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ABSTRACT
The Lake Chad region hosts a significant portion of sub-Saharan Africa’s pastoralist 
activities. Pastoralism in the region has become synonymous with armed conflict, 
thus escalating the tension in the area and making it a hotbed of insecurity. Among 
other things, the exacerbation of the herder-farmer crisis in this area is attributable to 
climate change. Lake Chad which serves as a source of water, fodder, and fertile land 
for herders and farmers in the region, has been shrinking. This, coupled with drought, 
flooding, and variability in weather patterns, forces pastoralists to move around and 
engage in a constant migratory pattern, resulting in war-like competition for resources 
with farmers in the host communities. This paper adds to the debate on the role of cli-
mate change in fueling pastoralist conflicts in the area. The discourse, presented using 
qualitative methods and secondary data sourced from journal articles, briefs, reports, 
and internet sources, is couched using the political ecology framework. The paper 
finds that intensity of violent events and fatalities involving pastoralists in the area is 
driven by the disruption of livelihood occasioned by climate change. Four patterns of 
pastoralist conflict in the area are identified: conflict between herders and farmers; 
between different pastoralist groups; between the pastoralist and government; and 
between the pastoralist and other resource users. The paper also identifies the effects 
of climate change on displacement, disruption of economic activities, and undermining 
pastoralist livelihood.

Keywords: Climate change, conflict, Lake Chad region, pastoralism, violence.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.7454/jp.v9i1.1142

INTRODUCTION

Pastoralists are predominant in arid and semiarid rangelands in tropi-
cal and subtropical areas. Pastoralism, which refers to the subsistence 
occupation of nomadic societies feeding herbivorous livestock on de-
graded terrain, is still being practiced globally. In sub-Saharan Africa, 
it is estimated that about 367 million people live in pastoralist societies 
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even though urbanization, agricultural advancements such as irriga-
tion, and societal stigma against nomadic peoples are reducing their 
popularity. However, the economic importance of pastoralism cannot 
be overlooked. It significantly contributes to the economies of nations 
throughout Africa by providing vast quantities of livestock to domestic 
and international markets, as well as to human nourishment. It is esti-
mated that in West Africa alone, livestock exports are worth US$ 800 
million (Scanes 2018, Pflaum 2021). 

Pastoralism in Africa has become synonymous with conflict. The 
insecurity impasse of pastoralist conflict on the continent has assumed 
unprecedented proportions, thus deepening the threat to development. 
The incidence is more pronounced in the Lake Chad region (hereafter 
the region or LCR), where the deaths attributable to the phenomenon 
are reportedly more than those attributable to Al-Qaeda, Al Shabab, 
and Boko Haram (Mbih 2020). The area, which covers nearly 8 per 
cent of the African continent, is an endorheic depression surrounded 
by eight nations, four of which are close to the lake: Nigeria, Niger, 
Chad, and Cameroon. With 29% and 44% of their respective territories 
located inside the watershed’s boundaries, respectively, Niger and Chad 
share the most significant boundary in the basin (International Atomic 
Energy Agency 2017).

The area is susceptible to changing climatic variations, significantly 
impact migration patterns, livelihoods, and security. It is believed that 
the intensity of violent conflicts in the area and Africa is generally, in 
part, attributable to the incidence of climate change, which increases 
the chances of rivalry and competition for scarce resources (Tarif 2022). 
Several factors have been identified in the proliferation of conflicts 
in this area. For instance, pastoral conflict; otherwise, farmer-herder 
conflicts have been given religious colouration. In Plateau Nigeria, 
the conflict has been framed as being between Muslim herders and 
Christian-farming communities. This is exemplified by the attack on 
Muslims by armed Christians in August 2021, which led to the death 
of over 30 people (Olufemi 2021).
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41CONFLICT WEATHER: CLIMATE CHANGE AS A DRIVER

It has been argued that little direct evidence supports the link be-
tween pastoral conflicts and climate change. Such scholars opine that 
pastoralist conflict in the area is driven by an array of factors, including 
poor social and physical infrastructure, bad governance, social exclu-
sion, poverty, unemployment, violent extremism, burgeoning popula-
tion, and lack of economic opportunities (Adebola, and Aniekwe 2022). 
Others contend that the farmer-herder crisis in Africa is fueled by in-
adequate infrastructure in primary grazing areas and grazing routes, 
unfavourable national agricultural policies, the reallocation of water 
resources away from grazing land and towards farming, and alternate 
uses of grazing lands supported by federal and state governments and 
their policies (George, Adelaj, and Awokuse 2020). 

However, this study argues that little evidence cannot be equated 
to a lack of evidence. The absence of a direct link between pastoralism 
and climate change does not invalidate that climate change increases 
the risk of such conflicts. If so, such narratives must continue to be 
explored, given the escalating prevalence of this phenomenon in the 
region. This study stresses that climate change contributes to violence 
in the LCR by putting strain on communities and exacerbating socio-
economic vulnerabilities that lead to instability. This view finds expres-
sion in Brottem and McDonnell (2020), that conflict patterns associated 
with pastoralism are influenced by how water and grazing resources 
are distributed due to climate change. The various techniques adopted 
by pastoralists to diversify their sources of income and mitigate the ef-
fects of climate change may make them more competitive with other 
resource users. These changes may serve as a medium- to long-term 
element in the conflict.

To this end, this scholarly discourse delves into the intricate rela-
tionship between climate change and pastoralist conflicts within the 
Lake Chad region. Prior studies have depicted the level and intensity 
of the conflict as a homogeneous occurrence; however, this investiga-
tion delves deeper, illuminating various conflict dynamics, including 
conflicts between herders and farmers, between different pastoralist 
groups, between pastoralists and government, and between pastoralists 
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and other resource users. Attempts have also been made to examine 
the ramifications of climate change on displacement, loss of lives and 
property, and disruption of socioeconomic activities and livelihoods. 

This study employed a qualitative research design and obtained data 
from secondary sources. Peer-reviewed articles from academic journals 
were reviewed to obtain comprehensive insights into the subject mat-
ter. Reports and briefings from governmental and non-governmental 
organizations were also consulted to gather valuable information, while 
credible online sources such as reputable websites and databases were 
utilized to access additional data and reports. The collected data was 
subjected to thematic analysis to identify recurring patterns, themes, 
and relationships. The analysis is guided by the political ecology frame-
work, which provides a lens to examine the complex interactions be-
tween climate change and pastoralist conflicts. By analyzing the data 
thematically, this study aims to uncover insights into the relationship 
between climate change and pastoralist conflicts in the Lake Chad 
region. The remainder of this paper is presented under seven sub-head-
ings: theoretical perspectives, the Lake Chad Basin, climate change 
in the LCR, the impact of climate change on pastoralist livelihoods, 
conflict dynamics, consequences of climate change-induced pastoralist 
conflicts, and conclusion.

THEOR ETICA L PERSPECTI V ES

Political Ecology

The Political Ecology (PE) theory is to examine how pastoral conflicts in 
the LCR are affected by climate change. Political ecology is a theoretical 
framework that was developed in the 1970s and the 1980s in response 
to the shortcomings of traditional ecological approaches, which tend to 
view environmental issues as exclusively biological. Political ecologists 
contend that understanding how social, political, and economic factors 
influence resource use and distribution patterns is essential for compre-
hending and resolving environmental issues. Environmental issues are 
fundamentally social and political (Bassett, and Peimer 2015). 
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PE highlights the significance of comprehending the social and 
historical contexts in which environmental problems develop, as well 
as how power relations and institutions shape these problems. PE en-
ables an understanding of how political and economic factors, such as 
land use policies, resource allocation, and governance structures, shape 
changes in precipitation patterns and extreme weather events caused by 
climate change (Awash 2014). PE highlights the significance of com-
prehending how institutions and power dynamics influence patterns of 
resource use and distribution (Liverman 2015). PE emphasizes the sig-
nificance of comprehending the social and historical context in which 
environmental problems occur, as well as how this context affects our 
knowledge and response to these problems (Bassett, and Peimer 2015).

For instance, the conflicts between farmers and pastoralists in Nige-
ria is significantly influenced by land use policies. The 1978 Nigerian 
Land Use Decree gave state and local governments complete control 
over land assignment and leasing, creating tensions between settled 
farmers and Fulani pastoralists (Okello et al. 2014). The Act grants 
government ownership of land but does not address the relationship 
between farmers and pastoralists who share this resource. This lack of 
provision for resource management intensifies competition and strains 
the relationships between groups (Fasona et al. 2015; Chunwate, Yer-
ima, and Ademu 2021). Efforts to resolve land-use issues by mapping 
cattle routes and promoting grazing reserves have been ineffective. In-
ter-communal violence, particularly in the Kaduna and Plateau States, 
has resulted in over 10,000 deaths since 2010 (Okello et al. 2014). 

The Nigerian Grazing Reserve Act of 1964 aimed to improve Fulani 
access to grazing land and promote sedentarization, but it has not been 
effectively enforced. Only 2.82 million hectares across 313 reserves have 
been acquired, falling short of the intended allocation of 9.8 million 
acres (Okello et al. 2014). The presence of multiple institutions and 
conflicting management approaches between state and customary insti-
tutions complicate resource management. Changes in land use restrict 
pastoralists’ access to resources; for example, converting to crop farming 
and fragmented grazing systems. The commercialization of pastoral-
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ism has led to some pastoralists fencing off rangeland areas, limiting 
resource access for others, and exacerbating conflicts (Liversage, and 
Rota 2020).

In Chad, competition for scarce natural resources, particularly land, 
and water, drives conflict. Population growth in humans and livestock 
has led to encroachment on traditional grazing areas, water sources, 
and transhumance corridors, triggering conflicts. Ethnic and religious 
factors also influence the farmer-herder relationship (McCarthy 2020). 
Religious and political factors can exacerbate conflicts between farm-
ers and pastoralists. This is the case in Cameroon, where underlying 
resource scarcity issues and grievances contribute to the formation of 
organized groups with ethnic or religious sentiments, leading to protests 
or acts of violence. Meanwhile, policy changes that allow land grabbing 
and commercialization have intensified competition and conflicts over 
land and resources (Ntumva 2022).

In the northwestern region of Cameroon, conflicts and inequality 
have arisen due to land ownership and competition over land acquisi-
tion. Indigenous elites, bureaucrats, and cattle graziers have accumu-
lated large tracts of land, depriving the rural population of subsistence 
land. Customary and statutory regulations perpetuate unequal land 
allocation based on class, gender, and social hierarchy, leading to con-
flict and violence. The erosion of farmers’ land rights is a significant 
concern, as communal land systems fail to provide adequate protection 
(Sone 2012).

In Chad, deficiencies in governance, particularly within the justice 
sector and legal frameworks regulating transhumance, contributed to 
conflicts between communities. Local elites with livestock investments 
often raise biased justice systems in favour of herders, leading to inad-
equate legal redress for farmers. Biased responses increase frustration 
among farmers and herders. Furthermore, there is an absence of ad-
equate legal frameworks at the national and regional levels with out-
dated laws and insufficient implementation measures (McCarthy 2020).

According to Jobbins and McDonnell (2021), policies favoring settled 
populations have undermined the customary practices of pastoralists 
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and farmers, shifting control over resources to state authorities. Recogni-
tion and protection by state authorities are crucial for pastoralists, and 
efforts have been made to incorporate pastoralism into modern gover-
nance systems. Diverse pastoralist communities have distinct interests 
and levels of social and political capitalism. Marginalized groups such 
as women and youth often have limited opportunities to participate in 
formal governing bodies. The poor economic prospects of youth and 
their exclusion fuels grievance and violence in the region and threat-
ens security and development (Akinyetun, 2023a; Akinyetun, 2023b). 
This underscores the importance of the inclusion of diverse voices and 
perspectives when designing interventions for pastoralist communities.

The PE framework can help analyze the impact of climate change 
on pastoral conflicts in the Lake Chad region. This makes it possible 
to comprehend how, depending on their socioeconomic level, various 
pastoralist groups will likely be differently affected by these changes. 
Taking cues from PE, climate change in the LCR is a problem that 
is influenced by human attitudes, values, and institutions rather than 
just being a biological issue. The cultural and historical backdrop of 
pastoralists and the laws and organizations that control these resources 
influence how they see and relate to lakes and wetlands. This suggests 
that environmental issues are not solely the consequence of individual 
decisions or technological shortcomings, but rather the result of intri-
cate power dynamics between many groups, such as those between 
pastoralists, farmers, and government authorities, influencing pastoral 
conflict and climate change in the Lake Chad region. For instance, the 
livelihoods and general well-being of pastoralists can be significantly 
impacted by government policies and decisions regarding resource al-
location, which can also increase existing conflicts over resources.

As PE suggests, the social and historical framework in which these 
issues arise in LCR shapes climate change and pastoral conflicts. The 
way pastoralists are affected by and adapt to climate change can de-
pend on historical patterns of resource use, land ownership, and current 
social and economic inequities. PE promotes a critical viewpoint on 
environmental concerns and challenges, prevailing notions, ideas, and 
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information about the natural world and interactions between people 
and nature. A critical viewpoint that challenges prevailing presumptions 
and ideas about the causes and effects of climate change, as well as the 
efficacy of present policies and interventions, is necessary to understand 
the relationship between climate change and pastoral conflicts in the 
Lake Chad region.

Other frameworks, such as the Adaptive Management framework, 
Livelihood framework, and Climate Justice framework, can be helpful 
in addition to the PE framework. While the Livelihood framework 
can be used to understand how pastoralists’ livelihoods are affected by 
climate change, the Adaptive Management framework can also be used 
to understand how pastoral communities adjust to their effects. The Cli-
mate Justice paradigm can be used to comprehend how marginalized 
communities are disproportionately impacted by climate change and 
how to achieve the equitable allocation of opportunities and resources.

R ESULTS

The Lake Chad Basin

The Lake Chad Basin is one of Africa’s largest sedimentary groundwater 
basins, covering an area of approximately 2,381,000 km2 in the eastern 
Sahel region on the southern edge of the Sahara Desert. The intensity 
of annual rainfall varies significantly throughout the basin from Libya 
to the Central African Republic, ranging from 1,500 mm/a in the south 
to less than 100 mm/a in the north. The potential evapotranspiration 
near the basin’s centre surpasses 2,000 mm per year because of year-
round high temperatures. Because of the uneven distribution of water 
resources among the basin’s northern, central, and southern regions, 
this phenomenon results in severe constraints on their availability (In-
ternational Atomic Energy Agency 2017). The LCR is divided into two 
major parts. The northern portion of the basin is desert, while the 
Sahel zone, dry savanna, and thorny shrub savanna are south of the 
desert. The region is further divided into six bioclimatic regions: Sa-
haran (100 mm), Sahara-Sahelian (100–200 mm), Sahelian (200–600 
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mm), Sudano-Sahel (600–800 mm), Sudanian (800–1200 mm), and 
sub-Guinean (>1200 mm) (Bala 2022).

Among the eight major countries that make up the Lake Chad re-
gion, riparian countries (Cameroon, Chad, Niger, and Nigeria) sur-
round the lake. They are frequently mentioned in discussions about 
the Lake Chad region. Within these riparian countries, eight territories 
make up the Lake Chad region: Far North and Northern areas (Cam-
eroon); the provinces of Lac and Hadjer-Lamis (Chad); Diffa Region 
(Niger); and Borno, Adamawa, and Yobe States (Nigeria) (Adebola and 
Aniekwe 2022). Despite being the second-largest wetland in Africa, 
between the mid-1960s and the mid-1980s, Lake Chad lost almost 90% 
of its surface water area, or approximately 23,000 sq km. This is the 
same size as the 4,200 American football stadiums combined. Lake 
Chad was the fourth-largest lake in Africa and the 11th-largest lake in 
the world before it began to decline. Despite a minor recovery in its 
water level since the mid-1990s, it is still, on average, 80% lower than 
that in the mid-1960s. The conflict has escalated as a result of the harsh 
environment and lack of climate change adaptation strategies (Jedwab 
et al. 2021).

Pastoralist Communities and their Traditional Livelihoods 

Pastoralist groups in Africa include the Toubous in Chad, Sudan, Libya, 
and Niger; the Baggara in the Sudanese regions of Darfur and Kordo-
fan; the Moors, Berbers, and Saharawi in the Saharan regions; and the 
Fulani, who are spread from Senegal through Nigeria, the Sahel, and 
Central Africa. Fulani is a large ethnic group with hundreds of sub-
clans and tens of millions of members (Brottem, and McDonnell 2020). 
Fulani is a nomadic ethnic group with a significant population in vari-
ous West African countries. The Fulani are estimated to be around 20 
million and are primarily pastoralists, making them the world’s largest 
nomadic pastoral population. Although they are mostly based in north-
ern Nigeria, they can also be found in other parts of Africa including 
Mali, Mauritania, the Central African Republic, Niger, Burkina Faso, 
Ghana, Sierra Leone, Guinea Bissau, Senegal, and Cameroon. 
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Fulani’s migration into Cameroon can be traced to the British colo-
nial era in the 1920s and the 1930s. Two different categories of herders 
have been recognized in Northwest Cameroon. These are the Fulani 
semi-sedentary households, whose way of life is primarily dependent on 
raising livestock, and the affluent Fulani and non-Fulani pastoralists, 
who own ranches and maintain large herds of cattle; wealthy livestock 
owners are businesspeople and political elites who own rangelands and 
who hire or entrust their livestock to other herdsmen, typically local 
Fulani, for their tradition and livestock herding expertise (Mbih 2020).

Conf lict Trends

Between 2015 and 2022, conflict events involving identity militia in 
the LCR increased by 136 per cent resulting in 15,661 events, while 
fatalities increased by 26 per cent resulting in 45,472 fatalities. When 
broken down, 2803 events and 4,154 fatalities took place in Cameroon, 
407 events and 1,632 fatalities in Chad, 1,372 events and 2,961 fatali-
ties in Niger, and 11,079 events and 36,725 fatalities in Nigeria (Armed 
Conflict Location & Event Data 2022). By implication, Nigeria is the 
area with the highest number of events and fatalities in the region. This 
is corroborated in Figure 1, which shows the occurrence of death result-
ing from pastoralist conflict in the region. It also reveals that Nigeria 
has the highest prevalence of deaths relating to pastoral conflict in the 
Lake Chad region.

The figure above indicates that armed conflict in the region has 
persisted for nearly a decade leading to the destruction of life and prop-
erty. While two of the most common conflicts in the region are battles 
and violence against civilians, there has been a marked increase in the 
incidence of violence against civilians since 2015. With less than 500 
deaths in 2015, the phenomenon increased exponentially in 2018, 2020, 
and 2022 when the number of deaths jumped to over 2500 deaths in the 
time frame. Closely followed by this is the incidence of battles which 
increased from less than 500 deaths in 2015 to over 1000 in 2021 (see 
Figure 2). By implication, the region is troubled by armed conflicts, 
which have recently increased dramatically.
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Figure 1: Deaths relating to pastoral conflict in the LCR, 2016 – 2020

Source: Jobbins, and McDonnell (2021, 8)

Figure 2: Annual trend of armed conflicts involving pastoralists 
and identity militias in the LCR, 2015-2022

Source: Armed Conflict Location & Event Data (2022).

Spikes in these events and fatalities have been linked to multifaceted is-
sues, including the growing population, urbanization, identity conflict, 
and climate change. The climate change narrative stresses variability 
in weather patterns, strains resources, and pushes people together. The 
climate change discourse has metamorphosed from an environmen-
tal threat to an energy problem and is now a security threat. Climate 
change poses a great threat to global peace, as it increases the inci-
dence of forced migration, displacement, resource shortage, resource-
based conflict, border disputes, and unprecedented humanitarian crises 
(Olaniyan, Francis, and Okeke-Uzodike 2015).
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Conflicts in pastoral areas including Nigeria and Chad are influ-
enced by a combination of factors. Negative narratives about pastoral-
ist violence perpetuated by fear, media portrayal, and vested interests 
contribute to the conflicts. Loss of resource access is intertwined with 
long-standing socio-ethnic divisions and can be fueled by external ac-
tors. Poverty, inequality, extremism, firearms availability, rural banditry, 
and commercial cattle raiding exacerbate the conflicts. These struggles 
are entangled within broader geopolitical contexts driven by resource 
competition, institutional failures, corruption, and insecurity in land 
and resource tenure (Liversage, and Rota 2020). Historically, collabora-
tion between pastoralists and other groups has been necessary to maxi-
mize access to scarce and variable resources. However, pastoralist sys-
tems have faced significant challenges in recent decades, including the 
loss of grazing lands and resources. Weakened customary governance, 
imbalanced negotiation, and increased statutory governance favoring 
settled farmers have disrupted the dynamics. Pastoralists often face 
weak representation and limited involvement in decision-making pro-
cesses concerning their lands. The emergence of new state-supported 
institutions can marginalize existing institutions, creating tensions that 
escalate into conflicts, making pastoralists victims influenced by factors 
beyond their control (Liversage, and Rota 2020). 

According to Benjaminsen and Boubacar (2021), poor governance 
and corruption within social, state, and political institutions exacerbate 
farmer-herder conflicts over scarce resources. Biased decisions result-
ing from corruption undermine justice and intensify grievances among 
disadvantaged actors. Pastoralists, due to their economic power, can 
influence decisions by bribing officials in local government, police, 
and the judiciary.

Land conflicts have been a major cause of complex and violent 
conflicts in various African countries, particularly in the East, West, 
and Horn of Africa. The increase in population and urbanization has 
led to a decrease in available land per person, forcing farmers and 
livestock keepers to interact and compete for limited resources on a 
confined amount of land. Changes in land use plans, prioritizing new 
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settlements and infrastructure over traditional agricultural and livestock 
areas, further contribute to the conflicts (Ntumva 2022).

Climate Change in the LCR

Climate change refers to all climatic fluctuations in a specific location 
over time, whether they are caused by natural phenomena or things 
related to human activity. The frequency and severity of droughts have 
increased throughout Africa because of climate change, and the ex-
pansion and productivity of pastoral systems have decreased. Climate 
change has slowed agricultural production development in Africa more 
than in any other continent between 1961 and 2021 by 34%. In dry 
regions, these conditions have a significant impact on food security. 
Given the number of people exposed to growing desertification and 
decreased yields, this trend is anticipated to worsen (ACAPS 2022). By 
the late 2030s and the early 2040s, both the Sahel and tropical West 
Africa are expected to see unprecedented shifts in temperature and 
precipitation. In the worst-case and intermediate emissions scenarios, 
temperatures are predicted to increase by 3-6°C from the levels seen 
in the late 20th century (Tarif 2022). 

One of the effects of climate change on LCR is flooding. Flooding 
is a severe environmental threat in Nigeria. Over 3.2 million people 
were affected by flooding in Nigeria in 2022, and over 600 people died 
as a result. 34 out of the 36 states have been affected, and more than 
1.4 million people have been displaced. Before the October harvest 
season, over 569,000 hectares of farmland were devastated or damaged 
by floods, which exacerbated the already grave food crisis, while nearly 
300,000 homes were destroyed. In addition to losing their homes, hun-
dreds of thousands have limited access to work opportunities and food 
(OCHA 2022). 

Flooding occurs frequently in the Diffa area of Niger because of 
the strong rainy season and overflowing rivers (mid-June to Septem-
ber). Since 2017, an increasing number of Africans have been affected 
by floods annually. In Diffa, flooding has affected more than 63,000 
individuals over the past three years: 45,847 in 2019, 7,203 in 2020, and 
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10,000 in 2021. Floods devastate homes and hectares of crops, displac-
ing those who have temporarily lost their homes or means of survival 
(ACAPS 2022). Although floods occur annually in Chad, the magni-
tude of the catastrophe in 2022 is very significant. The already grave 
humanitarian situation has worsened as a result of floods in southern 
and central Chad. According to reports, floods in N’Djamena forced 
more than 155,000 residents to leave their houses as of November 15. 
The homes, schools, and medical centres were all submerged in water. 
Floods also harm populations whose livelihoods depend on agriculture. 
The destruction of 19,000 livestock and damage to more than 465,000 
hectares of crops raises concerns regarding agricultural production, food 
insecurity, and hunger (Médecins Sans Frontières 2022).

The Far North area of Cameroon witnessed catastrophic flooding 
in 2020. At least 150,000 people were affected by torrential rains, which 
destroyed homes, farmland, and road infrastructure while displacing 
thousands of people from their homes. Due to the delayed rainy season 
and low average rainfall recorded in 2021, the rainfall pattern was con-
siderably different. Nonetheless, flash floods caused 647 people to be 
homeless and damaged 1,500 ha of agricultural land in the Mayo-Sava 
district. The difference in rainfall between 2020 and 2021 demonstrated 
severe fluctuations in the LCR climate (ACAPS 2022).

DISCUSSION

Impact of Climate Change on Pastoralist Conf licts

Pastoralist conflicts refer to disputes between pastoralists or between 
them and farmers of crops over land and resources. The scramble for 
pastures by livestock herders for their flocks often leads to overgrazing 
of fertile grounds, grazing on farmers’ crops, pollution of waterways, or 
destruction of cultivable terrain. This creates frustration among crop 
farmers, engendering violent conflicts between herders and farmers. 
However, pastoralists accuse crop farmers and other groups of animal 
abuse, rustling, and theft. There are also instances of in-group struggles 
for grazelands between pastoralists (Penu, and Paalo 2021). Pastoralist 
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conflict is a global phenomenon reported in Ethiopia, between Somali 
and Oromo pastoralists in Israel, between Bedouin herders and Jewish 
farmers, and Southern Africa, and between smallholder crop farmers 
and animal farmers. The LCR is one location that is particularly af-
fected by climate change. This area is characterized by a complex in-
terplay of social, economic, and environmental elements that make it 
especially susceptible to the effects of climate change.

Conflict and migration are fueled in the region by droughts, flood-
ing, and shrinking lakes, all of which are effects of climate change. This 
also limits food security, peace, and development in the region. Region-
al tensions have brought about humanitarian crises and displacement. 
An estimated 3 million people are believed to have been displaced and 
11 million people require humanitarian aid. Over 60,000 individuals 
were forced to seek refuge in Chad due to access natural resources in 
late 2021 (Associated Press 2023).

The LCR is a vital resource for millions of people who rely on it. 
The lake is an essential water source for farming, raising cattle, and fish-
ing, while nearby wetlands serve as crucial habitats for various of plant 
and animal species. However, the lake has been significantly declining 
over the last few decades owing to several factors, including popula-
tion growth, excessive water resource consumption, and the effects of 
climate change (Venturi, and Barana 2021). Recessions in lakes can be 
harmful to pastoralist populations. Farmers who depend on the lake’s 
water for irrigation and cattle herders who need the lake’s water and 
the surrounding flora so that their livestock may drink and eat enough 
could suffer from a lake’s retreat. The original freed-up arable land 
may also become arid as the lake dries. All these elements could lead 
to more intense rivalry for a few resources, which may fuel conflicts 
(Jedwab et al. 2021).

Pastoralists, who rely on the lake and nearby marshes for grazing and 
watering their herds, constitute a significant portion of the population 
in the Lake Chad region. These pastoralists’ ways of life are significantly 
affected by climate change, which further increases resource-related 
conflicts. A significant impact of climate change on pastoralists in the 
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Lake Chad region is the alteration of precipitation patterns, which ex-
acerbate the region’s extreme aridity. The volume of water available 
for use by people and animals decreases when temperatures rise due 
to increased evaporation from the lake and nearby wetlands. This sig-
nificantly impacts the local economy, especially the agriculture and 
fishing industries, which provide most of the region’s residents with a 
living space (Bala 2022).

The prevalence of drought, flooding, and climate change in the 
LCR has forced pastoralists to move around and engage in a constant 
migratory pattern, resulting in a clash of interests in the host communi-
ties. Thus, the increase in farmer-herder conflicts in the area is a result 
of the change in climatic conditions (George, Adelaja, and Awokuse 
2020). Pastoralist conflicts are frequently centred on disagreements over 
who is entitled to and how much control there is over agro-pastoral 
resources. Conflicts of interest differ from community to community. 
In the LCR, the communities most vulnerable to such conflicts are the 
Bamunka, Sabga, Sabongari, and Acha-Tugi communities in Northwest 
Cameroon (Mbih 2020), Benue, Zamfara, Plateau in Nigeria (Bello, 
and Abdullahi 2021), Ouaddaï and Sila in Chad (Crisis Group 2019), 
and Diffa and Tubu in Niger (United Nations Office for West Africa 
and the Sahel 2018).

Fulani’s traditional patterns of transhumance have recently shifted. 
Instead of passing through an area or staying there temporarily, they 
now reside there permanently. In other situations, they enter previously 
unexplored territories. This increases the pressure on scarce resources 
and engenders competition and conflicts between them and the host 
community members. Here, the change in the livelihood of the Fulani 
due to climate change brings it in fierce contact with farmers whose 
livelihoods had been disrupted by the same climate change, as evi-
denced by the reclining of lakes, floods, and droughts. The clash of 
interests arising from the alteration of the livelihoods of these actors 
provokes violent conflict (Olaniyan et al. 2015).

The frequency and severity of extreme weather events are increasing, 
significantly affecting pastoralists in the Lake Chad region. The liveli-
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hoods of pastoralists are significantly affected by crop failures, livestock 
losses, and damage to infrastructure resulting from droughts, floods, 
and other extreme weather events. These events also disrupt traditional 
seasonal migration patterns of pastoralism, forcing them to relocate 
and intensifying resource-related conflicts. A temperature rise caused 
by climate change can also result in desertification, which lowers the 
productivity of grazing land and the calibre of the feed. This results 
in smaller herd sizes and lower pastoralist incomes, which increase 
poverty and social vulnerability (Venturi, and Barana 2021; Adebola, 
and Aniekwe 2022).

The reduction in rainfall has severely disturbed agricultural opera-
tions, hurting livelihood viability for those who live along the lake’s 
edge. The ability of individuals to adjust to climatic threats is further 
hindered by frequent attacks by armed groups, even though they are 
accustomed to moving to more fruitful regions when the lake recedes. 
To deal with the problem, farmers are increasingly utilizing tactics that 
have an impact on natural resources. For instance, some people employ 
flow modification to redirect water from lakes and rivers to crop plots, 
so they may receive water to irrigate their crops (ACAPS 2022).

Drought, an offshoot of climate change, alters livestock movement 
patterns and may produce conflicts at the local level. Shifting motion 
has also been linked to other environmental occurrences and patterns. 
However, these shifts may be related to long-term adaptations, as pas-
toralism is an inherently adaptive practice. As a result, shifting pastoral 
movements can produce friction and, occasionally, conflict. As pastoral 
groups look for new grazing possibilities in sub-humid areas, new mar-
kets or through livelihood diversification into trading and agriculture, 
southward shifts in transhumance activities are recorded, and pastoral 
conflicts are engendered (Brottem, and McDonnell 2020).

The consequences of climate change jeopardize physical safety, 
health, food security, and livelihood security. In addition to the risks, 
it poses to personal security, climate change can also increase the like-
lihood of violent conflict—collective aggression motivated by social, 
political, or economic factors. Research on climate change and conflict 
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is organized around four recognized pathways of climate insecurity: (a) 
deteriorating livelihood conditions, (b) rising migration and shifting 
pastoral mobility patterns, (c) armed groups’ tactical concerns, and (d) 
elite exploitation of local complaints (Tarif 2022). In addition to envi-
ronmental threats, climate change in the Lake Chad region has serious 
social and economic consequences. Increased disputes over resources 
and population displacement follow a drop in water level and availabil-
ity. Owing to the preexistent incidence of marginalization and vulner-
ability, the chances of exacerbating social and economic inequalities 
increase (Adebola, and Aniekwe 2022).

Conf lict Dynamics

The patterns of pastoralist conflict can be grouped into four catego-
ries: conflict between herders and farmers; between different pastoralist 
groups; between pastoralists and government; and between pastoralists 
and other resource users.

Conf licts between Herders and Farmers/Fishermen

Farmer-herder conflicts in Africa can be traced to the precolonial pe-
riod, particularly between the 12th and 13th centuries, when altera-
tions to geographical boundaries led to the loss of land ownership, thus 
leading to resource scarcity, migration, and environmental degrada-
tion. Farmer–herder conflicts have been reported in various parts of 
Nigeria, including the Zamfara and Plateau states. In June 2018, the 
clash between herdsmen and farmers in Maradun, Zamfara, led to the 
death of over 24 people and the destruction of property. In July 2018, 
22 people were killed in a conflict between herders and farmers in the 
same community. In October 2018, the conflict between herders and 
farmers in Anka, Zamfara, resulted in the death of 19 people and the 
kidnapping of many others (Bello, and Abdullahi 2021). 

In an attack on farmers in Bassa and Riyom, Plateau state, by herders 
in August 2021, 17 people were killed while 85 buildings were burnt. 
Meanwhile, in neighbouring communities such as Kishesha and Mai-
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yanga, over 20 people were killed. Several people were killed in villages 
such as Kpetenvie, Maiyanga, Kpachudu, Zahwra, and Nche-Tahu, and 
over 400 homes were burned. It has been reported that climate-induced 
conflicts necessitate conflicts. The scarcity of pastoral lands has forced 
pastoralists into other communities with conserved forests. As a result of 
this incursion, pastoralists’ livestock destroyed the crops and farmland of 
farmers. Farmers are forced to retaliate by attacking herders or stealing 
their herds. This has resulted in recurring conflicts and reprisal attacks 
(Olufemi 2021).

In Cameroon’s Logone and Chari divisions, the conflict between 
herders and fishermen over access to water resulted in 18 deaths and 
70 fatalities. The area has also witnessed the killing of dozens of cattle, 
the torching of over 40 houses, and the destruction of food in homes 
and farms (Kindzeka 2021). On December 5, 2021, deadly fights broke 
out in the border community of Ouloumsa in Cameroon because of a 
dispute between herders, fishermen, and farmers over diminishing water 
supplies. The intercommunal rivalry then escalated violence, whereby 
ten nearby villages were burned to the ground. According to the report, 
30 people suffered significant injuries, while 22 died (Schlein 2021). In 
Cameroon’s Far North, a pastoralist conflict over water access claimed 
the lives of over 22 people and injured them more than 30 times. The 
dispute began in December when farming communities stopped Arab 
Choa herders from taking their herds to the river. This incident was a 
recurrence of one that occurred four months earlier when Choa herders 
and Mousgoum fishermen killed dozens of people and drove thousands 
of people from their homes (Kouagheu, and Ramadane 2021).

Competition for resources resulting in violence is standard in south-
ern and central Chad. Consequently, members of the community are 
potentially armed. In September 2022, tensions between Arab herders 
and mostly Black African farmers killed 19 people and injured 22 oth-
ers. Frightfully, the problem began when farmers accused the herders 
of letting their animals eat or step on their crops. According to reports, 
the violence started with an argument between a farmer and a herder in 
Marabe, a small community 500 kilometres (310 miles) southeast of the 
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capital N’Djamena with the latter accused of destroying their sorghum 
crops. On September 13 and 14, the unrest spread to two other villages 
that shared a border with the Central African Republic, where fields 
and villages were set on fire (Agence France-Presse 2022).

Conf licts between dif ferent Pastoralist Groups

Conflicts among herders involve pastoralists as both perpetrators and 
victims. There have been conflicts between different pastoralist groups 
in the LCR. Given that the primary source of income for pastoralist 
communities is mobile livestock herding, different pastoralist commu-
nities may struggle for access as resources become scarce, resulting in 
conflicts. Furthermore, the problem is exacerbated by the ambiguity 
surrounding land ownership and tenure rights, which frequently leaves 
pastoralists uncertain of their legal entitlements to particular resources. 
The absence of adequate channels for resolving disputes among pasto-
ralists in the Lake Chad region is another problem. The conventional 
dispute-resolution techniques used by many pastoralist communities are 
frequently insufficient to address today’s more complicated and heated 
conflicts (Climate Diplomacy, n.d.). 

The cycle of violence and retribution has resulted from the absence 
of efficient channels for resolving problems, further aggravating the 
situation. Livestock thefts and disputes over grazing rights regularly 
catalyse hostility between various pastoralist groups. This is stressed 
when numerous nomadic tribes simultaneously attempt to enter the 
same region. Although the culture of pastoralists has always included 
livestock rustling as a way to replenish herds after droughts and to give 
young herders wealth, it is arguable that this practice has grown more 
violent as a result of civil wars and the proliferation of weapons in the 
region (Climate Diplomacy n.d.). 

Conflicts have been documented between the Fulani, Tubu, Arab, 
Buduma, and Tuareg communities in Niger, where pastoralism is pre-
dominant among the population. Within each group, there were clan 
differences, and each group had a different land tenure system and 
access to pasture. There are also differences in the distribution and 
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specialization of pastoral groups. The Fulani and Tuareg are wide-
spread; the Tubu are restricted to the desert regions that border Chad 
and Libya, while the Buduma are mainly found around Lake Chad. 
There is an interaction between the groups, as shown in central Ni-
ger’s mixed-Fulani and Tuareg settlements. Despite their distribution, 
they interact closely and frequently compete for resources. When there 
are disputes over land or water ownership, raiding occurs between the 
pastoral groups. Raids on Fulani cattle occurred as a result of the Tu-
areg uprisings in the 1990s in Niger and Mali. Conflicts with Fulani 
occurred in the Diffa region as a result of rebellions by Tubu commu-
nities in eastern Niger. Although a peace agreement partially helped 
resolve the issue, the Boko Haram insurgency led to a resurgence of 
fighting between the Fulani and Tubu. According to reports, armed 
Tubu militias have been pillaging Fulani cattle and have even engaged 
in combat at the Kabelawa IDP camp (United Nations Office for West 
Africa and the Sahel 2018).

The herdsmen–herdsmen conflict has also been reported in Lake 
Fitri, Chad. These herders claim access to grazing lands, modern wells, 
and certain sumps. Although some conflicts turn out to be temporary, 
they may arise when resource access is at risk. When these disputes are 
not settled peacefully by the herdsmen because of a claim to ownership 
of the same well or grazing area, it often results in violence. In 2006, the 
Arab Oulad Awada and the Nawala engaged in a bloody conflict to pos-
sess the Beyalla well in the southern region (Am-Djamena Bilala, Fitri). 
The conflict led to the death of four Oulad Awada and six Nawala herd-
ers, with an extremely high number of fatalities. The Oulad Awada and 
Nawala Okoura engaged in another war in April 2007 over the same 
issue, this time in the Adjadj region. The casualties were higher as eight 
Oulad Awada and 15 Nawala Okoura herders were killed, with many 
others critically injured. These groups fought for possession of a single 
well in Souar in 2008, a dispute that the earlier ones probably worsened. 
Twenty-eight people were killed, including 23 Oulad Awada and five 
Nawala, increasing the death toll (Zakinet 2015).
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Conf licts between Pastoralists and Government

Pastoralists are also known to conflict with the government, as they 
traverse large distances in search of grazing land, sometimes crossing 
protected areas, or causing damage to the crops. On the other hand, 
the government sometimes views pastoralists as a hindrance to develop-
ment and considers them illegal squatters on government land. This 
has resulted in the forced relocation of pastoralist communities and 
destroyed their livelihoods. The conflict between pastoralists and the 
government has intensified in recent years owing to the effects of cli-
mate change and desertification in the region. This has led to reduced 
grazing lands and increased competition over resources, exacerbating 
tensions between the two groups.

In Chad, the fears of the government’s periodic violence could 
spread to other provinces, and the Chadian authority escalated its re-
sponse in August 2019 by imposing a state of emergency in Ouaddaï 
and Sila, as well as in Tibesti in the north. The government strength-
ened its military presence in the East and intensified efforts to disarm 
communities and warring actors there. This led to friction between 
populations in Ouaddaï and Sila and security forces. (Crisis Group 
2019).

In 2023, a drone attacked pastoralists in Nassarawa state, resulting in 
the death of 40 herders, injury of many, and the destruction of hundreds 
of cattle.  The herders were attacked when returning from the neigh-
bouring Benue state with a herd of cattle after escaping law enforce-
ment officers enforcing an anti-open grazing ordinance. The governor 
of Nassarawa State, Abdullahi Sule, denied any military operation but 
blamed the attack on the explosion of an unidentified drone operated 
from an unknown location. The government and community members, 
however, fear that there will be a reprisal attack by the herders (Obiezu 
2023). 

In response to attacks by herders, security forces allegedly commit-
ted human rights violations in Nigeria’s Adamawa, Benue, Taraba, and 
Adamawa states. In Adamawa, the Nigerian Air Force responded to the 
attacks on villages in the Demsa and Numan local government areas 
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on December 4, 2017, by deploying an air raid that killed 35 people 
and injured 51 others. Moreover, over 3,000 houses were destroyed by 
skyrockets in the five villages. The Air Force claimed that it simply 
acted in response to an army request from security forces; however, they 
denied any responsibility for casualties (Amnesty International 2018).

Conf licts between Pastoralists and Other Resource Users

Conflicts between herders and other resource users have also been 
reported in the LCR. For instance, owing to climate change, water 
scarcity in sub-Saharan Africa has become a dominant occurrence. 
Considering that agriculture and pastoralism are predominant in the 
Sahel, the absence or scarcity of water required for agricultural pro-
ductivity prompts herders to migrate in search of water and grazing 
lands. In cases where resources are scarce in the host communities, 
unhealthy competition and rivalry between herders and members of 
the host communities are stoked. Clashes between herdsmen and host 
communities have been reported in Maradun, Anka, and Zamfara, 
leading to the death of three and eight people in January and February 
2020, respectively (Bello, and Abdullahi 2021).

Consequences of Climate Change-
Induced Pastoralist Conf licts

Pastoralist conflicts in the LCR have wide-ranging adverse effects. They 
result in human casualties, community displacement, and the destruc-
tion of animals and property. The disputes also have broader economic 
repercussions since they disrupt trade and commerce and put people’s 
livelihoods at risk.

Displacement

Pastoralist conflicts have led to the displacement of thousands of people, 
creating a severe humanitarian crisis in the Sahel. The conflict between 
farmers and herders displaced 300,000 people in four Nigerian states 
between 2001 and 2018. The breakdown shows 19,000 people were 
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displaced in Taraba, 100,000 in Nasarawa, 100,000 in Plateau, and 
176,000 in Benue (Olufemi, 2021). Hundreds of Cameroonians have 
fled their northern border with Chad following the conflict between 
herders and fishermen in 2021 (Kindzeka 2021). The conflict between 
Arab Choa herders and Mousgoum and Massa farmers in Far North 
Cameroon also forced hundreds of people to flee their homes to Chad 
(Kouagheu, and Ramadane 2021). As a result of the conflict in Ou-
loumsa, Cameroon in December 2021, approximately 30,000 refugees 
– the majority of whom were women and children – fled into Chad, 
bringing the number of refugees and internally displaced persons in 
Chad to approximately 1,000,000 (Schlein 2021).

According to the International Organization for Migration (2022), 
poverty, unemployment, conflict with non-state armed groups, and 
climate variability, among other causes, have all contributed to the 
crisis currently confronting the Lake Chad region states and resulted 
in a substantial population displacement. IDPs, refugees, and returnees 
made up the majority of the projected 5,752,539 affected people living 
in Cameroon, Chad, Niger, and Nigeria as of December 22, 2022. A 
total of 4,438,320 people (77% of the affected population) were in Nige-
ria, 651,310 people (11% of the affected population) were in Cameroon, 
and 289,954 people (5 %) were in Chad (372,955 individuals).

Disruption of Economic Activities

Conflicts and food insecurity have a dynamic causal relationship since 
food insecurity can either result from or contribute to conflict. Due to 
their direct effects on the ability to farmland, pastoralist disputes di-
rectly impact the food insecurity of rural communities. Conflicts have 
a negative economic impact on pastoralists and farming communities 
with severe financial repercussions. They restrict the operation of farm-
ers and herders, endangering their ability to make a living. Persistent 
conflicts harm farmers’ cattle herds, farm yields, harvesting, and agri-
cultural productivity (Nnaja et al. 2022).

Conflict leads to a decline in households’ total agricultural output. 
As a result of these attacks, many farmers in rural areas were forced to 
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leave their fields and relocate to urban areas, resulting in a decline in 
the overall land area used for agriculture. Conflicts also dramatically 
lower the production of certain crops, including soy, cassava, sorghum, 
rice, and yams. The amount of time that household members spend on 
farms is also decreased by conflicts. Conflict exposure had a tangible 
negative influence on local cow herds and purchases. Conflict-affected 
areas are more prone to livestock theft, losses, and a decline in cattle 
purchases (George, Adelaja, and Awokuse 2020). Conflicts may affect 
the four mainstays of food security: availability, accessibility, usage, and 
stabilization of food. By affecting physical access to food, conflicts limit 
its accessibility. Conflicts may also destroy infrastructure such as roads, 
marketplaces, and farms. This may lead to food price volatility and the 
food imports value. This results in an increase in poverty and hunger 
(Nnaja et al. 2022).

Undermining of Pastoralist Livelihoods

Hectares of crops are frequently destroyed by floods, which occur more 
frequently, especially in Lac (Chad) and Far North (Cameroon). These 
extreme weather occurrences not only cause individuals to lose their 
means of survival but also uproot thousands of people every year. Some 
are compelled to use crisis adaptation techniques, such as survival sex 
and joining armed groups and community militias, as a result of the 
decrease in agricultural production, restricting the access of displaced 
persons and host communities to food (ACAPS 2022). Some fishermen 
are compelled to relocate to more fruitful places as the lake shrinks to 
sustain their livelihoods. The number of fish captured significantly 
declined as a result of many fish returning to the same fishing loca-
tions. Some local fishers use fishing techniques to compensate for the 
decrease in yield. One strategy involves creating bottlenecks in narrow 
channels to collect all fish migrating from rivers to ponds during the 
rainy season. Other fishermen employ small-mesh nets, restricting fish 
movement and increasing their chances of capturing juveniles. These 
actions damage the ecosystem and affect fish resources regarding the 
variety of species and catches.
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CONCLUSION

The frequency and severity of extreme weather events are on the rise, 
significantly affecting the Lake Chad region. The changes in precipita-
tion patterns and temperature rises worsen the region’s predisposition to 
flooding, droughts, and other extreme weather events. Frequent heavy 
rains cause significant flooding and infrastructure damage, while pro-
tracted droughts result in water shortages and crop failures. Because 
grazing and watering locations are less accessible as the lake and wet-
lands disappear, there is more competition among pastoralists for few 
resources. As pastoralists are compelled to go more out in search of 
pasture and water for their herds, this results in disputes over access 
to land, water, and other resources. Pastoralist conflicts are frequently 
centred on disagreements over who is entitled to and how much control 
there is over agro-pastoral resources. This increases the pressure on 
scarce resources and engenders competition and conflicts between the 
herders and farmers in the host community.

More so, the livelihoods of pastoralists are significantly affected by 
crop failures, livestock losses, and damage to infrastructure resulting 
from droughts, floods, and other extreme weather events. For instance, 
the reduction in rainfall has severely disturbed agricultural operations, 
which harms the viability of livelihoods for those who live along the 
lake’s edge. Frequent attacks by armed groups further hinder the ability 
of individuals to adjust to climatic threats.

The resulting conflict dynamics can be assessed under four catego-
ries: conflict between herders and farmers; between different pastoralist 
groups; between pastoralists and government; and between pastoralists 
and other resource users. Meanwhile, Pastoralist conflicts in the LCR 
have wide-ranging negative effects. They result in human casualties, 
community displacement, and the destruction of animals and property. 
The disputes also have broader economic repercussions since they dis-
rupt trade and commerce and put people’s livelihoods at risk. It, there-
fore, behoves countries in the LCR to incorporate adaptation strategies 
to mitigate the effect of climate change on pastoralist conflicts. This 
includes planting drought-resistant crops, promoting water management 
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strategies, guaranteeing community-based resources management, and 
adopting policy and legal frameworks.
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