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Upon election in 2013, the first governors of the forty-seven counties created by Kenya’s 
2010 constitution assumed responsibility for the construction—in some cases, especially in 
the historically marginalized north of the country, essentially from scratch—of local admin-
istrative apparatuses needed to perform devolved government functions and manage county 
budgets. This article examines the local electoral drivers of the substantial variation in the 
new county administrations’ capacity and performance. A paired comparison of Turkana 
and West Pokot counties in Northern Kenya shows that threats to political survival posed 
by electoral opponents incentivize vertically accountable local leaders to substitute clientel-
ism for state-building. To secure reelection in 2017, the governors of both counties needed 
to satisfy constituent demands for improved access to state resources. Faced with weak 
electoral rivals, the Turkana leader did so by extending public service delivery, which re-
quired the construction of a capable county government. In contrast, his West Pokot coun-
terpart’s vulnerability to electoral competition prompted reallocation of county resources to 
clients at the expense of investment in administrative capacity and public goods provision. 
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Introduction 

In 2013, Josphat Koli Nanok and Simon Kachapin Kitalei became the first governors of Turkana 

and West Pokot (Map 1), neighbouring counties located in Kenya’s arid and sparsely populated 

northern periphery. The two new counties—created, alongside forty-five others, by the 2010 con-

stitution, which ushered in an ambitious programme of devolution—had much in common: in-

habited by largely monoethnic and internally cohesive populations reliant on similar pastoral 

livelihood practices, customary governance systems, and other sociopolitical arrangements, 

	 1



Turkana and West Pokot had both suffered a century of neglect at the hands of the country’s suc-

cessive governments. Devolution marked a radical reversal of this pattern of marginalization. 

Elected by and accountable to their counties’ inhabitants, within a few years the two governors, 

both of them members of opposition parties, used the sizable—and comparable—budgets 

provided for by the constitution to build, largely from scratch, new devolved government appar-

atuses responsible for the provision of extensive public services. The speed and scope of this 

state-building process are no less remarkable than the discrepancy in the Turkana and West Pokot 

county governments’ capacity and performance, terms that I use to refer to their ability to dis-

charge administrative functions and the standard of these operations, respectively. Despite the 

similarities between the two counties, Nanok constructed a well-functioning state apparatus that 

extended public service provision across Turkana, while Kachapin’s corrupt and ineffectual ad-

ministration in West Pokot diverted government funds earmarked for service delivery to his cli-

ents. 

	 These divergent trajectories of local political development present a compelling empirical 

puzzle. They also raise a broader question: what explains the capacity and performance of the 

local governments established in the wake of decentralization reforms undertaken by many 

African countries in recent decades? 

	 Causes of sub-national variation in local governance identified in other settings—ethnic 

divisions, historical legacies, and elite allegiances —cannot account for the post-devolution con2 -

trast between Turkana and West Pokot, which, as the literature on the two counties shows,  ex3 -

hibit similar values of these and many other potential explanatory variables. Scholars of devolu-

tion in Kenya have observed, but are yet to explain, analogous variation across other new 
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counties.  At the same time, their emphasis on the intensity of electoral contestation in the coun4 -

try  points to the electoral drivers of state capacity and goods provision, the subject of a growing 5

literature that examines the distinct state-building effects of electoral accountability and competi-

tion.  6

	 Building on the insights offered by these contributions, I propose that threats to incum-

bent political survival posed by formidable electoral opponents incentivize elected and vertically 

accountable leaders of new decentralized administrative units to substitute the distribution of pat-

ronage through clientelist networks for state-building and public goods provision. As such, the 

capacity and performance of such local governments decreases with their leaders’ vulnerability 

to electoral challenges. Elected local officials such as Kachapin and Nanok owe their positions to 

their constituents, that is, the members of the electorate—oftentimes selected on the basis of 

shared class, ethnic, partisan, and other affiliations—whose support they need to win elections 

(as opposed to all voters in a given electoral district). Incumbent reelection requires accommoda-

tion of constituent preferences and demands, including for access to the resources controlled by 

local governments. The pathways to constituent satisfaction depend on prevailing electoral con-

ditions. I identify two such pathways. One leads towards state-building; the other—reliance on 

clientelism. The absence of rival electoral blocs and other well-defined political divisions hinders 

supporter identification and incentivizes the provision of public services, which requires capable 

local government bodies. In such settings, constituent assessment of local leaders’ performance 

and their reelection prospects improve with, and encourage investment in, administrative capa-

city. This calculus changes where formidable opponents threaten incumbent political survival. 

Political cleavages between rival electoral blocs facilitate and incentivize distribution of state 
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resources in the form of particularistic (club or private)  goods. With government funds diverted 7

to clients through patronage networks, provision of such goods both impedes and discourages 

costly investment in administrative capacity. 

	 A detailed explanation of the effects of incumbent vulnerability to electoral challenges on 

local government capacity and performance follows the next two sections of this article, which 

introduce the scholarly literature that informs my argument. To substantiate the claims advanced 

in the article, I develop narratives of local political development—based on analysis of govern-

ment documents, news media sources, and interview data—that complement a most similar sys-

tems design made possible by the distinctive features of Turkana and West Pokot; I present my 

empirical strategy in a dedicated section of the article. Subsequent sections detail the evidence I 

have collected in the two counties. 

Decentralization and devolution in Kenya 

Devolution resulted in far-reaching redistribution of power in Kenya, till then one of the world’s 

most centralized countries.  The 2010 constitution provided for powerful county administrations 8

responsible for a wide range of functions previously vested in the central government, headed by 

officials elected by local populations—the governors, in charge of the new administrations’ ex-

ecutive bodies, and members of county assemblies (MCAs), the local legislatures—and funded 

by substantial transfers from the national treasury. In the years after devolution, the central gov-

ernment often exceeded the constitutional requirement that it remit to counties fifteen percent of 

its budget; between 2013 and 2017, the total allocations to county governments reached 1 trillion 

Kenyan shillings (approximately US$ 9.6 billion at the time of the 2017 elections).  The first 9
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governors, elected in 2013, successfully resisted early efforts to limit their prerogatives and 

budgets  and set out to build the county administrative apparatuses needed to perform devolved 10

functions. The construction of the new local government bodies, recognized as ‘one of the most 

significant changes brought about by devolution’ , is yet to attract the scholarly attention it mer11 -

its, but the literature on Kenya’s contemporary politics offers some indirect evidence of the 

strategies pursued by the inaugural county leaders and the incentives they faced.  

	 The reforms provided county populations with leverage over the holders of powerful 

elected offices: in 2017, twenty-one of the forty-three incumbent governors who sought reelec-

tion lost their positions. Existing studies of that year’s intensely fought electoral contests have 

focused on the connections between county and national elites,  but other work points to a rela12 -

tionship between local political conditions, including the quality of county governance, and voter 

assessments of gubernatorial performance. In particular, even though governors ‘emerged as 

prominent regional spokespeople willing to protect and promote local interests to maintain sup-

port’,  public services provided by many county administrations remained inadequate.  Instead 13 14

of prioritizing service delivery, some governors recreated in their counties the long-established 

patterns of political contestation in Kenya.  Accordingly, scholars have identified multitudinous 15

instances of clientelism,  corruption,  and elite capture  in county governments. Electoral con16 17 18 -

siderations also prompted some local politicians to exploit interethnic and other grievances  and, 19

at times, incite conflict.   20

	 These post-devolution developments are indicative of substantial cross-county variation, 

noted  but thus far unexplained by studies of contemporary Kenyan politics. Scholars of decent21 -

ralization in other settings have attributed such sub-national differences to ethnic identity mobil-
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ization,  historical governance practices,  and partisan and other connections between central 22 23

and local elites.  However, none of these explanations elucidates the contrast between Turkana 24

and West Pokot’s political trajectories. The two counties’ largely ethnically homogenous popula-

tions, historically reliant on comparable economic practices and sociopolitical arrangements, 

both suffered decades of government neglect, which contributed to local voters’ support, in both 

2013 and 2017, for opposition gubernatorial candidates.  

	 Scholarly work on Turkana and West Pokot also cannot account for the differences 

between Nanok and Kachapin’s administrations. It has mostly focused on phenomena that affect 

both counties, such as the long history of their marginalization —which has shaped local atti25 -

tudes towards the Kenyan state —poverty,  climate change,  the decline of pastoralism  and 26 27 28 29

customary governance systems,  and cattle raiding.  The recent politicization of raiding in the 30 31

region  has contributed to the intensification of interethnic tensions between the Pokot and 32

Turkana,  also exacerbated by the 2012 discovery of oil in southern Turkana  and consequent 33 34

boundary disputes.  Its mineral wealth distinguishes Turkana from West Pokot, but cannot ex35 -

plain their county administrations’ capacity and performance because large-scale commercial oil 

production is yet to commence, although the central government’s plans to claim the bulk of fu-

ture revenues did help Nanok to weaken its local allies in the run-up to the 2017 elections.  36

Elections, goods provision, and state capacity 

Scholars of Kenyan devolution have collected some suggestive evidence of the gubernatorial 

strategies adopted ahead of the 2017 elections: the first governors both acted in the public in-

terest and fomented division; they built devolved administrations and misappropriated county 
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funds; and they provided government services and distributed patronage. To explain these seem-

ingly incongruous gubernatorial actions, I draw on insights from the scholarship on state-build-

ing, elections, and goods provision. 

	 Much of the state-building literature has focused on incumbent leaders’ strategic adapta-

tions to threats to political survival posed by rivals—especially foreign adversaries —and social 37

forces.  Incumbents also adapt to changes in the balance of power that may ‘arise from the bar38 -

gaining context between the state and constituents’  or exogenous shocks.  Such occurrences 39 40

alter the institutional environments in which leaders operate, either increasing  or lessening  41 42

their ‘despotic power’, or state autonomy from society.  Successful democratization results in 43

especially thoroughgoing reduction of state autonomy.  Its effects on state capacity, or the state’s 44

‘infrastructural power,’  are, in contrast, remarkably variable.  While much of the Global North 45 46

has seen the emergence of the ‘consensually strong state equilibrium’,  ‘[d]emocratic postcolo47 -

nial governments are too often infrastructurally weak’.  It is not that representative government 48

impedes state-building;  rather, democratization requires the adjustment of would-be state-49

builders’ political strategies: ‘democracy cannot be expected to routinize the provision of public 

goods, especially not those necessary to build bureaucratic competence and hence state capacity. 

Instead, the achievement of these goods will depend on the specific incentives that face political 

leaders in different political systems’.  50

	 The political survival of elected political leaders hinges on their reelection prospects. 

Democratic elections structure politicians’ incentives through two primary channels: vertical ac-

countability (that is, accountability to voters) and competition. Although some contributions 
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point to accountability-enhancing effects of competition,  other scholarship suggests that these 51

two properties of electoral politics exert distinct—even countervailing—pressures on candidates. 

	 Politicians accountable to their constituents ‘act with an eye to future voter approval or 

sanction’.  Since ‘voters can and do rationally use political performance information to inform 52

voting decisions’,  constituent assessment of incumbent officeholders’ performance reflects 53

their ability to accommodate demands for goods provision,  especially in settings where the sa54 -

lience of programmatic differences between election candidates is low.  Electoral accountability 55

can thus encourage provision of government services,  ‘incentivizing democratic leaders to 56

build a competent bureaucratic apparatus for delivering such services’.  While accountability 57

limits the autonomy of such apparatuses across government levels, elected leaders of decentral-

ized administrative units may be especially susceptible to voter pressure.  Kenyan governors’ 58

vulnerability to constituent disaffection attests to the strength of this effect, attributable to the 

leadership of indigenous elites embedded in local societies  and the relative facility of sanction59 -

ing poor performers in smaller administrative units.  60

	 Electoral competition incentivizes the adoption of much more diverse strategies.  In dif61 -

ferent settings, it has contributed to improved  or reduced access to public goods,  increased 62 63

government efficiency  or disincentivized investments in state capacity,  and encouraged the 64 65

adoption of programmatic policy platforms  or reliance on patronage.  The variability of these 66 67

outcomes suggests that other factors condition politician responses to competition. In particular, 

scholars have examined the effects of incumbents’ security of tenure,  their dependence on co-68

partisans,  and the intensity of threats posed by electoral challengers.  These distinct drivers of 69 70

incumbent behavior all point to the importance of political leaders’ electoral vulnerability and its 
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effect on their time horizons: ‘When a politician faces a more competitive election, the short-

term electoral advantage they gain from giving key voters access to [particularistic goods] out-

weighs the long-term support’ elicited through public goods provision.   71

	 Accountable to their electorates, such leaders remain susceptible to constituent demands 

for goods provision, but the threat that electoral opponents pose to their political survival in-

centivizes the distribution of government resources in the form of particularistic goods, chan-

nelled through patronage networks,  rather than public services.  Reliance on patronage has far-72 73

reaching state-building consequences: ‘The funds that parties use to pay off clients must come 

from somewhere, obliging politicians to shift state resources away from public goods’.   74

	 To satisfy constituents, accountable incumbents can thus either expand public service de-

livery, which requires investment in state capacity, or forego such investment and instead distrib-

ute particularistic goods through clientelist networks. I explain the adoption of these contrasting 

political strategies in the next section of the article. 

Electoral contestation and local government capacity and performance 

My argument elaborates on the connections between electoral pressure, goods provision, and 

state capacity suggested by existing scholarship. The explanation of the capacity and perform-

ance of new local governments that I advance in the article emphasizes the importance of their 

vertically accountable elected leaders’ strategic responses to the severity of the threats to incum-

bent survival posed by electoral rivals, which incentivizes (but does not compel) the selection of 

either state-building or clientelist pathways. This argument therefore distinguishes the effects of 

electoral accountability from those of electoral competition and applies to settings where recur-
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rent elections determine the leadership of decentralized government units and control over their 

budgets. I also focus on the executive branches of local administrations with low capacity at the 

time of their creation and in areas lacking preexisting political cleavages. 

	 The leaders of such administrations can accommodate the demands of the constituents to 

whom they owe their positions through the provision of either public or particularistic goods. 

Government service delivery requires the construction of capable administrative apparatuses, a 

costly endeavour that consumes considerable resources, effort, and time that local leaders can 

alternatively expend on direct outreach to constituents, including the distribution of particularist-

ic goods, which can be channelled to the supporters essential for election victory—and in propor-

tion to their political importance—through weakly institutionalized patronage networks and, 

therefore, do not necessitate comparable investments in organizational capacity. 

	 State-building poses an especially daunting challenge where decentralization reforms 

produce administrative units with extensive responsibilities but no history of autonomous gov-

ernance. In Kenya, the 2010 constitution charged county governments with provision of a range 

of important services—including early childhood and vocational education, healthcare, and con-

struction and maintenance of transport infrastructure—as well as management of the substantial 

funds allocated for this purpose. The pre-devolution district administrations, especially weak in 

the north of the country, lacked the capacity to perform these functions. To fulfill their formal 

obligations, the first governors needed to devote much of their attention, and the resources they 

controlled, to investment in the infrastructural power of county governments.  

	 The viability and attractiveness of such prioritization of state-building depends on pre-

vailing political conditions. Only local leaders with relatively long time horizons and few other 
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claims on their time, attention, and the funds at their disposal can bear the high cost of invest-

ment in state capacity. The requisite effort also offers little benefit even to such incumbents if 

they can accommodate constituent pressure through substitution of patronage for public goods 

provision. Conversely, constraints on distribution of particularistic goods to constituents in-

centivize state-building. In settings such as Turkana and West Pokot, the lack of well-defined 

economic, ethnic, partisan, and similar societal divisions hinders politicians’ efforts to distin-

guish the voters whose support they require from the rest of the electorate.  Consequently, in75 -

cumbent local leaders cannot readily divert government resources directly to constituents.  Such 76

conditions encourage dispersement of government resources in the form of public goods and, 

therefore, investment in requisite administrative capacity. 

	 Fierce electoral contestation that threatens incumbent political survival—whether because 

of officeholders’ underperformance or their rivals’ acumen, connections, popularity, and/or 

wealth —removes the incentives and opportunities to follow the state-building pathway. The 77

prospect of electoral loss diverts local leaders’ attention to campaign activities and other efforts 

to secure their positions; early emergence of formidable opposition in particular deters them from  

initiating investments in state capacity. Viable challenges also encourage voters to sort them-

selves into rival electoral blocs. Such sorting allows local leaders to identify and channel gov-

ernment resources directly to constituents. In these conditions, incumbents derive no political 

advantage from expansion of public service delivery and attendant construction of capable ad-

ministrative apparatuses, which they can substitute with the distribution of patronage to clients. 

Intense electoral rivalry not only produces the political cleavages that enable particularistic 

goods provision, but also incentivizes reliance on patronage because it elevates the importance of 

	 11



voters who are either unaligned or willing to defect and of powerbrokers able to deliver addition-

al votes, especially where supporters express preferences for particularistic goods. In close con-

tests material inducements offered to such individuals can alter election results.  The cost of pat78 -

ronage prompts diversion of the public funds needed for government operations to clientelist 

networks, further compromising local administrations’ ability to provide services. 

	 The threats to the political survival of vertically accountable elected leaders of new de-

centralized administrative units posed by electoral challengers thus incentivize the adoption of 

the political strategies responsible for local government capacity and performance. Depending on 

the intensity of electoral contestation, incumbents can address constituent demands and enhance 

reelection prospects through either investment in state capacity and service delivery or substitu-

tion of distribution of patronage through clientelist networks for the challenge of state-building. 

To examine this claim, illustrated in Table 1, I make use of the research design and data I intro-

duce in the next section. 

Research design and methods 

My empirical investigation of the validity of the argument advanced in this article relies on a 

most similar systems design that leverages the features of Turkana and West Pokot’s political en-

vironments between 2013 and 2017. I pair this design with narratives of the two counties’ post-

devolution political development, which allow me to trace the causal connections between pre-

vailing electoral conditions and local government capacity and performance. 

	 The Pokot and Turkana people occupy neighbouring territories in Kenya’s northern dry-

lands. Most members of both ethnic communities have historically relied on pastoral livelihoods, 
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challenged in recent decades by climate change and the commodification and politicization of 

cattle raiding, previously used to replenish stocks lost to disease and drought and authorized by 

customary leaders, who continued to perform most governance functions in the area long after its 

nominal integration into the Kenyan state in the early twentieth century; despite the brutality of 

conquest, successive colonial and postcolonial governments had little interest in projecting their 

authority in the remote Pokot and Turkana territories. Although over time local agents of power-

ful Kenyan politicians began to acquire some influence—as that of customary leaders gradually 

waned—any consequent improvements in public service provision were negligible. The shared 

experiences of poverty and marginalization contributed to the cohesion of the Pokot and Turkana 

societies, reinforced by the salience of their ethnic identities, defined largely in terms of animos-

ity towards ethnic adversaries located outside the borders of the two future counties, both of 

them largely monoethnic.  These experiences also fuelled a sense of alienation from the Kenyan 79

state, at times expressed through support for election candidates from political parties in opposi-

tion to those in power in Nairobi; in particular, the winners of Turkana and West Pokot gubernat-

orial contests in both 2013 and 2017 represented opposition parties. Although they would put 

them to very different uses, upon their election in 2013 Kachapin and Nanok assumed identical 

formal authority—the result of the exogenous shock of Kenya’s constitutional reforms —as 80

well as control over large and broadly comparable county government budgets that dwarfed pre-

vious government spending in the area.  The two governors needed those funds to accommodate 81

the demands of their constituents, who had regularly demonstrated their willingness to hold poor-

performing representatives to account.  82
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	 The ‘logic of correlation’  that underpins most similar systems designs makes it possible 83

to hold the many commonalities between Turkana and West Pokot constant and attribute the 

cross-county variation in county government capacity and performance to covariant properties of 

local political environments. Except for gubernatorial vulnerability to electoral challengers only 

its antecedent variables—such as Kachapin, Nanok, and their respective rivals’ experiences, 

skills, connections with local and national elites, financial bases, and other individual character-

istics, which differed markedly and collectively help to account for the correspondingly varied 

intensity of electoral contestation in Turkana and West Pokot—appear to covary with governance 

quality, although the existence of unidentified covariates cannot be conclusively ruled out in an 

observational study. While my research design does not allow me to disaggregate these ante-

cedent variables’ effects, the values of the independent variable for which they are responsible 

enable explanation of the covariant dependent variable. Identification of this association is indic-

ative of, but does not establish, causation. Accordingly, I complement this analytical strategy 

with narratives of Turkana and West Pokot’s political development that facilitate identification of 

the mechanisms linking the independent and dependent variables and, therefore, permit fuller 

explanation of the causal connections between them. Because it minimizes the problem of causal 

heterogeneity, a paired comparison is especially well suited for this purpose.  84

	 The findings presented in the article are the product of analysis of county and national 

government documents, news media articles, and interviews with Turkana and West Pokot par-

liamentarians, MCAs, high-ranking government officials, customary leaders, and other well-in-

formed individuals. I rely on multiple respondents and/or sources to corroborate my claims in 

order to minimize the risk of bias resulting from potential misrepresentation of the empirical 
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reality by interviewees and source authors. In accordance with the data protection requirements 

of the study’s institutional review board approval,  I only disclose non-identifying respondent 85

characteristics. To further reduce the risk of respondent identification, I also limit the use of dir-

ect quotations to statements attributable to multiple individuals. Moreover, the claims I repro-

duce are, especially given the passage of time, unlikely to arise much controversy in Turkana and 

West Pokot, neither of which has experienced intra-county political violence that could give rise 

to concerns about respondents’ physical safety.  Supplementary material contains the data, de-

rived from Kenya’s Office of the Controller of Budget and Office of the Auditor-General docu-

ments, and R script used to create the plots that I present later in the article, following my discus-

sion of electoral conditions and gubernatorial strategies in the next section. 

Electoral contestation in Turkana and West Pokot 

The inaugural governors of Turkana and West Pokot both had their work cut out for them when 

they assumed office in 2013. Elected by, and accountable to, voters long deprived of access to 

the Kenyan government’s resources, Kachapin and Nanok knew they needed to satisfy the de-

mands of their constituents even as they set out to establish administrative apparatuses capable of 

managing the substantial county budgets and performing the many devolved functions. As 

Kachapin has noted: ’Our people, like many Kenyans, are quite enlightened and they demand 

what is theirs. They know their rights unlike before [and] are keen to monitor what the county is 

doing and how their resources are being used’.  In most respects, the two governors confronted 86

political pressures as similar as their counties. The new leaders’ standing in relation to other in-
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fluential political figures differed, however, markedly, setting the stage for subsequent diver-

gence in the trajectories of Turkana and West Pokot’s political development. 

	 Josphat Nanok was already an established political figure on the eve of devolution. As the 

member of parliament (MP) for Turkana South and deputy minister in the national government, 

he had built substantial popular following as well as relationships with other Turkana political 

players and with the leaders of the Orange Democratic Movement (ODM), at that time Kenya’s 

main opposition alliance. He also readily recognized the value of the gubernatorial office. Ahead 

of the 2013 elections, Nanok allied himself with John Kiyonga Munyes, then a fellow MP (for 

Turkana North), who believed that the formal oversight responsibilities of the new Senate, also 

created by the 2010 constitution, would allow its members to control county governments. Fol-

lowing their election victory, Munyes filled Turkana’s senatorial seat, while Nanok assumed the 

gubernatorial office. 

	 Simon Kachapin had no comparable experience, prominence, or connections. A high 

school principal, he owed his rise to power to the patronage of John Krop Lonyangapuo, a 

former university administrator and lecturer turned civil servant—he is universally known as 

‘Professor’ in West Pokot—who, after an unsuccessful parliamentary bid in 2007, had skillfully 

leveraged his relationship with former president Daniel arap Moi’s powerful family to build a 

large power base.  Like Munyes, Lonyangapuo chose to contest the senatorial seat and entrusted 87

the task of running the new county government on his behalf to his client Kachapin. Thanks to 

Professor’s charisma, personal popularity, political skill, and connections, the two candidates 

won the elections, in which they ran on the ticket of the Kenya African National Union 

(KANU).  88

	 16



	 Lonyangapuo and Munyes had miscalculated. Like their counterparts throughout the 

country,  the Turkana and West Pokot governors quickly established control over the county 89

administrations. Nanok in particular took advantage of his constitutional powers and sidelined 

erstwhile allies soon after the elections. Kachapin complied with his patron’s directives for a few 

months, but, having ‘piggybacked on Lonyangapuo,’ as a West Pokot MCA puts it, he too ‘real-

ized that the governor had powers, that he could employ people without consulting 

[Lonyangapuo]. So, they parted ways.’  Another MCA relates:  90

The governor felt that there were a lot of privileges to be had over the senator. […] The governor, after 

amassing power, feared that he would not enjoy the privileges if he shared with others. He wanted to be the 

sole decision maker. He didn’t want to share power with anyone, including with the senator.  91

	 Concentration of power in gubernatorial hands generated considerable resentment among 

parliamentarians, MCAs, and other powerbrokers. Unable to influence county government oper-

ations and access devolved funds, disaffected politicians set out to challenge Kachapin and Nan-

ok in the 2017 elections. The two governors’ vulnerability to these challenges varied in line with 

their political standing. 

	 In Turkana, Nanok’s opponents coalesced around Senator Munyes, their 2017 gubernat-

orial candidate, and joined President Uhuru Kenyatta and Deputy President William Ruto’s Ju-

bilee Party. The challengers’ decision to align themselves with the national government, which 

their constituents—particularly wary of attempts to rob them of the county’s recently discovered 

oil wealth—regarded with suspicion, backfired. When President Kenyatta vetoed the Petroleum 

(Exploration, Development and Production) Bill and returned it to parliament with a stipulation 
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that the Turkana local communities’ share of revenue be reduced from 10 to 5 percent, Nanok’s 

response was swift. Positioning himself as the defender of Turkana interests, endangered by the 

national government and its local allies, the governor vowed to stop petroleum exploration in the 

county and called for an increase of the Turkana share of oil rents to 30 percent. Already elevated 

by this proposal, Nanok’s popularity throughout the county further increased after Kenyatta’s 

well-publicized outburst, when the agitated president called the Turkana governor ‘a fool and a 

devil’.   92

	 Weakened by the association with Jubilee, Munyes and his allies tried to improve their 

election prospects by stoking both interethnic and intra-Turkana tensions. While the incitement 

of interethnic enmity, including towards the Pokot, proved somewhat efficacious, analogous ef-

forts to divide the cohesive Turkana society—most prominently, the Turkana South MP James 

Lomenen’s campaign for a larger share of petroleum extraction rents to the inhabitants of his 

constituency, the location of the oil-rich Lokichar Basin—had little effect. A Turkana MP’s com-

plaint illustrates the oppositionists’ predicament: ‘The governor has become entrenched. He has 

used his position. It will be difficult to remove him. But we shall prevail’.   93

	 Not all of the MP’s colleagues shared his optimism. With the success of their challenge to 

Nanok in question, some dropped their opposition. Another parliamentarian describes his posi-

tion thusly: 

Members of parliament are fighting the governor. The governor is not involving them. […] It is a difficult 

relationship between me and the governor. But as MPs we’re divided, because some want to work with 

those who are elected, and some say we need to have a new governor. So, I stand for compromise. He is my 

governor. He was elected. I work with him.  94
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Outmaneuvered by Nanok, unable to build a distinct electoral bloc, and internally divided, his 

competitors did not seriously threaten the governor’s hold on power.  95

	 Kachapin, who took office with little independent support, faced much stronger opposi-

tion from Lonyangapuo and his many clients and allies. To reduce his vulnerability to the pres-

sure they exerted, the West Pokot governor set out to build his own power base, a task complic-

ated by the county population’s internal cohesion. ‘This county is one tribe’, notes a pro-

Lonyangapuo MCA. ‘You cannot be against your own tribe. […] If we had different tribes, it 

would be different’.  Nevertheless, the two politicians’ rivalry set the stage for the emergence of 96

internal divisions conducive to constituent identification.  

	 In preparation for the 2017 elections, Kachapin and Lonyangapuo formed alliances with 

other local political agents, especially those who commanded their own popular following. To 

this end, the governor made common cause with non-KANU MCAs, the four West Pokot MPs 

representing Deputy President Ruto’s United Republican Party (URP), and Samuel Moroto, the 

KANU MP for Kacheliba. He also secured the national government’s support. When Ruto integ-

rated the URP into the Jubilee Party, Kachapin was appointed the ruling party’s gubernatorial 

candidate in West Pokot.  Lonyangapuo’s patronage network included, meanwhile, the KANU 97

MCAs; Samuel Losuron Poghisio, the 2013 ODM senatorial candidate, joined KANU in ex-

change for the promise of the Senate seat that Professor would vacate to vie for the gubernatorial 

office.  Kachapin and Lonyangapuo also integrated different sections of Pokot elders into their 98

electoral blocs.  According to a Pokot MP, ‘they made deals, divide-and-rule, and they divided 99
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people and made two parties, two factions, so you are either with the governor or against him, 

with Professor or against him’.  100

	 Such alliance-making required material inducements. Kachapin allegedly funded his ex-

penses largely with county government funds.  A former mayor of Kapenguria, West Pokot’s 101

county town, claims that ‘the governor has treated the county like his own property’.  In one 102

interviewee’s hyperbolic assessment, ‘three-quarters [of the county government budget] have 

been used to benefit individuals, not the community’.  A month before the 2017 elections, in 103

what a member of the Senate’s anti-corruption committee has described as ‘a clear case of 

blatant theft of public resources’, Kachapin’s administration made an unexplained withdrawal of 

112 million shillings ($1.1 million) from county accounts.  Allegations of corruption in the 104

West Pokot county government were rife.  In addition to enriching himself, Kachapin re105 -

portedly redirected substantial amounts of money to clients, a choice encouraged by 

Lonyangapuo’s willingness to leverage both his own wealth and access to Moi family funds to 

encourage defections from the governor’s electoral bloc.  106

	 Nanok also faced allegations of corruption. He reportedly channelled county government 

resources to supporters, primarily from Turkana East,  who have been linked to several corrup107 -

tion cases.  The scale of misappropriation was, however, much smaller than in West Pokot. 108

While the intense rivalry between Kachapin and Lonyangapuo created political cleavages that 

facilitated the distribution of patronage demanded by their respective constituents, Nanok con-

fronted a very different electoral landscape. The Turkana oppositionists’ failure to mount a signi-

ficant electoral challenge and divide the electorate limited his ability to identify constituents and 

expand the small patronage network he had built as an MP beyond Turkana East. Nanok also had 
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little need to ally himself with Turkana powerbrokers, but nonetheless remained vulnerable to 

constituent demands for access to government resources, which he could not easily channel to 

voters willing to support his reelection bid. According to another MP, ‘this is the challenge he 

has: all voters are Turkana, same tribe, so he has to benefit all Turkana. He cannot give only to 

some; he will be defeated’.  Unable to effectively channel patronage, Nanok chose to provide 109

public goods to all Turkana. The MP’s colleague adds: 

You see now, one of the advantages of the county government in Turkana is that they distribute everything 

equally, to six [parliamentary] constituencies. […] So, even those who are against the county government, 

their people still get the same services. Because the governor is not of one constituency, he’s for the whole 

county. So, he cannot favour one place, but he distributes development equally.  110

 

The need for such equitable distribution of public goods had considerable repercussions, as did 

Kachapin’s decision to prioritize provision of patronage. I discuss these consequences in the next 

section. 

County government capacity and performance in Turkana and West Pokot 

The varying severity of the threats that electoral rivals posed to Kachapin and Nanok’s political 

survival incentivized the governors to adopt contrasting strategies of goods provision. These stra-

tegic choices encouraged correspondingly variable investment in the capacity and performance 

of the Turkana and West Pokot county governments. 

In order to deliver extensive public services throughout Turkana’s massive territory, Nan-

ok needed to construct a capable administrative apparatus. This was no easy task: in the 2013–

	 21



2014 financial year (FY) the newly created county government could only absorb 41.9 percent of 

its budget; its absorption capacity was at the time the second lowest in Kenya. Given Nanok’s 

dominant political position in Turkana, he could, however, devote the attention, effort, time, and 

resources that Kachapin needed to expend on containing the threat posed by Lonyangapuo to the 

expansion of the infrastructural power of his county government. The apportionment of county 

funds in particular casts light on the Turkana governor’s strategy. Nanok prioritized new spend-

ing initiatives needed to recruit qualified administrators, build office buildings, purchase vehicles 

and office equipment, and provide public services. As of the 2016–2017 FY Turkana had allotted 

a higher proportion of its budget to such new spending—denoted as development expenditure—

than all but one other Kenyan county.  The 64.3 percent of the Turkana budget allocated for this 111

purpose between 2013 and 2017 significantly exceeded the national average of 41.2 percent (Plot 

1). Nanok used these funds to build a remarkably well-functioning administrative apparatus.  112

By the 2016–2017 FY, the Turkana county government’s absorption capacity had nearly doubled, 

reaching 77.9 percent. The rate of improvement was the fastest of all Kenyan counties, which on 

average had only improved their absorption capacity by 14.1 percent in this period, compared to 

Turkana’s 36 percent (Plot 2). The county government also projected its infrastructural power 

through sub-county and ward administrations it established throughout Turkana, helping Nanok 

to communicate with the population, gauge public mood, address grievances, deliver services, 

and, thereby, satisfy constituent demands.  113

This administrative apparatus allowed the governor to effect the largest and most rapid 

expansion of public service provision in Turkana’s history. In 2013, there were approximately 

650 early childhood education (ECD) centres in Turkana; by 2018, the county government had 
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constructed 180 more. It also recruited 268 ECD teachers. Although post-ECD education is the 

national government’s responsibility, the county administration built sixty-two primary school 

classrooms, hired (and paid the salaries of) 165 primary and thirty-nine secondary school teach-

ers, and covered operation costs for the underfunded (national-government) county director of 

education’s office. Moreover, Nanok’s administration took over the only polytechnic in Turkana 

from the Catholic Diocese of Lodwar and built six new ones.  Similarly, the Diocese trans114 -

ferred responsibility for the Kakuma Mission Hospital to the county government, which also 

spent 190 million shillings ($1.8 million) on new equipment for the existing public Lodwar Hos-

pital  in addition to constructing four new sub-county hospitals and 120 health centres.  The 115 116

number of public medicine dispensaries increased from 71 in 2012 to 131 in 2015.  Nanok’s 117

staff also dug boreholes—in 2015, there were 606 boreholes in Turkana, 105 more than two 

years earlier—and supported the pastoral economy through provision of extension services, an-

imal vaccination campaigns, and construction of a multiplication and breeding centre, livestock 

holding grounds, and sale yards.  Furthermore, as of early 2018 the county government had 118

graded 13,300 kilometres and gravelled 3,435 kilometres of roads.  119

The capacity and performance of Turkana’s devolved government contrast with those of 

the administrative apparatus built by Kachapin. The West Pokot governor also established minis-

tries and other county government bodies, including sub-county and ward administrations, and 

employed officials, but within months of the 2013 elections began to prioritize the development 

of his patronage network, especially as the feud with Lonyangapuo prevented him from devoting 

sufficient attention to organizational matters, and, at times, directly interfered with county gov-

ernment operations.  As a result, the West Pokot county government’s absorption capacity only 120
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increased 11.8 percent from 2013 to 2017 (Plot 2); remarkably, its capacity to absorb recurrent 

expenditures—that is, expenditures not devoted to new initiatives, to which Kachapin’s adminis-

tration only allocated 41.3 percent of the county budget (Plot 1)—declined in this period. (In 

Turkana, it increased by 56 percent, more than anywhere else in Kenya.) 

Low government capacity translated into relatively limited and poor-quality public ser-

vice provision in West Pokot. Road construction in the county, where by 2016 Kachapin’s admin-

istration had built only 1,250 kilometres of roads, lagged behind Turkana.  Similarly, the West 121

Pokot county government built twenty-four new health centres, a fifth of those constructed in 

Turkana. Unlike Nanok, Kachapin did not build any new hospitals, although he upgraded the 

Kapenguria County Referral Hospital.  The number of new ECD centres in West Pokot, sixty, 122

was a third of those in Turkana.  Kachapin’s administration also dug boreholes—thirty-four of 123

them in the 2015–2016 FY alone (compared to 105 drilled in Turkana between 2013 and 2015)—

and provided extension services, led animal vaccination campaigns, and constructed sale yards to 

support the pastoral economy.  Overall, however, both the extensiveness and quality of public 124

services provided by the West Pokot county government, which also did not take on any national 

government functions, trailed Turkana. 

Diversion of government funds to Kachapin’s patronage network proved insufficient to 

contain the electoral threat posed by Lonyangapuo, who won the 2017 gubernatorial elections. 

This result underscores the intensity of electoral contestation in West Pokot, but it does not neg-

ate the benefits that Kachapin derived from his decision to substitute clientelism for state-build-

ing. Within just a few years, the former school principal established a power base that allowed 

him to stand toe to toe with the experienced and well-connected Lonyangapuo, whom he would 
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in fact go on to defeat in the 2022 gubernatorial contest. Kachapin’s political success did, how-

ever, come at the cost of state capacity and public service provision in West Pokot. In contrast, 

the weakness of the electoral challenge to Nanok’s political dominance in Turkana enabled and 

encouraged him to prioritize state-building as well as defeat Munyes and secure a second and 

final term in office. 

 

Conclusion 

Between 2013 and 2017 the Turkana and West Pokot governors established the administrative 

apparatuses responsible for the wide range of functions that Kenya’s 2010 constitution devolved 

to the new county governments. Nanok devoted substantial effort, time, and resources to the con-

struction of capable government bodies that he used to enact the largest and swiftest expansion of 

public service provision that Turkana has ever experienced. In contrast, Kachapin only made 

minimal investment in state capacity and public goods provision; instead, the West Pokot gov-

ernor diverted county funds meant to pay for government operations and services to his clients. 

This cross-county variation in local government capacity and performance belies Turkana and 

West Pokot’ similar ethnic demography, physical environment, historical governance and liveli-

hood practices, and contemporary economic conditions as well as their shared experience of 

government neglect followed by the election of opposition candidates, both equally accountable 

to constituents, to the powerful gubernatorial positions. These many commonalities, which offer 

an opportunity to control for several potential predictors of governance quality, contrast with 

Kachapin and Nanok’s vulnerability to electoral challenges in the 2017 elections. 
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	 The weakness of the opposition to Nanok’s reelection bid freed the Turkana leader to pri-

oritize his state-building obligations; it also impeded his ability to identify and, therefore, chan-

nel particularistic goods to constituents, providing a powerful impetus for investment in the ad-

ministrative apparatus needed to deliver government services throughout Turkana. The West 

Pokot governor had to contend with a much more formidable electoral challenge, which incentiv-

ized him to substitute clientelism for state-building. Fierce electoral contestation diverted 

Kachapin’s attention away from his formal responsibilities even as the consequent emergence of 

rival political blocs in the otherwise cohesive county electorate helped and encouraged him to 

accommodate the demands of his constituents through distribution of patronage. 

	 Evidence from Turkana and West Pokot draws attention to the electoral drivers of local 

political development, helps to disaggregate the effects of electoral accountability and competi-

tion, and evinces the substitutive relationship of clientelism and state-building. Vertically ac-

countable elected leaders of new decentralized government units such as Kenyan counties need 

to accommodate popular demands for resource access, which they can provide through the dis-

tribution of either public or particularistic goods, if they wish to serve more than one term in of-

fice. In settings with weak political cleavages and low state capacity at the time of decentraliza-

tion the viability and attractiveness of the two modalities of goods provision depends on the 

severity of the threats that electoral rivals pose to incumbents’ political survival: weak electoral 

challenges both encourage and—because they allow local leaders to bear the high cost of state-

building—enable public goods provision, while fierce electoral contestation prompts diversion of 

government resources to clients, at the cost of underinvestment in state capacity and service de-

livery.  
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	 Identification of these two distinct pathways makes it possible to locate the sources of the 

capacity and performance of newly established decentralized governments—and, conversely, of 

the political value, and prevalence, of clientelism—in their leaders’ adaptations to local electoral 

environments. Incumbent strategy choices may change along with electoral conditions, which 

potentially also generate different incentives at later stages of local political development. These 

possibilities suggest intriguing opportunities for future research, as does investigation of the 

state-building effects of local electoral politics in settings where other scope conditions of my 

argument do not apply, including those where officeholders have subverted accountability mech-

anisms and face few threats to political survival. Such effects also point to the importance of, and 

need for further scholarly inquiry into, antecedent conditions responsible for the properties of 

electoral environments and other contemporary local drivers of state-building. In particular, as 

developments in Turkana and West Pokot indicate, these local factors mediate the impacts of de-

centralization initiatives such as Kenya’s devolution. Accordingly, the article sheds new light on 

the causal connections—which also merit further research—linking countrywide political pro-

cesses, local political conditions, and state-building. 
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Table 1 

Plot 1 

State-building pathway Clientelist pathway

Local government capable of delivering  
public services within its purview

Poor local government capacity and performance

Preferability of public goods 

Difficulty of constituent identification  
(in the absence of preexisting societal cleavages) 

Facility of constituent identification  
+ increased importance of clients 

Preferability of particularistic goods 

Investment in state capacity 

Electoral challenges threatening incumbent survival Weak electoral challenges 

Diversion of government resources to clients 
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Plot 2 

Figure captions 

Map 1. Turkana and West Pokot 

Table 1. Electoral contestation and local government capacity and performance 

Plot 1. Average development budget as proportion of overall budget 2013–2017 in percent 

Plot 2. Budget absorption change 2013–2017 in percent
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