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Executive Summary: - Recent outbreak of environmental
conflicts in African countries is a threat to peaceful human co-
existence. This is opposed to the rather decline in warfare on the
international arena. This work therefore explored other possible
means of tackling domestic conflicts by employing the Green
International Relations (IR) theory in explaining the cause(s) and
possible solutions to environmental conflicts in Africa. The
methodology used in this study is mainly the analysis of
secondary data from journals, literatures, documentaries, while
also examining a couple of case studies as an empirical basis. The
findings in this study revealed that environmental change is
unlikely to be a an independent cause of domestic wars that are
related to environmental scarcity in Africa, hence, sought
relevance of other factors like economy and politics. It
recommended that in order to avoid conflicts arising from
environmental change, the state and non-state actors must
consider the health of the ecosystem as paramount, adopt legal
approaches to protecting the environment, take environmental
consciousness as a moral duty, work for improved economy and
a make the society relatively prosperous, and most importantly
should opt for non-violent alternatives in the face of resource
scarcity.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Ibeit, environmental change is a global issue, its effects

are felt locally by individual nations as they often
manifest in sea level rise, drought, severe weather, and other
consequences (Daly and May, 2019). Some violent conflicts
in Africa have also been seen as part of the consequences of
climate change.

Although Africa has been greatly affected by both climate
change and conflict, there have been much controversy and
perhaps only a small number of rigorous and systematic
academic studies on the relationship between these
phenomena. Conversely, the impacts of climate change are
increasingly perceived as global security risks, which may
have great implications for the dynamics of violent conflict.
The immediate impacts of climate change include decreased
regional agricultural production due to land degradation and
air pollution, increased displacement of people, decreased
economic productivity, disruption of institutions(Haug and
Ellingson, 1998), low availability of food and fresh water, and
general deterioration of livelihood, et cetera. But what is the
likelihood of these factors causing violent conflict?

Most available studies on the relationship between global
environmental change and violent conflict have rather seen
violent conflict as the cause of environmental degradation or
change other than vice versa; however, this study
fundamentally investigates the later as a causal factor of the
former. Levy (1995) avers that environmental change is
unlikely to be a major cause of armed conflict independently
and may not be an interesting area of research unless seen in
conjunction with other causes of armed conflict. Hence, this
entry shall take cognizance of possible mediating variables
such as political and economic factors.

This study shall undertake a systematic investigation of the
environment-conflict nexus with the help of some conceptual
analysis, a theoretical study of environment-conflict
relationship and a few case studies as empirical evidence.
Despite the green theory’s preoccupation with international
conflicts, this study initiates a novelty into the body of
knowledge by employing this Green International Relations
(IR) theory in explaining domestic conflicts in Africa.

I1. CONCEPTUAL CLARIFICATION

Domestic War: A state of open, armed, often prolonged
conflict carried on between nations, states, or parties
(Houghton Mifflin Company, 1982). Though categorized as
war, most of the what are obtainable in Africa may be
otherwise termed low-intensity conflict since some of these
skirmishes are below the legal parameters and level of
conventional war. Since violent conflict in most African
countries are entirely local and exclusively cause by
endogenous factors, it does suggests that under certain
circumstances climate change increases the risk of domestic
wars(Barnett, 2007).

Conflict: The struggle over values or claims to status, power,
and scarce resources, in which the aims of the groups or
individuals involved are to neutralize, injure or eliminate
rivals(Coser,1956).

Violent Conflict

Is a conflict between two or more parties, of which at least
one is the government of a state and an anti-state group or
groups using weapons on a sustained basis, that often results
in at least 25 battle-related deaths per year (Wallensteen and
Axel, 1994; Evans, 1993; Schmid 1998).
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Environmental Conflict

Environmental conflict is a conflict over scarce resources due
to climate change or environmental degradation. Scarce
resource is not a sufficient condition for an environmental
conflict to occur. The scarcity must have been caused by
changes in the physical environment. For instance
Libiszewski (1992), illustrates that a conflict over a land is an
environmental conflict if the land becomes an object of
contention as a result of climate change or any natural
disaster, but not in the case of an ordinary land dispute aiming
at possession or redistribution of land. Gladitsch (2015)
opines that Environmental degradation may exacerbate
resource conflicts because it reduces the quantity or quality of
the resource in question. Pollution of a river, for instance,
reduces access to clean water and therefore contributing to
increased scarcity.

Global Environmental Change

Concepts like ecosystem, green, climate, and environment
have gained a synonymous usage in the context of
globalization. Climate change refers to a process whereby
there is a significant shift in the measures of climate, such as
temperature, rainfall, or wind, lasting for an extended period
of at least five years. (Burroughs, 2001; Lawson, 2015).
Climate change often lead to glacier melting and rise in sea
levels as direct consequences of global warming. Global
warming is a significant characteristic of changes in the
physical environment. This atmospheric warming is caused by
greenhouse gas emission which can be both naturally
occurring and human-made. However, climate change is
fundamentally anthropogenic. With this increased emissions
through activities such as deforestation and the burning of
fossil fuels, the earth is rapidly losing its ability to absorb gas
leading to significant changes in land usage, livestock
production and industrial processes (IPCC, 2014).

Human population are ecologically interconnected, hence,
climate change cuts across all borders and populations just
like air and water pollution can cross a border (Dyer, 2017). In
this sense, we can talk of global environmental change.
Primarily, Climate change is a macro-driver of environmental
change such as coastal erosion, declining precipitation and
soil moisture, increased storm intensity, and species
migration, floods, droughts, storms and cyclones, fires, heat
waves and epidemics (McCarthy, Canziani, Leary, Dokken,
& White, 2001 in Barnett, 2007).

Every region experiences the consequences of climate change
differently. For instance, Europe may experience higher
temperatures while some African countries may experience
droughts, changing patterns or general reduction in annual
rainfall (Buhaug et al., 2010).

I1l. THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES

This study uses the Green IR theory, a subfield of the
International Relations (IR) Theory (Dobson, 1990;
Eckersley, 2004; Dyer, 2017), as its major analytical tool.
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Green theory has a built-in international orientation. It was
fitted to explain the emergence of environmental conflicts,
albeit, environmental problems have never been a central
preoccupation in the discipline of International Relations (IR)
(Eckersley, 2007). The use of green IR theory in drawing on
more radical green discourses from outside the discipline of
IR has helped to expose what might be called the ecological
blindness of IR theory(Eckersley, 2007). From the standpoint
of various disciplines there are a variety of perspectives within
this theory. Such theoretical schemes include the green social
theory and the green political theory (Lumumba-Kasongo,
2017). Fundamentally, the green IR theory advocates an
interconnectivity of nature, society, justice and ethics
(Vanderheiden, 2008). Whether it is classified as social or
political ( Lumumba-Kasongo, 2017), radical or reformists,
ecologism or environmentalism (Dobson, 2000), prosaic or
imaginative (Dryzek, 1997), green IR theory essentially re-
examines the standards of political and economic norms of the
society in relation to climate change, the environment and
violent conflicts and seeks alternatives to these standards
(Dryzek, 1997). It radically challenges existing political,
social and economic structures (Dobson, 1990; Dyer, 2017).

Humans have distanced themselves from the natural world
and no longer see themselves as being intrinsically linked to
the world. Hence, the green IR theory aims at closing the gap
that has existed between society and the environment (Barry,
2007). Its distinguishing feature is its scheme of value or
moral vision which operates independently of political
agency. For instance, a green morality might suggest that
human material development should be curtailed in the
interest of preserving non-human nature. By putting limits on
traditional liberties, green theory puts nature before people,
hence characteristically ecocentric (Goodin, 1992), as against
anthropocentricism. This is because Green theory counts the
human population as part of the environment without
undermining human needs and welfare. A healthy ecosystem
therefore presupposes good health and wellbeing for the
human population.

A green IR theory outlook on environmental change sees it as
a direct consequence of human collective choices. This is a
clear injustice towards posterity and the ecosystem itself. This
theory proposes that since there is no discovered technical
solution to human-induced environmental change, there
should be a change in human values and behaviour through
avenues like political innovation and transformative shift in
global politics. For its adherents, environmental change is a
problem simply because of economic competition and
indifference to cooperation. Hence, Green IR theory redefines
climate change in terms of long-term ecological values rather
than short term political interests. The green IR theory helps
us analyze the relationship between the State, the economy
and the environment and the resultant effect of this
relationship and the necessary actions to alter it (Dyer, 2017).

Green IR theory explains the sources of conflict in terms of
dysfunctional capitalist economy, activities of humans related
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to domination of nature, developments undermining the
environment, poor systems of governance and the State’s
constraints in addressing environmental issues, poverty,
population growth/resource scarcity, et cetera. Holistically,
green IR theory emphasizes the key tools of science, moral
values and political pragmatism as inseparable factors in
environmental conflict (Lumumba-Kasongo, 2017). In the
same vein, Homer-Dixon (1991, 1994) recognizes this
multivariate dimension of conflict causes and models a
perspective where four basic social effects of environmental
change may lead to conflicts. These effects in change of
climate include decreased regional agricultural production,
population displacement, decreased economic productivity,
disruption of institutions (Hauge and Ellingsen 1998)

It is also pertinent to note that non-violence principle is at the
heart of green IR theory. While it encourages the state or
individual to be active in protecting themselves green IR
theory advocates recourse to non-violent alternatives where
there are risks or warning signs of environmental conflict
(Goodin, 1992).

IV. ENVIRONMENTAL CHANGE AND DOMESTIC
WARS

Relating the green IR theory to the environmental conflicts
makes explicit how the human pollution contributes to change
in change in the ecosystem, and how it in turn gives rise to
domestic armed conflict. Environmental change is mostly
attributable to greenhouse gas emissions from the combustion
of fossil fuels (Daly and May, 2019). “No climate researcher
would argue, however, that human activity is the one and only
determinant of global temperature” (Gleditch, 2015).
Environmental change have greater impacts on the resourced-
based populations by creating scarcity and limiting their
access to economic and natural capital.

Conflict over scarce environmental resources such as mineral
deposits, raw materials, fish, water, energy supplies, river
basins, sea passages and particularly land or territory is a
traditional source of armed struggle. Throughout human
history, struggles over natural resources have been a root
cause of tension and conflict. Wars are often over resources,
and control over natural resources has always been important
in enabling a country to wage war. This resource competition;
due to environmental change has continued to contribute to
the onset of wars notably of  about twelve armed
confrontations in the 20th century including the two World
Wars. This has made history a long progression of changing
ways of life and changing population often characterized by
wars as part of the exchange( Renner et al., 1991; Galtung,
1982; Brock 1991; Westing 1986; Colinvaux, 1980 in
Gleditsch,2015). Modern researchers therefore claim that
environmental change or degradation is likely to increase
resource scarcity thereby giving rise to increased armed
conflict (Gleditsch, 2015; Brundtland, 1987).

The fact that despite environmental change, economically
highly developed countries rarely fight one another(Muller,
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1989) makes resource scarcity an insufficient factor for
domestic armed conflict.

Numerous analyses of environmental conflict analysis often
overlook the political, economic, and cultural variables
(Gleditsch, 2015). However, green IR theory brings the
environment into the heart of the society and its cultural,
moral and economic systems rather than perceive it as a
source of problems outside these systems (Dryzek, 1997).
Based on these assumptions, before scarce resources resulting
from environmental change are marked as potential sources of
conflict there is need to examine the level of poverty, political
system and stability, ethnic tensions, et cetera within such
territories. Hence, it cannot be explicitly assumed that
resource conflicts have a high potential for violence,
regardless of the country’s political system or economic
orientation (Gleditch, 2015).

This suggests that State structure plays important role in
mitigating the impacts of environmental change towards
armed conflict. The State may act against the outbreak of
environmental conflicts through the protection of democratic
values and guarantee of human rights, strong and independent
judiciary, transparent security personnel, and provision of
health care and education (Keen, 2000; Gough, 2002; Kahl,
2006). The provision of education is of utmost importance in
this list since it is critical for self-empowerment and increases
the opportunity for livelihood improvement, chances of
employment and social mobility. (Archibald and Richards,
2002; Keen, 2000 in Barnett, 2007).

States remain critical to providing opportunities and stable
environment, for instance, through income support, food aid;
economic freedoms and programs that can enable people gain
employment; political freedoms such as franchise, freedom of
speech, freedom of information, civil liberties, et cetera
(Barnett, 2007). However, conflicts are bound to erupt when
means of livelihood seem to fail without any mitigating efforts
in sight. This happens in States where there is no transparency
or accountability. Apart from the freedom status of the State,
Kahl (2006) and Reno (2000) outline some important regional
and global factors in a weak State that may aid domestic
armed violence in times of environmental change as arms
trading, use of private security forces, trans-border
movements, foreign investors.

Material deprivation is one of the strongest predictors of civil
war, hence, a critical variable in the relationship between
environmental change and domestic wars. Since the predictor
variables of violent conflict in Africa such as material
deprivation, scramble for scarce resources are traditionally
associated with poverty, it could be deduced that the link
between environmental change and violent conflict in Africa
is primarily an underdevelopment problem.
Underdevelopment is defined (Todaro, 1997), as an economic
situation in which there are persistent low levels of living in
coupled with absolute poverty, low income per capita, low
rates of economic growth, low consumption levels, poor
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health services, high birth and death rates, foreign dependency
and limited freedom to self-determination. Highly developed
countries have environmental problems such as industrial
pollution, natural disasters, yet with no evidences that such
changes in the environment engender armed conflict (Tir and
Diehl 1998, Hauge and Ellingsen 1998 in Gleditsch (2015).
Rather, they become resource-friendly by using technology to
expand the resources or find cooperative solutions in
exploiting them. On the contrary, less industrialized societies
grapple with more environmental problems which inturn lead
to struggle over scarce resource in bit to survive their poor
economic conditions (Gleditsch, 2015). This shows clearly
that lack of effective and global climate change policies under
weak or poor governance significantly boosts the tendency of
environment change resulting in armed conflict. This
weakness in policy formulation no doubt has been part of the
African polity and leadership structure.

From a different point of view, the green theory also attempts
to explain the constraints which environmental change places
on State functions in addressing the environmental issues
(Lumumba-Kasongo, 2017). This is because the State itself
could be wvulnerable in certain circumstances to climate
change. For instance, Barnett (2007) argues that climate
change may undermine the capacity of States to prevent
conflict when scarce resources cause migration to urban areas
thereby leading to increased demand on urban services with
increased pressure on the political structure of the State which
should have been the provider of support in terms of
education, health care, law and order, grants, et cetera.
Climate change may also deflate government revenues.

Barnett (2006) asserts that the socially and economically
marginalised people are more vulnerable to environmental
change leading a sense of insecurity, which in turn results to
violent conflict. The most vulnerable groups to environmental
change are those whose means of livelihood are sensitive to
that change such as those who depend on agricultural services
and other ecosystem resources. Nevertheless, the level of this
vulnerability has social determinants such as  warfare,
corruption, trade dependency, economic policies and access to
economic opportunities, and globalisation processes, poverty,
state marginalization, effectiveness of decision making
processes and the level of social cohesion within and
surrounding vulnerable groups.

Environmental change does not undermine or promote peace
in isolation from these broader range of social factors. These
either enable them to adapt to the environmental change,
reduce their vulnerability or worsen it depending on their
access to social and economic entitlements (Barnett and
Adger, 2007). It is to this degree that individuals choose to or
not to engage in armed conflict. Most domestic conflicts are
made up of combatants who have no reasonable means of
livelihood, hence, people do not often resort to violence if
they have or are sure that the society can provide their means
of livelihood and social security (Ohlsson, 2000). Gough
(2002); Keen (2000), believe that the provision or assurance
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of such aid can help reduce the need for people to use
violence to provide for their needs. Barnett (2007) adds that in
the developed countries established and effective welfare
systems perform this pacifying functions which partly
explains why they experience relative peace compared to
developing countries.

V. EMPIRICAL FRAMEWORK

Most environmental conflict research has focused on East
Africa and Sub-Saharan Africa, hence it is pertinent to draw
illustrations of these domestic wars from empirical evidences
using a brief case study.

Smith (2017), studied the water scarcity-conflict nexus in
Darfur, Sudan. The conflict could be traced back to when the
government began favouring the Arab population at the
expense of the Africans. There were no development in
African communities, lack of funding for scarce resources
coupled with policies which stirred up strife between these
two groups. The droughts caused by climate change gave rise
to more ethnic polarization when large numbers of Arab
herders migrated to Darfur in search of water and pastures.
This brought about environmental stress and the tension
aggravated to pockets of skirmishes. After many decades of
neglect, in 2003, two rebel groups emerged to protect the
region of Darfur. The government on the other hand was not
repentant of nepotism but enlisted the help of the Arab
militias who clashed with their rivals in Darfur and escalated
to situation to a violent state.

EImi and Barise (2006) examined the root causes of the
Somalia conflict and found out many underlying causes. One
factor that stood out in their investigation was climate change
owing to the fact that the environmental problem faced by the
local population in Somalia has been persistent desertification.
Resilience in response to these environmental problems by
government and the society was however inadequate. This
made a majority of the Somalians to depend on regular
climate patterns in order to meet their material needs. Hence,
increased migration and struggle for scarce resources became
the only means of attaining their goals. Tension and even open
disputes between clans intensified.

Somalia has been without a functioning central government
since the late dictator General Mohamed Siad Barre was
overthrown in 1991. This gave power to war-lords and clan
elders who dominated the political system for their selfish
interests, intensifying the already severe droughts, disrupting
to water access and contributed to disease outbreaks and food
insecurity. This invariably led to a polarization of the system
and skirmishes between the clans. Hence, the struggle for
scarce resources due to environmental change was further
exacerbated by competition for power, repression by the
military regime, politicised clan identity, the availability of
weapons and the presence of a large number of unemployed
youths (EImi and Barise, 2006).
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VI. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

From our findings, it is indisputable that environmental
change does stimulate the incidence of conflict, but remains
only a hazard which is further aggravated and made severe by
political and economic variables(Hauge and Ellingsen, 1998
in Gleditsch, 2015).

Very few countries have been able to address environmental
change constitutionally. Within Africa, it is only Tunisia’s
constitution that is noted to address climate change, despite
the recent advances in international protection against climate
change(Daly and May, 2019). However, global environmental
change requires a wider network of agents that include non-
state actors like communities, and individuals(Dyer, 2017).
Hence, this study makes the following recommendations:

1.

2.

All developmental plans by the state, individuals,
multinationals and other organisations but take into
consideration the health of the mother earth and the
life of future generations and should be ready to be
accountable for any violation of the ecosystem.
Sustainability should be the hallmark of every
developmental project.

A new legal approach for the protection of the
environment must be adopted by all African nations
and be enshrined in her constitutions.

It should be the responsibility and moral obligation
of every individual and non-state actors to
recognize the environment as a common human
heritage

While making effects to prevent environmental
hazards, there should be policies in place to tackle
the effects of climate change, such as subsidy for
increased food prices. This may include improved
economy to mitigate the cases of scarcity where any
may erupt, swift humanitarian assiatance to regions
experiencing scarcity and displacement due to
climate change.

“Environmental destruction and resource scarcity
promote war which, when it breaks out, further
increases environmental destruction and resource
depletion”( McMichael 1993 in Gleditsch 2015)
Where there are conflicts already or post-war crisis
in Africa, efforts must be made at protecting or
reviving the ecosystem as continuous environmental
degradation can lead to a vicious circle of skirmishes.
Faced with the dynamics that our environment offers,
Africans should always seek for non-violent
alternatives.
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