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Summary: Water is a scarce and vital resource. There is a spread-
ing perception in the research community that water is – and 
will become increasingly – a source of violent conflict in the 
sub-national or local context. In reality, at the local level water 
users facing water scarcity negotiate their access to water. In-
stitutions also play a role in water related conflicts. The ques-
tion of how access to and the distribution of water is governed 
in a conflict-prone setting lies at the heart of this MICROCON 
research in Tanzania. The focus is on institutional structures 
and processes of water governance. 

•How are access to and the 
distribution of water governed in 
a conflict-prone setting?

•How does power enter the 
process of negotiating 
solutions to conflict over water?

Introduction
Conflictive negotiation over ac-
cess characterises Tanzanian small-
scale irrigation systems. Conflicts 
occur over the direct extraction 
of water from irrigation canals be-
tween single farmers, and about 
regulation patterns on the village 
level between the representatives 
of the different irrigation canals. 
MICROCON research in smallhold-
er irrigation schemes suggests 
that resource conflicts are not nec-
essarily disruptive and that institu-
tional pluralism can contribute to 
the development of more sophis-
ticated resource governance insti-
tutions. But despite the potential 
of negotiation processes to im-
prove these institutions they can 
also reproduce deeply entrenched 
gender relations and hinder inclu-
sion of less powerful resource us-
ers who do not always have the 

capability to engage creatively in 
conflict resolutions. Negotiation 
processes and the ability to access 
water are therefore determined 
by the participants’ social position 
and power, as well as their com-
mand over resources. While exist-
ing institutional arrangements for 
distribution are comprehensive 
and efficient, exercising the rules 
and sanctioning differ according 
to water availability.

Tanzanian agriculture 
background
Agriculture is Tanzania’s most im-
portant economic sector: it con-
tributes 45% of Tanzania´s GDP 
and nearly 30% of export earn-
ings, while employing over 80% of 
the nation´s work force (URT 2008: 
1). A mostly rain-fed system, it re-
mains susceptible to drought and 
inadequate and erratic rainfall. Irri-

gated agriculture protects against 
drought and can ensure food se-
curity. The largest proportion of 
the irrigated area (85.000-100.000 
of 150.000 ha) is farmed by small-
holders using diversion furrows 
(Kaswamila and Masuruli 2004: 
4). Many people depend directly 
on irrigated agriculture to secure 
their livelihoods for instance by 
growing crops out of the normal 
season. It is therefore essential to 
understand local processes of wa-
ter access and distribution.  Un-
covering local dynamics can also 
inform policy, counter neo-Malthu-
sian predictions of water wars, 
counterbalance the idea that the 
sole challenge lies in ‘getting the 
institutions right’ and downscale 
romanticised views about harmo-
nious and inclusive local self-gov-
ernance of natural resources.
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Governance and Institutions
Governance is understood here 
as the coordination of collective 
action (Benz et al. 2007: 9). The 
governance perspective focuses 
on formal and informal rules, 
rule-making systems and actor 
networks on different societal 
levels (Biermann et al. 2009: 4).  It 
is concerned with the social ne-
gotiation processes of collective 
arrangements of different actors. 
Institutions play an important role 
in the coordination of collective 
action, since they reduce uncer-
tainty and promote coordination 
and cooperation among individu-
als. They structure action and give 
guidance for patterns of action. 
Institutional arrangements shape 
social interactions and the way a 
resource is accessed and used. 

Water, governance and 
conflict in rural Tanzania
Some fallacies persist about 
traditional resource governance 
institutions and their evolution. 
First, local institutions for govern-
ing water are often presumed to 
be a rather fixed set of ‘rules of the 
game’, but in reality these rules 
are constantly made and remade 
based on people’s practices 
(Leach et al. 1999). Second, there 
is a widespread presumption that 
institutional pluralism is being 
systematically exploited in oppor-
tunistic ways

MICROCON research on water 
conflict in six village irrigation 
systems in rural Tanzania explores 
approaches to conflict resolution 
and the role of institutions in the 
smallholder context. In five of the 
villages, by explicitly relating the 
way conflicts are solved to a direct 
measure of the relative power 
status of all parties involved in the 
conflict, the studies empirically 
demonstrate that power relations

are central in pragmatic and crea- 
tive conflict solving in institutional 
pluralist contexts. Additionally the 
studies show that the least pow-
erful do not have the capability 
to be that creative. In one vil-
lage, farmer´s asset endowment, 
analogous to power, is shown to 
determine both access and the 
way farmers deal with conflict. 

Local Water Governance in 
Tanzania
Water governance in Tanzania 
since independence has been 
characterised by legal and institu-
tional pluralism, but post-colonial 
national policies for water govern-
ance have had little impact on the 
local level (Maganga 2002).

Tanzania has a long history of 
evolving water management and 
governance mechanisms (Magan-
ga 2007; Huggins 2000). In small 
holder irrigation schemes, water 
has principally been governed 
by user communities relying on 
‘traditional’ institutions. Both the 
renewed national water policy 
(NAWAPO), based on integrated 
water resource management 
(IWRM) principles, and the water 
sector development strategy 
have introduced a new legal and 
institutional framework for water 
governance with greater impacts 
at the local level (URT 2002; URT 
2005).

Framing water access
Role of Institutions
For many people sustainable 
livelihoods are based on access 
to natural resources. Rural house-
holds especially depend on access 
to and availability of: fertile land, 
grazing grounds, water, woods 
and fish grounds. Property rights 
are important here. These involve 
a social relationship between the 
right holder, other people, and an 

institution to back up the claim, 
derived from statutory law or 
customary law (Meinzen-Dick 
2000:7). Property-holders can 
assert their rights with the associ-
ated enforcement mechanism 
to control access. These different 
rights, deriving from state law, 
customary law or convention, 
are not equivalent. Here access 
is broadly conceived not only as 
the right to but as the ability to 
benefit from a resource (Ribot and 
Peluso 2003). The capability ap-
proach adds the idea that certain 
assets are crucial for the ability to 
transform people’s access rights in 
capabilities (Sen 2005). In the ne-
gotiation process of accessing wa-
ter the actors can use and trans-
form different assets (Bourdieu 
1983) to enhance their capability 
to benefit from a resource and to 
secure their livelihoods. The trans-
formation process should not be 
conceived as mechanistic, but as 
social negotiation process with 
winners and losers.

Conflictive negotiation 
processes
The negotiation processes of the 
actors are not solely shaped by 
institutions, but have to be placed 
in a web of power where the 
actor´s asset endowment and the 
structural and relational access 
mechanisms (like access to capital 
and labour, authority, social rela-
tions) influence the agency and 
strategies of the actors (Ribot and 
Peluso 2003). Differently endowed 
groups of farmers (casual labour; 
land owning farmers, land renting 
farmers, investors, rich farmers) 
are also positioned differently in 
relation to access and may em-
ploy different conflict-solution 
strategies.
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Case Studies: Six irrigation 
schemes in rural Tanzania
An irrigation system in the 
semiarid parts of Karatu District  
(towards the North) and five ir-
rigation schemes in the semiarid 
lowland areas of Mufindi District 
(South East) provide case studies 
of institutions for resource gov-
ernance in contexts of conflict 
over water. Resource governance 
institutions in the Mufindi irriga-
tion schemes are in flux and have 
a high degree of local specificity. 
There are some common princi-
ples of ‘traditional’ or ‘informal’ 
water governance institutions 
dealing with provision, appropria-
tion and enforcement. In conflict 
management, we observe a clear 
preference for reconciliation over 
confrontation. Otherwise, conflict 
management, rather than being 
based on well-defined institu-
tions, relies on pragmatic and 
creative problem solving when 
disputes arise.

The case study of violent conflict 
over water in Karatu District spot-
lights an evolving contention over 
direct water use. These conflicts 
are often located at junctions 
where water is divided between 
farmers of different canals. Farm-
ers are aware that in conflictive 
situations where somebody is 
taking water illicitly from another 
farmer, they should call the Bwana 
Maji (water officers) to mediate to 
avoid violent encounters. Never-
theless, in some cases arguments 
became heated and violence oc-
curred. The elders’ court is the pre-
ferred way to solve such conflicts. 
In this case study both parties did 
not fully trust the formal legal sys-
tem. They perceived it as a long, 
open-ended, expensive procedure 
which might lead to an unwanted 
outcome. Corruption is also asso-
ciated with the formal court; 

people generally do not approach 
it unless they have the support 
of “rich, influential friends”. The 
elders’ court is socially embedded 
and acknowledged as a reconcili-
atory solution in contrast to the 
formal court system’s adversarial 
reputation. People fear a formal 
court solution will lead to reprisals 
for those involved. The research 
highlights the importance to 
people to be reconciled and for 
future friendly encounters to be 
possible. 

Yet the Mufindi case study found 
that ‘‘traditional’’ or purely socially  
embedded instruments to enforce 
rules or resolve conflicts are main-
ly used when the conflict involves 
offenders with a low power status. 
If the conflict involves powerful 
offenders there is a higher likeli-
hood of rely ing on more authori-
tative and often more bureaucrat-
ic forms of conflict management. 
These seem to be needed as 
leverage to deal with powerful of-
fenders. Moreover, reconciliatory 
solutions to conflicts via an inter-
vention of a mediator often did 
not seem very effective. Offenders 
did not change their behaviour or 
were involved in other disputes 
later or the village government 
ultimately had to intervene. This 
may suggest that some ‘‘tradition-
al’’ ways to resolve disputes may 
have reached their limits.

Access to markets, capital, labour 
and water are strongly intercon-
nected, as illustrated by the Ka-
ratu case. They play a role in direct 
water use. Farmers with different 
endowments and authoritative 
background have different op-
tions for accessing water. For the 
poor farmers who have to rent 
land, access to irrigation water is 
constrained by high rents for plots 
with good water availability. The

farmers endowed with assets and 
financial capital can rent good 
land, and additionally bypass in-
stitutional rules by “buying” water. 
This could be by paying the fine, 
when illicitly taking water, or by 
bribing someone responsible for 
the water distribution. The most 
violent conflictive arguments oc-
cur when farmers do not adhere 
to the rules and illicitly take water. 
This happens between farmers 
from the same canal, normally 
downstream located canals with 
constrained water availability, or 
between farmers from a down-
stream and an upper stream 
canal. Nevertheless violent argu-
ments are rather the exception 
and the institutional mechanisms 
are strong enough to prevent 
anarchic situations.

Policy Implications
The case studies show that water 
or land conflicts are not neces-
sarily disruptive; they can prompt 
constructive processes contribut-
ing to the development of more 
sophisticated governance insti-
tutions. However, to realise the 
potential of such constructive 
responses to local resource con-
flicts the dynamics of innovation, 
creative problem solving, locally 
adapted solutions and legitima-
tion should be appreciated by 
policy makers (Meinzen-Dick 
and Pradhan 2002; Galvan 2007).  
While emphasising local dynam-
ics the role of the state in resource 
governance should also be ac-
knowledged (Roth 2009). Differ-
ent state organizations act and 
interact with other local agents 
in a creative way. These organisa-
tions should therefore be allowed 
to flexibly interpret national legal 
and policy principles while re-
sponding to local resource chal-
lenges (Galvan 2007).
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MICROCON, or ‘A Micro Level Analysis of Violent Conflict’ is a five-year research programme 
funded by the European Commission, which takes an innovative micro level, multidiscipli-
nary approach to the study of the conflict cycle.

Almost one third of the world’s population lives in conflict-affected low-income countries. 
At a fundamental level, conflict originates from people’s behaviour and how they interact 
with society and their environment - from its ‘micro’ foundations. Yet most conflict research 
and policy focuses on ‘macro’ perspectives. MICROCON seeks to redress this balance.

For more information on MICROCON, please visit our website:

http://www.microconflict.eu

Policy Implications 
continued...
However such socially embed-
ded local dynamics may lack 
inclusiveness. Women and the 
least powerful members of so-
ciety are less capable of engag-
ing in creative problem solving. 
As a result they lose out when 
competition over water or land 
arises. As these power relations 
are deeply entrenched, tackling 
these constraints is a major chal-
lenge and the responsibility of 
policy makers trying to further 
develop local resource govern-
ance institutions.
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