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Abstract 

Kenya has faced persistent territorial conflicts that threaten national security, economic stability, 

and diplomatic relations with neighboring countries. Rooted in historical claims, colonial-era 

border demarcations, and competition over resources, these disputes such as those involving the 

Elemi Triangle, Migingo Island, the Kenya-Somalia border, and the Kenya-Tanzania border, have 

led to tensions and occasional violence. This study employs a mixed-method approach, integrating 

archival research, government reports, and expert interviews to analyze the historical, legal, and 

security dimensions of these conflicts. The paper explores the socio-economic consequences of 

border disputes, particularly their effects on local communities, trade, and resource management. 

Despite these challenges, opportunities exist for peaceful resolution through frameworks such as 

the East African Community (EAC), the African Union (AU), and international legal mechanisms 

like the International Court of Justice (ICJ). The findings suggest that while unresolved disputes 

pose security risks, they also offer avenues for regional cooperation and shared resource 

governance. The study concludes with policy recommendations, including diplomatic negotiations, 

adherence to international rulings, cross-border trade facilitation, and enhanced border security. A 

strategic approach to border management can promote regional stability, economic integration, and 

sustainable development. 
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1. Introduction 

Kenya’s geographical positioning in East Africa has historically placed it at the center of 

territorial disputes with its neighboring countries. The origins of these conflicts can be 

traced back to colonial-era border demarcations that often failed to consider ethnic, 

cultural, and economic ties among local communities (Mburu, 2003). The artificial 

boundaries drawn by colonial powers, particularly the British and Germans in the late 

19th and early 20th centuries, disregarded the indigenous social structures that had 

governed local populations for centuries. As a result, post-independence Kenya inherited  

a legacy of contested borders that have since fueled disputes with Uganda, Tanzania, 

South Sudan, Ethiopia, and Somalia. 

 

One of the most significant colonial-era agreements that shaped Kenya’s territorial 

landscape was the 1886 Anglo-German Agreement, which divided the East African 

region between Britain and Germany. This agreement established the Kenya-Tanzania 

boundary but did not account for the movement of communities such as the Maasai, who 

historically inhabited both sides of the border (Ochieng, 1985). Similarly, the Anglo-
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Ethiopian Treaty of 1902 and subsequent agreements defined the Kenya-Ethiopia border, 

but ambiguities in demarcation led to ongoing disputes, particularly in regions such as 

the Elemi Triangle, which is also claimed by South Sudan (Mburu, 2003). 

 

Another colonial-era decision that has contributed to tensions was the delineation of the 

Kenya-Uganda border along Lake Victoria. During British rule, colonial administrators 

often adjusted boundary lines for administrative convenience, without considering the 

economic implications for local fishing communities (Juma, 2016). This lack of clear 

demarcation is at the heart of the Migingo Island dispute, as both Kenya and Uganda 

claim sovereignty over the tiny but resource-rich island. 

 

The Kenya-Somalia border conflict also has deep historical roots, dating back to the early 

20th century when Britain transferred the Northern Frontier District (NFD) to Kenya 

despite strong opposition from Somali communities (Schlee, 2013). Upon gaining 

independence in 1963, Somalia sought to reclaim the NFD, leading to the Shifta War 

(1963-1967), an armed conflict between Somali secessionists and the Kenyan government. 

Though the war ended, tensions persisted, culminating in the maritime dispute between 

the two nations over resource-rich waters in the Indian Ocean (ICJ, 2021). In the recent 

times, it has become one of the most contentious maritime conflict, which escalated after 

Somalia filed a case at the International Court of Justice (ICJ) in 2014, claiming ownership 

of a 100,000-square-kilometer maritime zone rich in hydrocarbons (ICJ, 2021).  

 

Additionally, Kenya has been experiencing a long-standing dispute with Uganda over 

Migingo Island, a small but economically significant fishing area in Lake Victoria, has led 

to occasional confrontations between fishermen and security forces (Juma, 2016). The 

Elemi Triangle, contested between Kenya, South Sudan, and Ethiopia, remains another 

unresolved issue that continues to affect regional stability and local livelihoods (Kamau, 

2020). Furthermore, Kenya and Tanzania have had periodic disputes over cross-border 

trade, land ownership, and access to natural resources, straining economic and 

diplomatic ties between the two nations (Ochieng, 2018). 

 

The post-colonial period has been marked by sporadic conflicts over these inherited 

border disputes, affecting regional peace and stability. Kenya has engaged in various 

diplomatic efforts, including African Union (AU) mediation, bilateral negotiations, and 

international legal mechanisms to resolve these issues. However, historical grievances, 

economic interests, and security concerns continue to shape the dynamics of Kenya’s 

territorial disputes in the modern era. 

 

While these disputes pose security threats, they also present opportunities for diplomatic 

engagement and regional integration. International legal mechanisms, such as the ICJ and 

African Union (AU) mediation frameworks, offer possible solutions for resolving conflicts 

peacefully (Keohane, 1984). This paper examines these territorial conflicts, analyzes the 

threats they pose, and explores potential strategies for promoting stability and 

cooperation.  

 

2. Theoretical Framework 

This study is grounded in three major theoretical frameworks: realism, liberal 

institutionalism, and securitization theory. These theories help explain the motivations 

behind territorial disputes, the role of diplomacy and institutions in conflict resolution, 

and the security implications of contested borders.Realism, a dominant theory in 

international relations, posits that states are primarily concerned with their survival and 

national interest, often leading to power struggles and territorial conflicts (Morgenthau, 
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1948). In the context of Kenya’s territorial disputes, realism explains why the country has 

historically taken assertive measures to defend its borders and strategic economic zones. 

According to Waltz (1979), states operate in an anarchic international system where 

competition over resources and geopolitical advantages is inevitable. This perspective is 

evident in Kenya’s firm stance on the Elemi Triangle, the Migingo Island dispute with 

Uganda, and the Kenya-Somalia maritime conflict, where economic and security interests 

heavily influence state actions (Mburu, 2003). 

 

From a realist perspective, Kenya’s engagement in these territorial disputes can be 

attributed to the need to safeguard its sovereignty and maintain strategic control over 

vital resources such as fisheries in Lake Victoria and potential hydrocarbons in the Indian 

Ocean (Juma, 2016). Additionally, the presence of military forces in disputed areas, such 

as Kenya’s patrols around Migingo Island and the deployment of security forces in the 

Elemi Triangle, aligns with realism’s assertion that states rely on military and strategic 

power to protect their territorial claims (Mearsheimer, 2001). 

 

While realism focuses on competition, liberal institutionalism provides a counterbalance 

by emphasizing cooperation, diplomacy, and institutional mechanisms in managing 

territorial conflicts. Liberal institutionalism, as articulated by Keohane (1984), suggests 

that international organizations, treaties, and regional blocs can play a significant role in 

mitigating conflicts and promoting peaceful resolutions. This theory is particularly 

relevant to Kenya’s approach to resolving disputes through legal and diplomatic 

channels. 

 

For instance, Kenya has engaged with the African Union (AU), the East African 

Community (EAC), and the International Court of Justice (ICJ) to address border tensions 

and maritime disputes (ICJ, 2021). The ICJ ruling on the Kenya-Somalia maritime conflict, 

despite Kenya’s reservations, highlights how international legal mechanisms can 

influence territorial claims and dispute settlements (Kamau, 2020). Similarly, Kenya’s 

commitment to regional integration frameworks, such as the EAC, underscores its 

willingness to engage in structured negotiations rather than resorting to unilateral actions 

(Keohane& Martin, 1995). 

 

Furthermore, economic cooperation initiatives, such as resource-sharing agreements 

between Kenya and Uganda over Lake Victoria’s fisheries, align with liberal 

institutionalism’s argument that interdependence reduces the likelihood of prolonged 

territorial conflicts (Russett&Oneal, 2001). By fostering economic and diplomatic ties, 

Kenya and its neighbors can shift from confrontational postures to collaborative solutions 

that benefit all parties involved. 

 

On the other hand, Securitization theory, developed by the Copenhagen School, provides 

another critical lens for analyzing Kenya’s territorial disputes. This theory posits that 

issues become security threats when political actors frame them as existential dangers 

requiring extraordinary measures (Buzan, Wæver, & de Wilde, 1998). In Kenya, territorial 

conflicts have been securitized, with government officials, media, and policymakers 

presenting disputes as direct threats to national stability and sovereignty. 

 

For example, the Kenya-Somalia maritime dispute has been linked to broader security 

concerns, including the threat of Al-Shabaab, maritime piracy, and illegal fishing (ICJ, 

2021). Kenyan leaders have framed the conflict as not just an economic or legal issue but 

also a matter of national security, justifying increased naval patrols and diplomatic efforts 

to safeguard the country’s interests (Juma, 2016). Similarly, tensions along the Kenya-
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Tanzania border, particularly trade restrictions and livestock disputes, have been 

portrayed as economic security threats that require policy interventions and cross-border 

agreements (Kamau, 2020). 

 

The securitization of these conflicts influences public perception and government 

responses, often leading to military deployments, stricter border controls, and diplomatic 

escalations. While securitization can enhance national security preparedness, it also risks 

exacerbating tensions if conflicts are overly militarized or politicized without diplomatic 

alternatives (Buzan et al., 1998). 

 

The interplay of realism, liberal institutionalism, and securitization theory provides a 

comprehensive understanding of Kenya’s territorial conflicts. While realism explains the 

strategic motivations behind Kenya’s territorial claims, liberal institutionalism highlights 

the role of diplomatic and legal mechanisms in dispute resolution. Securitization theory 

further illustrates how these disputes are framed as security threats, shaping government 

policies and public discourse. A balanced approach that incorporates all three 

perspectives is essential for achieving long-term stability and regional cooperation. 

 

3. Methodology 

This study employs a mixed-methods approach, integrating qualitative and quantitative 

research to analyze Kenya’s territorial disputes comprehensively. The combination of 

historical, diplomatic, economic, and security analyses enhances the reliability and 

validity of findings while mitigating biases associated with single-method 

studies.Primary data was collected through structured and semi-structured interviews 

with key stakeholders, including government officials from the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs and the Kenya Defence Forces (KDF), security analysts, academicians such as 

historians and political scientists, and representatives from affected border communities. 

Additionally, Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) were conducted in border areas to 

capture firsthand perspectives on socio-economic and security impacts. 

 

Secondary data was sourced from government reports, legal documents such as treaties 

and court rulings—including the International Court of Justice (ICJ) decision on the 

Kenya-Somalia maritime dispute—and colonial-era agreements. Academic literature, 

including books and peer-reviewed journals, was analyzed alongside media reports and 

policy briefs from organizations such as the African Union (AU) and the East African 

Community (EAC). 

 

The study employed thematic, theoretical, content, and document analysis to examine 

collected data. Thematic analysis focused on border disputes, security threats, economic 

impacts, and diplomatic solutions, identifying patterns such as colonial legacies, 

territorial claims, and regional cooperation mechanisms. 

 

Theoretical analysis applied realism, emphasizing national interests and sovereignty 

(Morgenthau, 1948), and liberal institutionalism, which advocates for conflict resolution 

through diplomacy (Keohane, 1984). Securitization theory examined how governments 

frame disputes as security threats requiring intervention (Buzan, Wæver, & de Wilde, 

1998).Content analysis reviewed historical records, legal treaties, and court rulings, 

identifying patterns in border conflicts, geopolitical interests, and resource-driven 

competition. Document analysis examined ICJ rulings, colonial maps, and government 

reports, alongside academic literature and media reports, to assess diplomatic efforts and 

public discourse.By integrating these analytical approaches, the study strengthens its 

credibility and provides a multidimensional understanding of Kenya’s territorial 
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conflicts, ensuring a well-rounded examination of their causes, implications, and 

potential resolution 

 

a. The Elemi Triangle Conflict: Historical, Security, and Diplomatic Perspectives 

The Elemi Triangle, a vast and resource-rich area located at the intersection of Kenya, 

South Sudan, and Ethiopia, has remained a source of contention for decades. Despite 

Kenya's de facto control over the region, both South Sudan and Ethiopia have historically 

laid claims to the land (Mburu, 2003).  

 

The Elemi Triangle dispute can be traced back to colonial-era border demarcations, which 

often ignored indigenous land use and territorial occupation patterns. The 1914 Anglo-

Ethiopian Treaty and subsequent colonial arrangements failed to establish clear 

boundaries, leaving the area in a state of legal ambiguity (Schlee, 2013). During British 

colonial rule, the region was largely administered from Kenya, a practice that continued 

post-independence, solidifying Kenya’s territorial control. 

 

South Sudan’s claim over the Elemi Triangle is rooted in colonial-era maps and the belief 

that the region was historically part of Sudan before Kenya’s independence in 1963 

(Johnson, 2016). Ethiopia, on the other hand, has made claims based on ethnic settlement 

patterns and resource interests. The lack of a binding legal framework has perpetuated 

disputes, making the Elemi Triangle a flashpoint for territorial conflicts.The ongoing 

dispute on this triangle has significant security implications.  The Elemi Triangle dispute 

has led to periodic violence, primarily among the pastoralist communities of the Turkana 

(Kenya), Toposa (South Sudan), and Nyangatom (Ethiopia). These conflicts are often 

fueled by competition over water and grazing lands, exacerbated by climate change and 

dwindling resources (Markakis, 2011). 

 

Additionally, the region has witnessed frequent cross-border raids and retaliatory 

attacks, complicating peace efforts. Armed militia groups, sometimes with alleged 

backing from state actors, have engaged in skirmishes, leading to loss of life and 

displacement of local populations. The Kenyan government has deployed security forces 

to maintain control, but these efforts have been met with resistance from neighboring 

claimants (Mburu, 2003). 

 

Another major security concern is the proliferation of small arms in the region. The 

porous borders facilitate the smuggling of weapons, increasing the intensity and 

frequency of violent conflicts. The lack of coordinated security measures among the three 

countries has further hindered efforts to curb violence (Schlee, 2013). 

 

Several attempts have been made to diplomatically resolve the Elemi Triangle dispute. 

Bilateral and multilateral negotiations between Kenya, South Sudan, and Ethiopia have 

been held under the auspices of regional bodies such as the African Union (AU) and the 

Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD) (Johnson, 2016). However, these 

efforts have yet to yield a conclusive resolution. 

 

Kenya has continued to maintain administrative control over the region, leveraging its 

diplomatic and economic influence. South Sudan, emerging from internal conflicts, has 

been less aggressive in its claims but continues to assert its rights through diplomatic 

channels (Schlee, 2013). Ethiopia’s approach has been largely opportunistic, seeking 

resource access rather than direct control over the region. 
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Legal avenues, such as arbitration through the International Court of Justice (ICJ), have 

been suggested but have not gained traction due to the unwillingness of the parties to 

submit to external adjudication (Markakis, 2011). The lack of a formal dispute resolution 

mechanism continues to pose a challenge in reaching a lasting solution. 

 

The Elemi Triangle remains a complex territorial dispute shaped by historical legacies, 

resource competition, and security concerns. While Kenya retains de facto control, South 

Sudan and Ethiopia’s claims continue to threaten long-term stability in the region. 

Sustainable conflict resolution will require a combination of diplomatic engagement, 

regional cooperation, and legal arbitration. Addressing security challenges, particularly 

in managing cross-border militia activities and arms proliferation, is crucial for achieving 

lasting peace. Strengthening regional integration mechanisms, such as IGAD and AU 

mediation, could provide a viable pathway toward resolving the Elemi Triangle dispute. 

 

b. The Migingo Island Dispute and disruption of Regional Econometrics 

Migingo Island, a tiny yet strategically significant rocky outcrop in Lake Victoria, has 

been a source of territorial dispute between Kenya and Uganda for several decades. The 

conflict primarily revolves around fishing rights, as the island lies in a region rich in Nile 

perch, a valuable fish species that sustains the livelihoods of many local fishermen (Juma, 

2016). The ongoing contestation over the island’s ownership has fueled diplomatic 

tensions, occasional conflicts between Kenyan and Ugandan fishermen, and periodic 

interventions by both governments. 

 

The origins of the Migingo dispute dates back to the colonial era when British colonial 

boundaries were drawn without clear demarcation of the small islands within Lake 

Victoria (Okumu, 2010). This ambiguity has led to disputes over territorial sovereignty in 

the post-independence period. Historically, Kenyan fishermen have used Migingo as a 

fishing base, while Ugandan authorities argue that the island falls within their territorial 

waters. 

 

The dispute escalated in the early 2000s when Ugandan security personnel were 

deployed to the island, raising concerns among Kenyan fishermen, who accused Uganda 

of illegal occupation. Ugandan forces imposed fishing regulations and levies on Kenyan 

fishermen, leading to frequent clashes (Ochieng, 2018). 

 

Migingo Island, despite its small size, holds significant economic value due to its 

proximity to fertile fishing grounds. The Nile perch industry in Lake Victoria generates 

millions of dollars annually, making the control of fishing zones a crucial economic issue 

for both Kenya and Uganda (Anyango, 2021). The island also serves as a trading hub, 

where fishermen access supplies such as fuel, food, and fishing gear. Additionally, it 

provides shelter during storms, making it an essential base for deep-water fishing 

operations. 

 

Beyond economic factors, Migingo has geopolitical importance. Control over the island 

allows a country to regulate fishing activities and expand its influence over Lake 

Victoria’s waters. The presence of security forces on the island also highlights concerns 

over maritime security, with both nations seeking to assert their territorial claims. 

 

Efforts to resolve the dispute have involved several bilateral talks between Kenya and 

Uganda. In 2009, both governments agreed to conduct a joint survey to determine the 

island’s rightful ownership. However, disagreements over methodology and results 
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stalled the process (Mutambo, 2020). Periodic high-level meetings have taken place, but 

no conclusive resolution has been reached. 

 

Tensions continue to resurface, particularly when Ugandan authorities detain Kenyan 

fishermen for allegedly violating Ugandan fishing regulations. These arrests have 

sparked diplomatic protests from Kenya, with leaders calling for a peaceful resolution 

and adherence to international law. Meanwhile, local fishermen remain vulnerable to 

harassment, affecting their economic well-being. 

 

The East African Community (EAC) and other regional bodies have attempted to mediate 

the dispute, emphasizing the need for shared resource management rather than territorial 

competition (Wafula, 2019). The African Union (AU) has also encouraged diplomatic 

dialogue to prevent escalation into a broader conflict. Some experts propose a joint 

administration of Migingo, where Kenya and Uganda would cooperate in managing the 

fishing industry and security arrangements. 

 

Moving forward, resolving the Migingo dispute will require a clear legal framework on 

boundary demarcation, a bilateral resource-sharing agreement, and enhanced diplomatic 

engagements. Without a lasting solution, periodic tensions are likely to persist, affecting 

regional stability and the livelihoods of local fishing communities. 

 

Kenya-Somalia Border Dispute: The Maritime Insecurity Geopolitical Threats 

The Kenya-Somalia maritime dispute is one of the most contentious border conflicts in 

the region, with far-reaching security, economic, and geopolitical implications. The 

dispute involves a 100,000-square-kilometer maritime zone in the Indian Ocean, which is 

believed to contain significant oil and gas reserves. The conflict has strained diplomatic 

relations between the two nations and heightened security concerns, particularly 

regarding terrorist activities and economic stability. This chapter provides a detailed 

examination of the origins of the dispute, legal proceedings at the International Court of 

Justice (ICJ), economic and security implications, and ongoing diplomatic efforts to 

resolve the conflict. 

 

The Kenya-Somalia maritime boundary conflict is rooted in differing interpretations of 

maritime territorial laws and historical claims. Kenya and Somalia both claim ownership 

over the disputed maritime zone, citing historical agreements and international legal 

frameworks. Before Somalia's case at the ICJ in 2014, both countries had engaged in 

discussions over their maritime boundaries without reaching a conclusive agreement. 

 

Kenya argues that the maritime boundary should extend eastward, following the parallel 

of latitude, in line with a 1979 presidential proclamation and previous bilateral 

agreements. This interpretation would secure Kenya’s access to the oil and gas reserves in 

the contested zone (Omolo, 2022). Conversely, Somalia contends that the boundary 

should follow a southeasterly direction, based on the equidistance principle, which is a 

standard approach in maritime boundary delimitation (ICJ, 2021). This interpretation 

would grant Somalia sovereignty over the disputed waters. 

 

In 2014, Somalia escalated the matter by filing a case at the International Court of Justice 

(ICJ), seeking a legal ruling on the maritime boundary. Kenya objected to the ICJ’s 

jurisdiction, arguing that the matter should be resolved through diplomatic negotiations. 

However, the ICJ proceeded with the case, hearing arguments from both parties between 

2019 and 2021. 
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On October 12, 2021, the ICJ delivered its judgment, largely ruling in favor of Somalia. 

The court adjusted the maritime boundary to follow the equidistance line, significantly 

altering Kenya’s previous claims and granting Somalia control over a large portion of the 

contested maritime zone (ICJ, 2021). The ruling was met with resistance from Kenya, 

which rejected the decision on the grounds of national sovereignty and economic 

implications. 

 

The disputed maritime zone is believed to be rich in oil and gas deposits, making it an 

economically strategic area for both Kenya and Somalia. Before the ICJ ruling, Kenya had 

issued exploration licenses to international oil companies to conduct offshore drilling 

operations. However, the ruling has created uncertainty over Kenya’s ability to continue 

its hydrocarbon exploration efforts in the area, as Somalia now claims sovereignty over a 

majority of the contested waters (Omolo, 2022). The dispute has discouraged foreign 

investment and delayed potential energy projects that could contribute to Kenya’s 

economic growth. 

 

The maritime dispute has exacerbated security challenges, particularly in Kenya’s coastal 

and northeastern regions. The terrorist group Al-Shabaab, which has historically 

operated in Somalia and parts of Kenya, has used the dispute as a propaganda tool to 

justify attacks within Kenyan territory. The strained diplomatic relations have made it 

difficult for the two nations to cooperate effectively on counterterrorism operations 

(Botha, 2021).Increased hostilities between the two countries have also led to heightened 

border tensions, with reports of cross-border incursions and clashes between security 

forces. The lack of a clear maritime boundary has further complicated security patrols, 

increasing the risk of illegal fishing, piracy, and smuggling activities in the Indian Ocean. 

Despite the legal and security tensions, diplomatic efforts have continued, with regional 

and international bodies stepping in to mediate the dispute. The African Union (AU) and 

the Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD) have both attempted to 

facilitate dialogue between Kenya and Somalia, emphasizing the need for peaceful 

resolution and cooperation (Mohamed, 2023). However, achieving a lasting agreement 

has proven challenging due to deeply entrenched national interests. 

 

Bilateral negotiations have also taken place, with leaders from both countries expressing 

willingness to explore alternative solutions. However, concerns over national sovereignty 

and economic interests have slowed progress. Some experts suggest that a joint resource-

sharing agreement, similar to those implemented in other maritime disputes, could 

provide a sustainable solution, allowing both countries to benefit from the region’s 

natural resources. 

 

To prevent further escalation and maintain regional stability, the a number of steps 

should be considered, first, Enhancing Diplomatic Channels – Both Kenya and Somalia 

should commit to sustained diplomatic engagement through neutral mediators, such as 

the African Union or the United Nations. Secondly, there is need for Security Cooperation 

among two countries – Strengthening joint security mechanisms to address terrorism 

threats and piracy along the disputed maritime zone thirdly, there should be Joint 

Economic Ventures, which wwould include exploring shared economic projects, 

including hydrocarbon exploration agreements, to ensure mutual benefit from maritime 

resources. Fourthly, a proper Legal Framework and Dispute Resolution Mechanisms 

should be in place. In fact establishing long-term legal frameworks under international 

law to prevent future conflicts over maritime boundaries.finally, Regional Integration and 

Collaboration should be advocated for by all concerned coutries. Leveraging regional 
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organizations such as IGAD and the AU to facilitate dialogue and promote economic 

cooperation in the Horn of Africa. 

 

c. Kenya-Tanzania Border Tensions 

Kenya and Tanzania share a long history of diplomatic, economic, and socio-political 

interactions, marked by both cooperation and periodic tensions. The border between the 

two nations spans approximately 769 kilometers, with multiple crossing points 

facilitating trade and movement of people. However, disputes have arisen over trade 

restrictions, territorial claims, and competition for natural resources, often leading to 

temporary border closures and economic disruptions. While these tensions have not 

escalated into full-scale conflict, they have impacted bilateral relations and regional 

integration efforts. This chapter explores the underlying causes of Kenya-Tanzania border 

tensions, their implications, and the mechanisms available for conflict resolution. 

 

Kenya and Tanzania have shared diplomatic relations since gaining independence in 

1963 and 1961, respectively. The two nations were founding members of the East African 

Community (EAC), initially established in 1967. However, ideological differences 

between Kenya’s capitalist policies and Tanzania’s socialist policies under President 

Julius Nyerere led to tensions and the collapse of the EAC in 1977 (Kamau, 2020). 

Although the EAC was revived in 2000, sporadic disputes over trade, resource control, 

and border security have continued. 

 

Key causes of border tensions between kenya and Tanzania can be categorized into three, 

that is, trade and economic disputes, territorial resource competitions and boarder 

closures and movement restrictions. On conflicts arising from trade and economic 

disputes, scholars observe that trade has been a primary source of friction between Kenya 

and Tanzania. Disagreements have emerged over tariffs, import/export bans, and 

taxation policies, particularly affecting the movement of goods such as agricultural 

products and manufactured goods. Notable incidents include livestock trade conflicts 

where Tanzania has, on multiple occasions, impounded and auctioned livestock from 

Kenyan herders who cross into Tanzanian territory in search of pasture (Mwakilishi, 

2021). This has provoked diplomatic protests from Kenya; agricultural trade barriers 

where Kenya has imposed bans on Tanzanian maize and other farm produce over 

concerns related to quality standards and surplus production. in retaliation, Tanzania has 

restricted imports of Kenyan dairy products, resulting in trade standoffs and 

manufacturing related dispute where Kenyan manufacturers often face difficulties 

exporting goods to Tanzania due to protectionist measures, which Tanzania justifies as 

necessary to protect local industries. 

 

Territorial and Resource Competitionon the other hand occasionally arise due to 

territorial claims and competition over shared resources such as land, water, and wildlife 

conservation areas. Two key areas of contention include, Lake Jipe and Lake Victoria 

Fishing Rights where fishermen from both countries frequently clash over fishing rights 

in Lake Jipe and the shared waters of Lake Victoria. Regulatory differences and 

accusations of illegal fishing practices have led to periodic arrests of Kenyan and 

Tanzanian fishermen (Omari, 2022). Another conflict involves the Serengeti-Maasai Mara 

Ecosystem. The transboundary Serengeti-Maasai Mara wildlife corridor is a critical 

conservation area and tourism hub. Disputes have emerged over the management of 

wildlife migration routes, anti-poaching policies, and tourism revenue sharing. 

 

Finally, the concept of border closures and movement restrictions has always been a 

profound cause of territorial conflict. Tensions have escalated in situations where one 
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country unilaterally closes border crossings in response to political or economic disputes. 

Some notable incidents include, in 2017, Tanzania temporarily closed the Namanga 

border post following a dispute over vehicle inspection standards; in 2020, during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, Kenya restricted movement from Tanzania due to health concerns, 

leading to retaliatory measures from Tanzanian authorities (Kamau, 2020) and occasional 

crackdowns on illegal migration and smuggling have resulted in diplomatic protests and 

inconvenience for cross-border traders. 

 

The above territorial disputes have paused serious implications on the Kenya-Tanzania 

relations. First, there are major economic consequences where border tensions disrupt 

trade flows, leading to financial losses for businesses and governments. The tourism, 

agriculture, and manufacturing sectors are particularly affected. Increased restrictions 

and tariffs reduce economic growth opportunities and discourage foreign investment in 

cross-border industries (Mwakilishi, 2021). 

 

Secondly, the tension has a direct impact on social and humanitarian aspects.Frequent 

border disputes negatively affect communities living along the Kenya-Tanzania border. 

The Maasai, Kuria, and other indigenous communities with family ties on both sides of 

the border often face challenges in accessing essential services such as healthcare and 

education. Additionally, tensions sometimes escalate into violent confrontations, 

particularly among pastoralist communities competing for grazing land. 

 

Lastly, they affect regional integration and diplomatic relations in the sense that border 

disputes between Kenya and Tanzania undermine the objectives of the East African 

Community (EAC), which aims to foster regional integration and economic cooperation. 

Periodic trade wars and restrictions contradict the EAC’s vision of a borderless East 

Africa, slowing down efforts to establish a common market and customs union (Omari, 

2022). 

 

To avert these disputes, Kenya and Tanzania have mechanisms for addressing their 

disputes through diplomatic engagement and regional cooperation frameworks. These 

include use of bilateral diplomacy approach involving presidential summits with high-

level meetings between Kenyan and Tanzanian leaders have helped de-escalate tensions 

and resolve disputes amicably as well as joint ministerial committees where trade and 

border control agencies from both nations regularly meet to discuss solutions to trade 

disputes and cross-border challenges. 

 

Secondly, there have been the East African Community (EAC) Interventions where the 

EAC’s Council of Ministers and East African Court of Justice (EACJ) provide legal and 

policy frameworks for addressing trade-related conflicts and border disputes as well as 

the efforts by the EAC Common Market Protocol, established in 2010, promotes the free 

movement of goods, services, and people, reducing trade barriers over time (Kamau, 

2020). 

 

Lastly, there have been Community-Based Conflict Resolution Mechanisms (CBCRM) 

where local leaders and community elders play a crucial role in mediating disputes 

among pastoralists and traders at the grassroots level. There is also cross-border 

cooperation initiatives, such as peace committees and joint environmental conservation 

projects, help foster peaceful coexistence. While Kenya and Tanzania have historically 

experienced tensions along their shared border, they have also demonstrated the ability 

to resolve disputes through diplomacy and regional cooperation. Economic competition, 

resource management conflicts, and border closures remain key challenges, but the East 
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African Community (EAC) offers a framework for fostering collaboration and policy 

harmonization. By strengthening bilateral relations and regional integration efforts, both 

countries can transform their border from a point of conflict into an opportunity for 

mutual economic growth and peaceful coexistence. 

 

4. Conclusion 

Kenya’s territorial conflicts, particularly those involving the Elemi Triangle, Migingo 

Island, the Kenya-Somalia maritime dispute, and the Kenya-Tanzania border, are shaped 

by historical, political, economic, and resource-based factors. While these disputes pose 

significant diplomatic and security challenges, they also present opportunities for 

dialogue, cooperation, and regional integration. Resolving these conflicts requires a 

commitment to bilateral negotiations, adherence to international legal frameworks, and 

the strengthening of regional bodies like the East African Community and the African 

Union. 

Moreover, embracing economic diplomacy, joint development initiatives, and sustainable 

resource-sharing agreements can transform these contested spaces into zones of 

cooperation rather than confrontation. Kenya's approach to these territorial issues will 

not only define its regional influence but also impact its long-term economic and political 

stability. If well managed, these disputes could serve as catalysts for stronger inter-state 

relations, enhanced border governance, and deeper economic integration within East 

Africa. 

 

5. Recommendations And Policy Implications 

To reduce inter-territorial conflicts and border tensions stemming from the Elemi 

Triangle, Migingo crisis, Somalia maritime dispute, and the Kenya-Tanzania border 

dispute while promoting lasting peace, several measures should be implemented. 

Strengthening diplomatic engagement is crucial, with regular diplomatic discussions 

needed to address emerging trade disputes and territorial claims before they escalate. 

Enhancing regional trade policies under the East African Community (EAC) framework 

will help prevent unnecessary trade restrictions that often fuel tensions. Improving cross-

border security cooperation through joint border patrols and intelligence-sharing 

mechanisms is essential in addressing illegal trade and security threats. Additionally, 

establishing resource-sharing agreements will enable both countries to collaboratively 

manage shared natural resources, minimizing conflicts over land, water, and fisheries. 

Lastly, investing in cross-border infrastructure, such as roads, border posts, and trade 

facilitation mechanisms, will enhance economic integration and ease movement between 

the two nations, fostering better relations and stability. 
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