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During the period between 1992 and 1995, Wajir District in Northeastern Kenya
was overwhelmed by clan-based violence with devastating effects on the local
population. The violence in Wajir occurred during the same period as the ethnic
clashes in the Rift Valley, Nyanza, and Western Provinces of Kenya. Although the
violence and impact on the people of Northeastern Province were at least as severe as
that occurring in the more populated regions of Kenya, this war has been almost
unreported and unnoticed.

The violence has now ceased, thanks largely to combined government and
community group efforts to restore peace and security. This paper will trace the
background to the conflict, detail the violence that occurred and its results, and outline
the work of peace groups to halt the escalating cycle of violence. It will also look at the
values and assumptions underlying fhe peace work, analyse the current situation in
Waijir, and look towards future opportunities and challenges in solidifying the peace in

Wajir District.

INTRODUCTION/CONTEXT
Waijir is one of three districts in Kenya's Northeastern Province. It borders

Ethiopia and Somalia, as well as Mandera, Garissa, Moyale, Marsabit, and Isiolo



Districts in Kenya. It is the second largest and one of the most sparsely populated
Districts in Kenya. The populatioﬁ, based on famine relief figures of 1992-1992, is
estimated to be around 250,000 - 275,000 people, almost entirely ethnic Somali. Three
major Somali clans dominate, the Ogaden, Ajuran, and Degodia. In addition, there are
several smaller clans, as well as a small population of non-Somalis, almost entirely civil
servants and security forces. Wajir town is the only town of any size in Wajir District.
Prior to the 1992, Wajir town had a population of 18,000; today, as a result of the
population displacements caused by the drought and the conflict, the population has
increased to approximately 55,000 people.

Waijir District is a very arid region of 56,600 square kilometres, with an average
rainfall of less than 200 mm per year. The rainfall is erratic, making the entire district
vulnerable to drought. The district is generally flat and featureless, except for a hilly
section near the Ethiopian border. Vegetation is in most places scrub bush, dotted with
acacia trees. No agricultural activity is possible in the district.

As a result of these environmental conditions, more than 80 percent of the
population are nomadic pastoralists, with herds of camels, cattle, sheep and goats.
Because of the scarcity and unreliability of the rainfall, these pastoralists require
extensive areas in which to move in search of pasture and water. This necessity for
unrestricted movement and the scarcity of resources, including water, pasture, and
minerals, naturally leads to conflicts over the control and use of these resources.

Traditionally, the Somali clan system was the basic organisational structure of

Somali society. The clan-based relationships assured the survival of pastoralists, and



provided for the restocking of families who lost their animals through drought, disease,
or theft. The traditional system regulated the use of resources and provided a vehicle
for conflict resolution. Today, the collision between the modern nation state and
traditional pastoralist systems has made the use of traditional Somali conflict resolution
systems more difficult.

Waijir District is underdeveloped in comparison to the rest of Kenya. Waijir
lags significantly in infrastructure, health, education, and economic development. An
August 1992 UNICEF/GOK survey found that 60-70% of pastoralist families have
little or no access to essential services. Childhood immunization was 23% compared
to 71% nationally. Less than 13% of rural households are within six kilometres of a
health facility, compared to 76% nationally. Over 65% of rural families are more than
one day's walk from a health facility. The under-five mortality rate is 339 per 1000,
nearly seven times the national average. Livestock immunization is 7.4%. During dry
season, 61% of the population have more than one day's walk to water. While
insecurity and conflict have caused their share of poverty in the District, poverty and

underdevelopment are themselves causes in which insecurity is easily bred.

BACKGROUND OF CONFLICT

While the roots of the conflict in Waijir are tangled and sometimes quite unclear,
several factors that contributed to the conflict of 1992-1995 can be discussed.

In pre-colonial times, Somali society was self-administered through informal

systems based on clan and sub-clan. Under British colonial administration, elements of



traditional systems were formalized and structured, and rigid, sometimes arbitrary
restraints were imposed.

During colonial rule, Wajir was part of the Northern Frontier District, and was
therefore a closed area, isolated from the rest of Kenya. Little or no attempt was
made to integrate the Somali population with the rest of Kenya, or to provide education,
health, or other services to the Somali people. In fact, Somalis were not permitted to
cross certain boundaries into down-country Kenya.

The colonial government, ignoring the pastoralists' need for very wide movement
in search of water and pasture, initiated clan boundaries and grazing blocks. Clans
were not permitted to cross into the areas set aside for other clans. These unrealistic
boundaries, while greatly resented by the Somali people, have also been used by the
various clans when it suits their purposes. The colonial clan boundaries exist today as
the parliamentary electoral boundaries, and continue to cause conflict over access to
natural resources.

During both the First and Secqnd World Wars, ethnic Somalis fought on both
sides, for the British and the Italians. For the first time, Somalis were involved in
battles with modern weapons, and for reasons not under their control. The aftermath of
these wars has lingered on, with bitterness still remaining between clans fighting for the
different sides in a conflict not at all of their own making.

Towards the end of the colonial period, ethnic Somalis were told that Northeast
Kenya would become part of Somalia. This did not happen, and Northeast Kenya

remained a part of independent Kenya. An unsuccessful war for secession followed,



from 1963-1969. This so-called "Shifta War" served to further isolate the people of
Northeastern Province, including V{lajir District, from the rest of the people of Kenya.

As an aside, in Northeastern Kenya today, "shifta" are elders who are held in
high esteem by the Somali people as freedom fighters. To call a Somali thug a "shifta"
is as offensive to the people of Northeastern Province as it would be to call a car thief
in Central Province a "Mau Mau."

From independence onward, a series of inter-clan conflicts occurred, some
based on clan boundary disputes, some on political leadership issues, some simply
over the scarcity of resources. The worst of these conflicts ended in the Wagalla
massacre of 1984, in which 400 Degodia men and youth died of exposure and thirst
after being rounded up by the Kenyan military and left in the sun for three days with
no food, water, or shelter. Most of the clan fighting since Independence has pitted
the Degodia camel-keeping pastoralists against the cattle-keeping Ajuran and Ogaden.

Much of the clan fighting has centred around electoral politics. Unlike pre-
colonial traditional consensus-based decision making, electoral politics have been
much more clan-based, "winner take all." In Wajir West constituency, which coincides
with the colonial Ajuran area, violent conflict has flared up each time a Degodia MP has
been elected (in 1979, 1984 and 1992).

The independent Kenyan government continued the process of marginalizing
and discriminating against its Somali citizens. Northeast Province, including Wajir

Province, remained under a State of Emergency from independence until 1992.



This gave the administration very wide powers, including the right to kill on sight any

person deemed "suspicious."

In 1991, all Kenyan citizens of Somali ethnicity were required to obtain a second
identity card, in addition to the ID card carried by all Kenyan citizens. This second
identity card was difficult to obtain and required travel to the place of birth of the Somali
citizen and his/her parents. It has been greatly resented by Kenyan Somalis, and has
underlined for them their perceived second-class status in the eyes of the Kenyan
government.

In addition, conflicts in neighbouring countries have had an effect on Wajir
District. The Ogaden War between Ethiopia and Somalia in 1977-78 led to an influx
of refugees and arms into Wajir District. The turmoil in Ethiopia leading to the fall of
Mengistu Haile Mariam in 1991, and the 1991 civil war in Somalia and the subsequent
chaos there both had significant impacts on Waijir, chiefly in the flow of refugees,
weapons, and mercenary soldiers into the District. These disturbances in neighbouring
countries have also resulted in the re-alignment of clan alliances within Wajir and have
served to further erode clan stability.

The chronic underdevelopment and lack of economic opportunities led to a
large group of unemployed youth who felt alienated from Kenya and opportunities
for self-improvement. These youth were easy to exploit as fighters when the violence
began.

In addition, a series of severe droughts overwhelmed the District and its

population. The devastating drought of 1984-1985 resulted in massive livestock deaths



and impoverishment and displacement of large numbers of people. The even worse
drought of 1991-1992, which coincided with the influx of refugees from Ethiopia and
Somalia, led to more livestock loss, displaced even more people, and left thousands
without any source of livelihood or access to food. The UNICEF/GOK survey of
August 1992 found that pastoralists had lost as much as 80% of their small stock, 70%
of their cattle. and 30% of their camels. This heavy loss of basic capital makes the
community vulnerable, desperate, and easily manipulated into violence.

Because of the history of isolation from the rest of Kenya, the people of Wajir
tended to view the government administration as either uninterested or actually hostile
to their interests. Most top district officials, as well as the security forces were down-
country Kenyans, of quite different culture, religion, and world-view, and with very
prejudiced and derogatory stereotypes of the Somali people. The administration and
the population tended to view each other with a great deal of distrust and suspicion.

A huge gap in understanding exists between the Somali people of Northeastern
Province and down-country Kenyans. Negative stereotypes persist on both sides. At a
national peace workshop held in Limuru in 1995, down-country participants were asked
to list words they associated with Northeastern Province. The list included: shifta,
hunger, hostile people, war, no water, hot, no development, backward people, Somalia,
Aideed, miraa, no food, dry place, no farms, camels, arrogant people, famine, guns,
magendo (smuggling). This list is probably quite representative of views held by very
many down-country Kenyans. It is probably also fair to say that an average Somali's

list of words he associates with down-country Kenyans would also be very negative.



Given that most civil servants and security forces in Wajir District are down-
country Kenyans, it is not hard to understand the distrust and suspicion that can exist
between government administration and the civilian population.

During this time also, Kenya was heading for its first multi-party elections,
held in December 1992. This election, with parliamentary districts based on the old
colonial boundaries, led to the Ajuran clan "without a voice" in Parliament. This
imbalance in perceived political power exacerbated problems already existing among
the three major clans in Wajir District.

Thus, because of all the above-mentioned items, the situation in Wajir by
1992 could be described as quite unstable, with large populations of people destitute
and on famine relief, a buildup of tension between the various clans, distrust between
the government administration and the local population, and a huge influx of refugees

and weapons from Ethiopia and Somalia.

DESCRIPTION OF CONFLICT IN WAJIR, 1992-1995

The conflict in Wajir during 1992-1995 included both inter-clan conflict and
general lawlessness and banditry. While there is no doubt that some of the general
lawlessness was caused by the large numbers of refugees, the major impetus to the
violence was the local inter-clan conflict. Elders and chiefs of the three major clans
directed their own local militias, consisting of youth from their own clans as well as

hired mercenaries from Somalia and Ethiopia. At the height of the fighting in 1993-



1994, elders and chiefs were openly recruiting, arming, and transporting fighters in the

trading centres and even within Wajir town.

The fighting actually began with incidents between the Ogaden and Degodia as
the Ogaden perceived the Degodia to be encroaching on their land and political
base. Violence erupted with clashes and livestock raids in Waijir West. The incidents
continued without any intervention from the District Administration to stop them.

This was the period of great instability in both Ethiopia and Somalia, and the
infux of refugees and weapons caused the situation to deteriorate further. The Degodia
forged an alliance with the Borana people of Marsabit (now Moyale) District, ending a
long-standing Ajuran-Boran alliance. This prevented the Ajuran from migrating west
into Boran territory to escape the worst effects of the drought.

Following the election of a Degodia MP in Wajir West constituency in December
1992, the Ajuran and Ogaden allied themselves against the Degodia. Fierce fighting
erupted in several areas around Wajir. Again, there was no government intervention to
halt the violence. From June 1993, the situation worsened, with clashes in Wajir town
and surrounding areas continuing through the next several months well into 1994.

The violence included stock theft, highway robbery and hijacking of vehicles,
looting and arson of homesteads, looting and destruction of businesses, rape, injury,
and murder. By late 1993, almost no part of Wajir District was safe, and insecurity
brought the normal activities of the district to a halt. Most trading centres and Waijir

town were greatly affected.



The results of the conflict were numerous. The loss of animals greatly worsened
an economic and food situation already very bad because of the drought and refugees.
During "normal" livestock raids, livestock are often simply redistributed among
populations within a given area, without a great loss of animals in the area as a whole.
However, in this case, huge numbers of animals left the district. The Ogaden and
Ajuran formed alliances with clans in Somalia, and the animals they stole went directly
into Somalia; the Degodia formed an alliance with the Borana, and the animals they
raided went west and north into Ethiopia.

With roads unsafe, transport was severely affected. Busses stopped running,
and the only road transport to and from the district was on lorries. Lorries were
frequently attacked, robbed and hijacked, causing great increases in both the risk and
the cost of transporting people and goods, including relief food, around the district.

Schools in many areas closed, and numerous down-country teachers, other civil
servants and businesspeople left the district. After an attack on the UNICEF compound
and the murder of a UN pilot in 1994_ in Wajir town, UNICEF and other NGOs pulled out
of th District, greatly affecting the drought relief work. Business and economic activity
were brought to a near halt, and feelings of mistrust and fear pervaded all levels of
society. People refused to buy or sell to anyone who was not of the same clan, and it
became unsafe to venture into other clans' areas, whether in Wajir town, the trading
centres or the pastoralist areas. The government was seen as unconcerned and
unable to enforce security; therefore, traditional systems of clan-based justice resulted

in escalating violence.
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Because of the remoteness and the nature of the conflict, exact figures of the
destruction caused by the violence are difficult to obtain, however, the best estimates
available are as follows:

1. Approximately 1213 people were killed.

2. An estimated 2000 people were injured and/or raped.

3. The number of livestock stolen is estimated to be 1000 camels, 2500 cattle,
15,000 sheep and goats. The economic loss of these thefts is 45,000,000Ksh
(US$900,000). Again, most of these stolen animals were taken from the District, and
were not simply redistributed among the District's population.

4. The number of homesteads that were raided, looted and burned is estimated
to be around 1500, both in pastoralist areas and in trading centres and Wajir town.

5. Approximately 500 businesses were looted and/or destroyed.

6. Approximately 30 vehicles (including busses, lorries, and smaller vehicles)
were robbed and/or hijacked. Five vehicles (two landrovers, two lorries and a trailer)
were stolen and never recovered..

7. Forty-five primary schools and five secondary schools with 15,000 students
were affected by the violence. Ten primary schools were closed completely, disrupting
education for 2500 students. It is estimated that 50,000 children were traumatized by
violence and/or displacement during that time.

8. Approximately 165 civil servants, including teachers, either left the district
or refused to accept their posting there, severely affecting the provision of government

services.
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9. Approximately 1000 guns have been turned over to the government. It is
estimated that 1000-1500 guns remain in the hands of the people of Wajir. With each
gun costing approximately 10,000 - 15,000Ksh the amount of money that was used to
purchase guns, and thus not available to the people for other purposes was 25 - 30
million Ksh (US$500,000 - 600,000). This figure does not include either the cost of
ammunition (30-70Ksh per bullet) or the cost of hiring the mercenary fighters from
outside the District.

It must be remembered that these losses occurred among a population of
275,000 already impoverished people. Roughly one percent of the population of Kenya
resides in Wajir District. Increasing the figures 100 fold would give a rough idea of the
losses Kenya would have incurred had this scale of violence occurred nationwide.
Kenya has roughly one tenth the population of the United States. Multiplying the
effects of the violence in Wajir by 1000 would give an estimate of the disruption caused

by violence if similar fighting had occurred within the US.

Community Efforts Towards Peacemaking

Throughout 1992 and 1993, the violence throughout Wajir District continued to
escalate. People within Wajir now say "We were living in hell during that time. Wajir
was like a mini-Mogadishu." Violence and insecurity were prevalent throughout the
district, and shooting occurred even during the day. In the trading centres and Wajir
town, it was unsafe for people to be outside after dark, or to visit areas not controlled

by their own clan.
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In June of 1993, fighting broke out between women traders at the Waijir market.
The market stall owners refused to sell to members of other clans, saying that these
products would be used by the other clans to kill their relatives. Since Somali women
retain their own clans after marriage, this sometimes resulted in the refusal to sell to
their husband's relatives. An appeal by local women to the district administration to
intervene and restore security to the market was dismissed because the fighting was "a
woman's problem."

Also in June 1993, a wedding was held in Wajir town which was attended by
many of the educated, elite Somalis of all clans. A discussion ensued at the wedding
about the fact that they could all attend this celebration together, but could not visit
each other's homes because of clan problems. Two educated Somali women attending
the wedding decided it was necessary to get involved with solving the problems of
violence in Wajir themselves. The next day, they began meeting with the women of
the market and discussing what was happening, what were the causes, and what were
the results of the fighting. The two women were soon joined by an older, traditional
woman leader, and the three of them met every afternoon with the market women
throughout June and July. Slowly, they convinced the market women that the fighting
at the market was not helping anyone, it was certainly not restoring peace to the area,
and it was simply continuing the cycle of violence. The market women began to
express the opinion that although it was the men who had started, and were continuing

the violence, it was the women and children who suffered the most. It was out of this
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group of market women that "Wajir Women for Peace" was born. The group gradually
expanded to include other women in Wajir town and also women from the rural areas.

Women are extremely important in the process of peace and conflict in Somali
society. When fighting is occurring, they sing "songs of war," taunting their men to
continue the conflict. Likewise, their singing "songs of peace" can shame the men into
stopping the fighting. The efforts of the "Women for Peace" group throughout Waijir
District in bringing the violence to an end has been extremely important and should not
be underestimated.

In August, the women approached other educated Somalis in Wajir town, both
men and women, and convened a meeting to discuss the situation in Waijir and what
could be done to restore peace. These educated professionals met and decided to
form what came to be known as the "Wajir Peace Group" (WPG). As one of them later
said, "it was the first time ever that we elite entered into the situation at all."

Representing all clans in the District, these professionals put severe guidelines
on the group and on each of them in_dividually. There was early discussion that if
people wanted to be part of the group, they would have to commit themselves to
continuing the peace work, "no matter what happens.” "If my clan were to kill your
relatives, would you still work with me for peace? If you can't say yes, don't join the
group now." Some people left, but the core group that remained was -- and is --
extremely strongly committed to peace in Wajir District.

The first task the Wajir Peace Group (WPG) took upon itself was talking with the

major clan elders, whom they saw as responsible for the violence, and who would also
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be responsible for bringing peace. The members of the WPG each went to elders of
their own clans and talked about their desire for the restoration of peace and security
within the area. These talks met with limited success, but it did begin the process of
debate between the traditional elders and the educated younger people.

The WPG then approached elders of the minority clans (the "corner tribes") who
were not directly involved in the conflicts in Wajir. These elders were asked to act as
mediators between the warring elders. After lengthy discussion, they agreed to do this,
and convened a meeting of elders representing all the clans.

The first meetings were stormy and very difficult. Some elders resented "these
children" (as they called the members of the WPG) questioning their actions and
usurping their roles. A breakthrough finally came when a very old elder gave a lengthy
speech saying "All these children want is peace. We have failed as elders because we
have not protected our people. Our children want peace. Will we give them war?"

A series of meetings between the clan elders finally led to a several day meeting
of elders in late 1993. The "Al Fatah Declaration," which declared guidelines for the
return of peace to the District, was agreed to during this meeting. This meeting also
led to the formation of an "Elders for Peace" group.

The WPG also began working with other groups within Wajir. The youth were
seen as a major target, and a "Youth for Peace" group was soon started. The youth
began to realize that although it was the old men that controlled the violence, it was the

young men who did the fighting and died. The Youth for Peace group, which started in
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Waijir town, soon began sending delegations throughout the district, talking to the youth
about their roles in either promoting or stopping the violence.

Similarly, work was done with the business community in Wajir. Approached
with the idea that "Peace is good for business," many business people joined the peace
work, and from the beginning supported the work of the groups financially.

The work of the religious leaders was also very important. Sheiks interested in
restoring peace to the District called upon sheiks from throughout Kenya to assist them,
and several preaching tours of the entire district were undertaken to call the people
back to the Koran's message of peace. These sheiks travelled to all the outlying parts
of the district, sometimes in very dangerous conditions, to call their people back to
peace and the rejection of violence.

Many members of the WPG were civil servants, and thus from the beginning
there was concern to integrate the civilian groups and government to work together to
restore peace and security. However, until April 1994, the district administration was
weak and/or uninterested, and coope_eration was difficult.

In April 1994, a new District Commissioner, a down-country Kenyan, was
appointed to Wajir District. This DC has been extremely important in the work of
restoring peace to Wajir. He has been actively involved in the entire peace process,
and has made government resources available to restore security to the district. It is
clear that without a strong, committed, interested administration, the peace process in

Wajir would not have been possible. In addition, the DC clamped down hard on
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corruption and bribery, and worked to ensure that the administration was responsive to
the needs of the people.

One of the major problems during the war was the hijacking of vehicles. Lack of
government response had led to clan-based response and escalating violence. Within
a few weeks of the arrival of the new DC, a lorry was hijacked on the Ganyure road,
and thirty-five people riding in the lorry were murdered. Immediately upon hearing
about this, the DC personally went to the scene of the hiijacking along wiht army and
other security personnel. The security forces were able to track and arrest the
perpetrators. These thugs were dealt with promptly under Kenyan law, and the elders
from the various tribes agreed that no traditional revenge was necessary, since the
perpetrators had been arrested and jailed. This was the first major indication that the
government was taking its responsibility for security seriously, and that a return to
security and a breaking of the cycle of escalating violence was possible.

A Rapid Response Team was set up to deal with problems occurring around the
District. This Team consisted of merr_lbers of the District Security Committee, elders,
women, and youth. When problems started in a certain area, the Rapid Response
Team would travel to the area, meet with various people involved, and usually convene
a meeting of elders and others to work on resolving the problem.

One example of the success of the Rapid Response Team occurred in Batalu.
In this case, two young men of different clans were fighting over a gun, and one killed
the other. The murdered man's clan took revenge by killing some people of the

murderer's clan, and the cycle of revenge continued. By the time the Rapid Response
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Team arrived, seventeen people from both clans had been killed and the situation was
escalating. A series of meetings V\:rith elders and others led to the conclusion that the
first death was a murder, and the perpetrator should be dealt with by Kenyan law.
However, the other deaths were attributable to traditional Somali practices, and would
be dealt with by traditional Somali justice, which would involve the payments of large
fines of camels. The District Administration agreed to this, the first murderer was
arrested, and the other deaths were dealt with by traditional methods. The cycle of
violence was stopped.

Workshops on peace were held for many groups within the district, including
elders, women, youth, chiefs, administration, security forces, and religious leaders.
There were also "Training of Trainers" workshops so that the workshops could spread
to more areas of the district.

All the workshops focused on ways of restoring peace and security to the
District. The chiefs were seen as vital to the process of continuing the violence or of
restoring peace. Chiefs in Kenya have very great powers, and often receive little
training of their roles and responsibilities. The workshops on chiefs focused on training
on these roles as defined by the Chiefs' Act, and introduced to the chiefs their
important role in providing security for their people.

Also vital were the training sessions held for the District Security Forces,
especially the Army and the Police. Most members of the security forces are down-
country Kenyans, with deep prejudices and suspicions about Somali people. Training

sessions were held which explained Somali culture and ways of interacting with Somali
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