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INTRODUCTION
Levels of armed violence in the Sahel are skyrocket-
ing. Conflict metrics show that the region is caught 
in a spiral of insecurity.1 Communal violence and ji-
hadist insurgencies have significantly undermined 
local states’ grip over large parts of their territories, 
particularly in the three-border area straddling Mali, 
Burkina Faso and Niger. Amidst the proliferation of 
non-state armed groups, attacks by terrorist groups 
linked to al-Qaeda or the Islamic State networks have 
risen sharply since 2015.

Policy and media discourses suggest that soaring ter-
rorist violence is linked to, if not driven by, climatic and 
environmental factors. In the Sahelian context – the 
argument goes – in a region characterised by environ-
mental degradation and sustained population growth, 
climate change has the potential to exacerbate com-
petition over dwindling resources, fuelling conflict 
escalation and radicalisation. This narrative draws on 
global discourses about resource conflicts and climate 
wars, and contributes to shaping security and devel-
opment policies targeting the Sahel. Climate change 
mitigation and environmental protection measures 

Summary 

 › Despite routine declarations that connect 
Sahelian terrorism to climatic and environ-
mental factors, available scientific evidence 
does not allow us to conclude whether (and 
what) climatic factors impact (and how) 
conflict variability and terrorism. 

 › False assumptions lead to wrong approaches. 
Some environmental protection programmes 
to fight desertification, prevent food crises, 
and preserve wildlife in the Sahel have ended 
up contributing to the exacerbation, rather 
than appeasing conflict and terrorism.

 › Violent (extremist) entrepreneurs lever-
age the grievances of rural people who feel 
marginalised, dispossessed and deprived of 
decision-making about the allocation and 
use of natural resources. 

 › Vulnerability increases when environ-
mental protection is administered in a 
top-down manner by authoritarian or tech-
nocratic elites, without local communities’ 
participation.

 › Building on broad generalisations and ab-
stract variables, one-size-fits-all responses 
to environmental security challenges are rec-
ipes for failure. Factoring in socio-political 
complexity is key to devising sustainable 
environmental protection measures that are 
context-appropriate and conflict-sensitive, 
thereby avoiding adverse outcomes. 
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are thus seen as structural preconditions to tackle the 
root causes of the Sahel’s insecurity and rising (jihad-
ist) violence.

The idea that terrorism and climate change are some-
how connected is a seductive one. It offers interna-
tional donors the opportunity to kill two birds with one 
stone by addressing jointly what are arguably the most 
pressing issues facing the international community, 
thereby overcoming political divides. And it provides 
local governments with a narrative that depoliticises 
conflicts and downplays their own responsibilities. 
However, such simplistic Malthusian arguments that 
connect terrorism in the Sahel to climatic and envi-
ronmental factors do not stand up to empirical scru-
tiny. Whether and how natural resources are associ-
ated with conflicts’ onsets and dynamics, and to what 
extent climate change has the potential to exacerbate 
these trends, are questions that remain highly con-
tested. Just as much as with other issue-areas of cli-
mate change, there is no shortage of unsubstantiated 
misconceptions about climate and conflict, and envi-
ronment and security more broadly. 

This Conflict Series Brief sets out to illustrate that 
misconceived environmental security policymaking, 
especially when based on rhetorical shortcuts that 
overlook and contradict the most recent evidence, is 
not only ineffective, but can have radically adverse im-
pacts. Even if well-intentioned, climate change miti-
gation and environmental protection measures based 
on false premises may result in conflict exacerbation, 
rather than resolution: a situation that violent jihad-
ist entrepreneurs exploit. To this end, the Brief scru-
tinises three programmes rolled out in the Sahel to 
fight desertification, prevent food crises, and preserve 
wildlife which have ended up contributing to the en-
croachment of terrorist groups in the region. The les-
sons learnt from these cases helps highlight the policy 
implications for existing and future efforts to fight 
violent extremism and promote sustainable develop-
ment sponsored by the Sahel’s international partners, 
including the EU.

CLIMATE CONFLICTS: 
EVIDENCE- OR MYTH-BASED?
Security strategies targeting the Sahel have eagerly 
embraced a narrative that explains soaring conflict 
and terrorism as a result of intensified competition for 
dwindling resources, exacerbated by climate change. 
Speaking in 2012 before the Security Council, today’s 
UN Secretary General Antonio Guterres claimed that 
“The countries of the Sahel are among the main vic-
tims of the accelerating effects of climate change. 
[...] Poverty and underdevelopment, exacerbated by 

desertification and the effects of climate change, are 
being exploited by ideologies that are either based on 
ethnicity or religious extremism”.2 Similarly, a 2014 
report by the UN Convention to Combat Desertification 
Secretariat argued that terrorist attacks were more 
frequent in countries experiencing desertification, in-
cluding in the Sahel.3 Such framing has subsequently 
inspired UN strategies and support plans for the Sahel. 
Regional organisations, too, have embraced the idea 
that the fight against environmental degradation can 
contribute to tackling the drivers of violence and ter-
rorism in the Sahel. This view permeates the 2011 EU 
Sahel Strategy and the 2015 Regional Action Plan, the 
2018 Alliance for the Sahel Development Programme, 
the 2019 G7 Sahel Partnership Action Plan, as well as 
the African Union’s (AU) Declarations and institution-
al setup.4 

Despite such a proliferation in policy discourses, the 
evidence made available by natural and social science 
puts the alleged links between climate variability, en-
vironmental degradation and conflict in the Sahel into 
question. This is not to deny the existence of climate 
variability and conflict escalation in the region: but 
the connection between the two is less straightforward 
than often claimed. Scholarly attempts to draw auto-
matic correlations between environmental variables 
and conflicts, let alone terrorism, have so far yielded 
inconclusive results.5 Profound methodological disa-
greements persist, and the lack of contextualisation 
and socio-political analysis make large-scale em-
pirical studies and big data highly unlikely to gener-
ate consensus.6 Overall, however, the hypothesis that 
a causal link, or nexus, does indeed exist between 
climate events, dwindling resources and violent con-
flicts, let alone terrorism, is not adequately supported 
by conclusive scientific evidence.

Disagreements persist not only about the possible cor-
relations between climatic factors and conflict outputs, 
but also, at an even more basic level, about whether, 
and what, climate variability and change is being expe-
rienced in the Sahel. The rising temperatures recorded 
in the region arguably drive the widespread impres-
sion that the Sahel is suffering from severe climatic 
deterioration.7 Yet a fine-grained analysis suggests a 
more cautious interpretation is required. Rising tem-
peratures across the region are widely acknowledged, 
but unevenly recorded. Marked temperature increases 
in Mali,8 for instance, contrast with Niger’s tempera-
tures, which are also rising, but below the mean global 
warming level.9 Overall, climatologists tend to agree 
that the Sahel’s climate is one of extremes: this implies 
that exceptional weather and climatic events are para-
doxically the norm, especially if longer time-spans are 
examined. Historical records and geological data both 
confirm that multi-decadal droughts have occurred 
quite regularly throughout the Sahel’s history, lead-
ing climatologists to conclude that “there is no such 
thing as ‘normal’ rainfall in the Sahel”.10 The lack of 
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a baseline undermines comparisons, making the de-
tection of variations highly dependent on the arbi-
trary choice of the time period selected. Compared to 
the past decade, for instance, rainfall has significantly 
increased in some parts of the Sahel, including in the 
region of Agadez.11 Researchers have also disputed that 
the Sahel is undergoing a process of desertification. 
While desertification was noticeable in the 1970s, more 
accurate evidence made available by satellite sens-
ing has suggested that the process is reverting. The 
Sahelian strip south of the Sahara is reportedly much 
greener than it used to be 30-40 years ago, and possi-
bly than at any point in history for which data is avail-
able, with denser tree cover and an increase in water 
bodies.12 Furthermore, the overall agricultural output 
of Sahelian countries has significantly increased in 
recent years, keeping pace with (and often exceeding) 
the sustained population growth of the region.13 This 
observation undermines the idea that environmental 
degradation has exacerbated conflict over the access 
to scarce resources, and aligns with existing evidence 
that food availability, both globally and locally, is the-
oretically enough to meet existing demands. 

A more complex (and political) story
Even if one assumes that the Sahel is experiencing 
some sort of climatic “crisis”, available environmental 
security studies focusing on the Sahel have so far failed 
to produce strong evidence and generate consensus on 
whether (and what) climatic factors impact conflict 
variability (and how), let alone on terrorism and vio-
lent extremism. For instance, Benjaminsen et al.14 dis-
pute that any meaningful correlation exists between 
droughts and conflicts over access to resources in the 
Sahel. A World Bank report15 found instead a tenuous 
link between droughts and conflict onset in the re-
gion, but its results are not robust to replication.16 Even 
when rainfall variability (both lack and excess) is taken 
as a proxy of climate change, the impact on conflict 
remains unclear, with an Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) study17 find-
ing only a weak correlation, which incidentally relies 
on a very broad definition of what counts as conflict. 
Similarly, scholars disagree as to whether the decreas-
ing water level of Lake Chad has led to conflict escala-
tion – because of greater competition for resources18 
– or appeasement – because of the greater accessibil-
ity of fertile lands made available by the shrinking of 
the lake.19

The climate-conflict literature on the Sahel shows that 
a narrow focus on mechanical connections deducted 
from abstract variables is insufficient. Departing from 
the Malthusian assumptions of early studies, then, 
recent research approaches conceptualise climate 
variability and change less as direct drivers of con-
flict than as threat multipliers, interacting in com-
plex ways with pre-existing vulnerabilities such as 

livelihood insecurity and governance issues that me-
diate between environmental stressors and societal 
outcomes. Ethnographic studies have already begun 
to unearth the complex relationship between formal 
and informal institutions regulating access to natural 
resources, conflict escalation and terrorist mobilisa-
tion in the Sahel.20 A qualitative analysis helps com-
prehend social phenomena in a more holistic and nu-
anced manner, and therefore enhance context- and 
conflict-sensitivity in order to avoid counterproduc-
tive policy outcomes. 

THE CLIMATE-CONFLICT 
NEXUS REVERSED: 
ENVIRONMENTAL 
PROTECTION FAILURES
Environmental security policies in the Sahel 
are, by and large, shaped by policy, military and 
non-governmental organisation (NGO) actors who 
appear to see limited added value in the inputs of so-
cial science. As a result, climate change mitigation 
and environmental protection measures in the region 
have mostly failed to keep up with the standards of 
evidence-based policymaking. This neglect has paved 
the way to spectacular failures, as demonstrated by the 
following three case studies.

Failure 1: rise and fall of 
the Forest Service
Rising temperatures and desertification in the Sahel 
have often been considered closely linked to unsus-
tainable patterns of deforestation and logging. These, 
in turn, are typically viewed as a function of the Sahel’s 
population growth, and the related demand for wood 
to meet rising cooking, housing and farming needs. As 
woods are traditionally treated as commons freely ac-
cessible to all, is claimed that the “tragedy of the com-
mons” has made logging spiral out of control, with de-
sertification resulting from aggregate self-regarding 
(mis)conducts.21 

The argument is rather simplistic, in as much as its 
strong rational-choice assumptions may lead to the 
overlooking of the mitigating effect of existing in-
formal regulatory schemes to balance individual and 
collective interests. Be that as it may, the argument 
has proved highly consequential in shaping policy re-
sponses. On the one hand, it has reactivated among in-
ternational donors the appeal of late-colonial projects 
to stop the southward advance of the Sahara through 



4

LUca RaInERI

intensive reforestation programmes at the edge of the 
desert. Dubbed the “great green wall”, the idea (re-)
gained momentum in the 2010s, with the endorsement 
of the UN Conference on Sustainable Development in 
2012, of the UN Food and Agriculture Organisation 
(FAO) in 2014, and eventually of the Paris Summit on 
Climate Change in 2015, which raised $4 billion in do-
nors’ pledges for this gigantic project.22 

On the other hand, Sahelian governments, while wel-
coming international aid for reforestation, have of-
ten moulded the normative push to protect a fragile 
environment and its natural resources by privileging 
expeditious law enforcement measures rather than 
long-term sustainability. To this end, over the last few 
decades Sahelian countries have considerably empow-
ered their respective Forest Services (Eaux et Forêts) 

and ranger corps.23 These are paramilitary agencies 
inherited from colonial rule and tasked with enforcing 
the conservation of natural resources. The transition 
from colonial domination to post-colonial authoritar-
ian regimes has smoothed the continuity of coercive 
practices mandated by political elites against “unruly” 
rural subjects. In 1986, for instance, Mali’s military 
leadership amended the colonial law establishing the 
Forest Service by increasing the severity of penalties, 
inflating the fines and authorising heavy-handed ap-
proaches to inhibit informal logging: all this was with 
the financial and political support of international do-
nors seeking to avert further environmental crises and 
uphold a sustainable development agenda.24 Living 
on the frontier between the savannah and the desert, 
where anti-desertification efforts are concentrated, 
some Fulani communities, and especially the landless 

Political violence clusters in the border regions
Armed battles, remote violence, and violence against civilians in the Sahel, 2019 - October 2020

Data: ACLED, 2020
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semi-nomadic shepherds, have felt particularly bur-
dened by these policies. They lament excessive fines 
for firewood collection, informal taxation akin to ex-
tortionary practices, and deliberate acts of humili-
ation which show contempt for local values and so-
cial norms. Mali is not an isolated case. Today, Forest 
Service officers across the entire Sahel are frequently 
accused of engaging in rent-seeking and extortion, 
preying on marginalised rural communities through 
embezzlement, harassment, plunder and abuses.25 The 
consolidation of patronage networks has fuelled wide-
spread perceptions of an almost complete impunity for 
the Forest Services of Sahelian countries, who are seen 
to be operating in tacit partnership with national po-
litical elites and local customary leaders. 

Violent entrepreneurs have proved skilled at tapping 
into this deep-seated sense of frustration and pow-
erlessness. Jihadist leaders such as Katiba Macina’s 
Amadou Koufa and Ansaroul Islam’s Ibrahim and Jafar 
Dicko have built their reputation and gained some de-
gree of local acceptance by engaging in rhetoric that 
leverages Sahelian countries’ bad governance and cor-
rupt practices with respect to the management of nat-
ural resources.26 In their narrative, the everyday expe-
rience of the abuses allegedly suffered by marginalised 
communities is presented as evidence of a transna-
tional conspiracy that blends together Sahelian gov-
ernments, corrupt customary leaders acting as their 
informal puppets, their international backers (and 
masterminds) in the West, as well as the abusive state 
security apparatuses, of which the Forest Service is 
one of the first in line. It is therefore hardly surprising 
that Forest Service officers have often been the prima-
ry targets of terrorist attacks in both central Mali and 
northern Burkina Faso.27 The harsh, unchecked im-
plementation of measures originally intended to fight 
deforestation and desertification may therefore have 
contributed to fuelling terrorist violence in the Sahel, 
rather than averting it.

Failure 2: from food shortage 
to land shortage
Another policy area which exhibits misguided as-
sumptions about the links between environment and 
security is that of food policies. Sahelian countries’ 
environmental fragility makes them prone to food cri-
ses. Since colonial times (and possibly before), policy-
makers have thus repeatedly attempted to strengthen 
food security by enhancing domestic production. At 
the same time, international donors have sponsored 
the adjustment of Sahelian agriculture in order to pre-
vent further food crises, with generous programmes 
presented using the language of modernisation and 
efficiency.

Overall, these policies have been successful vis-à-vis 
their stated objectives. FAO statistics28 show that the 

prevalence rates of malnutrition and undernour-
ishment have declined (albeit unevenly) across the 
Sahel, while overall food security has increased. At 
the same time, the production of cereals and staples 
in the Sahel has boomed from independence to now: 
six-fold in Niger, seven-fold in Burkina Faso, and al-
most ten-fold in Mali.29 In all these countries, the most 
significant improvement has been observed in the last 
30 years, i.e. after the environmental and food crises 
of the 1980s. The surface of arable land available to 
crop farming has also drastically expanded in Sahelian 
countries, especially in the last few decades.

These observations contribute to questioning the idea 
that environmental degradation interacts with popu-
lation growth to fuel conflicts over access to dwin-
dling resources. The Mopti region, in central Mali, 
could theoretically provide a most likely case for this 
theory to hold: here, fragile agro-pastoral food pro-
duction systems coexist, and the region has indeed 
become the hotspot of communal clashes and terrorist 
attacks in the last few years. Yet disaggregating data 
at sub-national level corroborates the same conclu-
sion: in the Mopti region, cereal production has tri-
pled while the area under cultivation has also grown by 
26% as compared to 15 years ago.30 

Available data, then, does not support the 
Malthusian clear-cut correlation that underpins the 
climate-conflict argument. The problem, in fact, does 
not appear to lie in the scarcity of food (which has 
markedly declined), but in the production thereof. 
Understanding this requires a more nuanced inter-
pretation, combining econometric statistics with a 
political economy analysis. After all, enhancing food 
production intersects with powerful vested interests 
of local stakeholders, and can hardly be seen as a mere 
technocratic endeavour. 

Throughout the years, Sahelian food policies have 
devoted a much greater share of attention – and re-
sources – to agriculture rather than to animal farm-
ing, not only for the perceived greater food output of 
the former, but also, and importantly, because of its 
alignment with the ideological and economic inter-
ests of ruling elites in Sahelian capitals. The cultiva-
tion of land previously allocated to grazing, including 
marginal lands and transhumance routes, is therefore 
the result of deliberate policy choices, and not of mere 
adjustments to demographic pressure. As the expan-
sion of arable land and cereal production across the 
region has largely been achieved to the detriment of 
pastoralism, those relying on this activity have grown 
increasingly frustrated. The rise in conflicts related to 
land allocation and use, combined with the decreas-
ing confidence in judicial and traditional dispute set-
tlement mechanisms, has fuelled a strong demand for 
protection by animal farmers.31 Jihadist groups have 
been particularly skilled at exploiting the inter- and 
intra-communal clashes that ensued, by articulat-
ing a narrative of a struggle between the marginalised 
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and disenfranchised against greedy imperialists and 
their local puppets for the reinstatement of traditional 
grazing rights. 

The argument connecting conflict and terrorism to 
resource competition, then, can retain some value 
only if it is referred not so much to food availability 
per se, but to the factors of food production and their 
governance, first and foremost the land. Sahelian 
governments can find it convenient to link terrorism 
and climate change: it helps attract financial assis-
tance by connecting two issues that mobilise inter-
national donors. One should keep in mind, however, 
that “development projects do not merely generate 
wealth; they also contribute to a profound modifica-
tion of local conditions of access to resources in an 
already highly competitive environment”.32 Premised 
on the assumption of resource scarcity, develop-
ment (or security-development) policies that over-
look this aspect and only aim to increase agricultural 
output run the risk of aggravating the problem they 
are meant to address. Overly ambitious investment 
plans to tackle climate change and enhance food pro-
duction (such as the one launched in Niamey in early 
2019, worth over $400 billion)33 should be looked at 
with circumspection, and always include scrupulous 
conflict-sensitivity analyses.

Failure 3: protecting wildlife, 
sacrificing citizens
Poorly regulated land transformation and indiscrimi-
nate hunting, often driven by demographic pressure, 
have prompted a drastic decline of biodiversity in 
the Sahel. Wildlife is particularly at risk: several spe-
cies, including endemic antelopes, giraffes, gazelles 

and elephants are endangered or perilously close to 
extinction. Statistical inferences suggest that biodi-
versity loss in Africa is closely associated with armed 
violence escalation,34 prompting the recommendation 
to hinder both phenomena by enhancing conserva-
tion measures and wildlife protection through natural 
sanctuaries. While this is a commendable objective per 
se, an in-depth analysis suggests that, in the absence 
of appropriate governance schemes, the establishment 
of natural parks and reserves can also lead to conflict 
escalation, rather than appeasement, and contribute 
to creating a fertile ground for terrorist groups.

Burkina Faso provides a good illustration of this. 
Sensitised by transnational environmentalist net-
works and hoping to attract international ecotourism, 
Burkinabé authorities have demonstrated a growing 
resolve to establish protected areas and natural sanc-
tuaries. Eastern regions have been especially targeted, 
owing to their lower population density and higher 
wildlife concentration. Yet the sanctuarisation of large 
swathes of eastern Burkina Faso for recreational pur-
poses has been achieved without due regard for local 
dwellers’ livelihoods. The Forest Service was tasked 
with enforcing restrictive measures impeding access 
to natural resources, with the country's authoritarian 
rulers reportedly condoning brutal and abusive behav-
iour when implementing forcible expulsions without 
compensation.35 This nurtured an increasing sense 
of frustration among some rural communities, who 
felt they were being dispossessed and discriminated 
against in order to facilitate the leasiure activities of 
urban elites and international tourists. In the early 
2000s, international donors encouraged the adoption 
of mitigating measures to better share the profits of 
wildlife tourism with local communities, and provide 
adequate recognition to traditional social practices 
such as seasonal bush fires and transhumance.36 Yet 
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Data: NASA Earth Observations, 2020
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from the mid-2010s, international donors’ chang-
ing priorities reversed this approach, with a renewed 
emphasis on preventing cross-border movements and 
strengthening security. The crackdown on informal 
practices that ensued further contributed to deepening 
the gulf between central state rulers and the margin-
alised ruled. In 2016, for instance, violent riots erupted 
near the Pama natural reserve in the aftermath of the 
killing of two alleged poachers by the Forest Service.37

These tensions have contributed to creating a fertile 
ground for terrorist groups in the east of Burkina Faso. 
Jihadist organisations proliferating in the region have 
skilfully deployed a narrative combining social and re-
ligious discourses to present themselves as providers 
of protection and justice against the perceived abuses 
of state authorities. By targeting security forces, and 
Forest Services first and foremost, they have ensured 
that local dispossessed communities have uncon-
strained access to natural resources. According to local 
observers: “today, when a powerful [non-state armed] 
actor arrives in the area, the promotion of a more ef-
ficient access and management of natural resources 
facilitates greater acceptance by local populations”. 
As a result, armed groups, including terrorist ones 
“are seen as an opportunity to improve the situation 
of pastoralists and especially access to environmental 
resources”.38 Local acceptance of jihadists groups has 
reportedly increased, alongside poaching and wildlife 
smuggling.39 These dynamics prompt the observation 
that the authoritarian, non-inclusive implementation 
of ill-thought-out wildlife conservation measures in 
Burkina Faso has provided a golden opportunity for 
violent entrepreneurs-turned-violent extremists to 
mobilise. 

THE WAY FORWARD
The Sahel is facing a prolonged, multifaceted crisis, 
with violent conflicts and rampant jihadism taking 
place amidst environmental degradation and disrup-
tive climatic events. In this framework, the idea that 
climate change drives conflict escalation by exacer-
bating competition over dwindling resources is wide-
spread. This claim does not stand up to empirical scru-
tiny. Environmental factors, climatic variables and 
conflict dynamics interact in complex ways that fail to 
exhibit demonstrable causal links. Available scientific 
evidence then forbids to conclude whether, how and 
what climatic factors impact on conflict variability, 
let alone on terrorism and violent extremism, be it in 
general or in the Sahel specifically. Nevertheless, the 
climate-conflict narrative has proved remarkably re-
silient. Wrong assumptions and unsubstantiated mis-
conceptions about environmental factors and conflict 
outcomes have continued to shape security and devel-
opment policies targeting the Sahel. 

This Brief has examined three cases of programmes 
rolled out in the Sahel to fight desertification, prevent 
food crises, and preserve wildlife that have ended up 
contributing to the emergence of terrorist groups in 
the region. While the factors driving the rise of terror-
ism in the Sahel remain complex and multi-faceted, 
these cases indicate that the governance frameworks 
regulating access to natural resources are key to pro-
cessing environmental and societal stressors, making 
them veer towards either conflict escalation or mitiga-
tion. The narrow focus on abstract variables privileged 
by large-scale big data studies may then be inappro-
priate. A more qualitative, fine-grained account allow-
ing for contextualisation and socio-political nuance 
may be better suited to grasping the complex interac-
tions between climate variability and conflict escala-
tion. That such an approach inhibits generalisations 
may be after all good news for policymaking: lacking 
context-sensitivity, one-size-fits-all responses to 
security challenges are recipes for failure. 

The problematic cases analysed in this Brief provide 
valuable lessons to be learnt and incorporated in fu-
ture programmes of environmental protection and 
sustainable development sponsored by the Sahel’s 
international partners, including the EU. Violent (ex-
tremist) entrepreneurs leverage the grievances of ru-
ral people who feel marginalised, dispossessed, and 
deprived of decision-making about the allocation and 
use of natural resources. Vulnerability increases when 
environmental protection is administered top-down, 
whether by technocratic elites or authoritarian re-
gimes, without adequate participation and inclusion of 
local communities. 

The counter-factual argument is also true. There is 
no shortage of examples of positive interactions be-
tween Sahelian administrations, international donors 
and rural communities, whose buy-in in environmen-
tal protection projects has ensured sustainability and 

Intensifying armed conflict
Estimated deaths in conflicts involving transnational jihadist 
groups in the Sahel, 2010−2019 

Data: UCDP, 2020. (Georeferenced event dataset, 20.1, transnational jihadist 
designations derived from the battle−related deaths datasets 20.1)
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resilience to violent extremism. This is, for instance, 
the case of the design and implementation of the 
Integrated and Sustainable Development Programme 
in the Sourou river plain in Mali: in an area character-
ised by acute ethnic tensions and frequent terrorist at-
tacks, the community feels that the participative man-
agement of natural resources has ‘laid a foundation 
for preventing the further escalation of conflict by im-
proving natural resource governance in the region’.40 
Similarly, the management of the Gourma Elephant 
Reserve in Mali contrasts sharply with that of the 
Pama National Park in Burkina Faso. The Gourma area 
hosts the northernmost community of elephants in 
Africa. International NGOs and the UN have sponsored 
inter-communal dialogues to raise the awareness and 
build the resilience of the community against elephant 
poaching. The conservation project reportedly enjoys 
a considerable degree of support from local people, 
despite the constant threat of smugglers and terrorist 
groups proliferating in the area.41 

It would be wrong, as well as clearly paternalistic, to 
assume that Sahel rural communities are stubbornly 
and inherently uninterested in – if not overtly op-
posed to – environmental protection and climate 
change mitigation. Throughout the centuries, tradi-
tional African practices have devised ingenious and 
sophisticated techniques to ensure the production and 
reproduction of natural resources, achieving a careful 
environmental balance between natural and anthro-
pogenic systems. Jihadist leaders have proved particu-
larly skilled at monopolising the revival of traditional 
Sahelian modes of natural resource governance, with 
their message favourably received by rural communi-
ties disillusioned by the mirage of modernity. Aligning 
this revival with the international concern for envi-
ronmental protection could contribute to undermining 
jihadist propaganda. For though bad climate change 
mitigation policies can aggravate the terrorist threat, 
as this Brief has argued, good ones can help prevent 
terrorism.
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