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Key findings & Executive Summary

Key Finding #1: Climate change is affecting

livelihoods and food security in the Sahel region of

West Africa, causing land degradation, shortage of

water supplies and damaging cropping systems.

However, this is not seen to have a direct impact on

conflict. Thus, there is, as of now, no evidence of the

existence of a direct nexus between climate and

security, at least in the Sahel.

Key finding #2: External aid that seeks to tackle both

climate change and development has important

political significance and political consequences for

the region of intervention and is not merely

technical support. This means that it should be

addressed at the political level, as well as at the

technical level.

Key finding #3: When European actors choose to

intervene to stem conflict, priority should be given

to improving local governance and fighting weak or

predatory state institutions, as they are the main

drivers of conflict.

In-depth research into the alleged nexus between
climate and security has found that claims of a
direct correlation between the two cannot be
substantiated. It is incapable, unwilling or
predatory state institutions instead that

contribute to conflict in areas where climate change

is also affecting livelihoods. In addition, while it is

evident that climate change is impacting on the

subsistence of many Sahelian communities and that

the strand of European support that looks into food

security and natural disaster relief should be

augmented, (1) providing development aid
disentangled from political and judicial action
could at times be detrimental. 

Development and humanitarian aid focused on

climate, much like security support, tends to be

viewed by the European Union and its member

states as purely technical, with no political

consequences. 

However, external influence tends to redesign

power relations amongst communities, (2) not just

with regard to security, but also with other types of

aid. European funded development and climate

projects in the Sahel if not accompanied by large

investments (both political and financial) into inter-

communal mediation, access to land, improved

governance efforts and support to an independent

and competent judicial branch, risk undermining the

very solutions they seek to provide.

In sum, whenever a development project that seeks

to tackle climate issues is set in motion, a strong

mediation component should always be present, to

account for potential disputes.
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In the 1950 neorealist Italian drama film No Peace

Under the Olive Tree, (3) Francesco Dominici returns

home after the end of the war to find that his 20

sheep have been stolen by a wealthier, more

powerful shepherd, Agostino Bonfiglio.

After asking local elders for support and receiving

no guarantees, he decides to take back his herd

during the night but is stopped by his rival and

brought to court, where local officials are bribed and

witnesses do not dare to speak up. As expected, a

lot of drama and commotion ensues.

Much like with inter-communal conflicts in the Sahel,

the story of Francesco and Agostino reflects some of

the underlying themes of this policy report,

first and foremost that the lack of a credible and

capable government can fuel a cycle of mistrust and

violence. Certainly, post-war pastoralist

communities in Italy were struggling with poverty

and scarcity of resources, but this was not the

problem. The problem was a weak government at

best, a predatory one at worst.

In recent years the European Union has been

operating a significant shift in its approach to

conflicts by advocating more strongly for an

integrated approach, which does not just look at

conflicts from a security perspective, but rather tries

to integrate development, humanitarian aid and

diplomacy into its toolbox of conflict resolution. 

The wealth of available information and

recommendations on the Sahel region treat climate

as yet another emergency unfolding in the region,

which has the potential to engender further conflict.

Indeed, conflicts over access to natural resources
have been increasingly reported by local media and

civil society organisations in the Sahel:

the March 2019 massacre at Ogossagou and

Welingara (Mali), in which 160 members of

traditional Fulani pastoralists were killed by Dogon

militias, is related not only to ethnic tensions, but

also to control over land. (4) Analyses of the many

Sahel crises however rarely look into research that

focuses on climate per se, thus provided

recommendations tend to be superficial at best,

misleading at worst.

ANALYSES  OF
SAHEL  CRISES  RARELY

FOCUS ON CLIMATE
PER SE ,  THUS

RECOMMENDATIONS
TEND TO BE

SUPERFICIAL .
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2. Inter-communal
conflict in the Sahel:
does cl imate play a role?
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According to the April 2020 report by the

Norwegian Institute of International Affairs (NUPI)

(5) on climate-related security and development

risks, more than half of the countries with the

highest risk of climate exposure and political fragility

are in sub-Saharan Africa.

This susceptibility to multidimensional risks is

particularly evident in the Sahel region. On the one

hand, the region is faced with a dramatic increase in

violence perpetrated by armed groups since 2012,

which overwhelms already fragile (and in some

cases predatory) institutions and fuels violence,

migration, and displacement. On the other hand,

temperatures in the Sahel are rising 1.5 times faster

than the global average, and at the same time,

records show an increase in precipitation, which

affects the livelihoods particularly in rural areas. (6)

This variability in climate generates season
abnormality, which damages cropping systems,

aggravates land degradation and favours shortage

of water supplies. (7) This has direct consequences

on a number of sectors, such as for farmers

cultivating beans and onions, which are now being

imported from Nigeria and Benin. (8) Periodic

droughts are characteristic in the region, but the

interval between the years of poor agro-pastoral

production has shortened. This is not necessarily

unusual, but now on average one year in three is in

deficit: 2005, 2009 and 2011 were all drought years.

(9) Each drought makes it harder for households to

recover: in the Maradi region of Niger, droughts are

having a serious impact on the production of staple

foods.

Such droughts have been seen as a direct driver of

violence (10) in the region, pitting particularly

politically marginalised groups such as herders and

agricultural dependent groups such as farmers

against each other. (11) The climate/ security nexus

is one of several attempts to provide an explanation

for the soaring levels of violence in the region. Some

scholars support the idea that conflict is driven by

climate factors. (12)
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Thereby, the argument goes as follows:

environmental degradation, coupled with a

significant population growth, leads to increasing

competition for access to dwindling natural

resources, which in turn generates violence and

conflict. While this argument is a captivating one, it

is not always supported by conclusive and coherent

evidence. (13)

By drawing on extreme weather events such as

droughts or floods and looking at climate variability

over a certain period of time, e.g. precipitation and

temperature rise, causal relationships are being

established, which connect these events to the

possibility of conflict and violence. (14)

While this might be applicable to other regions, the

ambiguity is that these assumptions are not

reflected and supported by credible data on the

Sahel. (15)

Recent reports even questioned whether the Sahel is

subject to desertification and in general criticise the

proxies used such as short-term data on weather

and extreme weather events. (16) Benjaminsen’s et

al. (2012) research in this domain provides sound

empirical evidence which contrasts the direct

climate/conflict nexus: analysing almost two

decades of data on land use disputes from the Court

of Appeal in Mopti and relating it to climate

variability during this time revealed no significant

correlation between the two (17) (see Infographic 1).



Infographic 1
Land conflict and rainfall variability (18)

Therefore, a closer look at sound empirical evidence

shows that climate change is not directly connected

to conflict in the region, despite it having very real

consequences for livelihoods and food security.

Some of the interviews we conducted throughout

2020 point at climate change as a risk multiplier, (19)

meaning that the effects of climate change present

an additional burden for already weak institutions

and socio-ecological systems, further elevating the

risk of potential onset of conflict. (20)

Environmental factors, climate variability and

conflict dynamics do interact, but the complexity in

the nature of their interactions make it difficult to

exhibit such causal relationships. 

As a result, climate change should not be treated as

a main driver for conflict, both by policymakers in
Europe and global donors worldwide.

Failing to recognise that the climate/security nexus

narrative is not backed up by credible data, would

entail an inappropriate policy response from a

substantive point of view and fuel a dangerous set

of discourses from a rhetorical point of view. (21)

On the contrary, what has been identified as a direct

driver for conflict is bad governance such as weak

state capacity and fragile institutions. (22)
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Krätli and Toulmin (2020) have conducted important

work (23) on the difficulty faced by dry land farmers
in a warming world, confronted with shorter

farming seasons and more intense rainstorms. They

argue however that climate change is often not the

most important stress on farming systems, as it is

rather government neglect and disdain that make

the life of farmers much harder. This is far from

saying that climate change and extreme weather

events do not have consequences for the region.

The fact that the vast majority of people in the Sahel

region, as well as their economies, are heavily

dependent on resource-based sectors such as

agriculture, forestry and fishing, show how climate-

related developments have far-reaching effects.

Infographic 1: Outbreak of land-use conflicts and rainfall variability in Mopti. The figure shows

statistics on the outbreak of land-use disputes in the Sévaré Court of Appeal in relation with data on

climate anomaly in the Mopti region (one-year time lag), defined as significant deviation from normal

annual precipitation.



In 2019, the agricultural sectors of Mali, Niger, Chad

and Burkina Faso, accounted on average for over

30% of the region´s GDP. (24) In addition to a large

number of people who secure their livelihood

through farming, there are around 25 million

pastoralists who move through the Sahel in search

of fertile land for their cattle. (25)

Following old migration routes, they often cross

private land, which is why they have established

mutually beneficial trade relationships with farmers.

Due to droughts, pastoralists are forced to deviate
from the old migration routes in search of new

ones, eventually crossing land where they have no

pre-existing ties with farmers. (26)

Farmers also struggle with climate variability and

harsher living conditions, as cropping systems are

damaged, which ultimately puts their livelihoods at

risk of food insecurity. (27) In addition, long-term

projections for climate in the Sahel show a

deterioration of the current conditions with

probably higher total rainfall, but more variability

and a shorter rainy season, which will inevitably

further affect water resources, agriculture and

human movement. (28) This raises the question of

how to build up individual resilience and extend

adaptive capacity.
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FAIL ING TO RECOGNISE
THAT THE

CLIMATE-SECURITY
NARRATIVE

IN THE  SAHEL  IS  NOT
BACKED UP BY

CREDIBLE  DATA
WOULD ENTAIL

AN INAPPROPRIATE
POLICY  RESPONSE.



Infographic 2
Crop yield changes (29)
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Infographic 2: Crop yield changes (%) for West and Central Africa, North Africa, and East and Southern Africa under

RCP 8.5 by 2050 Source: Elaborated from the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) Climate

Adaptation in Rural Development (CARD) Assessment Tool for the five major cereal crops (in terms of production

quantity) grown in Africa: maize, millet, rice, sorghum and wheat. Lines represent average changes in crop yield

within a region.



2.1 How does this bias come about?

How does the security/climate nexus bias take

shape and how is it reinforced? As one interviewee

that was consulted for this Report put it, In 2008, I

accompanied a Minister to a 48 hour visit to Mali.

It was clear to us all in the delegation that his main

interest was climate change, as this is an issue that

he was particularly preoccupied with back at home.

Thus, most organisations and officials we met with

in Bamako as well as in the Timbuktu and Mopti

areas mentioned climate as one of their main

concerns. This was the first time I heard people talk

about climate change in Mali, and it appeared to
me as an artificial connection, with very little

evidence to back up this claim: as an outsider you

often get the answers you are looking for.

People are quite good at catching what you are

interested in and provide the answer they think you

are keen to get . (30)

How then is this bias reinforced in the region? The

interest from Sahelian governments and, in some

cases civil society and local non-governmental

organisations alike is attracting funds. We have to
constantly switch the buzzword in order to get
work done, a while ago it was preventing violent

extremism, then it was migration, now climate

seems to have the upper hand  a Niamey-based

NGO representative told us. The resulting quick shift

in donor priorities means that it is then difficult in

the medium and long term to measure the impact

on preventing and combating violent extremism,

curbing migration or limiting the effects of climate

change respectively. For Sahelian governments, the

intent may not be as noble as getting work done

however, as connecting rising violence and extremist

attacks to climate change may provide yet another

hook to attract investment or to stoke blame

elsewhere. This is problematic for a further reason:

as noted below, new research (31) points at volatility

of aid as a driver of conflict and thus switching
priorities with regard to aid may prove
counterproductive. (32)

No peace under the Shea tree - 10



2.2 When abundance leads to conflict

Research on the so-called paradox of plenty (33)

shows that scarcity of resources is not a driver of

conflict. The opposite is in fact true: more conflicts

take place in times of relative abundance of

resources, as competition for land intensifies. (34)

Quantitative research also shows that it is not

desertification that leads to violence in regions such

as East Africa, but rather an abundance of water:

the wetter the season, the more people are likely to

die in violent livestock raiding , (35) as the value of

land increases. As reported by Crisis Group, the

correlation is indeed stronger between the

proliferation of conflicts and the transformation
of productive systems – competition increases but

the depth and wealth of regulatory measures

around how to tackle such competition doesn t:

paradoxically, while arable land in Sahelian

countries is shrinking each year as a result of

climate change, the areas under cultivation continue

to expand, along with production itself . (36)

This does not take place evenly everywhere

however: in the Agadez region in Niger, an increase

in rainfall has meant that previously arid areas have

been turned into arable land, drawing in crop farmer

and excluding herders from a territory that they

previously regularly crossed. (37) What directly leads

to disputes in this case is not climate change or

desertification, but a lack of proper regulation over

increasingly sought after resources. (38) 

In some cases, development aid can exacerbate

such dynamics by increasing the value of land.

What has been highlighted by recent literature to

have an impact on the probability of conflict is the

volatility of aid. (39) One example of when aid is

counterproductive is provided by the work of the

Opération de développement de l élevage dans la

region de Mopti (ODEM) (Mali), which supported the

construction of the Tolodjé wells in a pastoral

reserve. (40)

No peace under the Shea tree - 11

MORE CONFLICTS
TAKE  PLACE  I N  T IMES

OF ABUNDANCE OF
RESOURCES  AS

COMPETIT ION FOR
LAND INTENSIF IES .

The construction of wells only exacerbated rather

than relieved tension as it ultimately increased the

value of land. Thus, European-funded development

projects tackling climate change need to be revisited

and credible mediation and law enforcement

measures installed. Seeing external interventions

merely as technical support ignores the political
dimensions of aid.



3. All  roads lead to governance
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Applying a reversal of policies that favours herders

rather than farmers now would only end up stoking

more tensions. Instead, a pragmatic approach to

mediation and dialogue should be put in place.

Conversely, focusing attention on climate change as

a driver of conflict is merely a red herring, diverting

attention away from more pressing issues.

First of all, the value of functioning institutions is

particularly relevant whenever predictions of conflict

are made: political instability and malfunctioning

institutions are positively correlated with the

incidence of violence in a country. (41)

In addition, politically marginalised groups are

also not just prey to armed groups and state

security forces but self-organise and target rival
communities. (42) Following a natural disaster such

as extensive flooding, those who do not receive

state support to adjust for their loss may resort to

violence to protect their land or cattle. Violence by

security forces also plays a role in stoking tensions

and leading to reprisals: the MINUSMA Human

Rights section (43) has recently been reporting on

security forces abuses in the region, which account

for more than 1/4 of civilian casualties in Mali.

Secondly, the eternal question in the Sahel is

whether it is a matter of lack of capacity (44)

or lack of political will: when the 2008 Investment

Programme for the Niger basin (ABN) was launched,

only 3,3% of funds came from Niger and Mali, the

states most affected by such Programme. (45)

Each state was initially supposed to pay a

percentage, but even in its strategic documents, (46)

the ABN built scenarios with the explicit hypothesis

that Mali and Niger would not finance their part and

that other donors would be needed. (47)

Whether this is due to a lack of capacity or a lack of

will is hard to tell, but being able to assess this

would determine policy responses on the part of

external donors such as the EU.

Certainly, as a whole set of literature on institutional

change demonstrates, innovation is hard to
implement (48), but Sahelian states are also
responsible for the shortcomings.

No peace under the Shea tree - 13

One example pertains to Niger: as mentioned by

one interviewee, (49) due to customary law, women

cannot inherit land, thus cannot cultivate. (50)

The Nigerien state should increase investment and

political commitment to raise national awareness

that, according to modern and religious law, women

are allowed to own land.

Thirdly, weak or predatory judicial systems,

lacking resources or willingness, are responsible for

exacerbating the potential for conflict. (51)

Discriminatory practices make ethnic conflict more

likely: one interviewee (52) mentioned that erratic

rainfalls make it harder for herders to provide for

their cattle, which they sell in larger numbers into

markets. Security forces tend to connect this with

terrorism financing, thus grow suspicious and

punish Fulani herders whenever they see them sell

larger quantities of cattle. (53)

The points above emphasise how tackling

governance is paramount to achieving security and

interventions that deal with the lack of capacity or

lack of willingness of state institutions prove to be

beneficial in tackling violence.



4. Recommendations:
The role of the EU
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The new European Green deal and a renewed
European focus on climate are welcome

developments, especially in that they view the issue

of climate as not just localised in regions such as

West Africa, but as a more global concern and adopt

a holistic approach to tackling climate change.

As for the Sahel in particular, climate-related
adaptation techniques such as transhumance,

reforestation and conservation of sacred forests,

(54) insurance mechanisms for crops, post-harvest

management, construction of water collection pipes,

improved crop variability and better technology for

early warning systems (55) are sorely needed.

At the same time, focusing efforts on climate

adaptation for farmers only will not limit the impact

of climate change in the region: providing mobile

clinics for vets to travel across the region and

support herders in need, building barns to protect

animals from high temperature (56) and other

herder-focused solutions should also be

reinforced. The EU, the biggest development donor

for the region, has a relevant role to play.

Nonetheless, as we explored throughout this report,

development aid should always be accompanied
by substantial mediation and conflict sensitive
programmes in order to counter potential

outbreaks of conflict when development makes land

more valuable. Such recommendations to partner
governments need to be strengthened and, if
necessary, aid needs to be made conditional on
reform: it is vital to call for higher investments in

climate adaptation, but this needs to be paired with

state reform, inter-communal mediation, trust-

building and an independent judiciary.

Solutions on both conflict mediation and climate
change can and should come from the region: it is

not only the political elites who can propose

solutions for tackling both phenomena but also local

leadership which is often more engaged and

knowledgeable in rural power dynamics. (57)
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5. Conclusion
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Certainly, climate change is affecting livelihoods in

the region, and the aid provided to halt such a

phenomenon should continue to be delivered.

However, it is fundamental not to make two crucial

mistakes: such support should not only be

considered from a technical point of view, as

whenever support is provided to a region or an area

outside of European borders, such aid will also

inevitably have political consequences, no matter

the type of aid. This means that the ramifications of

development and climate-related aid, which increase

the value of land, should go hand in hand with

broader institutional changes and mediation

mechanisms. Secondly, it is important for the EU not
to support uncertain causal links such as the

climate-conflict nexus: this may contribute to setting

up policies, which are then difficult to renegotiate. It

may also increase the volatility of aid and provide

predatory Sahelian state institutions with yet

another opportunity to stoke the blame for political

and economic instability elsewhere.

In the De Santis film, Francesco is blamed for leaving

his sheep and family to go to war. However

connecting the loss of his herd to the fact that he

went to war is misleading: the primary responsibility

here, as in the Sahel, is the lack of credible

governance structures that would prevent abuses

from being committed and that should strive for

justice to be guaranteed to all.
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THE PRIMARY
RESPONSIBIL ITY  FOR

CONFLICTS  IN  THE
SAHEL  IS  THE  LACK OF

CREDIBLE  GOVERNANCE
STRUCTURES.
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