, we find the parties‟ satisfaction with the mediation process to be quite high. Kressel and 

Pruitt (1989) report it is typically about 75%, even for disputants who fail to reach agreement (Kelly & Gigy, 1989). 

Disputants tend to be satisfied with mediation because they retain control of the situation; mediation is inexpensive; 

usually it takes into consideration all aspects of the dispute; it allows for catharsis, with confidentiality; and in general, it 

is viewed as fair.  Because of the mediators‟ efforts and disputants‟ satisfaction with the process, compliance with 

mediated agreements is typically very high, about 77% (Roehl & Cook, 1989). The study will assess the methods and 

strategies used by WRUAs in water conflict resolution, including mediation, in sub catchment 5BE of Laikpia County.   

In general, an arbitrator can employ any of the techniques or strategies used by a mediator (Feuille, 1975). Additionally, 

he or she has the option of dictating the solution (outcomes) to the conflict. There are roughly four types of arbitration: 

conventional, final offer (DeNisi & Dworkin, 1981), med-arb, and nonbinding. Under conventional arbitration, the 

arbitrator can employ any techniques he chooses and make any ruling. For final o ffer arbitration, however, the arbitrator 

must choose one negotiator„s last offer. The arbitrator, in med -arb, first mediates and then arbitrates. And for nonbinding 

arbitration, the arbitrator suggests an agreement point, but the parties do not have to ac cept it (DeNisi & Dworkin, 1981). 

Does arbitration work? According to Feuille (1975), by definition, except in the nonbinding case, arbitration gives a 

solution or agreement. Yet conventional arbitration seems to have a “chilling effect”. Some parties conc lude they can 

receive higher outcomes from the arbitration than from a negotiated agreement with other. Therefore, they hold to their 

position or even raise their demands so as to tilt the arbitration in their direction (Feuille, 1975). Final offer arbitra tion 

tends to remedy this effect. Because the arbitrator here will select one final offer, both parties are motivated to negotiate  

reasonably (or to at least make a reasonable final offer) in hopes the arbitrator will choose their final offer. There is strong 

evidence that final offer arbitration does overcome the “chill”. Specifically, it produces more negotiated agreements than 

does conventional arbitration (Feuille, 1975). It lowers the parties‟ aspirations and brings them closer to agreement in the 

negotiation. Likewise, it resolves more issues and tends to bring greater final concessions. As for the effectiveness of 

med-arb, the data currently provide tentative conclusions: it seems that med-arb is more effective than mediation in 

generating agreements and is somewhat more effective than conventional arbitration in producing cooperative bargaining 

(e.g., Pruitt, McGillicuddy, Welton & Fry, 1989). Turning to nonbinding arbitration, we find it difficult to distinguish 

from mediation; therefore, its effects  are assumed to parallel those of mediation. This study will assess the methods and 

strategies used by WRUAs in water conflict resolution, including arbitration, in sub catchment 5BE of Laikpia County.   

Rather than mediating or arbitrating, the third party can provide conciliation (James, 1987; Webb, 1986) or consultation 

(Fisher, 1990). As for the distinction between the latter two processes, there appear to be more similarities than 

differences. Both are less formal than mediation (or arbitration) and are more voluntary; likewise, both give less control to 

the third party and more to the disputants. Also in both, the third party provides an informal communication link between 

the disputants and has a primary goal of improved relations, rather than settlement of the issues. As for the differences 

between conciliation and consultation, we can find a subtle one. Fisher (1990) holds that the third party, when consulting, 

does not, and should not, proffer specific solutions or proposals, because the resolution must come from the disputants or 
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their constituencies. James‟ (1987) observation is that conciliators are even more arms -length: they not only let the 

disputants define and settle the issues; they also refrain from seeking information or making judgments p rior to the 

conciliation. Presently, there is evidence that consultation (Fisher, 1990) and conciliation (Tripp, 1985) do help to manage 

conflict. Yet because of their nonassertive nature, both seem less effective than mediation. This study will assess the  

WRUAs approach to water conflict resolution and which approach may be effective for WRUAs to engage in, including 

conciliation and consultation.   

4.   RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

This study adopted a descriptive survey research design which involves observing and describing the behavior of a subject 

without influencing it in any way. The study targeted all the 7 WRUAs in sub catchment 5 BE that traverses Meru and 

Laikipia Counties, with a total of 559 members covering a total area of 1238 square kilometers. The main reason for 

targeting the 7 WRUAs is that each has its own method of coping with the water conflicts as they arise. The number of 

members per WRUA range from 17 to 200 (WRMA sub region office, Nanyuki, 2015) which is informed by the fact that 

some of the projects, which have many members, register with the WRUA as one umbrella member e.g. Ngusishi while 

others, for example Timau have most of their members as individuals. Four WRUAs with a total of 317 members were 

purposively selected from the sub catchment. The study interviewed the WRUA management committee members. The 

main reason for interviewing the WRUA management committee members was that they were more knowledgeable as 

they are the ones involved in the running of the WRUAs. This study sample frame involved provincial administration, 

employees of WRMA and stakeholders working in the Laikipia County were also interviewed. The study applied both 

probabilistic and non-probabilistic procedures of sampling. Sub catchment 5BE had a total of 7 WRUAs, traversing Meru 

and Laikipia counties, with a total of 559 members. The data analysis involved quantitative and qualitative methods 

(numerical and descriptive). Qualitative data was analyzed based on content analysis while quantitative data was analyzed 

using descriptive and inferential statistics. Data was analyzed with the help of electronic spreadsheet SPSS Program 

which had analysis tools.  

5.   FINDINGS 

The study investigated the conflict management strategies used by Water Resource Users Association by p robing how 

they get to know the existence of conflict related to water use, how they resolve the conflicts and if there is influence of 

strategy and approach used by WRUA on water conflict management. 

Table 1: S igns of conflict related to water use 

Signs of conflict related to water use Frequency Percentage 

Rise in complains on water use 52 40% 

Disagreements between communities  48 37% 

People breaking rules governing water usage 10 8% 

People showing disrespect 20 15% 

Total 130 100%  

The findings in Table 1, indicates that majority 40% revealed that the signs of conflict relating to water use included rise 

in complains on water while 37% indicated that the sign can be disagreements between communities. A few 8% showed 

that when people breaking rules governing water usage is a sign of conflict while 15% indicated people showing 

disrespect. 

Table 2: Ways WRUA use to resolve water related conflicts 

Conflict resolution techniques Frequency Percentage 

Hold sensitization meetings targeting the affected areas 94 72% 

Engage a surveyor to determine the boundaries  10 8% 

Initiate projects such as tree nurseries  12 9% 

Fencing off the dams 14 11% 

Total 130 100%  
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Majority 72% of the respondents indicated that WRUA can hold sensitization meetings targeting the affected areas as a 

way to resolve water related conflicts while 9% indicated that they initiate projects such as tree nurseries. A few 8% 

indicated that they engaged a surveyor to determine the boundaries while 11% indicated that they can resolve conf licts by 

fencing off the dams. 

 

Figure 1: Relevance of the method used in resolving water related conflicts  

The Figure 1 shows the response regarding the relevance of the method used in resolving water related conflicts. Majority 

61% of the respondents indicated that the method used for resolving water conflict was relevant while 37% disagreed that 

it was relevance. A few 2% were not sure of the methods being relevant. 

Table 3: Methods that can solve the water conflict 

Methods to solve water conflict Frequency Percentage 

Designated watering points  23 18% 

Capacity and training on conflict resolution 30 23% 

Ensure equitable water access by all users  20 15% 

Provide a forum to discussion 41 32% 

Develop a water allocation Plan 16 12% 

Total 130 100%  

The findings in Table 3 indicates that majority 32% of the respondents indicated that providing a forum for discussion that 

would prevent and resolve water use conflicts. Another 15% indicated ensuring equitable water access by all users would 

help to solve the conflict resulting from water. 18% indicated that the conflict would be solved by designation of watering 

points while 23% indicated that it can be solved by capacity and training on conflict resolution. A few 12% indicated that 

it can be done through developing a water allocation plan. 

Table 4: There being influence of strategy and approach used by WRUA on water conflict management 

Response Frequency Percentage 

Strongly agree    39 30% 

Agree 75 58% 

Neutral 10 8% 

Disagree 6 5% 

Total 130 100%  

61% 

37% 

2% 

Yes

No

Don’t know 
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Table 4  indicates that majority 58% of the respondents agreed that there  was influence of strategy and approach used by 

WRUA on water conflict management while 5% disagreed to the statement. This means that the strategies and approached 

used by WRUA either positively or negatively influences conflict management among the community. The conflict 

management strategies is positively related to the conflict management. This is shown by the positive sign of the 

coefficient. The coefficient of conflict management strategies is also statistically significant as indicated by a P value of 

0.04 which is statistically significant at 5%. The findings on the WRUAs conflict management strategies and managing 

conflicts related to water revealed that the major signs of conflict relating to water use included rise in complains on 

water. Some indicated disagreements between communities while a few showed that when people breaking rules 

governing water usage is a sign of conflict. Majority of the respondents indicated that WRUA can hold sensitization 

meetings targeting the affected areas as a way to resolve water related conflicts while some indicated that they initiate 

projects such as tree nurseries. Others indicated that they engaged a surveyor to determine the boundaries wh ile some 

indicated that they can resolve conflicts by fencing off the dams. Majority of the respondents indicated that the method 

used for resolving water conflict was relevant. Majority of the respondents indicated that by providing a forum for 

discussion would prevent and resolve water use conflicts. Another indicated through ensuring equitable water access by 

all users would help to solve the conflict resulting from water. Some indicated that the conflict would be solved by 

designation of watering points  while a few indicated that it would be solved by capacity and training on conflict 

resolution. Some indicated that it can be done through developing a water allocation plan. The respondents agreed that 

there was influence of strategy and approach used by WRUA on water conflict management. This means that the 

strategies and approached used by WRUA either positively or negatively influences conflict management among the 

community.  

Postel (1999) describes the roots of the problem: Water, unlike other scarce, consumable resources, is used to fuel all 

facets of society, from biologies to economies to aesthetics and spiritual practice. Moreover, it fluctuates wildly in space 

and time, its management is usually fragmented, and it is often subject to vague, arcane, and/or contradictory legal 

principles. There is no such thing as managing water for a single purpose all water management is multi-objective and 

based on navigating competing interests. Within a nation these interests include domestic users, agriculturalists, 

hydropower generators, recreators, and environmentalists any two of which are regularly at odds and the chances of 

finding mutually acceptable solutions drop exponentially as more stakeholders are involved. In summary the findings 

revealed that WRUAs conflict management strategies contribute to managing conflicts related to water. Poor strategies 

practiced were found to support the conflict. The indicators of the conflict included rise in complains on water, 

disagreements between communities and people breaking rules governing water. 

6.   CONCLUSION 

From the findings, it can be concluded that WRUAs conflict management strategies contribute to managing conflicts 

related to water in Laikipia County. Poor strategies were found to aid the conflict. The signs of the conflict included rise 

in complains on water, disagreements between communities and people breaking rules governing water.  

7.   RECOMMENDATION 

The WRUAs should ensure they involve the community in coming up with strategies of conflict management. This will 

contribute to better management of conflicts relating to water in Laikipia County. The community will be able to follow 

what they have suggested in regards to conflict management. 
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