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R ecurrent droughts, in conjunction with
other social and economic factors, have
led to conflicts among the rural peo-

ple of the West African Sahel. These conflicts
are a constant threat to the livelihoods of those
who depend on the the Sahel’s unique ecosys-
tem for survival. To develop an effective sys-
tem for managing these conflicts, we must first
identify the economic, environmental, social,
and cultural threats experienced by vulnerable
groups. Second, we need to understand how
vulnerable households and communities have
traditionally managed such conflicts, and use
this information to develop effective conflict
resolution strategies. This article examines cli-
mate-related conflict generation and manage-
ment in the Sudano-Sahelian region of north-
ern Nigeria, within its social context. Placing
potential and actual conflicts in the West
African Sahel in their social contexts will help
in developing and mainstreaming sustainable
conflict management strategies into national
development policies. 

Using a combination of questionnaires,
stakeholder analyses, and focus group discus-
sions, I collected data from 800 households in
27 communities in northern Nigeria. The
results show that natural resource-related con-
flicts are the predominant types of conflict in
the region. Current climate variability affects
the distribution and availability of these
resources. Predicted climactic changes driven by
global climate change will also affect this vari-
ability in the future, changing patterns of distri-
bution and availability, and potentially further
exacerbating conflict. The results of this
research should inform policymakers in the
design and implementation of conflict resolu-
tion strategies within the framework of sustain-
able development. 
Drought, Climate, and Conflict in
the West African Sahel

In the West African Sahel—a transition zone
between the Sahara desert to the north and the
savanna regions to the south—recurring
droughts exacerbate vulnerability and conflicts.
Average rainfall in the region decreases steeply
from south to north, ranging from 1,000
mm/year in the south to 150 mm/year in the
northern fringes. The short single wet season
lasts for about 3-4 months. Over the last centu-
ry, droughts have significantly increased in
magnitude and intensity, and annual rainfall
levels have decreased while inter-annual and
spatial variability has increased, resulting in a
200 km southward shift in isohyets, or average
annual rainfall bands (Adger & Brooks, 2003;
Lebel et al., 1997; L’Hôte et al., 2002). The
decreasing rainfall has also pushed northern
pastoralists to migrate southward into lands
occupied by sedentary farmers, causing con-
flicts and the widespread destruction of
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farmlands and cattle, with adverse implications
for the region’s food and human security. 

Predictions of climate change in the Sahel
vary widely: while some models project a signifi-
cant drying (Hulme et al., 2001; Jenkins et al.,
2005), others foresee a wetter future, with vege-
tation expanding into the Sahara (Haarsma et al.,
2005; Kamga et al., 2005; Hoerling et al., 2006).
However, the progressive wetting of the Sahel
does not necessarily mean agricultural productiv-
ity will increase, given the region’s poor soils.
Whatever the predictions, there is enough reason
to believe that the climatic conditions for agri-
culture in the region could deteriorate, resulting
in food scarcity and increasing vulnerability. 

Vulnerability in the West African Sahel is not
only caused by climate variability or change.
Social, economic, and political factors interact
with climate to cause vulnerability. The region is
characterized by high population growth (about
3.1 percent) and rapid urbanization (estimated at
about 7 percent) (Cour, 2001). The rate of food
production can barely keep up: Intensifying and
expanding agriculture has only marginally
increased food production. The fallow system
that was traditionally used to preserve soil fertili-
ty has almost disappeared; farmers in some areas
now cultivate their land year-round, and with
low fertilization, the soil quickly loses its produc-
tivity and yields decline. 

Only 8 percent of the land area in the West
African Sahel is suitable for farming, and irrigat-
ed agriculture currently occupies about 5 per-
cent of this land (Siebert et al., 2005; Lotsch,
2006). To meet the growing need for food and
given the limited availability of cultivatable
land, farmers are expanding into marginal lands
traditionally used by pastoralists, heightening
competition between livestock and agricultural
production. Increased population pressure and
the concomitant loss of corridors between wet
and dry season grazing areas increasingly ham-
per livestock movement, further exacerbating
conflict between and within groups. 

In addition to marking a transition from pas-
toral to farming livelihood systems, the Sahel is
also a zone of cultural transition, where the
Islamic culture from the north mingles with the

traditional cultures of the south. The region’s
large number of ethnic groups—as well as in-
migration of several new ones—creates potential
for conflict, as these groups have different inter-
ests in the resource base, possess different skills,
and claim rights over different resources and
areas. Reconciling these divergent interests is
essential to achieving sustainable resource use. 

Local communities in the Sahel have devel-
oped systems to manage conflicts—including
climate-related conflicts—that have been effec-
tive in the past (Moore, 2005; Appiah-Opoku
& Hyma, 1999). The apparent failure of these
institutions to prevent the escalation of recent
conflicts—such as those that have occurred in
northern Nigeria (Williams et al., 1999);
among the Turkana and the Maasai of Kenya
(Lind & Eriksen, 2005); and among the
Borona and Degodia in Ethiopia (Dejene &
Abdurahman, 2002)—can be attributed to the
juxtaposition of “modern” or “Western” tenure
regimes with traditional regimes (Fiki & Lee,
2004). Besides rendering traditional conflict
management strategies ineffective, these newer
institutions may impose additional constraints
on the users that reduce alternatives, flexibility,
and sustainability, and exacerbate the continu-

Semi-arid dry land in Sahelian northern Nigeria (© Anthony Nyong)
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ing loss of indigenous belief systems and prac-
tices (Moore, 2005). 

Although indigenous institutions have suf-
fered and continue to suffer some erosion, this
decline does not necessarily render them outdat-
ed. Thus, far from being anachronisms in today’s
world, indigenous institutions have much to offer
contemporary policymakers searching for a bot-
tom-up approach to conflict resolution and man-
agement. Building on the indigenous knowledge
systems of the region could offer great prospects
for effective and sustainable conflict resolution
strategies. Therefore, any meaningful attempt at
developing and implementing sustainable cli-
mate-related conflict management strategies
should start by examining how the communities
in the region have successfully managed previous
conflicts arising from droughts.

Perceptions of Vulnerability in
Northern Nigeria

Considering the sheer size of Nigeria’s popula-

tion (about 50 percent of the population of
West Africa), addressing the problem of
drought and conflict in this country could con-
tribute greatly to solving similar problems
across the region. Like the broader West African
Sahel, the Sahelian and Sudano-Sahelian zones
of northern Nigeria have suffered environmen-
tal degradation caused by successive years of
poor rainfall and recurrent droughts, exacerbat-
ed by the combined effects of natural popula-
tion growth and in-migration. With the grow-
ing population, more land is being cultivated
and less is available for pasture and traditional
land use systems that rely on mobility. As aver-
age rainfall decreases, pastoralists have migrated
south into land occupied by sedentary farmers.

As part of a larger project to assess the vul-
nerability of poor rural households to droughts
in the West African Sahel, about 800 question-
naires were administered to household heads in
27 communities in the Sudano-Sahelian zone
of northern Nigeria between April 2003 and
March 2004 (see Figure 1).1 The questionnaire38

The West African Sahel

Note: The Cape Verde Islands, although not included in the map, are also defined as Sahel. Prepared by Philippe
Rekacewicz and Emmanuelle Bournay of UNEP/Grid-Arendal.
Source: Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (2005). 
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was supplemented by focus group discussions
and stakeholder analyses. The survey found that
respondents were most concerned about the
risk of insufficient food, followed by shortage of
water for domestic use (see results in Table 1).
All the respondents’ concerns are related to
drought, indicating that it is a major problem
in the study area. 

Causes of Conflicts
The study identified four major causes/types of
conflicts: conflicts over access to natural
resources, political conflicts, religious conflicts,
and domestic conflicts (see Figure 2). These
conflicts span the individual/household, com-
munity, and regional scales. In the study area,
the major cause of conflict (54 percent) was
access to and competition for natural resources,
resulting largely from the competition for land
and water between livelihood groups, principal-
ly pastoralists and sedentary farmers. Only

eight cases of domestic conflicts were reported
(most domestic conflicts are considered “nor-
mal” if they do not disturb the community net-
work and collective security and thus go unre-
ported). Religious conflicts largely occurred
between Christians and Muslims and some-
times had ethnic overtones. 

Both sedentary farmers and pastoralists pre-
sented a conflicting perspective of their rights
and entitlements to resources. For instance,
while both pastoralists and sedentary farmers
believe that water is a gift from God, the farm-
ers believe that since they paid for the construc-
tion of the wells to serve domestic and irriga-
tion needs, the pastoralists should not use the
wells to water their cattle. The sedentary farm-
ers also believe that the pastoralists deliberately
bring cows to feed on their crops instead of
grass. However, the pastoralists accuse the farm-
ers of deliberately cultivating crops on the cattle
paths in order to seek compensation from the

Figure 1: Study Communities in Northern Nigeria
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pastoralists and increase their income, particu-
larly during droughts. The perceptual differ-
ence of both groups appears to amplify the con-
flict situation. 

Conflicts Over Natural Resources
Using Lewis Coser’s (1956, p. 8) definition of
conflict—“a struggle over values and claims to
scarce status, power, and resources in which the
aims of the opponents are to neutralize, injure,
or eliminate their rivals”—the study identified
five different groups of conflicts that arise over
the struggle for natural resources in northern
Nigeria, as defined by the actors involved: 

• Family/household conflicts;
• Inter-group conflicts between different

livelihood and ethnic groups;
• Intra-group conflicts between different

socio-economic groups within an ethnic
group; 

• Conflicts between the state and people; and
• Inter-regional and international conflicts

(e.g., with neighboring countries like Chad,
Niger, and Cameroon).

About 200 households, representing 24.5
percent of the respondents, reported experienc-
ing conflicts, and about 10 percent had experi-
enced more than one conflict. About 60 per-

cent of the reported conflicts occurred in the
dry season. More of the violent conflicts
occurred in resource-rich areas like the fertile
flood plains, river valleys, and oases that dot the
study area than in drier areas. These conflicts
largely involved the distribution of ownership
rights between neighboring communities. 

Losses From Conflicts

The conflicts have resulted in several losses: 22
households reported losing standing crops, and
41 reportedly lost livestock. Eight households
lost members to violence. Since many farming
households now keep livestock and many pas-
toralists are settling down, a particular house-
hold could potentially lose both crops and live-
stock, thus complicating the data analysis. 

These losses are not only economic. The
decimation of herds by drought has frightening
implications for the pastoralists, as they rely pri-
marily on their livestock for protein supply,
money, and social security. To lose livestock,
therefore, is to lose everything. Such animal
losses constitute a disaster for many households
and livelihood systems. 

During the focus group discussions, the
sedentary farmers—though losing less in mone-
tary terms than the pastoralists—reported a
higher level of perceived losses, indicating a

Table 1: Reasons for Vulnerability (ranked)

Note: Households listed more than one risk. 
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Recurring
droughts in
northern Nigeria
have become
more intense and
more destructive.
The southward
movement of
average rainfall
bands means
that the line sep-
arating land that
traditionally
served the pas-
toralists and the
sedentary farm-
ers is no longer
clear.
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deeper subjective vulnerability. The sedentary
farmers believed that the pastoralists were much
richer and their relative losses were lower. These
livelihood groups have differential vulnerabili-
ties to the effects of resource scarcity; pastoral-
ists are flexible and can migrate to cope with
drought, while farmers are less resilient because
they cannot uproot their crops and move them
to more favorable locations.

Conflict Resolution: Case Study of
the Hadejia-Nguru Wetlands

How are these conflicts managed and resolved?
Williams, et al. (1999) present a case study of
conflict resolution among pastoralists and
sedentary farmers in the Hadejia-Nguru
Wetlands in northeastern Nigeria, a seasonally
flooded riverine plain of the Komadougou-
Yobe River basin. Home to about a million peo-
ple, the wetlands are of great economic impor-
tance to the region and many communities
depend on them for their livelihoods. A less-
productive arid area next to the wetlands, cov-
ered by sandy soils and stunted shrubs, is home
to pastoralists. The loss of thousands of hectares
of arable land to desertification in the region’s
northern fringes has led land cultivators and
pastoralists to move to the wetlands to access
the water. Large quantities of rice, vegetables,
and wheat are produced annually in the wet-
lands. It also supports a large number of live-
stock, ranging from about 200,000 cattle in the
wet season to about 500,000 cattle in the dry
season, as well as about 1.5 million other ani-
mals such as camels, goats, and sheep. Most of
the pastoralists do not have rights to the land
and depend mostly on open rangelands, crop
residues, and browsing to feed their animals.
Wherever the pastoralists are allowed to settle, as
they are increasingly doing, they are not given
rights to the land, and as pressures on land
increase, conflicts often break out between these
pastoralists and their landlords over access to
land and water resources (Williams et al., 1999). 

The introduction of all-year farming in the
wetlands hampers the pastoralists’ access to
crop residues, as the farmers burn down the

fields immediately to prepare for dry-season
farming. The addition of farms around water
bodies has left insufficient passage for livestock
to reach drinking points, escalating conflicts. In
addition, farmers have encroached on most of
the traditional cattle routes, largely due to gov-
ernment efforts to encourage commercialized
agriculture and promote crop production.

Over the years, the government has used the
police and the courts to try to resolve the con-
flicts. The police have been accused of extorting
money from the parties, especially the pastoral-
ists. The pastoralists complain that since they had
no land title or land rights, the courts favor the
farmers in crop-damage cases. The use of police
and courts to settle these disputes has supported
the adversarial relationship between the farmers
and the pastoralists, and deepened the conflicts.

In some cases, these conflicts have been
resolved using existing traditional institutions
that seek to ensure sustainability in both the
social and ecological systems. Unfortunately,
the effectiveness of these traditional institutions
is waning. For instance, the pastoralists have
grown to distrust the traditional rulers, who are
mainly farmers. In addition, the pastoralists’
traditional rulers do not have the same powers,
and are not treated as equal partners in the
adjudication of cases.

Hadejia-Nguru Wetlands in northeastern Nigeria (© Anthony Nyong)



The Hadejia-Nguru Wetlands Conservation
Project of IUCN-World Conservation Union
was established in 1987 to seek the sustainable
development of the wetlands to benefit current
and future generations and conserve wildlife
within the wetlands and the surrounding dry-
lands.2 The region’s frequent conflicts have
hampered the achievement of this objective. To
reach a more amicable solution, the manage-
ment of the project attempted to set up a system
that combined bargaining and negotiations,
with strong involvement of both governmental
and traditional institutions, as well as concerned
stakeholders. They organized a series of work-
shops that led to the formation of a strong con-
sultative forum to identify early signals of
potential conflicts and seek amicable ways of
avoiding them. The forum also sought to work
with concerned parties to resolve existing con-
flicts and mainstream these strategies into
national and regional development policies.

With the help of the relevant government
agencies, NGOs, and traditional institutions,
the forum succeeded in effectively establishing
passage for pastoralists to watering points,
greatly reducing the conflicts. The forum also
encouraged the government of Nigeria to pass a
decree that harmonized the country’s national
and sub-national water policies, thus improving
the management of water resources for multiple
users in the affected regions, which greatly
reduced the frequency and magnitude of con-
flicts in the region.

Realizing that a major source of this conflict
was the lack of access to fodder for livestock,
the Hadejia-Nguru Wetland Conservation
Project promoted the cultivation of fodder by
the farmers to sell to the pastoralists at a subsi-
dized rate. That way, the pastoralists did not
have to graze their animals in the cultivated
zones. Finally, the police were only called in for
serious incidents.

Conclusion 

Recurring droughts in northern Nigeria have
become more intense and more destructive.
The southward movement of average rainfall

bands means that the line separating land that
traditionally served the pastoralists and the
sedentary farmers is no longer clear. As these
groups compete for the scarce ecosystem
resources they share, conflicts have increased.

Over the years, traditional institutions have
successfully managed drought-related conflicts
in the region. The failure of these institutions to
manage recent conflicts can be attributed to the
rapid and continuing loss of indigenous belief
systems and practices through the imposition of
Western culture and norms. Reinvigorating
these indigenous institutions could provide
contemporary policymakers with effective bot-
tom-up approaches to conflict resolution and
management.

To successfully manage drought-related con-
flicts arising from resource use in the Sahel, strate-
gies adapted from traditional conflict resolution
practices must be mainstreamed into national
and regional development policies. To do this, we
must understand vulnerability to climate change
from the perspectives of the vulnerable popula-
tions. The general strategy for coping with cli-
mate change should include both conflict resolu-
tion strategies and capacity-building programs for
those most likely to suffer its consequences. 

Notes

1. The study was part of the Assessments of
Impacts and Adaptations to Climate in Multiple
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Figure 2: Causes of Conflicts
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Regions (AIACC), a global initiative developed in col-
laboration with the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change and funded by the Global
Environment Facility (GEF) to advance scientific
understanding of climate change vulnerabilities and
adaptation options in developing countries (see
www.aiaccproject.org). Funding for AIACC was pro-
vided by GEF, USAID, the Canadian International
Development Agency, and the U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency. I also wish to acknowledge the sup-
port of the various stakeholders, community leaders,
chiefs, and respondents who gave their time to be a
part of this research. 

2. For more information, see http://www.iucn.org/
themes/wetlands/hadnguru.html
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