
major driver of violent 
conflict.  

 

Over the next 40 years, 
production of calories, 
globally must increase 
by about 50% in order 
to keep up with food 
demand. This massive 
growth in food produc-
tion must occur in a 
context of climate 
change. Depending 
substantially on the 
global mitigation regime 
pursued, global average 
temperature will rise by 
a minimum of about 0.5 
degrees to more than 
one degree Celsius by 
2060. Agricultural sector 
will likely be unproduc-
tive when temperatures 
are high and low rainfall, 
according to the UN. 

 

 

 

 

Environmental struggles 

have become a 
"catastrophic" threat to 
Africa, as people lose 
their livelihoods, fall ill 
and battle over scarce 
water and food. Of the 
20 countries in the world 
with the worst food and 
nutrition security, 19 are 
in Africa. 

 

There is a general link 
between climate change 
and violent conflict, the 
results remain inconclu-
sive. Climate change 
may affect the risk of 
violent conflict or the 
dynamics of existing 
hostilities. 

 

Although climate-
induced resource scarci-
ty or extreme weather 
events do not automati-
cally bring about violent 
conflict, there are cer-
tainly good arguments to 
be made for how envi-
ronmental stressors can 
create conditions that 
make violent conflict 
more likely or that may 
exacerbate existing con-
flicts in Darfur. 

 

Livelihood conditions are 
at the heart of the cli-
mate-conflict nexus. 
Climate-related environ-
mental change often 
severely affects people 

who are dependent on 
renewable natural re-
sources for their liveli-
hoods. It decreases the 
availability or quality of 
freshwater, degrades 
grazing lands, kills live-
stock, and damages 
cropland. 

 

It is true that impover-
ishment and human in-
security may arise as a 
result of climate change, 
if preventive measures 
are not undertaken. 
Global warming pres-
sures has intensified 
political tensions, unrest 
and conflict, fuelling 
extremism, increase 
crime and human 
trafficking and break 
down government secu-
rity systems, disease has 
spread,  border security 
and infrastructure has  
broken down as re-
sources grow more 
scarce. 

 

The key factors increas-
ing the likelihood of con-
flict are poverty rates, 
economic opportunities, 
and unemployment. 
Without doubt there has 
been strong agreement 
that climate change is a 
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The Climatic Effects 

Southern Africa 

Water is the primary medium 
through which the impacts of 
climate change are being felt 
in South Africa according to 
the National Water Resource 
Strategy (Department of Wa-
ter Affairs, 2013). Increases in 
climate variability and cli-
matic extremes are impacting 
both water quality and availa-
bility through changes in rain-
fall patterns, with more-
intense storms, floods and 
droughts; changes in soil 
moisture and runoff; and the 
effects of increasing evapora-
tion and changing tempera-
tures on aquatic systems. 
South Africa has been experi-
encing a serious drought 
since 2015, with associated 
crop losses, water re-
strictions, and impacts on 
food and water security. 

 

South Africa, Zimbabwe and 
Mozambique have seen peo-
ple killing each other for ac-
cess to scarce water re-
sources. South Africa has con-
sequently been accused of 
using its military to secure its 
water supply. International 
publications at the time 
dubbed the contested inter-

vention a “water war”. 

 

To ensure enough water 
comes in, South Africa has 
spent three decades involved 

in Lesotho’s politics to en-

sure the security of the Leso-
tho Highlands Water Scheme. 
This has seen dams built in 

the Mountain Kingdom to 
collect its bountiful rainfall. 
That then flows to Gauteng 

South Africa’s industrial 

heart. 

  

 Botswana and Namibia still 
trade hostile words over the 
Sedudu Island, on the border 
between the two countries 
and Zambia. Stuck in the mid-
dle of the Chobe River, which 
then flows into the Zambezi 
River, its legal status was left 
in a grey area after the 1890 
Heligoland-Zanzibar Treaty. 
This treaty between Germany 
and Great Britain settled bor-
der disputes between their 
colonies, but gave little in the 
way of detail. 
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South Africa, Zimbabwe and 

Mozambique have seen 

people killing each other for 

access to scarce water 

resources. South Africa has 

consequently been accused 

of using its military to secure 

its water supply.  



West Africa 

 

African countries such as 
Burkina Faso, Mali and Niger 
that could put 14.4 million 
people at risk of food insecu-
rity in West Africa this year.  

 

Thousands of civilians from 
Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, 
Mauritania, Niger and Nigeria 
are killed every year in bloody 
inter-communal violence. 
Many more are caught up in 
deadly overlapping conflicts 
that are spinning out of con-
trol due herders and farmers 
routinely competition over 
scarce resources. 

 

The number of deaths in 
Burkina Faso from terrorist 
attacks has grown from about 
80 in 2016 to more than 
1,800 in 2019, according to 
the UN. In Burkina Faso, for 
example, where the situation 
is especially troubling, the 
number of internally dis-
placed people increased six-
fold from January to Decem-
ber 2019, from 90,000 to 
more than half a million, not 
to mention about 25,000 who 
have fled to other countries. 

 

In the Central Sahel, the con-
flicts are certainly inhibiting 
development, as millions of 
people are going hungry, 
families are being forced to 
abandon their livelihoods and 
hundreds of thousands of 
children are being deprived 

of education and place in 
vulnerable situations for ex-
ploitation. 

 

Since January 2012, the  Tua-
reg (or Touareg) a nomadic 
pastoralist group of Berber 
origin have been enmeshed 
in a complicated struggle 
against the Malian state, with 
their initial revolt paving the 
way for attacks by terrorists. 

 

 In many ways, migration is 
an integral component of 
these conflicts, which are 
further fueled by poverty and 
accentuated by drought. 
The desertification and droug
ht threaten their way of life, 
because usable grazing land is 
becoming less and less; to 
reduce desertification. 

  

The Tuareg have no country 
of their own but instead mi-
grate throughout the western 
Sahel, crisscrossing the coun-
tries of Algeria, Burkina Faso, 
Libya, Niger, and Mali.  

 

In Nigeria, conflict with Boko 
Haram displaced many peo-
ple, cut food production, 
closed markets and pushed 
up food prices. The rebels 
frequently took whatever 
food was left by force. 

 

Lake Chad remains one of the 
starkest examples of how 
climate change impacts can 
create fertile conditions for 

terrorism and organised 
crime. 

 

The shrinking of Lake Chad is 
leading to economic margin-
alization and providing a 
breeding ground for recruit-
ment by terrorist groups as 
social values and moral au-

thority evaporate. The lake’

s area has reduced by 90% in 
four decades, due to reduced 
rainfall and growth in water 

demand as the basin’s pop-

ulation boomed to 17 million. 

 

It is now internationally rec-
ognised that climate-related 
security risks are shaping the 
security and development 
context around Lake Chad 
and the Sahel. The govern-
ance deficits, under-
development and socioeco-
nomic plight of the communi-
ties living in the Lake Chad 
basin and the Sahel have 
been further exacerbated by 
environmental stresses. 

 

These livelihood stressors 
also make people, especially 
young men, more vulnerable 
to recruitment by armed 
groups. Climate change thus 
serves as a risk multiplier and 
has exacerbated conflict over 
scarce natural resources in 
the Lake Chad basin and the 
Sahel. 
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In Nigeria, conflict 
with Boko Haram 
displaced many 
people, cut food 

production, closed 
markets and pushed 
up food prices. The 
rebels frequently 

took whatever food 
was left by force. 



The Climatic Effects 

The increasing livestock num-
bers and climate change re-
lated extreme events contrib-
ute to the competition for 
progressively less accessible 
and available resources which 
eventually can lead to violent 
conflict. Tenure insecurity has 
been identified as an endoge-
nous determinant of rural 
conflicts. 

 

The immediate geographical 
density of the Lake Chad re-
gion shows it is dependent on 
by 40 million people in the 
West Africa region. This have 
affected the livelihood of mil-
lions of people including 
herders, farmers and fish 
men since water bodies are 
one of the sources of biodi-
versity. 

 

Conflict in pastoral areas is 
caused by a range of interre-
lated and interdependent 
factors, such as restrictions 
on mobility, insecure tenure 
rights, decreasing access to 
water and pasture, stress on 
resources due to climate 
change, lack of public invest-
ment, exclusion from decision
-making process, and nega-
tive perceptions about pasto-
ralism. 

 

The Boko Haram conflict is 
partly due to climate change 
and its multiplying effects in 
depletion of resources. Cli-
mate change causes conflicts 
and conflict conversely caus-
es climate change.  

 

Experts have warned over the 
years that chronic water 
shortage creates instability 
and violence around Lake 
Chad reinforcing terrorist 
groups like Boko Haram in 
the West Africa region. Ac-
cording to reports by Journal-

ist Megan Darby; “30 million 

people across Nigeria, Chad, 
Niger and Cameroon are 
competing over a shrinking 

water resources.” This have 

led to farming and pastoral 
livelihood to suffer, eroding 
the legitimacy of state gov-
ernment and the region be-
coming a ripe recruiting 
ground for extremist and 
armed conflicts.  

 

 

East Africa 

 

 East Africa, for example, four 
mechanisms linking climate 
change to violent conflict 
have been identified: worsen-
ing livelihood conditions; mi-
gration and changing pastoral 
mobility patterns; tactical 
considerations of armed 
groups; and exploitation of 
local grievances by the elite. 

 

Increased competition for 
land, water, forest products 
and mineral resources within 
territories occupied by minor-
ity and indigenous communi-
ties in East Africa is a major 
trigger of inter-communal 

violence. The bulk of East 
Africa's resource-related vio-
lent conflicts occur between 
loosely organized communal 
groups and lead to relatively 
low levels of battle-related 
deaths compared to more 
organized forms of violence. 

 

 In some instances, such com-
munal conflicts become en-
tangled with more organized 
forms of violence, like civil 
wars and ethnic cleansing, 
through a process we call 
elite exploitation of local 
grievances. Instigating or 
fueling intergroup violence is 
often perceived by political 
elites as an effective (yet cyn-
ical) way of crushing political 
opponents, diverting atten-
tion away from the govern-
ment's shortcomings, or en-
suring the continued support 
of groups that depend on 
elites for their survival. 

 

In 2017, drought  decimated 
flocks, created conflict, dis-
placed families, and left chil-
dren and their parents weak 
and despondent. People are 
taking desperate action  raid-
ing livestock or risking a dan-
gerous journey to find food 
and water in Kenya.  

 

In 2014, aside from drought 
numerous factors are 
affecting access to food in 
Kenya's arid north, where the 
majority of people are pastor-
alists.  
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Rapidly increasing popula-
tions have piled pressure on 
resources, and people have 
become less mobile. During a 
dry spell, herders once 
moved freely across the bor-
ders of Ethiopia, South Sudan 
and Uganda in search of fresh 
pasture. These days, national 
and regional boundaries, and 
the proliferation of small 
arms along them, have made 
it risky to do so. 

 

Urbanization is occurring rap-
idly in the Horn of Africa, in-
cluding along the coast. 
Coastal cities with burgeoning 
populations, like Mogadishu 
(Somalia), Djibouti City and 
Mombasa (Kenya) are vulner-
able to sea-level rise. Rising 
sea levels threaten to inun-
date critical infrastructure in 
these cities, contaminate 
freshwater supplies through 
saltwater intrusion, reduce 
arable land, and potentially 
displace large numbers of 
people. 

 

The Gulf of Aden is a critical 
waterway along the Horn of 
Africa. As climate change fur-
ther narrows economic op-
portunities in the region, an 
even greater increase of pira-
cy along the coast is likely. 
Indeed, research has shown 
that there is a significant 
overlap between countries 
showing a high incidence of 
piracy attacks (off the coasts 
of Somalia and Eritrea), and 
the most significant climate 
vulnerability in Africa.  

 

Changes in water availability, 
including increased scarcity 
of, and access to, water exac-
erbated by a changing cli-
mate, also open up opportu-
nities for states and non-state 
actors to use water as a 
weapon. In 2011, Somalia 
was hit by regional droughts 
that have been linked to cli-
mate change. During this 
time, Al-Shabaab changed its 
traditional guerilla tactics and 
started to cut off liberated 
cities from their water 
sources so that they could 
demonstrate at least some 
kind of power and presence. 
Climate change, lack of food 
and continued conflict involv-
ing water weaponization took 
an enormous social toll. Lim-
ited access of humanitarian 
agencies exacerbated by al-

Shabaab’s actions led to 

more than a quarter million 
deaths and hundreds of thou-
sands of displaced persons. 

 

South Sudan has experienced 
decades of protracted con-
flicts, some of which might 
have been caused in part or 
exacerbated by climate 
change and variability. Cli-
mate change causes scarcity 
of resources and forces com-
munities to raid their neigh-
bors or migrate to a new area 
to look for opportunities, 
which brings new arrivals into 
competition with the land-
owners, leading to conflicts. 
Local level climate induced 
stresses feed into national 

level political instability, 
which causes or exacerbates 
violent conflicts. 

 

Climate change will force 
people to move to less arid or 
drought-prone areas inhabit-
ed by other people, as pre-
dicted in the Horn of Africa. 
People have always moved to 
better livelihood places, ei-
ther as a result of human or 
naturally induced pressures. 
The world has to be prepared 
to meet the challenge of hu-
man migration and disloca-
tion, being those produced by 
civil wars or climate change.  
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Urbanization is occurring 
rapidly in the Horn of 

Africa, including along the 
coast. Coastal cities with 
burgeoning populations, 

like Mogadishu (Somalia), 
Djibouti City and 

Mombasa (Kenya) are 
vulnerable to sea-level 
rise. Rising sea levels 
threaten to inundate 

critical infrastructure in 
these cities, contaminate 

freshwater supplies 
through saltwater 

intrusion, reduce arable 
land, and potentially 

displace large numbers of 
people. 



 

More investment is needed to improve our understanding 
African climate and its relationship to global climate pro-
cesses, focusing on conflict mitigation, strengthening under-
lying national health systems, embracing urbanization and 
migration as adaptation strategies, adapting seeds and agri-
cultural practices that are important to food security in Afri-
ca under climate change and  more research by  researchers 
responsible to their own constituencies and governments 
than is currently the case are strategies to climate change 
adaptation for a continent as large and diverse as Africa. 
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