
CLIMATE CHANGE,  
CONFLICT AND DEMOGRAPHY  
IN THE SAHEL

THE Sahel faces a range of conflict 
dynamics, from widespread 

conflict between farmers and herders to 
the presence of violent nationalist and 
jihadist insurgent groups. The response from 
regional governments, with the support of the 
international system, has ranged between 
development projects to boost services, 
agricultural and light manufacturing for a 
growing population, and often weak security 
operations, notably conducted by local 
vigilante groups, that have generated new 
tensions.

The UN Peacekeeping Department ranks its 
mission in the Sahel as its most dangerous 
globally. France, which is leading the European 
Union mission to the Sahel, is constrained by 
its poor relations with regional governments, 
tarnished by the colonial legacy, and growing 
domestic opposition at home. European 
military engagement in the Sahel is presented 
as another dimension to the EU’s migration 
policy: attempts to stop people-smuggling 
operations across the region are often tied to a 
Faustian pact.

A direct link is often posited between climate 
change, dwindling resources and conflict 
in the Sahel. Yet, while climate change is 
evidently forcing populations to adapt, its role 
in triggering violence is disputed. The following 
Q&A, which synthesises three reports focusing 
on climate change and conflict in the Sahel,* 
looks at this debate. 
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1.  What issues arise 
from climate change 
in the Sahel?
Climate change is having a significant 
impact on the Sahel’s economies and 
population movements but the direct 
relationship sometimes posited between 
climate change and dwindling resources, 
on the one hand, and rising violence, on 
the other, needs to be nuanced. 

Climate change has certainly contribut-
ed to transforming the region’s agro-pas-
toral systems. As such, however, it is one 
amongst a broader set of causalities that 
explain these transformations. Some 
of these transformations, moreover, 
have led to a rise, rather than fall, in the 
resources available. 

The central Sahel countries have been 
considered ecologically fragile since the 
droughts of the 1970s and 1980s. The 
most immediate consequences of cli-
mate change in the Sahel have been 
uncertain rainfall and climate variability, 
with a significant impact, in particular, on 
the region’s agricultural economy. 

The Lake Chad Basin offers stark insights 
into climate change-related stresses. The 
lake has lost 90 per cent of its volume 
since the 1960s as average annual rain-
fall has dropped by a third and the two 
rivers that flow into it, the Chari River and 
the Komadugu-Yobe River, have dimin-
ished significantly. The lake has also lost 
between five and eight species of fish 
and fishing yields have plummeted by up 
to 90 per cent.

Fast rising populations have so far exer-
cised greater pressure on the region’s 
resources than climate change, howev-
er. In five Sahelian countries (Mauritania, 
Mali, Niger, Chad and Sudan), the total 
population has multiplied by more than 
five over the last 60 years, from 17 mil-
lion in 1960 to 86 million in 2020. These 
climate and demographic stresses have 
forced populations to adapt. Migration 
has increased in the area, leading to ris-
ing tensions between host communities 
and migrants, or any non-sedentary com-
munity considered foreign. 

Farmers and herders in the Sahel have 
had to transform their practices. For 
example, in central Mali, the droughts 
of the 1970s and 1980s decimated the 

herds, leading herders to seek employ-
ment with sedentary farmers. This, in 
turn, contributed to further marginalising 
pastoral communities. 

Some of the agricultural practices adopt-
ed to address the effects of global warm-
ing have added to the environmental 
damage. In the Lake Chad Basin, farm-
ers, faced with shrinking water resourc-
es, have resorted to lake-bottom crop-
ping, also called receding-moisture, 
which further degrades and pollutes the 
lake’s water. 

Government policies, notably attempts 
to increase production to cater for rising 
numbers, have often inadvertently added 
to the problems. As arable land in Sahe-
lian countries is shrinking while the pop-
ulation grows, governments, often with 
donor support, have put in place policies 
aimed at reaching greater food autono-
my, and improved land use and manage-
ment. 

Farmland and agricultural production 
have generally expanded as a result, in 
part addressing rising needs. But this 
has often resulted in a reduction in pas-
toral land. The creation of infrastructure 

*   Saverio Kratli and Camilla Toulmin, Farmer-Herder Conflict in Africa: Re-thinking the Phenomenon?, IIED Briefing, International Institute for Environment and 
Development, June 2020; Osei Baffour Frimpong, Climate Change and Violent Extremism in the Lake Chad Basin: Key Issues and Way Forward, Africa Program 
Occasional Paper, Wilson Centre, July 2020; Crisis Group Africa Briefing N°154, The Central Sahel: Scene of New Climate Wars?, 24 April 2020.
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with the aim of improving access to 
essential resources such as water has 
also created new conflicts. 

In central Mali, in the area of Mopti, the 
Opération de développement de l’éle-
vage dans la region de Mopti (ODEM), 
launched in 1975 to support livestock 
farming, created new wells and rendered 
previously dry areas more attractive. 
Dogon farmers came to settle, initially 
with the permission of Fulani herders. 

Over time, however, the number of farm-
ers grew, they began asserting their 
land rights and agro-pastoral tensions 
worsened. Similarly, development pro-
grammes aimed at increasing production 
volumes have drawn in non-native farm-
ers, often to the detriment of nomadic 
herders, as in the Soum province of Bur-
kina Faso with its “Riz pluvial” project. 

Pressure to modernise, turn to commer-
cial agriculture and build new irrigation 
schemes and dams has damaged exist-
ing economic and social balances. Gov-
ernments, meanwhile, have often prov-
en unable to cater to the social welfare 
needs of local populations, whether long 
term residents or new arrivals. 

Historical tensions compound competi-
tion for newly-generated resources. Poli-
cy circles and national media have tend-
ed to portray herders as anti-modern and 
associated with disorder, thus missing a 
history of cooperation between farmers 
and herders and under-estimating the 
latter’s knowledge and role in maintain-
ing resilient agricultural systems and 
addressing climate variability. Govern-
ment interventions have often exacerbat-
ed tensions rather than tempered them. 

Charismatic political leaders and jihadist 
groups have manipulated local grievanc-
es to attract support. In Burkina Faso’s 

Soum region discontented Fulani herd-
ers have sought the support of jihad-
ist groups, who are known for rejecting 
state decisions and helping people gain 
access to land. 

Jihadist and criminal groups have also 
exploited deprivation among the region’s 
youth to engage them in the trafficking 
of drugs and small arms and light weap-
ons (SALW) as well as people-smuggling 
operations that sustain their armed oper-
ations. 

2.  What responses 
have there been so 
far to the challenges 
posed by climate 
change?
The region’s governments, with the 
support of the international system, 
have generally focused on the develop-
ment-security nexus. 

They have tended to draw direct links 
between climate change and insecu-
rity, and focused on a developmental 
response, believing that the growth of 
jihadist violence is directly linked to dwin-
dling resources. 

For the region’s governments establish-
ing this link is a way of attributing the 
causes of violence to large-scale exter-
nal factors for which they cannot be held 
responsible. It has also perhaps been a 
strategy to attract financial assistance by 
linking two issues that mobilise interna-
tional donors. 

Development policies, which govern-
ments hope can stem the growth of non-
state armed actors in the longer term, 

are in part based on historic regional 
cooperation. 

The eight states in close proximity to 
Lake Chad - Cameroon, Chad, Niger, 
Nigeria, Algeria, the Central African 
Republic, Libya, and Sudan – established 
the Lake Chad Basin Commission (LCBC) 
in 1964 in order to jointly manage issues 
related to the lake. 

In 2008 the LCBC developed a Strategic 
Action Programme to address key envi-
ronmental challenges notably by recover-
ing land and addressing water degrada-
tion. More recently, with a greater sense 
of urgency given rising violence in the 
area, Lake Chad Basin states have devel-
oped regional stabilisation strategies 
covering the whole area. 

Sahelian states have also sought to 
cooperate and seek international sup-
port to combat the effects of climate 
change. 

In February 2019, seventeen Sahel 
states met in Niamey, Niger’s capital, to 
adopt a plan investing $400 billion over 
the period 2019-2030. 

International partners such as the Unit-
ed Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP) and the United Nations Office for 
the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 
(OCHA) have also provided emergency 
humanitarian assistance and initiated 
projects to restore livelihoods and access 
to social services, modernise agriculture 
and strengthen climate change adapta-
tion and natural resource management. 

On the security front, the LCBC estab-
lished a Multinational Joint Task Force 
(MNJTF) in 2012 to combat Boko Haram 
and other terrorist insurgencies in the 
Lake Chad basin. The MNJTF’s coun-
terterrorism strategy is meant to create 
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a secure environment and implement 
stabilisation programmes, notably by 
restoring full state authority, facilitating 
the return of Internally Displaced Per-
sons (IDPs) and refugees, and delivering 
humanitarian assistance to the affected 
populations. 

The MNJTF has enjoyed some inter-
national support. The African Union’s 
Peace and Security Council endorsed it 
in November 2014. International part-
ners such as the United States, France 
and the European Union have provided 
capacity building by training troops, pro-
viding equipment and funding logistics 
operations. 

3.  Where have these 
responses not worked 
and why?
These responses, and the pre-existing 
regulatory mechanisms to address land 
disputes, have not always been efficient.

Military operations have proven cost-
ly, requiring the mobilisation of over $2 
billion a year. Their interventions have 
been known to be heavy-handed, there-
by aggravating the sense of injustice and 
grievance at local levels. They also con-
tribute to fuelling a war economy whose 
spoils provide revenues and status to 
local politicians and leaders of militant 
groups. 

The MNJTF has, in addition, suffered 
from the gap between an overly broad 
mandate on the one hand, and capaci-
ty limitations and inadequate funding on 
the other. Its purely military strategy has 
also failed to address the root causes of 
the violence that affects the area.

Inadequate coordination between devel-
opmental responses at international, 
regional, national and local levels has 
resulted in failure to align and ineffec-
tiveness. 

This has been compounded by the insti-
tutional weaknesses of the Sahel states, 
but also by a failure to acknowledge the 
social and political impact of develop-
ment projects and their creation of new 
resources, whether in the form of access 
to water, agricultural land or higher pro-
duction levels. 

Customary collaborative mechanisms 
between local communities have often 
been replaced by market-based cash 
substitutes. For example, the practice of 
exchanging herders’ manure and milk for 
access to the crop-residues and water 
facilities controlled by farmers has been 
monetised so that communities need no 
longer take part in direct exchanges. 

Traditional regulatory mechanisms have 
also considerably suffered from the war 
economy instituted in some parts of the 
Sahel. Regulatory mechanisms set up 
by the central state have often tended 
to focus on the technical dimensions of 
resource management and on the notion 
of clashing identities, while dismissing 
customary institutions and traditional 
leaders. 

The lack of coordination, and often con-
tradictory rules, between customary and 
state institutions have further weakened 
the existing regulatory systems. 

Developmental and security responses 
to the Sahel’s crises have, more broadly, 
neglected the political underpinnings of 
resource-related tensions in the region. 
They fail to consider, in particular, the 
way opportunistic Islamist movements 
and states have manipulated local griev-
ances and ethnic identities in order to 

collect the spoils of conflict. In doing so, 
these actors have often successfully 
deflected attention from their own failure 
to meet their obligations to citizens.

At the national level, states with a 
less inclusive political tradition have 
appeared much more vulnerable to polit-
ical fragility and collapse than their more 
inclusive neighbours. Notable here is the 
difference between the Malian state, that 
has tended to systematically marginalise 
the northern peoples of the Sahara, and 
neighbouring Niger’s more inclusive polit-
ical tradition. 

Responses focusing solely on the devel-
opment-security nexus also overlook how 
historical prejudice favouring some parts 
of the population over others, combined 
with policies facilitating an ever more 
productive commercial agriculture, have 
exacerbated tensions over land. 

4.  What are the 
ingredients of a 
successful response?
Reponses at both ends of the securi-
ty-development nexus have had some 
modest success only. The MNJTF has 
been able, to some extent, to degrade 
Boko Haram, arrest militants, rescue 
hostages and reclaim areas previously 
controlled by armed groups. 

Development projects have in part miti-
gated the impact of climate change and 
offered new perspectives to local pop-
ulations but they have also, too often, 
been blind to the profound modifications 
they generate in the local conditions of 
access to resources in an already com-
petitive environment. 
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A more holistic approach that takes 
account of these changes, considers 
political dynamics and draws on, and 
strengthens, local regulatory mecha-
nisms is needed for a longer-term, posi-
tive impact. 

Actors should also beware of a faulty 
diagnosis establishing a direct causal 
link between climate change, dwindling 
resources and violence. 

Governments should establish local plat-
forms to listen, negotiate and resolve 
conflict. The Sahel needs legitimate 
mediators who can peacefully arbitrate 
the delicate issues of access to and dis-
tribution of resources. 

Customary institutions, in particular, can 
provide useful channels through which 

management of space and relations 
between different interest groups can be 
achieved. 

In northern Kenya, for example, invest-
ment in the traditional Boran organisa-
tions known as dedha improved graz-
ing management during droughts and 
resulted in lower herd mortality and high-
er milk production than in neighbouring 
areas. 

Local communities need to be supported 
to acquire greater climate change adap-
tation and natural resource manage-
ment capacities. This may mean import-
ing modern agricultural techniques that 
reduce water needs, installing solar-pow-
ered irrigation systems, strengthening 
meteorological institutions and launch-
ing ambitious training programmes for 

environmental scientists, but capaci-
ty-building programmes should also draw 
on existing local expertise. 

They should question widespread 
anti-herder prejudice and draw on mobile 
livestock keepers’ knowledge and the 
valuable role they can play in maintain-
ing resilient landscape systems. Devel-
opment projects should also acknowl-
edge the potential for tensions carried by 
investments and systematically include 
methods to guarantee an equitable and 
accepted distribution of the resources 
created, notably by systematically engag-
ing communities on development and 
resource, as well as conflict, issues.

Further reading

Osei Baffour Frimpong, Climate Change and Violent Extremism in the Lake Chad Basin: Key Issues and Way Forward, Africa Program Occasional Paper, 
Wilson Centre, July 2020. 

Crisis Group Africa Briefing N°154, The Central Sahel: Scene of New Climate Wars?, 24 April 2020. 

Ideas, UNECA and ACPC Discussion Paper, Climate Change and Development in Africa Post COVID-19: Some Critical Reflections, June 2020. 

Laura Millan Lombrana, “Africa is Warming Fast, and the Most Vulnerable Are Being Hit Hardest”, The Japan Times, 26 October 2020. 

Saverio Kratli and Camilla Toulmin, Farmer-Herder Conflict in Africa: Re-thinking the Phenomenon?, IIED Briefing, International Institute for Environment 
and Development, June 2020. 

World Meteorological Organization, State of the Climate in Africa 2019, WMO-No. 1253, 26 October 2020.

https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/climate-change-and-violent-extremism-lake-chad-basin-key-issues-and-way-forward
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/climate-change-and-violent-extremism-lake-chad-basin-key-issues-and-way-forward
https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/sahel/b154-le-sahel-central-theatre-des-nouvelles-guerres-climatiques
https://www.uneca.org/publications/discussion-paper-climate-change-and-development-africa-post-covid-19-some-critical
https://www.moneyweb.co.za/news/africa/africa-is-warming-fast-and-the-most-vulnerable-are-being-hit-hardest/
https://pubs.iied.org/17753IIED/
https://pubs.iied.org/17753IIED/
https://public.wmo.int/en/events/meetings/state-of-climate-africa-2019

