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Abstract 

Resource based territorial disputes are increasingly becoming a common phenomenon in 

Africa and the world at large. Disputes of this nature are very difficult to resolve among 

belligerent states. Disputed territories have caused serious economic and political implications 

on the states, and by extension to the region or the entire world. Competition for control of 

economic resources by states has been at the centre of disputed territories. By and large, 

competing states have tended to deploy their military forces on the disputed areas in order to 

monopolize control and exploitation of the available economic resources under the pretext of 

defense of national interests. The militarization of disputed territories by states has caused 

adverse economic and political ramifications to the concerned states. From time immemorial, 

wars have been fought by states as a result of the struggle for resources. This paper argues 

that the dispute between Kenya and Uganda over territories in Lake Victoria is a function of 

these same dynamics. The paper explores this long-standing territorial dispute with a view to 

examining its implications on the economic and political relations between the two countries.  
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Introduction 

Resource based territorial disputes are common in various parts of the world and have serious 

implications on interstate economic and political relations. The interplay between economic 

and political forces is a key factor in the analysis of state relations in the contemporary world 

system. To a very large extent, the economic determinism of disputes has been examined 

under various perspectives. The struggle for control of economic resources as attached to 

strategic areas around the world is unique in its own nature depending on regional dynamics. 

Competition by various states to control strategic areas has widely contributed to the outbreak 

of war. The First and the Second World Wars were as a result of the struggle for control of 

strategic territories by world powers to monopolize economic resource exploitation.   

Analyses of interstate relations have pointed at the economic factor of the 1929 

economic crisis as a key issue that caused the outbreak of the Second World War. 

International unrest is associated with the struggle for control of economic resources. The 

competition for control of international trade, the struggle over raw materials, and unfavorable 

international purchasing power has driven nations to war (Morgenthau, 2004).  

Kenya and Uganda are embroiled in a territorial dispute in Lake Victoria, and other 

countries elsewhere around the globe have grappled with disputes of this nature without a 

clear framework for amicable settlement. For instance, there exist a territorial dispute between 

China and her six neighbors in the South China Sea over the Spratly Islands. The Spratly 

Islands dispute emerged from prospects for huge natural resources, the control of strategic 

global maritime areas, and shifting power dynamics (Gonzales, 2014).  

On the African continent, there exist several territorial disputes notably between 

Malawi and Tanzania over a common border in Lake Malawi, referred to as Lake Nyasa 

during the colonial period. The dispute emerged in 2012 when Malawi awarded an oil 

exploration license to a British firm, Surestream Petroleum. Lake Nyasa borders three 

countries; Malawi, Tanzania, and Mozambique. It is the third largest lake in Africa after Lake 

Victoria and Lake Tanganyika. It is the most species-rich lake in the world, and it also 

supports livelihoods in the form of fish, water for irrigation, transportation, and hydroelectric 

generation. Lake Malawi is also a tourist attraction site (Maseko, 2014).  

There is a trend the world over, whether global or regional that most territorial 

disputes that have emerged between various claimants are closely associated with the desire to 

control natural resources. Natural resources are a major source of revenue for states. Resource 

endowment and exploitation by the states generate foreign exchange to facilitate the financing 

of national development projects.  

High demand for Lake Victoria’s Nile perch in the local and international markets has 

caused intensive fishing of the species whose dwindling stocks require sustainable 

management. Further, prospects for oil in Lake Victoria are considered as part of the current 

impasse witnessed between Kenya and Uganda. Implications of the dispute have led to a 

sharp drop of the Nile perch fish stocks on the Kenyan landing sites. The militarization of 
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Lake Victoria and continued claims and counterclaims of some islands in the lake by both the 

countries raises sovereignty issues.  

This study seeks to establish factors underlying the territorial dispute between Kenya and 

Uganda and its implications on the economic and political relations of the two states. The 

study is based on field research conducted between 2015 and 2019 on Lake Victoria’s Kenya-

Uganda borderland. Both primary and secondary data are utilized to explicate the causes of 

the conflict and its implications for interstate economic and political relations between Kenya 

and Uganda.  

  

Statement of the Problem 

Intractable resource based territorial disputes between different states are difficult to resolve. 

Research on such disputes at the global, regional, and local levels shows that they are 

widespread and evade amicable settlement by the international community and belligerents. 

The international community and parties to such disputes find it difficult to find lasting 

solutions acceptable to all. Resource based territorial disputes have implications for countries’ 

economic and political relations. This article attempts to assess how the thorny resource based 

territorial dispute over Lake Victoria affects Kenya-Uganda economic and political relations. 

 

Economic Decline and its Implications on Interstate Relations 

The collapse of the world economy has caused intense competition among states to guard and 

control resources. Resource control by a given state gives it leverage for economic progress. 

The analysis of the world economic system during the interwar period indicated that the 

Second World War was caused as a result of dissatisfaction with the territorial settlement of 

the world that was made in 1919 (Carr, 1947). 

Kenya and Uganda have found themselves at the crossroads partly based on issues of 

the colonial legacy and the world economic system. The boundary issues between Kenya and 

Uganda result from colonialism whose implication is the current territorial dispute between 

the two states. Both countries were colonized by Britain and attained independence in the 

early 1960’s. There are speculations that there exit enormous economic resources within the 

disputed territories, a nexus that explain the current impasse between the two states (Okoth, 

1992). This reality reinforces the argument that resource based conflicts arise out of 

competition for possession of the same resources when they are not fairly distributed. The 

unfair distribution is attributed to the perception of scarcity. There are two types of scarcity, 

one associated with resource degradation, and the other induced by population growth (Oba, 

2011; Machira, 2008). 

The above argument may raise genuine sentiments as to the current impasse between 

Kenya and Uganda in Lake Victoria. However, fish resources like the case in Lake Victoria 

are fluid and migrate in total disregard of the statutes that govern international boundaries. As 

such it is not possible to determine distribution of such fluid resources between neighboring 

states unless an amicable framework is worked out on how both countries can benefit.     

The Kenya-Uganda dispute in Lake Victoria has been driven by population increase that has 

occasioned a large number of fishers on the lake. High population growth has caused a 

decline of land resources and made Lake Victoria to be a major economic focus for 

communities bordering it. Both countries have realized the economic potential of the lake and 

are keen to control the available resources (Okoth; O.I.; 2018). 

The analogy as advanced above focuses on the implications of population upsurge on 

cross border resource exploitation. The problem of sustainability is a policy lapse issue that 
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needs to be addressed by stakeholders. The problem of declining land and water resources has 

caused serious economic implications for the communities thus the need for urgent remedies 

to be worked out by relevant authorities across the two states.      

Border dispute between Kenya and Uganda can be approached in two dimensions; as rooted 

in colonial legacy, and challenges of post-colonial state formation in Africa. After 

independence most, African countries paid very little attention to border areas as marginal 

fringe lands until recently. This was when it came to the realization of the states that there are 

enormous economic resources along border areas that could be tapped to spur national 

economic growth. The colonial partition of Africa created the state in the continent which was 

executed without due consideration of initial social, economic, and cultural attachments that 

were there before foreign intervention. African countries were isolated from each other, and 

boundaries have only served to widen the barrier that prevents free interactions between the 

communities (Wekesa, 2010).  

 

Prospects for Oil and its Implications on Interstate Relations 

Apart from fishing, a new economy has emerged in the entire African continent. Africa is 

expected to play a leading role in the international oil market in the years ahead. There are 

prospects and discoveries for offshore oil reserves in the eastern Africa region. Multinationals 

who dominate Africa’s established oil markets are on the forefront of oil exploration. High 

promising returns indicate that in the near future Africa will be a world leading oil producer 

(Anderson and Browne, 2011).  

With Africa becoming a major player in energy production, the world’s powers will 

focus their interests on the continent. Oil drives the economic engine of industrial powers, and 

this is to say that they will have a keen interest to ensure that they have a stake in the 

continent’s oil. Africa is therefore expected to be at the centre of the international political 

economy dynamics. World powers would want to manipulate, create, and maintain friendly 

political and economic systems in Africa to gain from the continent’s massive natural 

resources.     

The expansion of oil development in Africa is driven by the competition between USA 

and China to secure markets. Fast growing economies such as Brazil, Malaysia, South Korea, 

and India have also entered the competition. Oil blocks have been discovered in the 

hinterlands of Democratic Republic of Congo, Ethiopia, Kenya, and Punt Land. That is why 

no state will be ready to cede its perceived territory even if it is a bare rock (Auge and Nakayi, 

2014). Uganda discovered oil in the Lake Albert Basin oil field. Additionally, quite a number 

of exploration blocks have been identified across the region in a series of deals. Apart from 

fish, there are prospects of massive oil resources in Lake Victoria (Anderson and Browne, 

2011).  

 

The Struggle for Control of Fisheries in Lake Victoria 

Fishing is a major economic mainstay for the local communities around the lake. Most of the 

fish species commonly found in Lake Victoria is the Nile perch (Mbuta), tilapia (Ngege), 

trouts (Dagaa, Omena or Mukene), mudfish (Kamongo), fulu, and mumi. There are also other 

fish species in the lake (Abila, 2020). The struggle for fish resource exploitation in Lake 

Victoria between Kenya and Uganda has led to Uganda’s occupation of some Islands in the 

lake to restrain Kenyan fishers from Uganda’s territorial waters. Uganda’s policy to militarize 

Lake Victoria has affected fish stocks landing on the Kenyan side. High demand for fish in 

both local and international markets contributed to the problem of overfishing or the use of 
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outlawed fishing gear that leads to depletion of fish stocks in the lake. To avert problems of 

overfishing, state intervention was necessary to enforce control measures and ensure 

sustainable fishing. Daily landing fish stocks from Lake Victoria at the official Beach 

Management Units (BMUs) or other strategic outlets along the lake have steadily dropped. 

Since 2009 fish from Migingo Island does not land on the Kenyan BMU (Heck, et. al., 2004). 

Low fish supply and high demand has caused increased prices for fish. Kenyan shores of the 

lake are overpopulated by fishers who are forced to go beyond the country’s territorial waters 

and trespass into Uganda waters. In 2005 Kenya exported large amounts of the Nile perch 

compared to Uganda. Initially Kenyan fishers operated in the lake with limited state control 

until 2006 when the Ugandan military intervened. The Uganda military operation in the lake 

provided intelligence on the economic value that Kenya fishers extracted from Lake Victoria, 

especially from the Uganda’s territorial waters.  

Kenya controls a proportionately small portion of the lake compared to Uganda and 

Tanzania. Kenya controls 6%, Uganda 43%, and Tanzania 51%. However, 75% of the rivers 

that flow into Lake Victoria are from Kenya. Interestingly with 6% of Lake Victoria, Kenya 

could harvest 180,000 metric tons of fish for export annually compared to Uganda’s 70,000 

metric tons for annual export (Rossi, 2018). 

Kenya had a monopoly over Uganda despite being in possession of a small portion of 

the lake. Some arguments have been advanced that Kenyan fishers have a superior acumen 

over their counterparts in Uganda. Also, the proximity of rich fishing grounds to the Kenyan 

side as compared to Uganda, Kenya’s advanced infrastructure that is directly linked and 

terminates at the shores of the lake and even at other entry border points of Uganda have 

given leverage to Kenyan fishers. Again, Kenya has an open and free market, strong financial 

and banking sector as compared to Uganda (Rossi, 2018).  

Kenyans and Ugandans have good and close relationship through intermarriage and 

trade of commodities. Kenya fishers cross to Uganda waters at night while Uganda fishers go 

to Kenya to market their fish because of a ready market and high prices offered in the country. 

Uganda authorities banned trucks from Kenya to buy fresh fish in Uganda. The target by 

Uganda was to process fish in its local factories in Jinja and then export it to Kenya. But most 

of the factories except for a few owned by the Uganda military in Jinja are owned by Kenyan 

entrepreneurs (Rossi, 2018).  

Restriction of fish flow to Kenya has been faced with technical challenges associated 

with cross border transportation and smuggling of goods. Players in this sector use some 

crude form of transit to evade taxation and control from Ugandan authorities by involving fish 

mongers who transport fish across the border in small quantities through human porterage and 

bicycles. Porters and cyclists cross the border with fish unnoticed and load it on trucks inside 

Kenya for transit to high end domestic and international markets linked to Kenya (Rossi, 

2018). 

Ecological factors favour the Kenyan side of Lake Victoria to have more fish 

compared to other parts of the lake. The reason for high concentration of fish on the Kenyan 

side of the lake is that inflowing rivers bring in natural fish feeds from floods that are 

encountered in western Kenya which has many rivers. The water towers of Lake Victoria 

from the Kenyan side are Mt. Elgon, Nandi Hills, Mau Forest, and the Elgeyo Escarpment. 

There are seven major rivers in this catchment area that enter the lake. The rivers are Sio, 

Nzoia, Yala, Nyando, Sondu-Miriu, Mara, and Kuja. Mara River originates in the Mau Forest 

but enters Lake Victoria through Tanzania (Ministry of Water Development, 1980).  
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Kenyan fishers insist that the Nile perch breeds off the Kenya’s swampy shores of 

Lake Victoria and then migrate into deeper water around Migingo Island. They argue that 

they are entitled to fish wherever fish is found in the lake. Although this argument has no 

legal basis, it illustrates a co-dependency condition that is there when dealing with the 

management of water resources that are fluid. The perceived imbalance in the Nile perch trade 

or commercial value in the international market in favor of Kenya, and the discovery of 

commercially viable oil deposits across the East African Rift system in 2006 has caused 

speculations that there could be oil in Lake Victoria. Even if the disputed territories were in 

Kenya’s sovereign waters, much of the problem of contestations is derived from fishing in the 

lake. Uganda has accused Kenyan fishers of poaching and tax evasion (Rossi, 2018). 

Majority of the Kenyan fishers confirmed that the Uganda military have infiltrated 

islands in Lake Victoria that are on the Kenyan side. The islands are Migingo, Sumba, 

Remba, Sigulu, Lolwe, Hama, and Sagiti. Others are Bumba, Sirinya, Kasa, Namiti, 

Nabaduma, Khanete, Mageta, Rangiti, Kibwogi, Kiwa, Takawiri, Rapondo, Aluru, Ngodhe, 

Osiego, and Ugingo (Heck, et al., 2004). 

Uganda sent its customs officers on Migingo Island in 2006 and began to impose taxes 

and other administrative levies on Kenyans. Uganda Fisheries Department took control and 

organized the Migingo Beach Management Unit to oversee the collection of taxes. In 2009 

tensions between Kenya and Uganda escalated when the Uganda Marine military expelled 

Kenyan fishers for failing to pay licensing fees and for refusing to use Uganda fish processors 

for all the fish caught in Uganda territorial waters. The Uganda flag was raised on Migingo 

Island during that time. Kenya reacted by dispatching 12 marine police officers to reassert her 

sovereignty over Migingo Island. In return Uganda promptly deployed 60 marine military 

boats on the island one day later (Rossi, 2018). 

Fishing grounds around Sigulu and Migingo Islands are rich in the Nile perch and 

tilapia fish species. Uganda authorities declared the area around these islands as its territorial 

side of the lake. Most of the catch from the fishing grounds here land at Marenga, Mulukoba, 

and Sinyenye beaches at Port Victoria in Busia and Sori in Migori Counties of Kenya (Heck, 

et. al., 2004). It is estimated that the present value of annul export earnings from the fishery in 

the entire Lake Victoria was about $600 million. About 90% of the total export earnings are 

derived from the Nile perch. However, these earnings are steadily declining and the current 

production levels are considered to be unsustainable. Increased fishing efforts have caused 

declined catches. Official reports show that in the 1960s, annual fish landings stood at 

115,000 metric tons. In the early 1990s the annual catches stood at 790,000 metric tons. In 

1995, annual landings stood at 407,000 metric tons. However, fishing efforts have grown 

exponentially such that in 1983 there were 12,041 boats in Lake Victoria. Going by figures in 

1990, fishing boats stood at 22,700, and in 2000 there were 42,548 fishing boats in Lake 

Victoria. Figures indicate that the catch is quite disproportionate in comparison to the larger 

number of fishing boats in the lake (Sida, 2004).   

The table below illustrates how the dispute between Kenya and Uganda affected the 

Nile perch fishing economy in Kenya. Factors under consideration in the tabulation and 

analysis of the statistics presented in the tables were the dispute over control of fishing 

grounds, and government policy measures that were adopted to enforce or control illegal 

fishing and overfishing.  

 

http://cedred.org/jais/index.php/issues


Journal of African Interdisciplinary Studies (JAIS): ISSN 2523-6725 (online) 

                                                             January 2022 Vol. 6, No. 1 
Citation: Chemiati, J. W. & Nasong’o, S. W. (2022). Implications of Resource Based Territorial Disputes on 

Interstate Economic and Political Relations: The Case of Kenya and Uganda in Lake Victoria. Journal of African 

Interdisciplinary Studies. 6(1), 94 – 108. 

 

100 
Copyright © 2022 Centre for Democracy, Research and Development (CEDRED), Nairobi, Kenya. 

http://cedred.org/jais/index.php/issues 

Table 1: Table showing Nile perch landing stocks in Kenya from Lake Victoria between 

2004 and 2009 

YEAR         ANNUAL QUANTITY          ANNUAL REVENUE (USD) 

2004            1, 721, 526                                   430, 381, 500 

2005            1, 468, 904                                   367, 226, 000 

2006             1, 593, 837                                  398, 459, 250 

2007*                827, 640                                 165, 538, 000  

2008*                417, 832                                   85, 566, 400 

2009*                425, 164                                   85, 032,800 

Source: Department of fisheries, Sori BMU, Migori County-Kenya (2008)  

 

The above Table 1 indicates annual quantity and revenue accrued from the Nile perch catch 

landing stocks on the Kenyan side of Lake Victoria between 2004 and 2009. It demonstrates a 

sharp drop in the period 2007 to 2009 of about thrice the value that was recorded during the 

period between 2004 and 2006. The implication of this drop is directly linked to the current 

dispute between Kenya and Uganda. The fact that the Nile perch was at the centre of the 

dispute between the two states over the control of fishing grounds in Lake Victoria cannot be 

trivialized. It is acknowledged that the Nile perch has the highest market demand both locally 

and internationally. Kenya’s annual fish returns from Lake Victoria started to drop from 2005 

whereas Uganda’s returns improved from the same year. This can be demonstrated by the 

following tables.  

 

Table 2: Annual Value of fish landing Stocks Revenue in Kenya from Lake Victoria, 2004-

2009  

YEAR                                           REVENUE (USD) 

2004                                                 549, 911, 593 

2005                                                 441, 657, 304 

2006                                                 514, 006, 967 

2007*                                               275, 856, 654 

2008*                                               195, 587, 641 

2009*                                               186, 701, 313 

Source: Sori BMU, 2018 

 

Table 3: Annual value of fishery Export for Uganda from Lake Victoria, 2003-2009 

YEAR                                       REVENUE (USD) 

2003                                               82, 000, 000 

2005*                                           140, 000, 000 

2007*                                           120, 000, 000 

2009*                                           107, 000, 000 

Source: FAO, 2017 

 

An observation of Table 2 demonstrates that Kenya’s fish landing stocks from Lake Victoria 

dropped significantly in the 2000s. The implication of this drop was chiefly owed to Uganda’s 

realization of the economic value of the fishing industry in Lake Victoria, and the decision to 

deploy the military to deter Kenyan fishers from Ugandan territorial waters. The drop of 

Kenya’s fish stocks became sharp from 2007 following Uganda’s aggressive border 

surveillance and control in the lake. Table 3 indicates an increase in Uganda’s revenue of fish 
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stocks from Lake Victoria.  Trends in the catch of Nile perch in Uganda increased sharply in 

the mid-2000s resulting in enhanced processing for the export market. There was a 

corresponding decline in Nile perch catch in Kenya during that time in reference. As much as 

there were recorded increase of fishing vessels in both countries, Uganda recorded a 

proportionately steady and higher increase compared to Kenya (Glaser, 2019).   

The above observation is reinforced by the fact that fish exports from Uganda remains 

the second largest foreign exchange earner for the country after coffee. The fish sector 

contributes to livelihoods of close to 1.5 million people or 4% of the country’s population. 

There is a huge informal export of fish from Uganda to the neighboring countries to a tune of 

over 60 million US dollars. Informal exports are largely undersized or immature fish. 

Informal export fish from Uganda are smuggled and end up in regional markets in Kenya, 

Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), South Sudan, and Tanzania (Abila, 2003).  

 

Territorial Dispute in Lake Victoria and its Implication on Kenya-Uganda Political 

Relations 

International relations theorists such as Captain Alfred Thayer Mahan (1890) opined that the 

source of Britain’s rise to world power in the early modern world was control of the seas. 

That the state’s ability to support and control commerce was crucial to its success in the 

struggle for global dominance. African states have strategically focused on the control of their 

territorial waters given that they are considered to be holding enormous resources that are yet 

to be exploited. The outcome of this strategic focus on territorial waters by states is one of the 

key factors that contribute to a resurgence of some border disputes witnessed in various parts 

of the continent (Granier, 2015).  

The Ugandan military intervention in Lake Victoria was an aspect of political 

engagement with Kenya. From the Ugandan strategic perspective, it was a deterrent measure 

to keep Kenyan fishers from that country’s territorial waters. Resource struggle in the lake 

had political implications on the two states, first as evidenced by the presence of Uganda 

military and Kenya marine police. Uganda’s occupation of the Migingo Island caused 

political tensions between the countries. In order to ease the impasse, there were high profile 

political engagements between the presidents of Kenya and Uganda over the resolution of the 

dispute. Local administrators from both countries have also been involved to attempt an 

amicable settlement of the Kenya-Uganda dispute in Lake Victoria (Heck, et.al. 2004). 

Several accounts have been advanced by Uganda to justify its military presence in 

Lake Victoria. The smuggling of fish to Kenya from Uganda is a major concern. Kenya has a 

well-developed fish market locally and internationally compared to Uganda. The government 

of Uganda has insisted that fish from the Ugandan side should go through the Busia border 

point for proper revenue compliance. This would allow proper monitoring and documentation 

before the fish is designated elsewhere for export (Heck, et. al. 2004). 

Military deployment or mobilization by a state is political in nature targeted to arrive 

at certain objectives. The role of military deployment by a given state is based on a number of 

assumptions. But the most common assumed perception is the defense of national interests. 

Uganda military deployment in Lake Victoria was a political move for protection of the 

country’s national economic interests in the lake. Uganda’s concern is the protection of her 

frontiers in Lake Victoria against Kenyan fishers’ exploitation (Glaser, 2018).  

Perspectives of contemporary peace and conflict analysis indicate that states not only 

use resources to finance war but also in some cases to motivate disputes. Territorial disputes 

have been used by states to shape strategies of power based on the commercialization of 
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armed conflicts. That is why territorialization of sovereignty around valuable resource areas 

and trading networks has become a common source of conflict in the international system. As 

it stands out in the New World Order, conflicts are increasingly characterized by a specific 

political ecology that is closely linked to geography and political economy of natural 

resources (Billon and Duffy, 2018). 

There is a close link of geography, resources, and the dispute in Lake Victoria 

between Kenya and Uganda. Both countries claim territories or islands that range in close 

proximity to the rich fishing grounds in the Lake Victoria waters. Geographically to access 

the Migingo Island from the Kenyan side by a motorboat it takes approximately two hours 

from the mainland points of Sori Beach or Muhuru Bay in Migori County of Kenya. 

However, from the Uganda side to access the above-mentioned territory by using the same 

means it takes about 12 hours travel. The nearest mainland point to the disputed island is 

Bugiri District headquarters in eastern Uganda. Therefore, Kenyan fishers are much 

advantaged in terms of travel time and costs to access the rich fishing grounds of Lake 

Victoria (Wekesa, 2010).  

The analogy advanced above is based on the geostrategic importance of the Migingo 

Island as a launch pad by the fishers to access rich fishing grounds in Lake Victoria. Kenyan 

fishers are advantaged given that they are in close proximity to the Migingo Island compared 

to their Ugandan counterparts. Kenya-Uganda claims over Migingo Island are based on 

geostrategic considerations.  

   

Prospects for Minerals in Lake Victoria 

Small scale mining is practiced in Lake Victoria since the lake is endowed with a variety of 

minerals. Mining has emerged as an alternative means to venture for livelihoods due to 

shrinking fish stocks in the lake. Examples of minerals found in Lake Victoria are gold, 

limestone, copper, iron, sliver, rare earths, soap stones, quartz, chromium, and lead. 

Uncoordinated and haphazard prospecting of these minerals occurs and leads to uneconomical 

and dangerous exploitation practices and accidents. Small scale gold mining leads to 

contamination of fish with mercury. Studies have been conducted to determine the amount of 

mercury concentration in the lake’s water, fish, sediments, soil, and humans. In some cases, it 

emerged that the concentration of mercury in the Nile perch were above the recommended 

World Health Organization (WHO) levels. The presence of unacceptable concentration of 

mercury in large fish underline the need for regular monitoring and risk assessments to be 

carried out in the lake (Karanja, 2018).   

There are also other economic activities that have emerged on the lake along the 

beaches. Harvesting of sand for construction in the nearby towns or offshore villages is a 

common practice. Harvesting of papyrus for building and making of basketry is common in 

the lake, and the capture of catfish fingerlings for use as bait in long line fishing of the Nile 

perch. Harvesting of catfish fingerlings has negative implications to fishers as they wade into 

water to get fingerlings directly exposing themselves to schistosomiasis and snake bites 

(Karanja, 2018). 

Resource scarcity and population pressure can result in socio-economic innovation and 

diversification of the economy. Kenyan fishers on Lake Victoria have come up with new 

measures to ensure a steady supply of fish despite numerous challenges encountered in their 

venture. The introduction of fish cages was meant to ensure sustainable fishing in the lake. 

However, every technological innovation has got both positive and negative outcomes (Billon 

and Duffy, 2018).  
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The erection of fish cages on the lake is faced with some technical challenges that 

need to be addressed. Numerous and unplanned fish cages have emerged in the lake and pose 

a security and ecological threat to both fishers and indigenous fish species. Fish cages are 

owned by individuals and commercial firms that may endanger the fishing industry unless the 

program is controlled. There are concerns about the existence of illegal fish cages being 

unprocedurally erected by firms and individuals. Some of such fish cages are on transport 

routes and others have been installed in fish breeding grounds which trap fingerlings. Some 

accidents that are witnessed in the lake are caused by cages which were installed unlawfully 

(Daily Nation; 10th July 2018).  

 

The Struggle for Control of Fish and its Implications on Marine Border Surveillance 

Between 2008 and 2009 tensions between Kenya and Uganda escalated when Uganda Marine 

occupied Migingo Island. Kenyan fishers were expelled from Migingo Island on grounds of 

failing to pay licensing fees, and for not using Uganda processors for all fish caught within 

Uganda territorial waters. The Uganda flag was raised on Migingo Island. When Kenya sent 

12 marine police on the island, Uganda responded by deploying 60 Uganda Marines one day 

later. The countries stood on the brink of war. High level diplomatic discussions produced a 

fragile settlement to allow fishers from both countries to continue business as usual under 

joint police supervision (Rossi, 2018). 

The establishment of the Joint Technical Committee (JTC) of experts to evaluate the 

disputed border did not bear fruit. The dispute continued to flare up even with several 

attempts that were made to settle the dispute through ad hoc frameworks. Ugandan experts 

pulled out of the JTC. In 2016 the Uganda Beach Management Unit shut down Kenya 

electoral commission’s attempt to register islanders (Rossi, 2018). 

The Uganda authorities started to strengthen monitoring, surveillance, and control on 

its territorial waters of Lake Victoria from 2009. This made it difficult for Kenyan fishers to 

fish in Ugandan waters, and also Ugandan fishers could not sell their fish in Kenyan landing 

sites. Uganda’s increased border surveillance in Lake Victoria has forced Kenyan traders from 

Port Victoria and Busia to cross the border to Uganda and transport from there by road. This 

makes them to incur high cost and taxes levied by Uganda authorities. High fish trading 

operation costs have significantly made a big number of fish traders to drop out of business 

(Heck, et. al., 2004).   

Apart from the deployment of Uganda People’s Defence Force (UPDF) by Uganda to 

patrol Lake Victoria, the country also deployed Special Revenue Protection Service (SRPS) 

which has four patrol units with each one based in Sigulu, Lolwe, Hama, and Wayasi islands. 

SRPS has cracked down on illegal fishing and the smuggling of other household items from 

Kenya to Uganda. Kenyan fishers are only allowed to fish in Uganda water if they obtain a 

special license. Uganda license fees for non-citizens are too high in relation to fishers’ income 

(Heck, et. al., 2004). 

The days of open access are over as the Uganda military has intervened in the 

struggling fishery. The military arrests fishers, confiscate and burns boats and fishing gear. 

Uganda has justified the crackdown as an attempt to stop rampant illegal fishing in Lake 

Victoria. The argument is that the highly valued Nile perch is threatened by extinction if 

overfishing is not checked. The nature of crackdown has contributed to loss of employment. 

Women are the most vulnerable as they suffer uniquely because supplies of small Nile perch 

that is said to be under protection is smoked and traded by women (Glaser, 2018). 
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Direct military involvement may reduce fisher’s access to the fishing grounds. Just 

like was the case of Israel military activities that led to the blockade of Lebanon in the 1970s 

caused that country’s fishing industry to collapse. The impasse on Lake Victoria border 

between Kenya and Uganda is a delicate balancing act that requires to be handled cautiously 

for an amicable settlement (Glaser, et. al., 2019).  

Both Kenya and Uganda subscribe to the East African Community (EAC) protocol for 

regional integration. The principal purposes of EAC are stated as the development of policies 

and programs aimed at widening and deepening cooperation among partner states in political, 

economic, social, and cultural fields, research, and technology, defense, security, legal and 

justice affairs for their mutual benefit. However, population expansion, food shortages, 

drought, famine, expanding markets for fish, and other marine resources have increased 

pressure on partner states on the utilization of the waters of Lake Victoria (Kagwanja, 2007).  

Although the idea behind the formation of the EAC was to promote trade and free 

movement of people in the region without restrictions, the organization has neither specific 

measures for regional integration nor a timeframe for the implementation of the same. 

Member states of EAC seem to be pulling in different directions on the crucial issue of 

harmonizing trade policies. Sentiments of nationalism are still very strong among member 

states of EAC and that is why there is suspicion and antagonism based on regional economic 

imbalances (Tordoff, 1984). Cross border mobility between the countries is based on the 

primordial, historical, cultural, and social economic ties that exist between citizens. These 

factors are parallel to the expected mobility that is visible within the modern colonial borders. 

Escalation of trans-boundary resource dispute between Kenya and Uganda is as a result of the 

colonial boundary marking, undefined and unmarked borders, poor or lack of border 

management, and population bulge. Historical and contemporary demographic, socio-

economic, political, and nature related changes inform the various patterns on internal and 

cross-border mobility (Okumu, 2010).    

Fish production from Lake Victoria under the current levels of annual yields is 

considered to be unsustainable. There are increased fishing efforts, but the levels of catches 

have declined. In the late 1960s reports put annual fish production at 115,000 metric tons. In 

1990 the catches peaked at nearly 790,000 metric tons. Since then, the decline has been nearly 

50%. Over the same period the fishing efforts have grown exponentially as shown in Table 4 

below. Also, the number of fish processing plants in the region has grown such that Kenya 

has a total of 12, Uganda has 10, and Tanzania has 12 (Sida, 2004). 

 

Table 4: Number of boats operating in Lake Victoria  

Year                   Number of boats          

1983                     12,041                         

1990                     22,700 

2000                     42, 548 

Source: Sida (2004). 

 

High demand for fish especially with the commercialization of the Nile perch and the 

rise of the export market has contributed to illegal fishing. Illegal fishing involves activities 

such as the use of gillnets, chemicals, and even the adoption of trawlers in shallow waters. 

Trawlers are appropriate in deep waters where there are strong undercurrents. A trawler with 

an engine capacity of 300 horse powers and fitted with suitable gear with a10 crew can catch 

over 1 ton of fish a day. In comparison about 8 artisanal boats employing over 30 crew can 
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catch the same fish. Therefore, one trawler can potentially displace many artisanal boats 

leading to unemployment (Mbuga, et.al., 1998). 

Explosive expansion of water hyacinth at times creates a physical hinder that stops 

fishers from accessing the lake. The hyacinth also harbors snakes and other dangerous reptiles 

in the lake. There have been attempts by state agencies and other stake holders to control the 

hyacinth, but minimum success has been recorded. The use of chemicals to combat hyacinth 

has made the EU to ban fish import from Lake Victoria to the European markets on grounds 

that there are high levels of pesticides in the fish (Sida, 2004).  

The pollution of Lake Victoria has been as a result of its being a final destination of 

factory effluent such as oil, grease, and raw sewage from urban centers around the lake. 

Pollution components around the lake include eutrophication, microbiological pollutants, 

chemical pollutants, and suspended solids which result from direct activities on the lake. Also, 

agricultural wastage brought in by inflowing rivers, marine transport waste, runoff, and storm 

waters inflow contribute to pollution of Lake Victoria (Karanja; 2018). 

Further, increased human contact and exposure to the lake water, especially villages at 

the shores, fish landing sites, beaches, trading centers, transport facilities, recreational 

facilities, bathing, swimming, collecting water, washing household effects, car wash, and poor 

fecal waste disposal have contributed to pollution problem facing the lake. Human activities 

have largely contributed to destruction of fish production levels leading to the shortage of 

supplies being encountered (Karanja, 2018). 

Another environmental factor that has led to shortage of fish resources on the lake is 

the explosion of water hyacinth and algal blooms. Water hyacinth was first reported in 

Uganda in 1988. The weed later spread to the other two East African countries portion of the 

lake. Unchecked growth of water hyacinth on the lake is associated with a myriad of 

problems; destruction of wetlands, obstruction of waterways, degradation of water quality, 

prevention of fishing, obstruction of recreation activities, and also serves as a haven for 

snakes. Water hyacinth is also a habitat for diseases such as encephalitis, filariasis, and 

bilharzias. On the other hand, algal bloom is dominated by the potentially toxic blue-green 

variety that has developed on the Lake Victoria’s surface water. This causes deoxygenation of 

deep water leading to death of fish, migration of fish, and reduced yields (Karanja, 2018).  

Inter-state agency such as the Lake Victoria Environmental Management Programme 

(LVEMP) was established to come up with a comprehensive policy on the management of the 

ecosystem of the entire lake basin. LVEMP covers Lake Victoria and its catchments in 

Kenya, Uganda, and Tanzania. It deals with the rehabilitation of the ecosystem using a 

regional trans-boundary approach (Sida, 2004).  

 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

This paper sought to analyze the implications of resource based territorial disputes on inter-

state economic and political relations. It emerges that the territorial dispute between Kenya 

and Uganda in Lake Victoria is about the control of fish resources. Initially Kenyan fishers 

had an upper hand in the extraction of fish particularly the Nile perch as compared to their 

Ugandan counterparts. The trend enabled Kenya to gain high economic turnover from fish 

exports compared to Uganda. Interestingly Kenya controls a small portion of the lake.  

Uganda’s military deployment in Lake Victoria was a deterrent measure to repulse 

Kenyan fishers from trespassing into its territorial waters. The Uganda military has arrested 

and harassed Kenyan fishers. Kenyan fishers have been accused of poaching and smuggling 

fish from Ugandan territorial waters of Lake Victoria. The militarization of Lake Victoria by 
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Uganda contributed to a drastic drop of the Nile perch stock on the Kenyan landing sites 

dealing a major economic blow to the locals.   

The territorial dispute on the Kenya-Uganda borderland of Lake Victoria was 

motivated by trans-boundary resource competition that raised sovereignty issues based on two 

accounts. At the center of the dispute is the control of rich fishing grounds in Lake Victoria. 

The Nile perch has tremendously gained lucrative markets both locally and internationally. 

Uganda’s occupation of the Migingo Island and arrest of Kenyan fishers for trespass in its 

territorial waters made the dispute more complicated. Both Kenya and Uganda have laid 

territorial claims over the island. Secondly, both the countries sent their security teams to 

assert their national sovereignty. Uganda deployed UPDF on Migingo Island and makes 

regular surveillance on the lake. Kenya’s response to UPDF’s presence was followed by its 

deployment of the marine police.  

However, Kenya Marine Police is a precariously weak vessel deployed mainly for 

purposes of intelligence as opposed to the expectations that Kenya would have deployed an 

equally sophisticated military component to deter Uganda’s military activities in the lake. 

Kenya’s restraint was perhaps to avoid escalation of the conflict that could easily throw the 

entire region into turmoil. This was informed by the politics of balance of power to maintain 

regional stability, and preservation of Kenya’s regional economic dominance as well as global 

geostrategic interests hosted by Kenya.  

The dispute between the two states has influenced high diplomatic engagements by the 

governments of the two countries to attempt an amicable settlement of the dispute. The 

presidents of Kenya and Uganda held deliberations with a view to resolve the dispute 

amicably and this was followed by the establishment of a Joint Technical Committee (JTC) of 

experts drawn from both countries to study and demarcate the boundary in Lake Victoria. 

However, the JTC floundered when Ugandan experts were recalled by Kampala for 

consultations. Several ad hoc committees have been constituted by both countries to deal with 

the crisis in Lake Victoria whenever it arises.  

Under certain circumstances, inter-state relations are subject to natural phenomena or 

environmental factors. Environmental issues have an impact on resource production and 

exploitation. The emergence of water hyacinth in Lake Victoria affected the fishery sector by 

reducing fish stocks due to low oxygen content in the water and obstruction of the fishing 

grounds. Again, high population growth rate and declining land resources have made the local 

communities to focus on Lake Victoria for a livelihood. This has intensified the competition 

for scarce fish resource leading to illegal fishing and smuggling that has contributed to the rise 

of sovereignty issues between Kenya and Uganda.    
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