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Introduction: Compulsory land acquisitions are commonly employed by many

countries to serve broader public interests. Despite this, such acquisitions

frequently lead to conflicts relating to compensation, transparency, and

legitimacy of the public purpose. An understanding of stakeholder perspectives

and framing strategies surrounding these acquisitions is essential to e�ectively

address the resulting conflicts. This study investigates stakeholder perceptions

and framing strategies underpinning the prolonged conflict resulting from

Ghana’s compulsory acquisition of land in 1965 for the construction of the

Barekese dam.

Methods: The research employed a qualitative methodology involving key

informant interviews, focus group discussions, and field observations. Data were

analyzed through thematic analysis using NVivo software.

Results: Four primary conflict frames were identified: delayed crop

compensation, unmet government promises, property destruction, and

inaccurate documentation. Local communities emphasized themes of injustice,

neglect, and betrayal, while government o�cials highlighted administrative and

legal complexities. These incompatible frames have intensified mistrust and

hindered e�ective conflict resolution.

Discussion: The findings indicate that divergent stakeholder perceptions

and frames significantly impede constructive dialogue. Policymakers and

practitioners should facilitate inclusive dialogue processes capable of reconciling

these conflicting frames, thereby promoting more equitable and sustainable

conflict resolutions.

KEYWORDS

compulsory land acquisition, conflict framing, land governance, stakeholder

perceptions, conflict escalation, compensation disputes

1 Introduction

In many economies around the world, the state has the authority to compulsorily

acquire private property for purposes deemed to be in the public interest or for the

common good, provided that just compensation is rendered to affected owners (Tran,

2024). This legal mechanism, known as compulsory acquisition or eminent domain,

underscores the supremacy of state interests over individual property rights (Tran,

2024; Ewusie et al., 2024). Such powers enable governments to access, control and

manage land in various tenure systems, facilitating the development of infrastructure,
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public utilities, and other projects considered necessary for national

development (Okoth-Ogendo, 2000). Although this is intended to

serve the broader public interest, the process often ignites conflicts

and disputes. Common grievances include perceived injustices in

compensation, lack of transparency in the acquisition process,

inadequate consultation with affected communities, and skepticism

about the legitimacy of the purported public purpose (Akrofi

and Whittal, 2013; Tran, 2024). These conflicts are particularly

pronounced in contexts where land has a significant cultural,

economic, and social value, and where traditional land tenure

systems coexist with formal statutory laws (Tran, 2024). For

example, in Ghana, a state-led compulsory land acquisition in

1965 for the construction of the Barekese dam to supply water

to Kumasi and its environs has led to a conflict lasting more

than four decades. Worsening socioeconomic conditions, evolving

national land governance frameworks, and growing advocacy

for equitable resource use have prompted renewed attention

to this conflict, with local communities contesting historical

compensation arrangements (Forkuo et al., 2021; Cobbinah

et al., 2020; Ayesu et al., 2024). In countries such as Tanzania,

Mozambique, Vietnam, Cambodia, and Brazil, similar contentious

land acquisitions have likewise triggered disputes over the public

interest, adequacy of compensation, and recognition of customary

land rights (ADHOC, 2014; Sauer and Pereira Leite, 2012;Wolford,

2010; Uisso and Tanrıvermiş, 2025; Duong et al., 2025). These

shared challenges highlight the complexities involved in balancing

national development objectives with the rights and interests of

local populations.

In this context, conflict is defined as the experienced or

perceived impairments arising from the actions of the parties

involved, leading to reactions that can escalate the situation (Glasl,

1997; Marfo, 2006). Impairment refers to the interference with an

individual or group’s interests, needs, or values due to the actions

of others (Marfo, 2006), often resulting in long-term grievances,

loss of livelihoods, erosion of cultural heritage, and social unrest

(Smyth and Vanclay, 2024; Ewusie et al., 2024). Understanding

the mechanisms underlying these conflicts is, therefore, crucial for

developing effective strategies to manage and resolve them.

The issues surrounding compulsory land acquisition and

associated conflicts have been the focus of numerous academic

studies. For example, Ubink (2008) explored the role of customary

land tenure systems and their interaction with state policies

in Ghana, highlighting the complexities and potential conflicts

arising from overlapping legal frameworks. Amanor (2008)

and Tran (2024) examined the impact of land acquisition on

local communities, emphasizing displacement issues and erosion

of traditional land rights. Similarly, Mabe (2019) and Smyth

and Vanclay (2024) investigated the socio-economic impacts of

land acquisition, noting the long-term consequences on affected

populations, including poverty, loss of access to resources, and

social disintegration. Despite this extensive body of research,

limited studies have focused on how different stakeholders present

their views and arguments in prolonged land acquisition disputes.

Understanding these framing strategies is important for addressing

the underlying issues and effectively managing conflicts, as frames

influence perceptions, define the boundaries of disputes, and shape

potential paths toward resolution (Entman, 1993).

Conflict framing provides a valuable theoretical lens for

exploring this gap. Conflict frames are interpretive structures that

individuals or groups use to make sense of a conflict situation,

influencing their attitudes, behaviors, and interactions (Dewulf

et al., 2009; Gray, 2003). According to Zimmermann et al. (2021),

framing affects not only how parties define the issues at stake,

but also how they assign blame, assess risks, and consider possible

solutions. In the context of land acquisition conflicts, different

stakeholders, such as government agencies, local communities,

traditional authorities, civil society organizations, and private

sector entities, can frame the conflict in various ways based on their

interests, values, experiences, and power dynamics (Leach et al.,

1999). For example, government agencies may frame acquisition

as a necessary step for national development and public welfare,

emphasizing legal rights and statutory mandates. In contrast,

affected communities can frame the conflict around themes

of injustice, rights violations, loss of livelihoods, and cultural

dislocation. These different frames can lead to miscommunication,

mistrust, and entrenched positions, complicating efforts to resolve

the conflict.

Despite the importance of framing in conflict analysis, research

that examines its role in long-term land acquisition disputes,

particularly within the Ghanaian context, is scarce. This study,

therefore, investigates the conflict frames employed by various

actors involved in the Barekese conflict in Ghana. We answer the

following research questions: (1)What are themajor conflict frames

associated with the compulsory acquisition of the Barekese lands

in Ghana? (2) Which identifiable groups are associated with each

conflict frame? (3) How do these conflict frames contribute to the

dynamics and escalation of the conflict? (4) What implications do

these conflict frames have for managing and resolving the conflict?

By exploring these questions, our aim is to provide information on

the underlying mechanisms that sustain such prolonged disputes.

This understanding is crucial in formulating effective conflict

management strategies and policies that consider the perspectives

of all stakeholders.

2 Theoretical and conceptual
framework

Conflict framing theory posits that the way individuals and

groups perceive, interpret, and communicate about a conflict

significantly influences its development and resolution (Scartozzi,

2021). Frames are cognitive structures that help stakeholders

make sense of complex situations by highlighting certain aspects

while downplaying others (Goffman, 1974). According to Dewulf

et al. (2009), conflict frames can be categorized into several

types, including issue frames, identity frames, characterization

frames, and process frames. Issue frames pertain to what the

conflict is about, defining the key problems and concerns. Identity

frames relate to how stakeholders see themselves and their core

values, while characterization frames involve perceptions of others

involved in the conflict. Process frames focus on how stakeholders

believe the conflict should be managed or resolved.

In land acquisition conflicts, these frames can profoundly affect

interactions between stakeholders. For example, if a community
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FIGURE 1

Model of conflict episodes and potential intentional actions of an impaired actor resulting in escalation (Adapted from Glasl, 1997).

frames acquisition as a violation of ancestral rights (identity frame)

and characterizes the government as exploitative (characterization

frame), this can lead to resistance and hinder negotiation

efforts (Mogalakwe, 2019). In contrast, if the government frames

acquisition as essential for national development (issue frame)

and perceives community concerns as obstacles to progress

(characterization frame), this can result in inadequate engagement

with affected parties.

Glasl (1997) emphasizes that conflicts are sustained and

escalated when parties have incompatible frames that lead to

miscommunication and misunderstanding. Figure 1 shows how

initial impairments or interferences with an individual’s interests

can lead to intentional actions that escalate the situation. The

model begins with an initial impairment, where actor B perceives

interference with their interests, needs, or values due to actions by

actor A. In response, actor B can engage in intentional actions

aimed at addressing the impairment, which can end or escalate

the conflict.

This escalation process highlights the importance of reframing

or altering the way a situation is perceived and discussed to open

up possibilities for conflict transformation. Marfo (2006) argue that

reframing can help parties move beyond incompatible frames and

find common ground. Similarly, Gray (2003) advocate for frame

analysis as a tool to uncover underlying assumptions and facilitate

a more effective dialogue between stakeholders.

Building on these theoretical foundations, we adopt a

conceptual framework that integrates the various types of frame

identified in the literature, considering:

• Issue frames: How each stakeholder defines the central issues

of the conflict, such as legal rights, development needs, or

social justice.

• Identity frames: The values, beliefs, and self-perceptions that

stakeholders bring to the conflict, including cultural identity

and historical connections to the land.

• Characterization frames: Stakeholder perceptions and

attributions with respect to others involved in the conflict,

which may involve assigning blame or questioning legitimacy.

• Process frames: Preferences and expectations about how

the conflict should be addressed, including negotiation, legal

action, or advocacy.

By applying this theoretical and conceptual framework to

the Barekese conflict, we aim for an in-depth examination of

the perspectives of different stakeholders, including government

officials, local communities, and nongovernmental organizations.

This approach is particularly important given the protracted nature

of the dispute and the multitude of actors involved.

3 Methodology

3.1 Study area

This study was carried out in Asuofua in the Atwima

Nwabiagya South District of the Ashanti Region of Ghana

(Figure 2). According to the 2010 population and housing census,

Asuofua had a population of 5,617 (GSS, 2010). The community
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FIGURE 2

Study area map showing the locations of Asuofua and the Barekese Dam within the Atwima Nwabiagya District, Ashanti Region, Ghana. The figure

also shows the administrative boundaries of Ghana.

serves as the main resettlement site for communities displaced by

the construction of the Barekese dam, making it an important

location to understand the conflicts associated with state-led land

acquisitions. It is also the only resettlement community in the

whole Ashanti Region and has a history of past and recent conflicts.

The displaced populations were specifically relocated to four

suburbs in Asuofua: Anwoma, Amisare, Asuminya, and Tonto

Kokoben. These suburbs were therefore the focus of our study.

3.2 Data collection

Data for the study were obtained from various sources,

including existing literature, 48 key informant interviews, 7 focus

group discussions (FGD) with a total of 57 participants (farmer

groups, youth groups, and traditional authorities), and field

observations (Table 1). Semi-structured questionnaires were used

for the interviews (Appendix A1). This method involves a set of

predetermined questions that guide the interview, but also allows

flexibility to probe deeper into responses, adapting the conversation

flow based on the insights of the interviewee (Belina, 2023). The

approach is particularly effective in exploring complex issues such

as the Barekese conflict, as it accommodates the exploration of

individual perspectives while remaining aligned with the core

research objectives (Belina, 2023).

Interviews and focus group discussions were conducted from

01/03/2022 to 25/05/2022. Participants were selected using the

snowball sampling technique, which is often used in qualitative

research to identify individuals with specific knowledge or

experience relevant to the research topic (Parker et al., 2019;

Naderifar et al., 2017). Key informants were identified based on

their roles, experience or involvement in the conflict, including

Frontiers in Sustainable ResourceManagement 04 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fsrma.2025.1543829
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainable-resource-management
https://www.frontiersin.org


Owusu and Amoakoh 10.3389/fsrma.2025.1543829

TABLE 1 Participant groups and their inclusion in the study.

Participant groups Reason for inclusion in the study

Anwoma farmers Primary stakeholders directly affected by the land acquisition; provide insights into personal and

communal experiences

Asuminya farmers Residents of a resettled community with firsthand experiences of the impacts of displacement

Amisare farmers Farmers with knowledge of changes in livelihoods and community dynamics post-acquisition

Tonto Kokoben farmers Members of a key agricultural community likely to be affected by land policies

Traditional leaders Custodians of cultural and traditional knowledge; provide historical context and community viewpoints

Community youth leaders Representatives of the younger generation; offer insights into intergenerational perspectives and future

aspirations

Migrant farmers and settlers Individuals with unique experiences of integration and adaptation within the community

Coalition of Affected Communities of Catchment Area (Civil

society)

Civil society actors engaged in advocacy; offer broader perspectives on community concerns

Representatives from Land Valuation Division (LVD) Officials involved in land valuation and administration; provide institutional perspectives

Government representatives (past and present assemblymen) Local government officials with knowledge of policy implementation and community relations

Representative from Ghana Water Company Limited (GWC) Organizational stakeholders responsible for dam management; offer insights into institutional processes

community leaders and local stakeholders familiar with the

study context. Subsequently, these individuals recommended other

potential participants with relevant knowledge and experience.

This approach ensured a comprehensive representation of the

various stakeholder groups involved in the conflict, including

farmers, youth leaders, traditional authorities, and representatives

of relevant agencies.

Informed consent was obtained from all participants, ensuring

that they were fully aware of the purpose of the study, their role,

and the voluntary nature of their participation (Bhutta, 2004; Faden

et al., 1986). The participants were assured of the confidentiality

and anonymity of their responses, all data being stored securely and

only used for research purposes (Wiles et al., 2008; Gibson et al.,

2013; Hoft, 2021). Sensitive topics were approached with cultural

sensitivity and respect, seeking permission from local leaders before

initiating discussions, using culturally appropriate language, and

ensuring that all interactions were guided by understanding of

local customs and values (Foronda, 2008). The research adhered to

these ethical guidelines to protect the rights and well-being of all

participants involved.

3.3 Data analysis

The qualitative data obtained from the facilitated stakeholder

dialogue and interviews were analyzed using the NVivo 14 thematic

analysis software (Dhakal, 2022). Qualitative data analysis software

enables researchers to manage, organize, and analyse large volumes

of text data while maintaining a clear audit trail of the coding

process and the development of emerging themes systematically

and efficiently (Gibbs, 2007). An inductive approach was chosen

for the analysis to identify key themes, patterns, and categories

directly from the data (Kiger and Varpio, 2020). This approach

starts with observations of the raw data and then moves to

broader generalizations, allowing the discovery of new insights and

understandings that are grounded in the experiences, perspectives,

and aspirations of the participants (Edwards-Jones, 2014; Liu,

2016). In contrast, a deductive approach, which is typically more

suitable for hypothesis testing or theory-driven research, begins

with preexisting theoretical frameworks or assumptions to guide

the analysis process (Elo and Kyngas, 2008; Dhakal, 2022). In

this instance, the use of a deductive approach could have limited

the scope of the analysis and potentially overlooked important

nuances and emerging themes that may not have been captured by

preexisting frameworks or expectations.

Thematic analysis begins with familiarization with the data to

understand its nuances (Kiger and Varpio, 2020). The initial codes

were then generated, marking key features in the data relevant

to the research question. The subsequent stage involved searching

for themes by identifying patterns within these codes. The themes

were then reviewed and refined, ensuring that they accurately

represented the data. This was followed by the definition and

naming of each theme, providing a clear and concise description

of their content and meaning. Finally, the process culminated in

the production of the final analysis, weaving together the thematic

insights to form a coherent and comprehensive understanding

of the data in relation to the research objectives. Throughout

this process, data was constantly re-examined to ensure that

the identified themes accurately reflected the perspectives and

experiences of stakeholders.

4 Results

4.1 Conflict frames

The study identified four primary conflict frames arising

from compulsory land acquisition by the state: delayed crop

compensation, failed government promises, property destruction,

and inaccuracies in documentation (Table 2). These frames

represent the different ways in which affected groups perceive and

respond to the issues surrounding land acquisition. The following

sections provide an in-depth examination of these conflict
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TABLE 2 Conflict frames of actors.

Conflict frames Identifiable group(s)

Delayed crop compensation Farmers, traditional leaders, community youth leaders, coalition of affected communities, local government representatives

Failed government promises Traditional leaders, community youth leaders, farmers

Property destruction Migrant farmers and settlers

Inaccuracy in documentation GWC, LVD, local government representatives, farmers

frames, supported by illustrative quotes from key informants

that shed light on the experiences and perspectives of the

affected communities.

4.1.1 Delayed crop compensation frame
Delayed payment of crop compensation emerged as the most

prominent conflict frames among the participants. They reported

that while the first tranche of compensation payments was

disbursed, subsequent delays in releasing the second tranche have

intensified existing economic hardships. This delay has adversely

affected the ability of people to access basic necessities due to

financial constraints. Civil society representatives highlighted the

situation as follows:

“The delay in compensation has brought hardship on the

affected communities, resulting in the inability of some farmers

to afford medical treatment. Families have been strained, and

the stress of waiting for compensation has led to additional health

complications among the elderly. This is not just a financial issue,

but one that affects basic wellbeing.”

– Civil Society Representative 1, FGD, 11/03/2022

“Some of the affected farmers have passed away without

receiving their compensations. These individuals relied on their

land as their primary asset, expecting it to secure their futures.

Instead, their families are now facing financial difficulties.”

– Civil Society Representative 2, FGD, 11/03/2022

These accounts indicate that delayed compensation is

perceived as more than a financial issue; it is seen as a

breach of trust between the government and its citizens.

Participants highlighted concerns about the implementation of

the compensation policy, suggesting that procedural delays have

negatively affected their wellbeing. The absence of prompt and

transparent compensation processes appears to contravene legal

mandates andmay undermine the capacity of these communities to

recover economically.

Although Ghana’s State Lands Act, 1962 (Act 125) provides

prompt, fair, and adequate compensation, participants reported

that this has not been the case in Asuofua. Key informants

expressed dissatisfaction with the government and the Ghana

Water Company (GWC) regarding the long delays. Some

community members indicated that if the second tranche

of compensation is not disbursed promptly, they might

resort to actions such as encroaching on the peripheries of

the dam.

Resettled farmers also expressed concerns that, by the time

compensation is paid, the value may have depreciated, making it

challenging to invest in productive ventures. One farmer alleged

that the GWC had invested the funds released by the government

in treasury bills for profit.

“The government has transferred the money to GWC, but

they have invested it in treasury bills instead of disbursing it to

us, the beneficiaries. This is causing us continued hardship.”

– Resettled Farmer 1, Interview, 14/03/2022

This statement reflects perceptions of mismanagement

of compensation funds, raising concerns about transparency

and ethical practices. The prioritization of institutional

interests over community welfare may have negative

implications for trust and cooperation between the state and

local populations.

Further concerns were raised about the transparency and

adequacy of the compensation process, with several participants

indicating that the payments in the first tranche did not reflect

the actual value of the destroyed crops. They reported that

the bureaucratic processes involved have led some individuals

to engage in unofficial methods to claim their dues, potentially

eroding trust in the authorities.

“The first tranche of the compensation payment was

problematic. The amount was less than expected and the process

lacked transparency. Some of us felt compelled to offer incentives

to officials to receive what was due to us. This situation is

unsatisfactory, as we have already lost our lands and crops, and

now face challenges to receive fair compensation.”

– Community Youth Leader, Interview, 16/03/2022

These sentiments highlight the unintended consequences

of flawed compensation processes. The lack of transparency

and perceived inadequacy of compensation may reflect

broader governance challenges. Ensuring transparency and

accountability is essential for the success of land acquisition

projects, particularly in contexts where livelihoods are

directly affected.

4.1.2 Failed government promises frame
Another widely reported conflict frame refers to the

government’s failure to fulfill promises made during the 1975

resettlement process. These promises included the provision

of alternative farmland, free access to water, and prompt

compensation. Unfulfilled commitments have caused feelings of
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disappointment and frustration among affected populations. A

resettled farmer expressed this perspective:

“I did not pay for water at our previous settlement, but now

I have to purchase water, which is financially burdensome. The

government promised us free water, but currently I pay for each

bucket. This has created additional hardship.”

– Resettled Farmer 2, FGD, 19/03/2022

The account of Resettled Farmer 2 underscores the

impact of unfulfilled promises on the daily lives of resettled

individuals. The failure to honor commitments has affected

not only the present generation, but may also influence future

government-community relations.

The younger generation expressed particular concern, feeling

affected by the decisions made by their parents, and the subsequent

lack of government follow-up:

“Government and GWC have not treated us fairly. Our

parents made sacrifices for the dam project, expecting that their

actions would benefit future generations. However, we are now

facing difficulties and the anticipated improvements have not

materialized.”

– Community Youth Leader 1, Interview, 22/03/2022

This frame highlights the generational implications of unmet

expectations, which can erode trust and cohesion within the

community. Addressing the needs and expectations of younger

populations is important in fostering positive government-

community interactions.

An elder in the community suggested that unmet promises

could contribute to youth-led activities such as unauthorized

logging near the dam, indicating a potential link between

unaddressed grievances and adverse environmental practices.

4.1.3 Property destruction frame
Some participants raised the frame of property destruction,

highlighting conflicts arising from illegal encroachments on

government-acquired land. The government response, which

involves the demolition of buildings and the destruction of

farmlands, has caused distress among those affected.

“The demolition of my building was unexpected and has

caused significant hardship for my family. We invested our

savings in building the house and its loss has left us without a

residence.”

– Community Member 1, Interview, 23/03/2022

“It is disheartening to cultivate land, only to find that the

efforts are negated without adequate explanation. This situation

has been challenging, and we feel that the government has not

treated us fairly.”

– Resettled Farmer 3, Interview, 23/03/2022

These reflect the ongoing consequences of unresolved

compensation issues, which have led to unauthorized activities

and heightened tensions within the community. The sale and

lease of disputed land by some community members have further

complicated the situation.

“The unauthorized sale and lease of government-acquired

land are concerning. It appears that some individuals, possibly

affected farmers or their relatives, may be engaging in these

activities due to unresolved compensation matters.”

– Traditional Leader 1, Interview, 23/03/2022

These developments demonstrate the complex interplay

between unaddressed grievances and community dynamics.

Addressing compensation and land rights issues may be essential

for reducing tensions and preventing further conflicts.

4.1.4 Inaccuracy in documentation of records
frame

The inaccuracy in the document frame focuses on

administrative challenges related to compensation payments.

Approximately 10 key informants attributed the problem to

insufficient scrutiny and auditing of the documents available

by valuation officers. A community youth leader described the

situation as follows:

“Every four years, politicians promise that documentation

issues will be reviewed and our concerns addressed when they

assume office. However, after elections, they do not follow up on

these promises.”

– Community Youth Leader 3, Interview, 23/03/2022

This perspective suggests that documentation inaccuracies

are perceived as being influenced by political factors, potentially

undermining trust in the authorities. Traditional authorities

also expressed a lack of confidence in the Land Valuation

Division (LVD) and the GWC regarding the payment of the

owed compensation.

GWC and LVD officials framed the situation as one

that involved inadequate documentation and limited funds for

payments. They indicated that efforts are underway to obtain

the necessary documentation and funding from the government.

It was noted that while the government has compensated the

“paramount chiefs” for the acquired lands, not all farmers have

received compensation for their crops.

4.2 Approaches to addressing the situation

The participants expressed a preference to resolve the issues

through amicable negotiations with the government rather

than confrontational means. This viewpoint is illustrated by a

farmer’s remark:

“The best way to receive our payments is to negotiate and

find a compromise regarding the valuation differences.”

– Resettled Farmer 4, FGD, 10/03/2022

A common request from focus group discussions was that

the government settle the outstanding crop compensations. Some
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key informants also emphasized the importance of addressing

the community’s need for accessible water supply. They further

expressed their willingness to collaborate with the government

to prevent unauthorized activities near the dam if their concerns

are addressed.

A community youth leader suggested that GWC, in

collaboration with LVD, audit existing documents to identify

legitimate beneficiaries and proceed with payments to improve

community relations. Another respondent proposed that GWC

consider employing local residents to reduce unemployment and

strengthen community ties.

“GWC should employ some community members as part of

their workforce. This would help reduce unemployment among

youth in Asuofua and would serve as both compensation and a

gesture of solidarity.”

– Community Youth Leader 3, Interview, 10/03/2022

Migrant farmers and settlers who experienced property

destruction are requesting compensation for their losses,

highlighting the need for comprehensive solutions that address the

concerns of all affected groups.

5 Discussion

This study aimed to investigate the conflict frames used by

various stakeholders in the prolonged Barekese land acquisition

conflict in Ghana. It provides insights into how different frames

have shaped the progression and persistence of the conflict. The

findings reveal that incompatible frames between stakeholders

have led to miscommunication, mistrust, and escalation, hindering

effective dialogue and resolution efforts.

5.1 Conflict frames in light of conflict
framing theory

The four main conflict frames identified—delayed crop

compensation, failed government promises, property destruction,

and inaccuracies in documentation—reflect the diverse perceptions

and grievances of affected stakeholders. These frames align with

the types of frames outlined in conflict framing theory: issue

frames, identity frames, characterization frames, and process

frames (Dewulf et al., 2009).

Delayed payment of crop compensation emerged as one of

the most frequently reported conflict frames. It is primarily

an issue frame, focusing on the unmet financial obligations of

the government to compensate farmers for their lost crops.

The prolonged delay has exacerbated hardships, causing severe

consequences such as an inability to meet basic needs. This

frame also aligns with the identity frame, where farmers perceive

themselves as victims of injustice and neglect. Similar findings

were reported by Gemeda et al. (2023), who noted that delayed

compensation in land acquisition projects in Ethiopia caused

significant socioeconomic hardships for affected farmers. The

government’s inaction is viewed through characterization frame as

exploitative and untrustworthy, with allegations that GWC invested

compensation funds in Treasury bills for institutional profit. The

preferred process frame among affected farmers is negotiation,

although there is an undercurrent of potential escalation if

their grievances remain unaddressed. This parallels observations

by Lankono et al. (2023), who highlighted that lack of trust

in government institutions can lead to increased tensions and

potential conflict in land-related disputes.

Another frequently mentioned frame concerns the

government’s failure to fulfill promises made during the 1975

resettlement process, including the provision of alternative

farmland and free access to water. This frame blends issue and

identity frames, as affected communities feel a sense of betrayal,

shaping negative perceptions for future generations. Young people

in particular report that their prospects have been undermined

by the unfulfilled commitments of the past. The government is

characterized as deceptive and unreliable, further entrenching

mistrust. Similar sentiments were expressed by Adu-Gyamfi (2012)

and Lankono et al. (2023), who noted that broken promises by

authorities exacerbate community grievances and undermine

social cohesion. The process frame here underscores a desire for

accountability and the fulfillment of commitments, emphasizing

the need for the government to restore trust through concrete

actions.

The frame of property destruction, although less frequently

mentioned, represents acute grievances arising from the

government’s demolition of buildings and destruction of farmlands

due to illegal encroachments. The issue frame focuses on the

loss of property and livelihood without adequate justification or

compensation. Victims employ an identity frame of powerlessness

and unjust targeting, while the government is characterized

as harsh and unjust. This highlights the cascading effects of

unresolved compensation issues, leading to illegal activities and

further destabilization of the community. Sabogu et al. (2020)

noted that such actions can lead to increased tensions and increase

the probability of violent confrontations. The process frame

indicates a call for fair treatment and compensation for losses,

suggesting that addressing these immediate grievances is essential

for de-escalation.

The inaccuracy in the document frame is unique as it originates

from governmental perspectives, particularly officials from GWC

and LVD. This frame is primarily an issue frame centered on

administrative challenges that hinder compensation payments.

The characterization frame from the community’s perspective

portrays officials as incompetent or intentionally obstructive, with

accusations of “political gimmickry” to manipulate and mislead the

community. This underscores systemic bureaucratic inefficiencies

and highlights the need for improved administrative processes.

According to Yeboah and Shaw (2013), bureaucratic hurdles

and documentation inaccuracies are common issues that hinder

effective land administration in Ghana. The process frame involves

calls for thorough auditing of documents and immediate action to

rectify delays.

5.2 Conflict escalation and the role of
incompatible frames

The findings demonstrate how initial impairments, such

as loss of land and delayed compensation, act as catalysts
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FIGURE 3

Conflict escalation dynamics in Barekese: (a) Current frames–delayed crop compensation, failed government promises, property destruction, and

inaccuracies in documentation. (b) Perceptions–Actor B (A�ected Communities) perceives injustice, betrayal, or neglect in response to actions by

Actor A (Government). (c) Intentional actions–these perceptions drive responses such as illegal encroachments, resistance, demonstrations, or

confrontations, escalating the conflict over time. The diagram shows how frames trigger responses, leading to a reinforcing cycle of tension and

conflict.

for intentional actions by affected stakeholders, potentially

escalating the conflict (Figure 3). Glasl (1999) outlines nine

stages of conflict escalation, ranging from hardening positions

to total confrontation. In the Barekese conflict, incompatible

frames between stakeholders contribute significantly to

miscommunication and misunderstanding, intensifying tensions,

and propelling the conflict through these stages. For example,

affected communities frame the government as untrustworthy

and neglectful, emphasizing themes of injustice and betrayal. This

identity frame fosters resistance and hostility toward government

authorities. However, the government’s focus on administrative

challenges and legal processes, without adequately addressing

underlying grievances, exacerbates feelings of neglect among

the communities. This misalignment of the frames leads to

a lack of empathy and mutual understanding, which Glasl

identifies as critical in the early stages of conflict escalation

(Glasl, 1999).

Conflict escalation in Barekese is manifested in actions such

as illegal encroachments on the peripheries of the dam, threats of

drastic measures by communitymembers, and destructive activities

led by youth (Figure 3). Such behaviors reflect the progression from

latent conflict to overt confrontation, corresponding to the middle

stages of Glasl’s model, where parties begin to take aggressive

actions to assert their positions (Glasl, 1999). The failure to address

incompatible frames and underlying issues perpetuates the cycle

of conflict, making resolution increasingly challenging. According

to Marfo (2006), unresolved grievances and entrenched frames

can lead to long-lasting conflicts, especially when stakeholders are

deeply polarized.

The Barekese conflict exhibits characteristics of power

asymmetry, where the government holds significant authority

over land acquisition processes, while affected communities

have limited avenues for redress. This imbalance can accelerate

conflict escalation, as marginalized groups may resort to drastic

measures to make their voices heard (Brockner and Rubin, 2012).

The perceptions of injustice and powerlessness of communities

contribute to the intensification of the conflict, aligning with

Glasl’s stages, where parties begin to see each other as adversaries

and may dehumanize the opposition (Glasl, 1999). In Ghana,

customary land tenure systems are deeply rooted in social and

cultural practices, and their disruption can lead to significant social

unrest (Kasanga and Kotey, 2001).

The role of discourse and framing in legitimizing or challenging

land acquisitions is evident in the Barekese conflict. According to

Van Leeuwen (2010) and Sikor and Lund (2009), frames shape

the perceptions and actions of the stakeholders, influencing the

trajectory of conflicts. The government’s framing of the acquisition

as a legal and administrative matter contrasts sharply with the

communities’ framing of it as a profound social injustice. Without

efforts to bridge these frames through dialogue and mutual
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understanding, the conflict is likely to persist or escalate further

(Gray, 2003). Dewulf et al. (2009) emphasize that acknowledging

and addressing frame differences is essential for conflict resolution,

as it allows stakeholders to reframe the issues in ways that are

more conducive to cooperation. Figure 3 summarizes the link

between the four key conflict frames and the actions taken by

the two main actors, resulting in an escalation of the conflict

over time.

5.3 Potential for reframing and conflict
transformation

Encouraging stakeholders to adopt more compatible frames

requires identifying and emphasizing shared interests and common

goals (Lewitter et al., 2019). In this study, stakeholders can find

common ground in the desire for sustainable community

development, improved livelihoods, and environmental

conservation. Highlighting these shared objectives can foster

a sense of collective responsibility and mutual benefit (Ibrahim

et al., 2022; Marfo, 2006). According to Lederach (2015), building

peace in protracted conflicts involves engaging in the relational

aspects of the conflict, including the perceptions, emotions,

and identities of the stakeholders. Processes such as dialogue

workshops, participatory conflict analysis, and joint problem

solving sessions can allow stakeholders to express their concerns,

listen to others, and develop a shared understanding of conflict

dynamics (Fisher et al., 2000). In this case, the participation of

community leaders, government representatives, and neutral

facilitators can help bridge communication gaps and rebuild trust.

Mediation by neutral parties is instrumental in reframing

efforts, particularly when mistrust and power asymmetries

are present. Neutral mediators can help stakeholders explore

alternative perspectives, acknowledge legitimate needs of each

other, and reframing contentious issues in more manageable

terms (Moore, 2014). Crook (2008) and Asaaga (2021) emphasize

the effectiveness of culturally appropriate alternative dispute

resolution mechanisms in the resolution of land conflicts in

Ghana. They highlight that mediation processes that respect

local customs and involve traditional authorities can enhance

legitimacy and acceptance among stakeholders. In this study, such

mediation should involve addressing underlying grievances, such

as acknowledging past failures, such as delayed compensation,

unfulfilled promises, and procedural injustices. According to

Burton (2024), unmet basic human needs, including security,

identity, and recognition, are the fundamental drivers of conflict.

Therefore, addressing these needs through responsive policies and

genuine engagement can reduce tensions and foster reconciliation.

According to Rossner and Taylor (2024), reframing can benefit

from incorporating the principles of restorative justice, which

focus on repairing damage and restoring relationships rather

than assigning blame. Restorative dialogues allow stakeholders

to express feelings of hurt, share impacts and collaboratively

develop solutions. This approach is in line with the customary

practices of communal conflict resolution in Ghana, where

emphasis is placed on harmony and social cohesion (Tsikata and

Seini, 2004). For the reframing to be effective in the Barekese

conflict, sustained commitment from all stakeholders is necessary.

The government must demonstrate willingness to address past

shortcomings, perhaps by reviewing compensation agreements

and ensuring timely and fair disbursements. Communities,

on their part, can engage constructively by articulating their

needs and exploring collaborative solutions. Joint initiatives,

such as community development projects co-managed by

local residents and government agencies, can build trust and

demonstrate shared investment in positive outcomes. Integrating

reframing efforts with broader policy reforms can enhance

their impact. This includes re-visiting land acquisition laws

to ensure more participatory processes, strengthening legal

protections for affected communities, and improving institutional

accountability mechanisms (Boamah, 2014). Such systemic changes

address structural factors that contribute to conflict and support

sustainable peacebuilding.

5.4 Implications for policy and practice

Addressing the identified conflict frames requires transparent

compensation processes, robust legal adherence, participatory

engagement, institutional reforms, and sustained capacity building.

Policymakersmust ensure prompt, fair and adequate compensation

as required by the Ghana State Lands Act, 1962 (Act 125), with strict

enforcement mechanisms to prevent delays observed in this case

(Kasanga and Kotey, 2001). Honoring resettlement promises and

monitoring their fulfillment is also essential to maintain trust and

credibility (Larbi, 1995).

Practitioners should use frame analysis to understand the

diverse perspectives of stakeholders, supporting reframing efforts

to reduce miscommunication and promote mutual understanding

(Gray, 2003). Capacity building, including legal rights training

and negotiation skills development, can empower communities

to articulate their needs effectively. Transparency in valuation,

independent oversight, and accessible grievance mechanisms

promote trust and reduce perceptions of exploitation (Ubink, 2008;

Cotula et al., 2009; UN, 2007). Strengthening local governance

structures and leadership capacities improves advocacy and ensures

that community interests are represented effectively (Dewulf et al.,

2009).

Collaborative approaches that involve government agencies,

communities, civil society, and the private sector can foster

more sustainable and equitable project results (Yaro, 2010;

Yeboah and Shaw, 2013; World Bank, 2017). Integrating

sustainable development principles, such as ensuring social

safeguards, conducting thorough environmental and social impact

assessments, and promoting long-term community development,

into land acquisition processes allows for a balanced consideration

of social, economic and environmental factors (Conroy and

Wilson, 2024; Sahoo and Goswami, 2024; Cotula et al., 2009).

Institutional reforms aimed at improving land administration

capabilities, improving inter-agency coordination, and reviewing

legal frameworks can help prevent conflicts and align policies

with international standards (Zhu and Tong, 2024; Luo, 2024).

In addition, continuous monitoring, evaluation, and strategic

use of technology can improve efficiency, accountability, and
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responsiveness, ensuring that policies adapt to evolving contexts

and emerging challenges.

6 Conclusion

This study investigated the conflict frames used by various

stakeholders involved in the prolonged Barekese land acquisition

conflict in Ghana. By applying conflict framing theory and

integrating Glasl’s conflict escalation model, the research provided

a nuanced understanding of how different frames have shaped

the conflict’s progression and persistence. The findings revealed

that incompatible frames between stakeholders centered on

delayed crop compensation, failed government promises, property

destruction, and inaccuracies in documentation have led to

miscommunication, mistrust, and escalation, thereby hindering

effective dialogue and resolution efforts. The most significant

conflict frames were the delay in crop compensation and failed

government promises, reflecting deep-seated grievances and

a profound sense of betrayal among affected communities.

These frames not only refer to unmet financial obligations,

but also encompass issues of identity, trust, and perceived

injustice. The government’s framing, focusing on administrative

challenges and legal mandates, failed to address the underlying

emotional and sociocultural dimensions of the conflict. The

findings underscore the importance of recognizing and addressing

diverse stakeholder frames in managing and resolving land

acquisition conflicts. Policymakers must prioritize transparent

and timely compensation processes, fulfill promises made

during resettlement, and engage meaningfully with affected

communities to rebuild trust. Practitioners should employ frame

analysis to identify incompatible frames and facilitate reframing

efforts that promote mutual understanding and collaboration.

Empowering affected communities through inclusive dialogue

and participation in decision-making processes is essential for

sustainable transformation of conflicts. In general, the study

highlights that effective conflict management requires a holistic

approach that considers not only the material and legal aspects

but also the cognitive and communicative dimensions that shape

the perceptions and interactions of stakeholders. Future research

should explore similar conflicts in different contexts, employ

longitudinal designs to examine the evolution of frames over time,

and investigate additional factors that influence conflict dynamics.
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