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“The Contested Floodplain is the most detailed analysis to date of the impact of 
external institutional changes on the population and environment of an African 
floodplain. Starting with analysis of the cultural and socio-economic systems of pre-
colonial herders, fishers, and farmers living on Zambia’s Kafue Flats, Tobias Haller 
explains institutional impacts associated with British and Zambian governance that 
converted previously viable systems of limited access commons into a degraded 
open access system.” —Thayer Scudder, Professor Emeritus of Anthropology, 
California Institute of Technology 
 

ABOUT THE BOOK 
The Contested Floodplain tells the story of institutional changes in the management of common pool resources 
(pasture, wildlife, and fisheries) among Ila and Balundwe agro-pastoralists and Batwa fishermen in the Kafue 
Flats, in southern Zambia. It explains how and why a once rich floodplain area, managed under local common 
property regimes, becomes a poor man’s place and a degraded resource area. Based on social anthropological 
field research, the book explains how well working institutions in the past, regulating communal access to 
resources, have turned into state property and open access or privatization. The study focuses on the historic 
developments taking place since pre-colonial and colonial times up to today. Haller shows how the commons 
had been well regulated by local institutions in the past, often embedded in religious belief systems. He then 
explains the transformation from common property to state property since colonial times. When the state is 
unable to provide well-functioning institutions due to a lack in financial income, it contributes to de facto open 
access and degradation of the commons. The Zambian copper-based economy has faced crisis since 1975, and 
many Zambians have to look for economic alternatives and find ways to profit from the lack of state control (a 
paradox of the present-absent state). And while the state is absent, external actors use the ideology of 
citizenship to justify free use of resources during conflicts with local people. Also within Zambian 
communities, floodplain resources are highly contested, which is illustrated through conflicts over a proposed 
irrigation scheme in the area.  
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