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Growing strains on ecosystems translate directly into national, regional 
and global security threats. Pollution, desertification, scarcity of fresh 
water, changing weather patterns resulting in floods, storms, etc, cause 
food insecurity and population displacements, which may lead to politi-
cal instability and violent conflicts. These, in turn, risk setting back 
development by decades.

Two-thirds of the world’s population live in countries that are at high 
risk of instability as a consequence of climate change. Many of the 
countries predicted to be worst affected by climate change are also 
affected, or threatened, by violent conflicts. The very poor are hit the 
hardest.

Climate change also impacts on regional and global economic pat-
terns, with new risks for investors and corporations. Consequently, the 
need for social, environmental, political and economic stability must go 
hand in hand. Tackling the challenges of climate change must include a 
holistic perspective of state- and human security. Greater awareness and 
preparedness is needed on the part of organisations, businesses, public 
officials and state agencies. This timely and essential report not only 
outlines the challenges and risks, but also includes an important list of 
recommendations. 

The publication was produced by International Alert, one of Sida’s 
long-standing partners in the field of peace building and conflict man-
agement. International Alert is a non-profit organisation based in the 
United Kingdom. It is a peace-building organisation undertaking re-
search and advocacy, as well as implementing projects together with 
local partners in developing countries. Sida supports International Alert 
with organisational and programme support. The publication was 
adapted by Sida to serve as reference material for the Sida Development 
Area seminar “Conflict Risks, Human Security and Climate Change” 
held on 18 February 2008. Other material related to the seminar may be 
found on www.sida.se/area.

Henrik Hammargren 
Head of Division – Peace and Security
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Climate change is upon us and its physical effects have started to unfold. 
That is the broad scientific consensus expressed in the Fourth Assessment 
Review of the Inter-governmental Panel on Climate Change. This report 
takes this finding as its starting point and looks at the social and human 
consequences that are likely to ensue – particularly the risks of conflict 
and instability.

Climate, poverty, governance 
Hardest hit by climate change will be people living in poverty, in under-
developed and unstable states, under poor governance. The effect of the 
physical consequences – such as more frequent extreme weather, melting 
glaciers, and shorter growing seasons – will add to the pressures under 
which those societies already live. The background of poverty and bad 
governance means many of these communities both have a low capacity 
to adapt to climate change and face a high risk of violent conflict. 

To understand how the effects of climate change will interact with 
socio-economic and political problems in poorer countries means tracing 
the consequences of consequences. This process highlights four key 
elements of risk – political instability, economic weakness, food insecurity 
and large-scale migration. Political instability and bad governance make 
it hard to adapt to the physical effects of climate change and hard to 
handle any conflicts that arise without violence. Economic weakness 
narrows the range of income possibilities for the population and deprives 
the state of resources with which to meet people’s needs. Food insecurity 
challenges the very basis of being able to continue living in a particular 
locality and, as a response to that and other kinds of insecurity, large-
scale migration carries high risk of conflict because of the fearful reac-
tions it often receives and the inflammatory politics that often greet it.

Countries at risk 
Many of the world’s poorest countries and communities thus face a 
double-headed problem: that of climate change and violent conflict. 
There is a real risk that climate change will compound the propensity for 
violent conflict, which in turn will leave communities poorer, less resilient 
and less able to cope with the consequences of climate change. There are 
46 countries – home to 2.7 billion people – in which the effects of climate 
change interacting with economic, social and political problems will 
create a high risk of violent conflict.

Executive Summary
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There is a second group of 56 countries where the institutions of govern-
ment will have great difficulty taking the strain of climate change on top 
of all their other current challenges. In these countries, though the risk of 
armed conflict may not be so immediate, the interaction of climate 
change and other factors creates a high risk of political instability, with 
potential violent conflict a distinct risk in the longer term. These 56 
countries are home to 1.2 billion people. 
In most of the conflict-threatened group of 46 states (many of them 
currently or recently affected by violent conflict) and in many of the 
group of 56 that faces the risk of instability, it is too late to believe the 
situation can be made safe solely by reducing carbon emissions world-
wide and mitigating climate change. Those measures are essential but 
their effects will only be felt with time. What is required now is for states 
and communities to adapt to handle the challenges of climate change.

Adaptation 
In most of the countries that face the double-headed problem of climate 
change and violent conflict, the governments cannot be expected to take 
on the task of adaptation alone. Some of them lack the will, more lack 
the capacity, and some lack both. What is required is international 
cooperation to support local action, both as a way of strengthening 
international security and to achieve the goals of sustainable develop-
ment.

Without dropping or downplaying mitigation, the international policy 
agenda thus needs a significant increase in the energy and resources that 
are focused on adaptation. Against estimated costs of adaptation that 
range from $10-40 billion, the resources currently available amount to a 
few hundred million dollars with another billion somewhere in the 
pipeline. 

At the same time as adaptation must receive more emphasis and more 
funding, it matters even more that it is the right kind of adaptation and 
that money is spent in the right way. To organise adaptation as top-down 
programmes will alienate local communities because it will feel like a 
series of external impositions, decided by government authorities from 
which they feel distant and explained by outside experts with whom they 
have nothing in common. 

A different approach is possible, based on peacebuilding, engaging 
communities’ energies in a social process to work out how to adapt to 
climate change and how to handle conflicts as they arise, so that they do 
not become violent. It is an approach that brings the hard science of 
climate change – which local communities do not and cannot be expect-
ed to know in the first instance, and which must be communicated 
clearly – together with local knowledge and understanding to figure out 
the best mode of adaptation.

Adaptation and peacebuilding 
The double-headed problem of climate change and violent conflict thus 
has a unified solution – peacebuilding and adaptation are effectively the 
same kind of activity, involving the same kinds of methods of dialogue 
and social engagement, requiring from governments the same values of 
inclusivity and transparency. At the same time as adaptation to climate 
change can and must be made conflict-sensitive, peacebuilding and 
development must be made climate-sensitive.

A society that can develop adaptive strategies for climate change in 
this way is well equipped to avoid armed conflict. And a society that can 
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manage conflicts and major disagreements over serious issues without a 
high risk of violence is well equipped to adapt successfully to the chal-
lenge of climate change. Climate change could even reconcile otherwise 
divided communities by posing a threat against which to unite and tasks 
on which to cooperate.

Twelve recommendations for addressing climate change in 
fragile states

1. Move the issue of conflict and climate change higher up the 
international political agenda
New initiatives are needed to gain agreement on the importance of 
adaptation, especially in fragile states, and to develop international 
guidelines and make available adequate funding.

2. Research the indirect local consequences of climate change 
Research is urgently needed on how the social and political consequences 
of climate change are likely to play out in specific regions, countries and 
localities. 

3. Develop and spread research competence
University and research networks need mobilising and strengthening to 
develop and spread competence on these issues, especially where conse-
quences of climate change will hit hardest.

4. Improve knowledge and generate policy through dialogue
International cooperation needs to promote dialogue on adaptation 
among local communities, national governments and regional organisa-
tions. 

5. Prioritise adaptation over mitigation in fragile states
In fragile states, priority should be given to understanding and address-
ing the consequences of the consequences of climate change to prevent 
violent conflict.

6. Develop the right institutional context: good governance for  
climate change
Developing competence on adaptation needs to be treated as part of 
good governance everywhere. 

7. Prepare to manage migration 
Research identifying likely migration flows can help identify both mi-
grant and host communities where dialogue should be started early to 
prepare to manage the process.

8. Ensure National Adaptation Plans of Action are conflict-sensitive 
National Adaptation Plans of Action should take account of a state’s 
socio-political and economic context and conflict dynamics. 

9. Climate-proof peacebuilding and development
Peacebuilding and development strategies should include adaptation to 
climate change and make explicit how activities on these three intercon-
nected strands strengthen one another.
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10. Engage the private sector
Guidelines are needed to help companies identify how their core com-
mercial operations can support adaptation.

11. Link together international frameworks of action
Greater efforts are needed to link the variety of separate international 
approaches with the related issues of peacebuilding, development, 
adaptation and disaster management. 

12. Promote regional cooperation on adaptation
International cooperation on adaptation is for regional bodies as well as 
for the UN.



11

Climate change is the latest hot topic on the international agenda. Even 
before the Nobel Peace Prize for 2007 was awarded to the Inter-govern-
mental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) and to Al Gore, the issue’s 
profile was rising. At the end of 2006, Sir Nicholas Stern headed a major 
review of the economics of global warming for the UK government and 
gained considerable media coverage.1 In 2007 the IPCC itself produced 
its Fourth Assessment Report (AR4) with major media attention as each 
of its three working groups issued their findings.2 The AR4 has moved 
the climate change debate along in several ways. First, it reflects a major 
increase in the degree of scientific consensus about the reality of climate 
change and, second, growing consensus that it is caused by human 
activity. Third, the AR4 emphasises that the consequences of climate 
change are already unfolding and, fourth, it makes long-term projections 
about the extent and physical consequences of climate change that are 
more serious and far-reaching than in previous reports. 

The evidence and arguments of the international scientific body will 
be neither queried nor extended in this report. Our starting point is the 
IPCC’s finding that climate change and its consequences are not topics 
for the long-term future alone – they are upon us. 

Some governments and international organisations are developing 
strategies to address the causes of climate change and mitigate global 
warming by reducing carbon emissions and energy consumption. But 
mitigation, even if taken up immediately and on a massive scale, cannot 
prevent the initial effects of global warming from unfolding through 
world weather systems and affecting the lives of hundreds of millions of 
people.

Climate change is upon us and there is an urgent need to work out 
how to adapt to it. This is the next step in governmental policy. There 
have been some moves in this direction, with the 2006 Stern Review 
offering policy-makers a comprehensive assessment of the impact climate 
change will have on the global economy. Working Group II of the IPCC 
on Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability also offers valuable analysis of 
the implications of the physical effects of climate change across the 
world. 

This report sets out to look further into these consequences of conse-
quences of climate change. It looks at their socio-political effects – 
particularly in fragile states – and their implications for the risk of violent 
conflict.

1.	Climate change,  
development and  
peacebuilding
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The people for whom the knock-on social consequences of climate 
change will be most serious and hardest to adapt to are largely those 
living in poverty, in under-developed and unstable states, under poor 
governance. For them, the impact of the physical consequences will inter-
act with a mix of these economic, social and political factors to produce a 
low capacity to adapt and a high risk of serious consequences such as 
widespread malnutrition and starvation, mass migration or violent 
conflict. 

These fragile states thus face a double-headed problem: that of cli-
mate change and violent conflict. If nothing is done, the relationship 
between the two parts of the problem will be mutually and negatively 
reinforcing. There is a real risk that climate change will compound the 
propensity for violent conflict which, in turn, will leave communities 
poorer, less resilient and less able to cope with the consequences of 
climate change. 

But there is also an opportunity here: if it is targeted and appropri-
ately addressed, this vicious circle can be transformed into a virtuous 
one. If communities can enhance their ability to adapt to consequences 
of climate change, this will help reduce the risk of violence. And peace-
building activities, which address socio-economic instability and weak 
governance, will leave communities better placed to adapt to the chal-
lenges of climate change which, in turn, will result in more peaceful 
societies regardless of how climate change unfolds. Indeed, climate 
change offers an opportunity for peacebuilding, for it is an issue that can 
unite otherwise divided and unreconciled communities. It offers a threat 
to unite against and multiple tasks through which to cooperate.

So, as the Stern Review argues with reference to economic policy, 
even if the science is wrong and the predictions of the future impacts of 
climate change are not ultimately borne out, taking account of climate 
change will create a win-win situation in fragile states. 

The physical consequences of climate change may be largely in the 
hands of nature, but the consequences of these consequences are not. 
The issue of adaptation to climate change is at heart a matter of govern-
ance – the strength of government institutions, the state’s efficiency (or 
lack of it) in providing basic services, and the influence of regional and 
international cooperation. It is the state’s job to handle the effects of 
climate change so as to minimise harm to its citizens; states with good 
governance are by definition better equipped for the task than those 
without.

For example, where global warming shortens the growing season, the 
result will be a risk of food insecurity. The government’s response will 
define whether this insecurity is redressed through a redistribution of 
resources, or whether it leads to a violent struggle for control of dwin-
dling resources, or to large scale migration. Equally, global warming 
may make it impossible for people to carry on living and working in low-
lying coastal areas. In this case, the response of government will define 
whether those people are looked after and get alternative economic 
opportunities or are neglected, resentful and ready to support violently 
overturning an unjust social order. 

The task of rising to the challenge of adaptation to face the social and 
political consequences cannot be left in the hands of individual states that 
are already unable (even when willing) to care properly for their citizens. 
The only prospect of handling these challenges positively is through 
international cooperation. That means mobilising not just international 
organisations such as the UN and its agencies but, more especially, 
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regional and sub-regional groupings. It means drawing on the capacities 
of stronger neighbours to help the less capable governments. It means 
richer governments – the western donor governments but also China, 
India and other new donors governments, such as those from the Middle 
East – stepping up to provide the resources to analyse and prepare for 
these challenges. 

At the same time, the place where adaptation must happen is in local 
communities themselves. International and national policies need to be 
shaped so as to engage in the task of adapting the energies of those with 
most to lose by inaction and most to gain by responding creatively to the 
challenge of climate change. In many countries, rising to the challenge 
will mean unprecedented degrees of cooperation between local and 
national leaders, between the formal and informal authorities, and 
between the state and its people.

The purpose of this report is to understand how the consequences of 
climate change can lead to violent conflict, and to show how this will 
hinder the effort to adapt to climate change. Out of this, we want to 
show that peacebuilding and adaptation to climate change can comple-
ment each other in laying the basis for long-term social and economic 
development. And lastly, we want to identify policies and mechanisms 
that will help communities understand the challenges of climate change 
and respond in such a way that they avoid violent conflict.
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Climate change and violent conflict present countries and communities 
with a double-headed problem. The two parts are mutually reinforcing; 
many of the countries predicted to be worst affected by climate change 
are also affected or threatened by violence and instability. 

The increase in global average temperatures that is already unfolding 
and is projected to continue will change the climate in many parts of the 
world. The effects will vary – sea-level rise threatening low-lying small 
islands and coastal areas, more severe droughts and shorter growing 
seasons in some places, more storms and floods in others, glaciers melt-
ing, deserts forming. These will combine with existing pressures on 
natural resources and lead in many areas to failing crops, inadequate 
food supplies and increasingly insecure livelihoods. These further conse-
quences will be especially sharp in countries where poverty, exclusion, 
inequality and injustice are already entrenched.

From everything we know about how mutually interlocking factors 
such as poverty, bad governance and the legacy of past conflicts generate 
risks of new violence, it is safe to predict that the consequences of climate 
change will combine with other factors to put additional strain on 
already fragile social and political systems. These are the conditions in 
which conflicts flourish and cannot be resolved without violence because 
governments are arbitrary, inept and corrupt. If the relationship between 
climate change and violent conflict is not addressed, there will be a 
vicious circle of failure to adapt to climate change, worsening the risk of 
violent conflict and, in turn, reducing further the ability to adapt.

Risk and risk management 
The effects of changing weather patterns will render previous lifestyles 
and habitats unviable in many places. Some of these changes will be 
sudden, such as tropical storms and flash floods. Others will be much 
slower in their onset, such as the steadily falling water levels in the 
Ganges basin, lengthening droughts on the margins of the Sahel, glacial 
melting in Peru and Nepal, and rising sea levels. This will lead to in-
creased food insecurity – not just food shortages but uncertainty of supply. 

Both sudden shocks and slow onset changes can increase the risk of 
violent conflict in unstable states because they lack the capacity to 
respond, adapt and recover. It is likely that the most common way of 
thinking about how to respond to these problems is through huge hu-
manitarian relief efforts, since such events and the response to them get a 

2.	The double-headed 
problem of climate 
change and violent  
conflict
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great deal of news coverage. But there is a growing awareness that what 
is really needed is for communities and countries to prepare against 
sudden shocks, to build their resilience and their adaptive capacity. 
Where that is possible, as we argue in chapter 3 of this report, communi-
ties will not only be better prepared against potential disasters such as 
floods, but they will, in consequence, also be reducing the risk of conflicts 
erupting, getting out of control and escalating to violence. Seen in this 
light, adaptation to the effects of climate change can be a part of peace-
building and peacebuilding is a way of increasing adaptive capacity. In 
the medium to long term, peacebuilding will also increase unstable 
states’ capacities for mitigation.

Vulnerability to climate change is the product of three factors – 
exposure, sensitivity and adaptive capacity.3 The first issue is whether a 
country – or a city, or community, or region – is going to be exposed to 
physical effects of climate change such as increased frequency of extreme 
weather. The second issue is how sensitive it is to that exposure – a storm 
may hit two cities but only cause floods in one of them because it is low 
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lying. And the third issue is whether there is adaptive capacity which, for 
example, enables city authorities to build flood defences and be ready 
with quick and safe evacuation plans, while the national government has 
prepared to care for those who are displaced and can swiftly allocate 
resources for repair and rebuilding when the floods recede. 

This can all be best understood as a matter of identifying and manag-
ing risk. Strengthening the capacity to adapt to climate change will not 
eliminate risk, but it will reduce it. Where there is a risk of violent con-
flict because of a combination of factors such as poverty, bad governance 
and a recent history of war, the capacity to manage the risks associated 
with climate change is also much reduced. 

The consequences of consequences 
In many countries, one cumulative impact of climate change will be to 
increase the potential for violent conflict. As we trace this process, we are 
looking at the consequences of consequences and attempting to track 
their interactions with other social processes with roots in different 
aspects of the human condition. Whether countries and communities can 
adapt so as to cope with the adverse knock-on effects of climate change 
depends on how a number of variables play out. 

It is worth prefacing a brief look at these key variables with two gen-
eral comments about the causes of violent conflict. It is axiomatic that 
conflict, as such, is not the central problem – rather, violent conflict is. In 
other words, conflicts are inevitable, necessary and often productive and 
key to social progress. What matters is how the conflicts are handled; in 

 
Kenya is one of the countries most affected by climate 
change. The country has a population of roughly 36 million, 
and growing at a rate of 2.6 per cent.  Kenya is among the 
African countries experiencing rapid urbanisation. In 2007, 
some 21% of the population lived in urban areas. Due to an 
expected annual urban population growth rate of 3.9 per cent, 
that figure is expected to reach above 60 per cent by 2030.

At the same time, as urbanisation and economic develop-
ment increase, urban poverty has risen due to inadequate 
policies, poor governance, inappropriate legal and regulatory 
frameworks, dysfunctional markets, unresponsive financial 
systems, and corruption. More than 50% of the country’s 
urban population now lives in slums, which jeopardise the 
sustainability of Kenya’s urban centres, now contributing more 
than 65% of the GDP.

According to the Kenyan Joint Assistance Strategy (KJAS), 
the country is highly vulnerable to extreme weather events. 
Floods followed by droughts during the late 1990’s cost the 
country some 14% of its GDP, making it difficult for the 
government to maintain its country’s economic growth. 

Although Kenya is exposed to climatic variability every 
year, there is a risk that climate change will exacerbate the 
situation. The increase in temperatures could cause more 
frequent and severe droughts as well as floods and rising sea 
levels. As in many other countries, the impact of climate 
change especially affects poorer communities which are more 
vulnerable. 

Weather events can also severely impact households and 
their security, through potentially negative effects on liveli-
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particular, whether the participants can reach an acceptable outcome 
without violence. In this perspective, the consequences of consequences of 
climate change are bound to include conflict, but need not include violent 
conflict up to and including the level of war. 

Secondly, when violent conflicts do break out, it is always against the 
background of a number of different factors interacting with one another. 
Poverty and poor governance are factors that frequently have a significant 
role as the background causes of violent conflict; a history of ethno-
nationalist politics, environmental degradation and the legacy of previous 
armed conflicts are further such factors. If these are background causes, 
in the foreground lie the demands, grievances and positions of the con-
tending parties and the behaviour and credibility of political leaders. It 
would be misleading to think that climate change alone will cause violent 
conflict; the problem, rather, lies in the interaction between the effects of 
climate change and these other factors. 

Water 
Climate change will significantly affect fresh water supply. Worldwide, 
over 430 million people currently face water scarcity, and the IPCC 
predicts that these numbers will rise sharply because climate change will 
affect surface water levels that are established by rainfall and glacial 
melting. In some situations, increased glacial melting will cause inland 
water levels to rise in the short term, followed by a downturn later, but 
the overall projected impact of climate change is that water scarcity will 
increase with time. 

hood. They can also lead to increased migration to urban 
areas, which increases the slums that are often breeding 
grounds for conflicts, crime and instability, as has been vividly 
and tragically shown in the post-election violence at the start 
of 2008. 

For the past two years, Sida has supported the Kenyan 
government’s urban renewal and infrastructure development 
with the objective of improving the living conditions of the 
urban poor. 

The Swedish government has identified climate change to 
be an issue affecting all sectors of government and key 
ministries responsible for areas such as water and natural 
resources, transportation, energy, and public works. Integrat-
ed urban development planning is one tool that can be used to 
promote sustainable growth of urban areas. Mitigation and 
adaptation of urban development to the impact of climate 
change is a key challenge. Raising awareness of the causes of 
global warming, as well as putting relevant government 
policies and planning tools into place, is crucial to the develop-
ment process. 

Sources; 
– Kenya Joint Assistance Strategy, 2007-2012
– �UNFPA, State of the world population 2007 – Unleashing the 

potential of urban growth 
– Sida
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receive development cooperation from Sweden. Poor governance and 
widespread corruption have periodically made development cooperation 

development have motivated continued Swedish support. 
During the period 2004-2008, Sida has and is working to promote 
advances in the following areas:
- economic 
- social development,
- sustainable management of natural resources,
- democratic governance.
Work on human rights, gender equality and reducing the 
spread of HIV/AIDS shall permeate all contributions.



This will be especially problematic in middle-income countries making 
the transition from agricultural production to industry. Such states, of 
which the largest and most advanced in the process are India and China, 
face an urgent situation as their water resources are already stressed and 
depleting while demand is growing rapidly.

The conflict risk if water resources are inadequate lies in poor man-
agement that either wastes water by inappropriate use of it and inad-
equate conservation measures, or politicises the issue and seeks a scape-
goat on which to blame shortages. Conflicting claims to water resources 
have been a feature of numerous conflicts as major rivers are very often 
shared between countries. The situation is particularly problematic when 
a militarily strong state or region is downstream to a militarily weaker 
state or region. China, India, Mexico, the Middle East, Southern Africa 
and Central Asia are among the countries and regions of the world that 
have been and are likely to be affected by violent conflict over water 
rights. Tensions over water rights and supply also can be worsened by 
development programmes that privatise control of the resource without 
looking after the rights of the poor.

The experience of Bangladesh illustrates some of the possible 
tensions that link climate-related migration to violent conflict. 
In the recent past, migration has led to violent conflict both 
within Bangladesh and in neighbouring regions of India.

Bangladesh has a growing population for whom there is 
not enough land available, and is vulnerable to severe effects 
from climate change. Part of the country’s vulnerability lies in 
its topography: about half of Bangladesh is located only a few 
metres above sea level, and about a third is flooded in the 
rainy season. The Indian Farakka Barrage has made the 
problem worse over the past 30 years. Completed in 1975, 
close to the border with Bangladesh, the barrage diverts 
water from the Ganges River to its Indian tributary, reducing 
the flow of water in the Bangladeshi tributary. This disturbance 
to the natural balance of the large Ganges-Brahmaputra delta 
has caused several severe problems: 
•	 salt water intrusion into Bangladeshi coastal rivers, 

reaching as far as 100 miles inland on occasion; 
•	 consequent decline in river fishing; 
•	 summer droughts, making the land less productive; 
•	 loss of land to the sea because the reduced river flow 

meant less sediment  was carried into the delta area to 
give it natural protection against the sea;

•	 worsened flooding when cyclones hit.

These problems directly affect about 35 million people,4 
exacerbating the effects of other features of rural life – 
including, not least, poverty, unequal land distribution and, 
among small farmers, economically inefficient systems of 
inheritance that divided land among family members into ever 
smaller plots.

Total aid as 
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Agriculture
Temperature change and rainfall are decisive for crop and livestock 
production in the developing world. The IPCC prediction of a tempera-
ture rise of 1–3°C in the next 50 years in the global ‘business as usual’ 
scenario would mean crop yields falling in mid- to high-altitude regions. 
If this is borne out by events, regions most likely to be affected by de-
creasing crop yields include ones that are already prone to food insecu-
rity, such as Southern Africa, Central Asia and South Asia.7 Studies in 
India have already seen rice and wheat production decrease as tempera-
ture increases, affecting the food security of agriculture-dependent 
communities.8 Projected sea-level rise from glacial melting will affect 
low-lying coastal areas with large populations, reducing the amount of 
cultivatable land across South Asia and in other areas around the world. 

Any disruption in the agricultural sector can massively affect food 
security, especially for the poorer sections of society. Increased uncer-
tainty about food supply will force communities to find alternative 
strategies, which often clash with the needs of other communities also 
facing increased livelihood pressure. In Africa’s Sahel region, desertifica-
tion is reducing the availability of cultivatable land, leading to clashes 
between herders and farmers. In Northern Nigeria, Sudan and Kenya, 
these clashes have become violent.9 The situation in Darfur is most 
notable (see separate box). 

Unable to make a living, many people have migrated. There 
have been two nearby destinations, as 

well as others much further afield. Since the 1950s, 
12–17 million Bangladeshis have migrated to India (often 

illegally), attracted by the higher standard of living and lower 
population density, moving mostly to the adjacent states of 
Assam and Tripura.5 And about 400,000–600,000 people 
have moved within Bangladesh to the Chittagong Hill Tracts 
(CHT), where they have cleared trees on the steep hillsides 
and begun farming, resulting in soil erosion and unsustainable 
livelihoods. In both the neighbouring Indian states and the 
CHT, there have been conflicts.

Chittagong Hill tribes in Bangladesh were involved in 
violent conflict with the state for two decades from 1973 until 
an agreement was reached in 1997. Among the grievances 
was the influx of people from the plains, whom the Chittagong 
tribes viewed as a threat. Bangladeshi migration to the north-
east Indian region of Assam also contributed to social 
frictions. The natives resented the newcomers and accused 
them of stealing land. The immigrants’ arrival affected the 
economy, land distribution and the balance of political power.6 
Violence first erupted in the early 1980s.

These problems continue and further migration as a result 
of climate change will make them worse. In Bangladesh these 
pressures combine with persistent political problems that 
have produced bomb attacks on civilian targets and pressure 
in some parts of the state for a State of Emergency to be 
declared. If local and national governments cannot develop 
measures to cope with the pressures on resources from 
migration and climate change, the risk of further and more 
intense violence is very high.
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gDP per capita: 407 USD (2006)
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contributions for human rights, democratic governance, 
basic education for children and the health sector.

FACTS

Source: Sida



20

Energy
Increasing energy consumption is a key reason for global warming but 
climate change will increase energy requirements in developing coun-
tries. Access to reliable, sustainable and affordable energy supplies is vital 
for development. For example, refrigeration allows local hospitals and 
clinics to store vital medicines safely; electricity is the basis of modern 
communications; power is needed to pump water for irrigation and to 
bring water up from deep wells; and neither industrialisation nor urban 
development has so far been possible without large-scale energy con-
sumption. 

Because energy is such a key development resource, care has to be 
taken in shaping climate policy. Attempting to develop a strategy to 
mitigate climate change that includes reduced energy consumption for 
poor countries would reduce human security, increase poverty and 
threaten food security. Similarly, reducing energy consumption in 
middle-income countries would slow economic growth, make poverty 
reduction much harder to achieve, and generate very high risks of 
political instability and conflict. 

At the same time, of course, meeting increased energy requirements 
on the basis of business as usual will simply make global warming worse 
as carbon emissions continue to rise. However, making the transition 
from fossil fuels to alternative energy sources is proving to be compli-
cated even in rich states with stable, capable governments. It is even 
more difficult in poor states because the costs of making the transition 
are relatively higher (i.e., the transition will consume a larger share of 
scarce economic resources). 

Adapting to the energy pressures created by climate change without 
negative consequences and at affordable costs is a major challenge. 
Failing to meet it will exacerbate the conflict potential in numerous 
countries. 

Health 
Climate change will pose significant risks to human health. Predicted 
increases in temperature and rainfall in certain regions are likely to 
increase the incidence of water-borne diseases such as cholera and malar-
ia which, if unaddressed, could lead to epidemics. Large epidemics could 
impact the socio-economic power balance and alter the relations be-
tween communities and countries based on availability of material 
resources to adapt. This could potentially lead to some level of instability 
or conflict.

Increased natural disasters such as storms and cyclones will lead to 
increased casualties, putting pressure on already stretched medical 
resources. Heat waves and water shortages will have an adverse impact 
on safe drinking water and sanitation that will disproportionately affect 
the poorest and most marginalised communities, including refugees and 
internally displaced people. 

Failure by the state to provide for basic public health in fragile states 
is a fundamental factor that erodes the social contract between state and 
citizens which, in most cases, leads to increased political instability and, 
often times, violent conflict. 

Migration and urbanisation 
Faced with sudden shocks and with long-term challenges brought about 
or compounded by climate change, people will move. Taken world-wide, 
this migration is likely to be on a very large scale, for the basic living 
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conditions of hundreds of millions of people will be influenced by climate 
change. Stern estimates the scale of migration to reach 200 million by 
2050. Some movement will be from one rural community to another, by 
those hoping to maintain their old lifestyles in a new place. Some move-
ment will be from rural areas where agrarian lifestyles have been over-
whelmed by climate change, into urban centres to search for better 
livelihood options. Others still will cross borders in the hope that a new 
land will offer better prospects. In each case, those leaving non-viable 
areas will often migrate to areas that are already only barely viable. A 
significant part of this new trend of global migration will accelerate 
urbanisation, adding to urban poverty, conflict and, probably, criminality. 

The indirect implications of climate change such as migration and 
urbanisation present a particular challenge, both to conventional ap-
proaches to conflict prevention and to adaptation strategies for climate 
change. Migration in itself need not be a destabilising factor; it often 
benefits both those who move and the communities and countries into 
which they move. But the experience of many countries also shows that 
there is often great difficulty in accepting immigration. Problems arise 
particularly when those who already live in an area feel that newcomers 
are an unwanted burden. This is especially so when communities in 
search of new livelihood options move to areas that are only just viable. 
Their presence there can compound social pressures, as it has done in 
Assam and Bangladesh, for example.10 In the case of urbanisation, it is 
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Sida and migration
Sida have increased its efforts regarding migration and develop-

ment. Migration is closely linked to development, and the desire 

for better living conditions. Migration, both voluntary and forced, 

and both domestic and trans-border, is often linked to develop-

ment aspects both in areas and countries of origin and destina-

tion. 

For several years, Sida has worked on the link between the 

environment and natural resources on one hand, and security on 

the other, and has provided funding for a study entitled ‘Environ-

mental Exodus - An emerging crisis in the global arena’, pub-

lished in 1995. This study specifically examines the phenomenon 

of environmental refugees. 

Sida is currently planning to fund a review of the analysis of the 

study to get an updated analysis of the impact of environmental 

degradation and climate change on migratory patterns in the 

world, and more specifically, as they relate to Sida’s focus 

countries in Africa . The results of the analysis may serve as 

input for projects and programmes in these countries planned or 

financed by Sida, and may also give rise to new contributions 

and activities. 

The analysis will also serve as a contribution to the global 

debate on the topic, and increase awareness and understanding 

among Sida staff of environmental degradation and climate 

change and their links to migration. 

In order to obtain a more regular analysis of the link between 

environment and security, including migration, and to secure a 

Swedish resource base, Sida and the Swedish Defence Research 

Agency (FOI) explore ways of establishing a helpdesk. Such 

helpdesk would be tasked to monitor international development, 

making analyses, facilitating knowledge transfers and express-

ing opinions.�

� (Sida)

noteworthy that even very rapid urbanisation has been managed without 
violent conflict in prosperous and politically stable nations such as Japan; 
it is not the process, but the context and the political response to immi-
gration that shape the risks of violent conflict.11 Nonetheless, that context 
has so often been conducive to violence and the political response has so 
often been inflammatory that migration has to be recognised as not only 
a likely consequence of climate change, but also as a major risk factor in 
the chain of effects that link climate change and violent conflict.

Climate change and global insecurity 
Failure to help already stressed communities cope with the additional 
pressure to their livelihoods caused by climate change means that exist-
ing grievances will intensify and the risk of violent conflict will increase. 
Predictions are always uncertain but it is important to identify risks. Our 
research for the map in this chapter indicates that problems that will be 
induced or exacerbated by climate change will combine with other 
factors to create a high risk of armed conflict in 46 conflict-affected 
states. We identify a further 56 in which the burden of climate change 
consequences could induce serious political instability, putting them at 
risk of violent conflict in the long term.

The 46 countries facing a high risk of armed conflict are characterised 
by some combination of current or recent wars, poverty and inequality, 
and bad governance. The latter often involves corruption, arbitrary 
authority, poor systems of justice and weak institutions of government, 
causing deficiencies in economic regulation and basic services. The combi-
nation varies from place to place but all of them suffer from a lethal mix of 
different types of vulnerability and, consequently, have a high propensity 
to violent conflict. The armed conflicts that could ensue will probably be 
fought out with varying degrees of intensity and violence. Some wars kill 
hundreds of people, others kill hundreds of thousands. 
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The second group of 56 countries is not so immediately unstable but 
their government institutions may not be able to take the strain of cli-
mate change for a variety of reasons, including a record of arbitrary rule, 
recent transitions out of dictatorship and war, economic underdevelop-
ment or instability, and lack of technical capacity to handle the issues.

Governance matters
Political stability rests on the strength of the social contract between the 
government and its citizens. Citizens adhere to the law and pay taxes in 
return for the state providing for their basic needs, such as security and 
infrastructure.12 When the state is perceived to be failing in its basic 
functions, this contract is eroded.13 And as the basic problems that 
government has to solve get deeper, because the demands for resources 
are becoming more desperate, so the task for government gets more 
difficult, and the likelihood that it will fail in its basic functions accord-
ingly increases. 

This issue is crucial for two reasons: first, because the decisions that 
governments take can be extremely important in either moderating or 
accelerating the social impact of climate change; second, because some 
state functions are particularly important in relation to the risk of violent 
conflict. These functions include the provision of primary health care and 
education, the safeguarding of human rights and democratic systems, and 
the maintenance of an accountable and effective security sector, including 
police, army and judiciary.15 In the event of climate change, an already 
weak government may find itself unable to meet these basic needs, and 
one of the consequences of that is an increased risk of violent conflict. 

In addition, violent conflict can severely limit the ability of govern-
ments to assist in adaptation. Poor governance, combined with other 

Refugees in Somalia is waiting for food distribution � Photo: Phoenix  
by an international help organisation
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Mali and Chad lie along the same latitudes with large 
portions of their land area covered by the semi-arid Sahel. 
While they share many of the same bio-physical features, 
their economic and political situations are radically differ-
ent, creating very different levels of vulnerability for the two 
countries.  

Mali and Chad are heavily reliant on agriculture for 
foreign exchange through cotton exports, and for food for 
their populations. Neither country has a well-developed 
industrial sector; what industry there is focuses on agricul-
tural processing. Both have significant, though under-
developed, natural resources. There has been renewed 
interest in oil in Chad and it may become an important 
source of revenue for the government. There is potential for 
renewed and increased tension in both countries between 
the herders in the north and the farmers in the south as 
they all try to cope with dwindling water resources.

Despite these similarities, the two countries face 
radically different futures. Chad is struggling to maintain 
control as refugees from Sudan spill over its borders, 
bringing with them more violence and disruption. What inter-
national community is present in Chad is focused on 
emergency relief, and even many of those agencies are 
pulling out as the situation becomes more insecure. Chad’s 
lack of infrastructure, especially roads, makes it very 
difficult to deliver aid or technical assistance. Investment in 
agricultural infrastructure has been minimal and Chad relies 
on rain-fed systems for food and cotton. The lack of 
transportation means that the cotton-growing regions also 
have to devote precious resources to growing food as well, 
as they cannot rely on importing food from elsewhere in the 
country or from abroad.

In contrast, Mali has an elected democracy whose reach 
extends beyond the capital to provide at least minimal 
services. During the 1990s, the country emerged from a 
debilitating civil war and the government took the lead in 
regional efforts to stop the proliferation of small arms and 
light weapons. The country is self-sufficient in food, at least 
when there is no drought. The international community is 
actively engaged in several sectors, and the US has 
selected Mali to be one of the beneficiaries of the Millen-
nium Challenge Corporation account, which is only used for 
’well performing‘ poor countries, and which thus highlights 
how well Mali is doing on various development indicators.

Even so, Mali is as exposed to the impacts of climate 
change as Chad. Both are likely to experience higher 
temperature, the expansion of the Sahel desert, and less 
rainfall during a shorter rainy season. All of these factors 
will have a heavy impact on the agricultural sectors and are 
likely to exacerbate existing tensions between herders in 
the north and farmers in the south.  

Where the two countries may differ is in how they react. 
The food security situation of both countries will be an early 
indication of how the countries manage to adjust to the 
changing environment. Chad is already extremely food 
insecure, but a change for the worse in the climate could 
worsen an already dire situation. The pressure on resourc-
es may cause an increase of internally displaced peoples, in 
addition to forcing people to emigrate out of the country 
altogether, thereby increasing population stresses on other 
countries. The health of the livestock population will also be 
a key indicator for management. In previous droughts the 
country lost a great deal of livestock, crippling the liveli-
hoods of a large portion of the population. Lake Chad is 

MALI & CHAD Similar threats, different likely outcomes

factors, can explain why similarly bad droughts in both Ethiopia and 
Hungary led to violence only in Ethiopia, and why tropical storms in 
Haiti and the Dominican Republic led to violence only in Haiti.16

It is not poverty alone but uncertainty and the perceived threat of 
future insecurity that increase the risk of violent conflict.17 Further, some 
research indicates that the risk of poverty or its sudden onset also in-
creases the likelihood of individuals joining an armed group.18 The 
influence of climate change will be felt as more frequent storms and 
natural disasters not only cause loss of life and homes, but more generally 
cause uncertainty and long-term decline in the possibility of maintaining 
secure livelihoods. In the developed world, these uncertainties and risks 
can be absorbed by the state’s welfare mechanisms and insurance sys-
tems. However, in states where such safety nets are already under im-
mense pressure, or do not exist at all due to underdevelopment, weak 
governance and/or conflict (most notably in countries affected by con-
flict), the risk of instability cannot be dealt with in this way.

Key risks  
This overview of the double-headed problem of climate change and 
violent conflict reveals a number of key risks that have to be addressed 
through new policies: 
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also disappearing rapidly due to declining rainfall and 
increased demand for its water, in addition to other 
variations in climate patterns.14

Mali’s relatively good governance, economic perform-
ance and political stability since the civil war ended in 1995 

all suggest that it is much better placed than Chad to 
respond in an effective and timely way to the challenge of 
climate change, by adapting crops, and preparing to handle 
potential resource conflicts through traditional mediation.
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Area: �,284,000 km²
Capital and number of inhabitants: Ndjamena 754,000 (est. 2007)
Number of inhabitants: �0,000,000 (2006)
Form of government: republic, unitary state
gDP per capita: 7�5 USD (2006)
Swedish development cooperation: Sweden gives support to 
humanitarian and reconstruction contributions throughout Chad. 
The support for 2008 is in the order of 70 MSEK to refugees, internal 

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the UN International Children’s 
Emergency Fund (UNICEF), the UN World Food Programme (WFP), the UN 

and Red Crescent societies and a few non-governmental 
organisations such as Médecins Sans Frontières.
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Capital and number of inhabitants: Bamako �,700,000 (est. 2008)
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Form of government: republic, unitary state
gDP per capita: 47� USD (2006)
Swedish development cooperation: Sweden has increased its 

governance, social development and sustainable development of natural 
resource sectors. In 2006, development cooperation 
through Sida totalled �87 MSEK. Source: Sida
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Political instability: Weak governance structures underlie the problem of 
vulnerability to the impact of climate change. Weak governance is one of 
the key links in the chain of consequences of consequences. Climate 
change will put increased pressure on basic state functions such as the 
provision of basic health care and the guarantee of basic food security. 
Failed states, fragile states and states in transition, where such institutions 
either do not exist or are already unable to provide for the basic needs of 
their citizens, are particularly at risk.

Economic weakness: Economic instability will leave communities highly 
vulnerable, both to sudden environmental shocks and slow erosion of their 
livelihood security. The socio-political impacts of climate change will 
affect poor countries more than further developed states. Poorer countries, 
which tend to be agrarian states, will be far more susceptible to falling 
crop yields, extreme weather events and migratory movements. In poorer 
countries, there is no insurance, either private or state-based, against the 
effects of crop failure. These impacts of climate change will hinder eco-
nomic development and the lack of economic development hinders the 
ability to adapt to climate change. Empirical studies show that poor 
countries facing additional pressures are more prone to conflict. Climate 
change can thus increase obstacles to economic development, worsening 
poverty and thereby increasing the risk of violent conflict is these states.







The conflict and resulting human tragedy that have unfolded 
in Darfur since 2003 have grabbed international headlines. 
As the UN Security Council hammered out a deal to get an 
international peacekeeping force deployed there, discus-
sions about how to understand the causes of the conflict 
intensified. 

When Darfur first made headlines, the most common 
way of explaining the context was in terms of ethnic 
differences between Arabs and Africans. More recently, 
some have argued – UN Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon 
among them – that ‘the Darfur conflict began as an ecologi-
cal crisis, arising at least in part from climate change’.19  

No conflict ever has a single cause. In the case of 
Sudan, the escalation of violence has been attributed to 
such factors as: historical grievances; local perceptions of 
race; demands for a fair distribution of power between 
different groups; the unfair distribution of economic 
resources and benefits; disputes over access to and 
control of increasingly scarce land, livestock and water 
between pastoralists and agriculturalists; small arms 
proliferation and the militarisation of youth; and weak state 
institutions.20 

Arab-African differences are not as clear cut as some 
commentators first thought. Political and military alliances 
frequently shift between ethnic groups, depending on 
pragmatic considerations. The difference between herders 
and farmers is also variable. According to the UN Environ-
ment Programme21 the rural livelihood structures in Sudan 
are complex and vary from area to area. In many cases, 
farmers and herders are not separable as some tribes 
practice both herding and crop cultivation.

The impact of climate change, in particular the 20-year 
Sahelian drought, played a major role in intensifying 
grievances in Sudan because it meant there was less land 
for both farming and herding. These issues played out 

against a background of economic and political marginalisa-
tion, as well as violence. The number of violent conflicts 
attributable to traditional disputes over the use of land 
escalated dramatically from the 1970s on.22 In the mid-
1980s, when the north-south Sudanese civil war broke out 
again after a 10-year hiatus, the government used Arab 
tribal militias as a means of keeping the southern rebels at 
bay in Darfur. As a result, ethnic identity started to become 
more politicised, feeding the escalation of conflicts over 
land issues with much more destructive fighting than in 
former times. In 2003 two Darfurian armed groups at-
tacked military installations; the response of local govern-
ment-backed militias was a further escalation with a 
campaign of ethnic cleansing, causing over 200,000 deaths 
and the displacement of over two million. 

Thus climate change alone does not explain either the 
outbreak or the extent of the violence in Darfur. The other 
16 countries in the Sahelian belt have felt the impact of 
global warming, including Mali and Chad (see Box 6), but 
only Sudan has experienced such devastating conflict. 
Darfur is, in fact, an exemplary case showing how the 
physical consequences of climate change interact with 
other factors to trigger violent conflict.

The conflict itself is taking a further toll of already 
scarce resources. Militias in Darfur are known for the 
intentional destruction of villages and forests. The loss of 
trees in these campaigns reduces the amount of shelter 
available for livestock and the amount of fuel wood for local 
communities. This threatens their livelihoods and results in 
their displacement, while simultaneously worsening the 
impact of desertification, which makes further conflict over 
land access more likely. 

The massive scale of displacement in Darfur also has a 
serious impact on the environment. Camps for displaced 
people mean trees being felled for firewood. The consump-

SUDAN – DARFUR Understanding the causes

Food insecurity: In many areas, the physical effects and the socio-political 
consequences of climate change will combine to have a profound and 
destabilising effect on ordinary people’s daily lives by reducing food 
security. The problem here is not simply food shortages but uncertainty 
of food supply. This may be the result of losing arable land to desert and 
of shorter growing seasons, but can equally be caused by changes in the 
food supply chain, such as the loss of roads through flooding (and in 
other places, the loss of rivers through persistent drought). Political 
instability and violent conflict also have an effect on food security. 
Humanitarian assistance can temporarily fill in when there are food 
shortages but cannot address the underlying problem of lack of food 
security – and it is only when food security is restored that people can 
feel safe. In the absence of food security, conflict and migration are 
almost inevitable consequences. 

Demographic changes – migration and urbanisation: Demographic changes 
always entail a change in power systems and resource allocation. Cli-
mate-change-related movements of people will place strain on host 



tion is greater in the many camps where manufacturing 
bricks is being taken up as a means for people to earn a 
living, encouraged by development organisations. These 
camps can require up to 200 trees per day for brick-
making.23 Over the weeks and months, combined with the 
wood needed for domestic use, this adds up to a rate of 
deforestation that renders the camps unsustainable. 

Deforestation already extends as far as 18 kilometres 
from some camps, as people go further and further afield 
to find wood. Most of those who go to gather wood in this 
way are women and children, and this task makes them 
extremely vulnerable to continuing violence from the militia 
groups. The incidence of rape has risen as an inevitable 
result. As the wood runs out, the camps eventually have to 
move. This is not only hugely disruptive to the hundreds of 
thousands of camp inhabitants, but it is also detrimental to 
Darfur’s existing problems of drought, desertification and 
disputes over land-use, which were contributory factors to 
the conflict from the outset.
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Area: 2,505,8�� km²
Capital and number of inhabitants: Khartoum 5,894,000 (est. 2004)
Number of inhabitants: �7,000,000 (2006)
Form of government: republic, federal state
gDP per capita: �,090 USD (2006)
Swedish development cooperation: Sweden supports humanitarian 
and reconstruction contributions throughout Sudan, contributions that 
totalled ��0 MSEK in 2006. Sweden is an active donor to the UN’s 
peace support operation UNMIS and the EU’s support effort to the 
African Union’s contribution in Darfur, AMIS. Sweden plays an active role 
in diplomatic efforts to bring about peaceful 
development throughout Sudan.
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communities that already have scarce resources, whether because of 
population growth, government policy or as an effect of climate change 
itself. In such circumstances, there is a higher risk of violent conflict. 
Some of the world’s mega-cities are on the coast and are themselves at 
risk over time from rising sea levels. The combination of population 
growth, inward migration, declining water supply, other basic shortages 
and rising sea levels in a city of 15-20 million or more inhabitants adds 
up to a challenge with which even the most effective city and national 
government would find hard to cope. Where governance is poor, a social 
disaster seems close to inevitable. 
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3.	The unified solution

The double-headed problem of climate change and violent conflict has a 
unified solution. The capacities that communities need in order to adapt 
to the consequences of climate change are very similar to those they need 
in order to reduce the risk of violent conflict. Addressing one part of the 
problem in the right way is itself a means of addressing the other part. 
Indeed, climate change offers an opportunity for peacebuilding: in 
divided communities, climate change offers a threat to unite against; the 
need for adaptation offers a task on which to cooperate. 

The community is the vital level for action to adapt to and meet 
climate change but international cooperation is also essential. Climate 
change and its physical consequences do not respect national borders so 
policy and action to address the problem must be developed internation-
ally. This truth has formed the cornerstone of efforts to mitigate climate 
change for two decades already. 

The knock-on socio-economic consequences do not respect national 
borders either. Large-scale migration, loss of economic output, loss of 
livelihood security, increased political instability and greater risk of 
violent conflict will all have consequences that cross national borders. 
The logic that promotes international cooperation for mitigation works 
in the same direction when it comes to adaptation. 

Furthermore, in many countries that face the double-headed prob-
lem, the government is going to be either unwilling or unable – or both – 
to take on the task of adaptation and peacebuilding. In many of the 
countries most at risk, the government – and more than that, the system 
of governance – is part of the problem. The task of helping communities 
adapt to climate change cannot be left to such governments. There is no 
alternative except international cooperation to support local action.  

Why the international community should act 
There are two central motives that should drive international efforts to 
address the double-headed problem we have identified: the first is to 
maintain international peace and security; the second, linked to the first, 
is to support sustainable development.

To maintain international peace and security: The UK government initiated a 
debate on security and climate change at the UN Security Council in 
April 2007. There was considerable resistance to this from other govern-
ments and it could not be said afterwards that many other governments 
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had been convinced by the UK’s arguments. But the very fact that the 
UN Security Council was used in this way signalled that climate change 
is beginning to be considered an issue of international security. The 
London-based International Institute of Strategic Studies, in its annual 
Strategic Survey in 2007, similarly identified climate change as a major 
issue of international security and argued that this would become more 
widely understood as the effects of climate change begin to bite.24

Where the inability to adapt to climate change combines with other 
stresses to produce violent conflict, neighbouring states and the interna-
tional community will be affected, not least through the flight of refu-
gees. Even viewed through a narrow economic prism, the cost of a civil 
war is far higher than the cost of adaptation, so any reluctance in the 
international community to invest in the adaptation needs of poor 
communities would be a false economy. 

More broadly viewed, a world that is forced into belated efforts to 
adapt to climate change is almost certainly one in which rivalries be-
tween states escalate. Without going into speculative scenarios, the risks 
that the world faces in relation to climate change will include increased 
insecurity – unless climate change is treated as an opportunity and 
becomes the occasion for enhanced cooperation. That is a strong motive 
for timely international cooperation.

To support sustainable development: The international community has al-
ready acknowledged that failure to take climate change into account in 
development policies and strategies will threaten the achievement of 
international development goals to reduce poverty and increase literacy 
and health.25 Similarly, not paying attention to climate issues in develop-
ment and peacebuilding can worsen tensions over resources and increase 
the risk of violent conflict. For example, in Liberia, UN-led programmes 
are retraining ex-combatants in agricultural skills and reintegrating 
them into farming communities. According to IPCC projections, how-
ever, the region will face a 50 percent cut in crop yields by 2020.26 Unless 
the techniques taught are appropriate for the changed environment of 
the near future – techniques such as half moon planting and water 
harvesting, for example – the new livelihood opportunities for ex-com-
batants will be wiped out well within their working lifetime. The exist-
ence of unemployed and frustrated ex-combatants is widely regarded as a 
contributory factor to violent conflict,27 and violent conflict holds back 
economic development. But ensuring that development and peacebuild-
ing programmes are sensitive to climate change will bolster or even foster 
local adaptation and reduce the risk of climate change contributing to 
violent conflict.

Regional cooperation
It is not only at the level of the UN that international cooperation is 
relevant. While the world body’s role is crucial, it needs to be supple-
mented by regional and sub-regional bodies such as the African Union 
and the Organisation of American States, and sub-regional organisations 
such as the Economic Community of West African States, the Associa-
tion of South East Asian Nations, and the South Asian Association for 
Regional Cooperation. Like the EU, but with much less wealth and 
economic power at their disposal, these bodies represent the common 
interests of their member states in stability, security and growing trade 
and prosperity. They can often provide a forum for concerns and a 
mechanism of support for their members that are closer to the actual 
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concerns of the states involved and less likely to be experienced as an 
outside threat than, for example, action initiated at the UN level or 
undertaken by rich northern governments. They could therefore have 
greater effectiveness and legitimacy in helping develop responses to some 
of the key risks in the knock-on consequences of climate change.

Some of the measures of adaptation mentioned later in this chapter, 
such as building stocks of agricultural products as an economic reserve, 
developing new crop techniques and systems, or identifying post-disaster 
re-employment opportunities, might be best developed on a regional or 
sub-regional basis. Significant numbers of states lack the capacity or the 
economic resources to make these preparations alone but could play a 
part in a cooperative system.

Some of the difficult issues of migration could perhaps also be best 
handled through cooperation at the regional level, developing a frame-
work not only of law, but of interlocking claims and duties on and for one 
another. 

A role for the private sector
The responsibility is not just with governments and inter-governmental 
organisations. The private sector also has a role to play. International 
companies operating in at-risk countries have both an interest and a 
responsibility in safeguarding their investments by working together with 
governments and communities on adaptation. At a national and local 
level, again, there is both a company interest and a responsibility to be 
part of adaptation. Local communities, after all, include small and 
medium-sized companies, local producers and traders.

Many corporations are already making steps towards sustainable and 
environmentally friendly business practices. Many companies have 
developed corporate social responsibility policies that aim to minimise 
the adverse impacts of the companies’ on the social environments around 
them. However, without adequate information on the socio-economic 
consequences of climate change, some of these well-intentioned policies 
could actually restrict the adaptation options of some communities in the 
near future. For example, promoting fair trade coffee is an important 
step towards generating better conditions for coffee farmers. Yet the 
predicted increase in temperature of 2°C will dramatically decrease the 
amount of land suitable for growing coffee.33 If more farmers were to go 
into coffee production because they were guaranteed a fair price, and if 
there were to be no planning for alternative livelihood strategies when 
climate change strikes, the long-term effect could be harmful. 

Well-informed, climate-aware and context-specific business practices, 
on the other hand, have the scope to provide new adaptation options 
such as new livelihood opportunities or strengthened infrastructure. For 
example, if different crops are to be farmed, it is essential that there is 
efficient distribution of the seeds and of the products – a role for the 
private sector. Establishing quick re-employment options after drought or 
extreme weather also offers a role for private companies. 

At a different level, business practice should be climate-sensitive, not 
only in terms of reducing carbon emissions and thus attempting to 
address the long-term roots of the problem, but also in terms of support-
ing adaptation to address the short and medium-term consequences. 
This can involve not only the obvious companies, such as those in energy 
and transport, but others, such as the finance sector, which is capable of 
transforming into practical commercial considerations the argument in 
the 2006 Stern Review that responding constructively to climate change 
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is economically beneficial. Adaptation will require investment, and in 
some cases will be suitable for private sector investment.

Complexities of cooperation
There is already a considerable international agenda for cooperation on 
the issue of climate change. For many observers and especially for 
environmental activists, this agenda does not go nearly far enough on 
mitigation. But the perspective advanced here is different: important 
though it is to mitigate global warming, examining the interrelationship 
between climate change and the risk of armed conflict leads to the 
conclusion that adaptation needs more attention and more action. Some 
academic commentators have pointed to ‘the long-standing unease in the 
policy community with regard to adaptation’.34 Though adaptation does 
feature on the international agenda, it is mitigation that takes the lion’s 
share of the headlines and the policy initiatives. It is time to recognise 
that while mitigation is essential, its benefits will come slowly and, in the 
meantime, adaptation is urgent.

Trade-offs and synergies between adaptation and mitigation
The IPCC’s AR4 notes the risk of an unwelcome trade-off between 
adaptation and mitigation because resources committed to one are not 
available for the other. As far as the poorest countries are concerned, the 
fact is that their carbon emissions have been marginal compared to 
industrial countries and, more recently, the fast developing middle-
income countries. Africa as a whole, home to 14 percent of the world’s 
population, is responsible for 3.6 percent of global carbon dioxide emis-

Villagers carry tubing for a water supply to their� Photo: Phoenix  

village in the mountains.   
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International frameworks  

UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC): 

International efforts to tackle climate change are primarily 

pursued through the UNFCCC. The UNFCCC is an international 

environmental treaty produced at the United Nations Conference 

on Environment and Development, known as the Earth Summit, 

held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. The parties to the UNFCCC meet 

annually; the December 2007 meeting in Bali is the 13th Confer-

ence of Parties. The UNFCCC acts as an umbrella for international 

dialogue, policy and funding on climate change. Its overarching 

mandate, stated in article 2 of the Convention, is to limit green-

house gas levels to a ‘level that would prevent dangerous 

anthropogenic interference with the climate system’. Under this 

framework, mitigation of climate change dominates the agenda, 

with most funding and policy attention geared towards the future 

of the Kyoto Protocol and a number of separate initiatives. 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC): The 

IPCC is the most authoritative source of internationally accepted 

scientific assessments. These assessments feed into the 

UNFCCC process and constitute its scientific basis. However, 

though based on pure science, the reports of the IPCC are 

produced through intense political negotiation, especially over the 

confidence with which future effects are predicted, and concern-

ing the analysis of how observed features of climate change are 

caused. The Fourth Assessment Report (AR4) from the IPCC has 

come out during 2007 and is more far-reaching in its socio-

political analysis of the impacts of climate change than its 

predecessors. Working Group II of the IPCC, in particular, has 

looked more closely at the climate impacts and vulnerabilities of 

fragile communities than in previous reports. However, it is not 

the role of the IPCC to provide an assessment of the likely 

impacts of climate change on violent conflict, so the issue of 

conflict and peacebuilding potential is not explored in the AR4. 

UN International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (ISDR): 

The ISDR was set up to coordinate approaches at a local, national 

and international level with the aim of building disaster-resilient 

communities by promoting increased awareness of the impor-

tance of disaster reduction as an integral component of sustain-

able development. 

The Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA): This is a 10-year 

action framework (2005-2015) for disaster risk reduction. Its 

three aims are to: integrate disaster risk reduction into sustain-

able development policies and planning at all levels, with 

emphasis on disaster planning, mitigation, preparedness and 

vulnerability reduction; develop and strengthen institutions, 

mechanisms and capacities at all levels; and to systematically 

incorporate risk reduction approaches into the implementation of 

emergency preparedness, response and recovery programmes.

Neither the ISDR nor the HFA was designed to address directly 

the issues posed by climate change and conflict but they provide 

useful frameworks to guide and monitor action. However, these 

frameworks are only as effective as their implementation. NGOs 

are already finding that action around the HFA is highly top-down 

and does not sufficiently include local actors. 

Global Environment Facility (GEF): Multilateral funding for 

climate change is mainly channelled through the GEF, a funding 

agency established in 1991. While most funding for climate 

change over the last decade has been for mitigation, the GEF has 

recently set up four new funds for adaptation in developing 

countries. However, one barrier to using these funds is the GEF 

rules, which state that they can only be used for the ‘incremental 

costs of global benefits’. While it is relatively easy to calculate the 

costs of global benefits arising from mitigation projects, it is 

more difficult to do so for adaptation projects as benefits are 

usually local rather than global. The four funds are:

•	 The Least Developed Countries Fund: This fund is only for 

those countries classified as LDCs. It therefore excludes 

many middle-income countries that also face the risk of 

instability or violent conflict in the face of climate change. It is 

reliant on voluntary contributions for funding. Since its launch 

in 2001, the LDC fund has attracted $120 million in pledges, 

but only $48 million has been received as of April 2007.

•	 The Special Climate Change Fund: This is for adaptation 

planning and technology transfer in all developing countries 

and is reliant on voluntary contributions for funding. As of 

April 2007, $62 million has been pledged, and $41 million has 

been received.

•	 The Strategic Priority on Adaptation: A three-year initiative to 

pilot adaptation capacity-building measures, funded by $50 

million from GEF Trust Funds.28 

•	 The Adaptation Fund: This is intended to fund actual adapta-

tion measures in developing countries. It is not yet opera-

tional; the plan is to fund it from CDM credits, amounting to 

an estimated $1 billion over the next five years. Of the 13 

countries that have submitted their NAPAs to the UNFCCC, 

the total cost of projects proposed to meet only the immedi-

ate adaptation needs is $330 million. Factor in the long-term 

costs, and the 89 other countries in need of assistance, and 

it is evident that this fund is just a drop in the ocean of what is 

required.

CURRENT FRAMEWORKS AND ACTION ON  
CLIMATE CHANGE
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The cost of adaptation is still hugely under-researched and so an 

estimate of how much is needed is difficult to discern. However, 

the World Bank has produced a preliminary estimate that it will 

cost approximately $10-40 billion to climate-proof investments in 

the developing world.29 Even judged against the lower estimates, 

the pledges received to date are massively inadequate. 

At the same time as noting the relative paucity of funds available 

for adaptation, it is important to add that the international donor 

community does not only need to spend additional money, it also 

needs to change the way it meets its current commitments for 

expenditure on development and peacebuilding. These activities 

need to be climate-proofed – i.e., the way that development and 

peacebuilding money is spent has to alter if the challenge of 

climate change is to be met.  This should take an important place 

on the international agenda, starting with the December 2007 

Conference of Parties of the UNFCCC (CoP 13) in Bali. 

Bali Action Plan 

The Bali Action Plan adopted in December 2007, reaffirmed that 

economic and social development and poverty eradication are 

global priorities in combating climate change. 

The Bali decisions especially focus on adaptation to climate 

change, concerted management of an adaptation fund, and 

inclusion of adaptation as one of the central parts of a future 

process to achieve the UNFCCC goals. Matters related to conflict 

risks are particularly mentioned for the least developed countries 

and countries in Africa affected by drought, desertification and 

floods.

Organisation for Economic Cooperation & Development 

(OECD): One forum that has begun looking at integrating the 

development, peacebuilding and climate adaptation strands is the 

OECD. The Development Assistance Committee (DAC) is extending 

the chapter on Environment and Resources in the OECD’s 

Guidelines for Conflict Prevention to take account of climate 

change. And the DAC Network on Conflict, Peace and Develop-

ment Cooperation is researching the links between the environ-

ment, conflict and peace, issuing briefs and specific assessments 

on land, water, valuable minerals and forests30 The OECD’s 

Working Party on Global and Structural Policy has also recently 

set up a Climate and Development Project where climate change 

and conflict are intended to be addressed with strong participa-

tion from developing countries. 

At the regional level 

The European Commission (EC): The EC is developing a global 

monitoring system for environment and security in 2008 as part 

of the European Strategy for Space.31 This monitoring measure is 

intended to oversee implementation of the Kyoto Protocol; it will 

largely benefit mitigation, rather than adaptation. There are also 

discussions about the need to link climate change to broader 

security and development policy strategies and the EC is 

establishing a new Global Climate Change Alliance between the EU 

and other vulnerable developing countries.

Apart from the EC, there do not appear to be major regional 

initiatives addressing adaptation and even the EC is only now 

coming to this issue.

At the national level 

National Adaptation Programmes of Action (NAPAs): Under the 

framework of the UNFCCC, the core instrument for addressing 

adaptation by countries at the national level is through NAPAs. The 

idea of a NAPA is to provide a process For Least Developed 

Countries to identify priority activities that respond to their urgent 

needs for adapting to climate change. To date, 22 states have 

drawn up a NAPA32, and 13 have submitted them to the UNFCCC. 

In theory, NAPAs take into account existing coping strategies at 

the grass-roots level, and build upon them to identify priority activ-

ities, rather than focusing on scenario-based modelling to assess 

future vulnerability and long-term policy at state level. However, 

the process of drafting the NAPAs so far seems to rest more on 

assistance from donors such as the World Bank and the UN 

Environmental Programme rather than on participation from 

community groups and civil society. The NAPAs have an evident 

potential for integrating peacebuilding and development concerns 

with adaptation to climate change, but it is too soon to tell 

whether actual steps are being taken in this direction. In the 

absence of an effort to integrate the plans and action, the risk is 

that NAPAs will become just another box for poor governments to 

tick on the way to getting some funding.

Sweden´s Policy for Global Development 

The new start for the Swedish Policy for Global Development, as 

proposed by the Minister of Development Cooperation, focuses on 

six global challenges for achieving fair and sustainable global 

development. Three of the identified challenges are related to 

climate change and the risks and consequences of conflicts. 
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sions while, to take a random example, Australia has 0.32 percent of the 
world’s population, yet produces 1.43 percent of carbon dioxide emis-
sions.35 With the exceptions of Libya, the Seychelles, Nigeria and South 
Africa, African countries emit only 0.5 tonnes of carbon dioxide per 
capita each year. By comparison, as the world’s largest emitter, the USA 
emits over 20 tonnes per capita.36 For poor and politically unstable 
countries facing the combined risk of climate change and conflict, 
therefore, there is not much to gain by concentrating scarce resources 
onto mitigation, and however heroic their efforts, they will not make 
much of a dent in global emission levels. From the perspective both of the 
individual countries and of the international community as a whole, the 
priority need in the poorest countries is for adaptation. 

An additional trade-off between mitigation and adaptation policies 
has been less discussed. In some circumstances, measures to reduce 
GHG emissions risk actually hindering adaptation. For example, among 
the World Bank’s activities in Sri Lanka is the new Renewable Energy 
for Rural Development Project37 which aims – among other strategies – 
to strengthen the national grid through support for privately owned 
mini-hydroelectricity plants and other renewable energy projects. It is 
likely to divert scarce water supplies from communities’ consumption and 
agricultural needs. That risks weakening food security at a time when, as 
part of adaptation to climate change, it should be strengthened. It also 
risks fostering social tensions because of local resentment towards devel-
opment initiatives that misfire. Similarly, in Cochabamba, Bolivia, 
making water into a marketable commodity by contracting water provi-
sion out to the private sector pushed up prices and led to violent protests 
in January to April 2000, with over 100 people injured.38

At the water purification plant. The city is run 
by Jusco, a private corporation (a subsidiary of 
Tata Steel). It is the only city in India where you 
can drink water straight from the tap without 
regrets.

Photo: Phoenix 
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The limits of carbon trading
Carbon trading is one of the key ways in which states are attempting to 
address the problem of climate change at the international level. Most 
carbon trading schemes are registered with the Clean Development 
Mechanism (CDM), an arrangement under the Kyoto Protocol allowing 
industrialised countries that have committed to reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions to invest in projects that cut emissions in developing countries 
as an alternative to more costly emissions reductions in their own coun-
tries. 

Mitigation is self-evidently important and carbon trading has long 
been seen as a productive way of doing it but, recently, a number of 
concerns have arisen around the CDM. A study by Nature in 200739 
revealed that the CDM was becoming a lucrative industry where compa-
nies were paid as much as 50 times more than it cost to reduce emissions. 
Further investigations have found that there are loopholes allowing for 
spurious credits to be awarded. There is evidence that the majority of 
CDM projects would have happened anyway – in other words, compa-
nies were simply using the CDM to generate extra income. There were 
even cases of projects being retrospectively given the CDM tag. Thus, 
the CDM was not acting as an incentive for new environmentally re-
sponsible activities.40

Among other problems, the CDM’s failure to take account of poverty 
is concerning. Most CDM projects are in countries undergoing rapid 
industrialisation and very few are in Africa; in 2005, these accounted for 
only seven projects in all, 2 percent of the total (and, of these, five were in 
South Africa).41 The real problem, however, is the risks entailed in some 
of the projects. For example, a World Bank landfill gas project in Dur-
ban, South Africa, is actively opposed by most local communities be-
cause of its adverse health effects.42 If the effort is made to mitigate 
climate change in this way, pursued at the expense of the needs and well-
being of local communities, there is a risk of social instability. In regions 
that are already unstable and face a myriad of other pressures, failure to 
take account of conflict dynamics can contribute to an escalation of such 
instability into violence.  

The problem of maladaptations
The IPCC’s Working Group on Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability 
has rightly noted the importance of addressing climate change adapta-
tion in fragile states, especially where these responses are so-called ‘no 
regrets’ policies – that is, policies that turn out to be of benefit to a 
community whether or not the predicted climate change impacts occur.

The IPCC warns against the risks of what it calls maladaptations, 
which are the result of responses to climate change that lack foresight 
about climatic or relevant social trends.43 However, the IPCC draws a 
problematic conclusion when it argues that this means there should be 
more emphasis on mitigation to prevent future maladaptations that 
would increase the costs of climate impacts. It would be equally possible 
to turn this the other way around and say that the problem of what might 
be called mismitigation – as outlined above – means there should be less 
emphasis on mitigation for fear it will go wrong.

The solution is to ensure that maladaptation does not occur at all. In 
fragile states, this would mean ensuring that policies on climate change 
are sensitive to conflict risks and, at the same time, ensuring that peace-
building and development take account of the consequences of the 
consequences of climate change. In essence, the process entails incorpo-



Liberia suffered extreme violent conflict and arbitrary 
dictatorship from 1980 to 2003. The causes of conflict 
are deeply rooted in historically entrenched inequalities 
in the distribution of power and a reliance on violence to 
gain wealth and power. 

Almost half of Liberia’s population of 3.1 million lives 
in the capital, Monrovia. Many areas outside the city are 
inaccessible by road and remain isolated. Politicians and 
civil servants spend little or no time in those regions, and 
few of the legal and developmental changes initiated in 
the capital are experienced in rural areas. This marginali-
sation can express itself in feelings of apathy and a 
reinforcement of the culture of impunity. 

In October 2005, two years after the fighting ended, 
Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf was elected President. Liberia is 
now in the process of consolidating peace, although the 
situation remains volatile. 

The country carries a heavy burden of debt, while an 
influx of returning refugees and internally displaced 
people to rural regions exacerbates land disputes 
between ethnic groups. Liberia also faces the problem of 
its bad neighbourhood: regional instability repeatedly 
threatens to destabilise the peace process.

Given the real and perceived inequalities between those 
living in the capital city and those in rural areas, it is vital 
that communication be enhanced in rural Liberia. 
International Alert has been working in Liberia since 
1993 and its current work focuses on the issues of 
communication and participation. The aim is to enable 
groups who feel marginalised and alienated to articulate 
their views, needs and rights through the media rather 
than resorting to violence. Alert also works to ensure 
that journalists are trained in responsible reporting. In 
addition, International Alert is using community radio to 
improve access to impartial and balanced information in 
the eight most conflict-affected counties of Liberia, so 
that people there understand the ever-changing political 
situation and feel able to engage with processes originat-
ing in Monrovia. 

Alongside this work, Alert and its Liberian NGO 
partners have organised three popular annual Peace and 
Culture Festivals, bringing together performers and 
cultural troupes, along with members of local communi-
ties, from the eight counties and the neighbouring 
countries of Cote d’Ivoire, Guinea and Sierra Leone. The 
2007 festival was attended by an estimated 10,000 

rating adaptation into peacebuilding in a manner that takes account of 
future vulnerabilities to climate change.

Ensuring the approach is evidence-based
The issue of maladaptation shows that the need is not only to give more 
attention to adaptation but to make sure it is effective – more of the right 
kind of adaptation. To this end, examples such as those from Bolivia, Sri 
Lanka and South Africa show the importance of basing adaptation 
policies on solid knowledge about local circumstances, including antici-
pated climate change impact and a thorough contextual analysis. 

There are two problems with this – one is time. Such work will take 
two to five years to complete. Meanwhile, the effects of climate change 
are already unfolding. The response, therefore, must be incremental. 
Peacebuilding will help develop the adaptive capacities of communities 
so they can use the research findings as they come through. In the 
meantime, peacebuilding and development must be as climate-sensitive 
as existing knowledge allows, recognising that this knowledge will 
deepen as time goes by. 

The second problem is the risk that the approach to conducting, 
reporting and using research will be technocratic, top-down and alienat-
ing. To ordinary people it will feel like outside experts coming and telling 
them how things are, how they should live and what they should do. The 
likelihood is they will ignore this advice or, if necessary, fight it. 

A different way of working is possible, grounded in a peacebuilding 
approach. This emphasises the importance of local knowledge and seeks 
the active participation of local communities in working out how best to 
adapt to climate change. While much of the technical knowledge, such as 
complex climate modelling, would of necessity need to be transferred 
from states with more advanced research and development capacity, 

LIBERIA Peacebuilding works



people. These festivals use cultural activities – comedy, 
drama, music and dance – to bring people together and 
help heal the divisions that have been created by years 
of violence. They serve as a reminder that Liberians from 
different parts of the country and people from the 
neighbouring countries have cultures that, while signifi-
cantly different, nevertheless share many core values, 
including powerful modes of communication and a 
strong sense of community. Both need to be mobilised 
over an extended period of time to build a sustainable 
peace.

The Liberia Media Project is part of a wider strategy 
to build sustainable peace in Liberia and the sub-region 
through communicating messages about peacebuilding 
and reconciliation. The combination of traditional and 
contemporary communication mechanisms can enable 
media to represent local people who, in turn, feel more 
empowered in their society and are more likely to 
resolve differences peacefully. 

Across the sub-region, communication and improved 
access to information can have a powerful effect on 
conflicts that spill across borders and threaten areas of 
stability.
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reconstruction of the country and was given through the UN’s Develop-
ment Programme via the UNDP and the Save the Children Fund. The 
contributions are aimed at building up the local community, health care, 
education and infrastructure in the country. The Swedish Government 
has decided to continue to support Liberia and intends 
to increase support in the coming years.

figuring out what to do could and should be an inclusive and participa-
tory process. Where communities are divided because of the experience 
or risk of violent conflict, addressing these problems could, in fact, 
provide the occasion for developing a practical, problem-solving dialogue 
through which cooperative relationships could be established and stead-
ily built up. The aim, in short, is to bring hard science and local knowl-
edge together.

Peacebuilding 
‘Peacebuilding’ means societies equipping themselves to manage con-
flicts without resorting to violence. It looks different in different contexts 
– the detailed activities range from local dialogues promoting reconcilia-
tion to advocacy that shapes economic policy and business practices. The 
key is to understand that it is not possible to build peace for people and 
communities that have been involved in violent conflict; rather, those 
people and communities must build peace for themselves. It is, however, 
possible for outsiders to help and participate in that process.

Peace is sustainable only if it is based on a social process in which 
citizens participate as equals. In general, they will do this only when they 
see that the peace process offers justice, economic equity and progress, 
security and good governance. These are the foundations of peacebuild-
ing which, in the long term, are the basis for strong and responsive 
institutions of government. Peacebuilding is thus holistic, acting on all 
aspects of a society’s security, socio-economic foundations, political 
frameworks, justice systems, and traditions of reconciliation to strengthen 
the factors that can contribute to peace. And peacebuilding is also 
inclusive of all actors and perspectives, including those who are frequent-
ly marginalised or excluded.
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Peacebuilding works – but it works slowly. It was well over a decade 
before the peace process in Northern Ireland was regarded by most 
observers as relatively stable – from the IRA’s ceasefire declaration in 
1994 to the return to a power-sharing government in 2007 – and the 
violence in Northern Ireland, though painful and protracted, was rela-
tively low-level by international standards, while the peace process was 
lavishly funded by comparison with other cases. Peace in Bosnia-Herze-
govina has taken a similarly long period to secure, and the process is by 
no means completed. In Burundi in 2007, there remain elements of risk 
in the peace process that was initiated in 2000. Peacebuilding takes 
patience and care and, in its early years, is extremely precarious because 
it takes far fewer people acting irresponsibly to return a country to 
violence than are needed to work together to sustain the peace. Yet 
peacebuilding can transform societies into functional communities that 
can exist without the threat of violent conflict – a process that we see 
unfolding in Liberia today.  

In Liberia, the key need to which International Alert has been able to contribute is 

communication as the basis for social participation in the peace process. In Burundi, 

where Alert has been working since 1995 when civil war was intense, the organisation 

was able to work at several levels. Alert provided space for political and community 

leaders to meet, develop mutual confidence and jointly develop ideas for moving the 

country onto a peaceful path. Alert also worked with civil society activists to help found a 

national women’s peace organisation that, acting as an umbrella for local women’s 

groups, has trained over 10,000 people in conflict resolution, mediation and facilitation. 

In the Democratic Republic of Congo, International Alert has recently developed a 

programme bringing together people from different regions into a national dialogue on 

how to sustain peace and human rights in a country that, from the colonial period until 

recently, knew only dictatorship and war. In the South Caucasus, several Alert projects 

help people come together and exchange ideas across entrenched lines of conflict, 

helping to develop social foundations for possible future peace deals. 

PEACEBUILDING EXAMPLES 

These activities cannot make peace by themselves, but nor can peace 
be made without them. A sustainable peace requires a peace agreement 
between the leaders of the contending parties, their continuing commit-
ment to it after signature, and a social setting to support it and encourage 
political leaders’ continued commitment. The problem that peacebuild-
ing addresses is that, through the experience of violent conflict, societies 
lose the capacity to resolve difficult issues peacefully. Variously, they lose 
the institutions that can mediate and negotiate disputes and differences 
before they get out of hand, and they lose the cultural habits of compro-
mise and tolerance that are required for serious differences to be settled 
by agreement. Helping societies regain these attributes is what peace-
building is about.

The way peacebuilding is implemented has to be tailored to the needs 
of the specific context. Each society and community has its own modes 
and values. Because the point of peacebuilding is to help societies renew 
the attributes of a peaceful society, it cannot work on the basis of a top-
down recipe. It has to support and enhance the efforts and energies of 
ordinary people, to develop a process from the ground up so as to ensure 
that the opportunity offered by a formal peace agreement is seized and 
lasting peace is created.
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Linking peacebuilding and climate adaptation
In one sense, adaptation to climate change could take many forms, some 
of them profoundly destructive. If good land for farming or grazing 
becomes scarce, it could be said that when one group attacks another to 
drive it away, that is a form of adaptation. Likewise, if the pressures of 
climate change lead large numbers of people to leave their homes and 
migrate to urban slums, that also is a form of adaptation. But what people 
want and need are forms of adaptation that protect human security.

Successful adaptation to climate change will still involve changes in 
how people live. The key to linking peacebuilding and adaptation with 
climate change is to ask how people can best change the way they live. 
What is the best process of change – that is, the process that offers the 
greatest opportunity to cope peacefully with the challenge of climate 
change and adapt to it in a way that protects people’s well-being? It is, 
surely, a process that simultaneously meets two objectives: it needs to be 
based on a proper appreciation of the challenge – i.e., it needs to be 
entifically informed; and it needs to be a process that thoroughly involves 
the people whose lives will change so they shape it and buy into it. For 
this to be the case, the people involved in the process must understand 
the problem (so the science must be communicated clearly), see what the 
options are, gauge the impact of inaction, and choose to change. This 
approach acknowledges that local knowledge alone is not enough be-
cause climate change throws up unprecedented problems, but nor is the 
best hard science enough by itself, because adaptation needs to be locally 
grounded and culturally appropriate.

These considerations are even more important when looking at one of 
the most difficult problems thrown up by climate change and one where 
some of the greatest fears are likely to reside – migration. As we have 
argued earlier, as many examples have shown, migration itself does not 
generate violent conflict, yet it can be an important part of the chain of 
effects leading to violent conflict because of the responses it so often gets 
and because of the context. When people find a large number of new-
comers arriving, the key issue is to try to develop a common understand-
ing of what the problem is, why it has come about, and then what can be 
done about it in a way that most meets everybody’s needs. The best time 
to have this discussion is before the pressures of immigration have 
become intolerable. Research, good information systems and clear 
government and inter-governmental policies are all essential. But perhaps 
more important than anything is a commitment to timely dialogue in, 
with and between the communities that are affected – both those who 
are forced to migrate by the physical effects of climate change, and those 
who become hosts to the new migrants. The political issues wrapped up 
in this part of the climate change problem are extremely tangled, with 
competing resentments about who benefits from any resources that can 
be mobilised, and the risk that the question will be politicised in an 
inflammatory way. To leave such a potentially explosive set of issues 
alone, however, is to risk that explosion occurring.

The best process of change for a successful adaptation to climate 
change, in short, is the same as the processes involved in peacebuilding. 
In both, energies must be engaged in different parts of society – among 
communities and their leaders, in the private sector, media, political 
groups, social activists, students and intellectuals – and at different levels 
– among the elite and among ordinary people. In both, the process must 
include women as well as men, youth as well as mature adults, minorities 
as well as majority communities, and it must cross political divides as 
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Nepal44 is in the process of emerging from a 10-year civil 
war. The conflict, which began in 1996, stemmed from a 
combination of issues driven by endemic poverty, 
inequality, arbitrary authority and corruption at all levels. 
These fuelled a widespread sense of injustice and 
frustration. An attempt at democratic reform in 1990 ran 
out of steam because the elected politicians could not 
solve the problems of development in Nepal. Against this 
background of frustrated expectations, the Communist 
Party of Nepal (Maoist) launched an insurgency, operat-
ing in rural areas marked by lack of access to resources 
and social services for marginalised groups.   

Nepal’s economy is one of the poorest in the world 
with 90 percent of the population relying on subsistence 
agriculture for their livelihoods.45 Much of Nepal consists 
of rugged terrain and only 20 percent of the land is 
arable. The lives of many inhabiting the hilly and moun-
tainous areas depend on fragile ecosystems and, to 
make matters more difficult, many farmers do not have 
secure title to the land they work.  

The war unfolded as a low intensity conflict. On the 
government side it was mainly the police forces that 
were involved and the Maoists’ insurgent strategy made 
steady progress for several years. Things changed when 
King Gynanendra came to the throne after the death of 
his brother in the royal massacre of June 2001,46 and 
decided on a more active pursuit of the war, giving the 
army a larger role. The strategy was counter-productive 
and the Maoists took control of ever larger areas. The 
King steadily increased his authority in and over the 
government and, in February 2005, took over absolute 
power. 

The Peoples Movement in spring 2006 (known as 
Jana Andolan II) forced the King to surrender absolute 
power. The Maoists ceased combat, established an 
office in the capital Kathmandu, and joined the provi-
sional coalition government. 

However, the situation is by no means settled and 
peace is by no means certain. In early autumn 2007, the 
Maoists left the coalition government (though they did 
not leave the political process), arguing that the King 
should be stripped of all his remaining powers and rights 
before elections are held for a Constituent Assembly. To 
a considerable degree, apart from the Maoists, the most 
influential politicians in Nepal today are the same ones 
who were unable to sustain democracy in the 1990s. 
Nepal’s infrastructure, governance mechanisms and 
economy are fragile and the transitional government is 
still highly dependent on foreign development aid for the 
delivery of basic goods and services. 

The task of building peace is complicated not only by 
the aftermath of war and the persistence of its underly-
ing social and economic causes, but also by the effect of 
environmental changes. Because of flooding and land 
scarcity, people have had to work poor land. For exam-
ple, the Midland region is severely deforested and 
eroded, and there is a shortage of wood and fodder for 

daily use. Many communities are already under extreme 
pressure and their difficulties will be compounded by the 
effects of climate change. 

Impact of climate change 
Recent climatic trends show an increasing mean tem-
perature over recent decades, most markedly at high 
altitudes.47 This has already affected the Himalayas, with 
glaciers melting, increasing the volume of glacial lakes, 
and making them more prone to flooding. As this 
process continues, however, flooding will give way to 
water shortages. There is also a moderate risk that the 
monsoon might intensify due to climate change,48 which 
would affect the variability of river flows and hamper the 
operation of hydroelectric plants, which are highly 
dependent on predictable river flows.49 Being 90 percent 
dependent on hydroelectricity,50 Nepal’s energy supply is 
likely to be severely affected by the consequences of 
climate change.

Development aid and climate-sensitivity
Nepal receives just over $400 million per year in 
overseas development assistance, which accounts for 
over half of the government’s total expenditure.51  
Despite evidence of climate change already taking place, 
Nepal has received little attention or funding under the 
UNFCCC (see separate 7) to assist adaptation efforts. 

Furthermore, there is very little acknowledgment of 
the effects of climate change among the development 
community in Nepal. An analysis of the strategies and 
project documents of the 10 largest bilateral and 
international donors to Nepal reveals little explicit 
mention of climate change. These issues are currently 
viewed as ‘secondary’ by aid agencies, especially in 
Kathmandu, with attention focusing on the Constituent 
Assembly elections and associated security risks. Nor 
does Nepal’s Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper, agreed 

Demonstration at the PM ś official residence, against � Photo: Phoenix 
dismissed, killed and tortured people by CPN, maoist. �

NEPAL 



43

with the World Bank and used as a guide for develop-
ment and assistance, acknowledge the impact of climate 
change. This is particularly striking because of the 
wealth of research on the effect of climate change in 
Nepal that was available at the time of its drafting.52

This lack of attention to climate change exists 
despite an OECD-DAC study’s calculation that approxi-
mately 50-65 percent of total Official Development 
Assistance investment is in projects that are highly likely 
to be affected by climate risks.53 This includes both activ-
ities that may be affected directly by climate change, as 
well as development activities that may affect the 
vulnerability of local coping mechanisms to climate 
change.54

Peace, development, climate – which takes priority?
One of the most significant factors causing Nepal’s civil 
war was the failure of the post-1990 democratic govern-
ments to fulfil the expectation among ordinary Nepalis of 
a better life under democracy. The present transitional 
government faces the critical task of building trust 
among its citizens by fulfilling their expectations of 
reduced poverty, inequality and corruption – that is, by 
generating fairness and justice in society and govern-
ment. This combination of social, economic and political 
development is imperative for Nepal to achieve sustain-
able peace. 

Like other countries attempting to make their way 
out of a period of violent conflict, Nepal faces the 
challenge that peace is essential for development and 
development is essential for peace. It is not possible to 
give one priority over the other. At the same time, as in 
other countries, development and peacebuilding have to 
be climate-sensitive – which they are not at present – or 
the physical effects of climate change will have negative 
consequences for peace and development alike. To 
achieve these interlocking goals, Nepal needs responsive 
and efficient government institutions. Further, it needs a 
new social consensus supporting these goals so that 
there is community-level participation in development, 
peacebuilding and adaptation to climate change.

It is not difficult to envisage a Nepal that is unable to 
carry out the necessary combination of tasks. In that 
case, even if war has not recurred for other reasons, the 
effects of climate change will worsen the situation of 
ordinary people, development goals will not be met, 
demands and pressures on government will intensify. 
The inability of the government to respond positively will 
make a repressive reaction to pressure more likely – and 
the ingredients will all be in place for a return to civil war. 
In short, the consequences of climate change are 
exacerbating the risks of armed conflict recurring to 
which Nepal is already vulnerable. If further violence 
cannot be prevented then, whatever its causes, it will 
ensure that development is thrown further back and 
adaptation to climate change is neglected.

Is it possible to envisage a Nepal that manages to 

combine peacebuilding, development and adaptation? 
Some signs of the basis for a more positive scenario are 
to be found in the Peoples Movement in April 2006 and 
in the strength of civil society organisations. Further 
signs could be seen in August 2007 when floods hit the 
Terai plain, where much of Nepal’s industry and agricul-
ture is located and half of its population lives. The floods 
posed severe risks for short-term development pros-
pects, at a time when grievances have been voiced in the 
Terai that their diverse local interests are not fully 
represented in the agreements that brought the civil war 
to an end. But careful management of the flood relief 
operations actually brought conflicting parties together 
and had a positive impact on the peace process. 

This may not have been achieved by design but the 
response to the Terai floods offers an illustration of how 
climate responses and adaptation strategies could be 
used as a vehicle for peacebuilding. Going beyond that 
example, long-term response to climate change will work 
best if it has been formulated through dialogue among 
the people and communities most affected. It would be 
necessary to repeat this many times over in communities 
throughout the country and this kind of problem-solving 
dialogue is also needed at the national level. The 
scientific knowledge and the organisational resources 
and energy needed for this task do exist in Nepal; the 
challenge is mobilising them in time.
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Area: �47,�8� km²
Capital and number of inhabitants: Katmandu 856,000 (est. 2006)
Number of inhabitants: 27,700,000 (2006)
Form of government: monarchy, unitary state
gDP per capita: ��9 USD (2006)
Swedish development cooperation: Sweden’s cooperation with Nepal 
is currently primarily through the EU, which also channels development 
cooperation to the country. Sweden does not carry out any bilateral 
development cooperation and has no embassy on location. The embassy 
in New Delhi, India, is responsible for bilateral relations with Nepal. 
One contribution in the region, however, is carried out in cooperation 
with the International Centre for Integrated Mountain Development 
(ICIMOD), an international, non-political organisation based in Katmandu, 
Nepal. ICIMOD focuses on adaptation and risk management in the 
Himalaya region, where global warming poses a serious threat to the 
water supply. The glaciers are melting, and the reduction in stored water 
is affecting more than �.� billion people downstream. Swedish support 
is developing adaptation strategies to increase resistance in the region. 
There is a strong need for greater knowledge and understanding 
of these changes in conditions and the increased risk that results 
downstream. ICIMOD has so far been in contact with SMHI, Stockholm 
University and the Stockholm Environment Institute (SEI) 
to include them in the work from the start. Source: Sida
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Colombia is included in the list of countries, identified by 
this report, with a “high risk of armed conflict as a knock-
on consequence of climate change”. 

A strong relationship already exists between land 
issues, environmental destruction related to the coca 
production and the armed conflict in Colombia. These 
problems interrelate and may accelerate further by 
climate change. Environmental degradation undermines 
the work for adaptation to climate change. Threatened 
ecosystems, polluted waters and destructive forestry 
and mining mean significantly increased vulnerability. 

The armed conflict in Colombia has deep historical 
roots and a close connection with social and economical 
inequality. The historical tendency of land concentration, 
unclear land titles, as well as the environmental destruc-
tion related to drug production, all contribute to the 
conflict and to poverty problems. 

Although regional variations exist, there is a general 
history of struggle over production centres and territorial 
control in Colombia. A small elite owns the majority of 
the land in the country, and 1.3 million rural families 
(54%) do not own any land (EU country strategy for 
Colombia 2007-2013 p. 13). The land concentration 
tends to perpetuate poverty, and land seizures have 
been growing in numbers in recent years. Land control 
has also become a conflict factor since illegal armed 
groups and groups involved in the drug trade take land 
by force (threats and violence) from poor farmers in 
order to use it for commercial and illegal purposes. Due 
to the internal armed conflict, internal displacements, 
forced land takeovers and inadequate and old cadastral 
records, land title is often unclear and causes local 
disputes. 

Violence between military and armed groups (paramili-
tary groups, guerrillas and criminal gangs), the forced 
takeovers of land and forced labour in agricultural 

production, all contribute to victimizing civilians through 
violations of human rights, increased poverty and forced 
displacements. Further, antipersonnel landmines are a 
serious problem in various parts of Colombia and affect 
the poor rural population’s possibilities of production and 
movement. This especially affects indigenous and Afro-
Colombian populations, as well as children (Embassy of 
Sweden in Bogotá,”Appendix 1 to Planeringsdokument 1). 

Not only do these factors cause a decline in the 
social conditions but they also negatively impact the 
environment. The natural wealth of Colombia is particu-
larly worth protection since the country has 80 percent 
of the earth’s total biological diversity (Embassy of 
Sweden in Bogotá ”Narkotikasituationen i Colombia” 
2005-06-16). There are several important national parks 
in Colombia, created to protect animals and plants that 
exist only in Colombia. These species are extremely 
vulnerable as a result of their dependence on specific 
conditions for their survival, and are therefore easy 
targets for environmental destruction.

The environmental problems are also worsened by 
the oil and mining industries in the country.

The production of cocaine base products from coca 
leaves requires large quantities of petrol and chemicals, 
which generates serious consequences for the environ-
ment by damaging land and water. Furthermore, the 
pesticide spraying of coca crops, occurring even inside 
national parks, is destructive to the environment (Em-
bassy of Sweden in Bogotá ”Narkotikasituationen i 
Colombia” 2005-06-16 pp.11, 13). The spraying of coca 
fields is also said to spread over and destroy forests and 
normal agricultural crops, causing internal displacement 
of vulnerable groups such as the indigenous population. 

A devastation of national parks and the rainforest 
also results from the planting of coca fields, as the latter 
often requires the destruction of forest in tropical and 
high-altitude areas, especially suitable for coca produc-

COLOMBIA 

well. The techniques that will be used are also the same: encouraging 
dialogue; building confidence; addressing the issues that divide groups 
and out of which they perceive conflicts to grow; learning; mutual 
education; developing and strengthening civil society organisations to 
carry the work forward; strengthening both the capacity and the ac-
countability of the institutions of government.

The processes of peacebuilding and adaptation are not only similar in 
these ways, they are also synergistic. A society that can develop adaptive 
strategies for climate change in this way is well equipped to avoid armed 
conflict. And a society that can manage conflicts and major disagree-
ments over serious issues without a high risk of violence is well equipped 
to adapt successfully to the challenge of climate change.

There could be a further linkage, because climate change could 
become a reason for moving on from some of the attitudes and behaviour 
that were generated by the experience of armed conflict. International 
Alert has supported dialogues in conflict countries that bring together 
people who have very different and incompatible perspectives but who 



tion.  The groups of people cultivating coca are often 
poor rural families who receive low and unstable income 
from regular crops and see shifting to the more lucrative 
coca production as an advantage. However, poor and 
landless farmers who sustain themselves through 
cultivating normal crops, such as coffee and potatoes, 
may constitute a threat to the national parks as great as 
the one caused by drug production, as these farmers 
may cut down and destroy rainforest to create new 
arable land, thus increasing amounts of artificial fertilizer 
and pesticide used.

 Links between the conflict and the environment can 
be explained through the economic and social inequality 
in Colombia, unequal and unclear land title and the 
practice of the illegal armed groups financing themselves 
through drug production. The industry of drug produc-
tion and its high profits further heightens the corruption 
that permeates parts of the private and public economy 
(Embassy of Sweden in Bogotá ”Narkotikasituationen i 
Colombia” 2005-06-16 p.13). Colombia has a history of 
weak rule of law and an absence of state institutions in 
rural and conflict-ridden areas. This further exacerbates 
social and environmental problems related to the land 
issue. The conflict causes environmental problems that 

may further sharpen the conflict, and result in a negative 
circle that is difficult to break. There is a strong correla-
tion between the land issue, the conflict, inequality and 
the environment in Colombia, as these factors tend to 
influence and reinforce each other.
� (Sida)

share an understanding of the risks and unbearable costs of continuing 
with (or returning to) open, armed conflict. In the same way, dialogues 
could bring together people whose different and incompatible perspec-
tives do not prevent them from understanding the common threat of 
climate change and the shared need to adapt to meet this challenge. It is, 
seen in one light, no more complicated than adding another crucial item 
to the agenda of peaceful dialogue. But because it cannot be blamed on 
one conflicting party over another, and yet it affects all, climate change 
may have more power for bringing people together than much of the rest 
of the agenda. Climate change could generate a pragmatic unity because 
it offers a threat that can put other problems in perspective. And adapta-
tion to climate change offers tasks that can be the object of cooperation 
between formerly antagonistic groups.

Developing social resilience
Climate adaptation and peacebuilding need comprehensively to address 
the key risks faced by fragile states affected by climate change. These 
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risks, as outlined at the end of chapter 2 of this report, are political 
instability, economic weakness, food insecurity and demographic chang-
es such as migration and urbanisation. The measures that are adopted 
and the way they are implemented have to target not just these four 
issues but the linkages between them. Awareness of these risks will help 
national governments and donor agencies develop programmes for the 
linked goals of development, peacebuilding and adaptation. In so doing, 
the result will be societies that are increasingly resilient in the face of 
both short-term shocks and slow onset changes. 

One way to gauge this objective is by drawing from the literature on 
reducing the risk of disaster and looking at the concept of social resil-
ience. This can be understood as the capacity to absorb stress or destruc-
tive forces through resistance or adaptation; the capacity to manage or 
maintain certain basic functions and structures during disastrous events; 
and the capacity to recover after the event.55 In principle, the idea of 
resilience is relevant for thinking about a society’s ability to cope with a 
wide range of problems, from natural calamities, through economic 
shocks, to invasion, to slow onset changes in the natural environment.

Key characteristics of a resilient society are that it is well governed, 
understands the risks it faces, can manage those risks and minimise its 
vulnerability to them, and that it is prepared to respond to unpreventable 
disasters. Being well governed, the society has clear policies and a strong 
framework of law and regulation, implemented by capable institutions. It 
understands the risks it faces because it has the scientific capacities to do 
so, and can manage them successfully not only because of good plan-
ning, but because of public awareness as a result of good communications 
and sharing of information. It can minimise its vulnerability because it 
has made provision for social welfare as well as physical protection, and 
it is well organised with good early warning systems to be able to respond 
quickly if a natural disaster should strike. Indeed, such a society may 
experience extreme events such as hurricanes, storms and earthquakes, 
but its resilience means those events will not actually be disasters.

This depiction of a resilient society is abstract and idealised. It does 
not describe an existing society – especially not one to be found among 
the 102 countries that face the double-headed risk of climate change and 
violent conflict – but it sets objectives to aim for. What it makes clear is 
that physical protection and preparation for quick response to extreme 
events are the results of exploring problems and identifying possible 
solutions, as well as deploying expert knowledge within an open process 
of information-sharing and discussion. The closer it is possible to get to 
an inclusive process with the participation of all affected groups, the 
greater the degree of resilience that can be developed.

Simultaneously addressing peacebuilding needs and climate change 
adaptation will involve considering how different sectors and actions are 
connected. For example, building a new road will not only improve 
transport infrastructure but may also encourage poor communities to 
settle along the roadside as a means of enhancing their livelihoods 
through road-side trading. If the road is cutting across a flood plain, 
those communities also will be increasing their level of vulnerability to 
climate change. Making a difference in one sector – such as hydropower 
– without improvements in the provision of other basic services – such as 
domestic water supply – can fuel new grievances (see separate box).  
Developing the resilience of communities so they can adapt successfully 
to climate change will include developing the capacity to understand 
these linkages and to act on them.
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The practicalities of adaptation 
Adaptation to climate change is already taking place, but it is rarely done 
in order to build resilience. To date, most adaptation efforts have been 
initiated within a narrow frame of reference, looking at cost and benefit 
in terms of narrow economic interests. This, in itself, would not be a bad 
thing if it were set within a context of social adaptation and building 
resilience. When it is not, it risks being dysfunctional. 

The concrete measures of a successful process of adaptation will 
emerge from local initiatives and will take a different shape in different 
contexts as they address different consequences of climate change. There 
are some examples that can be cited to indicate the practical import of 
the argument:56

•	 In Mexico and Argentina, in response to increased flooding risks, a 
number of adjustments have been made: planting dates have been 
changed and new varieties of crop have been introduced, including 
drought-resistant plants such as agave and aloe. There also have been 
changes to overall management systems: stocks of the product have 
been built up as an economic reserve; farms have diversified by 
adding livestock operations and the plots used for crops and for 
grazing have been separated so as to diversify exposure; crop insur-
ance has been set up and local financial pools established as an 
alternative to commercial crop insurance. 

UN Security Council meeting during the consideration of the report of the Secretary-General on  
*the current humanitarian crisis in the Sudan(February 2008).

UN Photo/Eskinder Debebe



The 1994 genocide in Rwanda, one of the worst cases of 
genocide in history which left approximately one million 
people dead and over two million displaced, was not an 
anarchistic outbreak of violence. It was a consequence of 
a colonial legacy and manipulated ethnicity. It was a 
genocide prepared by an elite with the intention of 
maintaining and strengthening their control over the 
country by eliminating an entire ethnic group and parts of 
society. 

On of the many complex causes of the violent conflict 
may be explained in the lack of access to durable land. 
Rwanda is one of the most fertile countries in Africa. But it 
is also one of the most densely populated one. At the 
beginning of the 1990s, there was insufficient arable land. 
The country had also failed to create a modern sector 
with alternative ways of earning a living. The problems 
were exacerbated by the fact that land was inequitably 
distributed and that the land use, especially cultivating 
steep hills and wetlands, caused environmental degrada-
tion.

Lack of land and job opportunities contributed to a 
situation that power-hungry politicians could channel into 
the ethnic hatred that grew into massacres during the 
1960s and 70s, and then resulted in genocide in 1994.

Today, there is peace, but climate change will pose a 
threat against future stability – a challenge that demands 
increased attention. 

Changing weather patters and rainfall will have impact on 
production and livelihoods. Environmental degradation 
further undermines the work for adaptation to climate 
change. Collapsed ecosystems, polluted waters and 
destructive forestry mean significantly increased vulner-
ability - for people, societies and regions.

Since 1994 Sweden and Rwanda have reached 
agreement that co-operation should be targeted at:
•	 Promoting peaceful and democratic governance 
•	 Contributing to economic and social development 

based on the sustainable use of natural resources

Sida, for example, supports the Institute of Research and 
Dialogue for Peace (IRDP). This organisation has inter-
viewed a large number of people from different social 
classes and positions to help develop an understanding of 
the serious challenges and problems still facing Rwanda.

Sida is supporting dialogue about conflict resolution at 
grassroots level, through an NGO called La Benevolencija, 
which also broadcasts radio dramas on disputes, conflict 
management and fostering critical minds.

In addition, Sida also supports village reforestation 
and soil conservation by encouraging terracing, tree 
planting and marketing of agricultural products. 

Source: Sida, and Livelihood Conflicts: Linking poverty and 
environment as causes of conflict, Leif Ohlsson, Sida, 2000

RWANDA Where the land ran out

•	 In Botswana, national government programmes have been set up to 
re-create employment options after drought. This has entailed work-
ing with local authorities and providing assistance to small subsistence 
farmers to increase crop production. 

•	 In the Philippines, responses to rising sea levels and storm surges 
include the introduction of participatory risk assessment; provision of 
grants to strengthen coastal resilience and rehabilitation of infrastruc-
tures; construction of cyclone-resistant housing units; retrofit of 
buildings to improved hazard standards; review of building codes; 
and reforestation of mangroves. 

•	 And in Bangladesh, where an already rising sea level means that salt 
water intrusion is a major issue (see separate box), steps are being 
taken at the national level, where climate change concerns have been 
included in the National Water Management Plan and, at local levels, 
for example, through the use of alternative crops – such as switching 
from rice production to farming prawns – and the use of low-technol-
ogy water filters.

Opportunities for coherent adaptation are greater in some sectors, such 
as agriculture and forestry, buildings and urban infrastructure, but are 
currently limited in others, such as energy and health. This is only due to 
a lack of conceptual and empirical knowledge around these areas. There 
is an evident need to address these research and knowledge gaps, while 
taking immediate action on areas with stronger existing levels of knowl-
edge and understanding.

The difference in adaptive capacity within and across societies is also 
a critical issue to be acknowledged in policy and practice. Climate 



A camp for rwandan refugees returning home from Congo. The Rwanda 
genocide in 1994 left approximately one million people dead and over two 
million displaced as refugees. Many people fled to neighboring countries.  
There have been other signs of progress since the genocide. The government is 
pursuing an active anti-poverty, pro-growth policy based on democracy and 
popular participation. However, the democratic culture remains weak; for 
instance, self-censorship is still widely practised by the mass media.

Photo: Scanpix 
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FACTS
Area: 26,��8 km²
Capital and number of inhabitants: Kigali 800,000 (estimate 2006)
Number of inhabitants: 9,200,000 (2006)
Form of government: republic, unitary state
Head of state: President Paul Kagame
Head of government: Prime Minister Bernard Makuza
gDP per capita: 260 USD (2006)
Swedish development cooperation: In light of the promising results, 
Sweden's development cooperation with Rwanda has risen to about 
SKr �80 million per year. Sweden and Rwanda have reached agreement 
that cooperation should be targeted at: promoting peaceful and 
democratic governance and contributing to economic and 
social development based on the sustainable 
use of natural resources. Source: Sida

A F R I C A

change may not target the marginalised over the affluent, but the differ-
ential in capacity to adapt determines who suffers and the extent of that 
suffering. Communities already facing multiple pressures, such as poor 
access to economic and natural resources, will face barriers to adapta-
tion. Addressing these barriers will itself be a means of promoting 
adaptation through bolstering capacity for the process of adaptation.
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As the IPCC notes, ‘societies have a long record of adapting to the 
impacts of climate through a range of practices…but climate change 
poses novel risks often outside the range of experience, such as impacts 
related to drought, heatwaves, accelerated glacier retreat and hurricane 
intensity.’57 In short, the future will not be the same as the past. The 
severity of impacts, both sudden shock and slow onset, will leave some 
communities unable to adapt to or cope with the physical effects and 
knock-on consequences of climate change. The most vulnerable commu-
nities with the weakest adaptive capacity are in fragile states. 

This report has shown that in fragile states the consequences of 
climate change can interact with existing socio-political and economic 
tensions, compounding the causal tensions underlying violent conflict. In 
46 states already affected by violent conflict, the dual problem of climate 
change and violent conflict can lock the state into a downward spiral 
where violent conflict restricts the adaptive capacity and climate change 
worsens the conflict. In a further 56 states, the consequences of climate 
change could move them into political instability, creating a high risk of 
violent conflict further on. 

But the potential downward spiral can be transformed into a virtuous 
circle. The solution to this double-headed problem is a unified one. 
Essentially, this involves applying the established principles of conflict-
sensitive development practices to climate change policies and practice. 
At the very least, climate change need not increase the risk of violent 
conflict and, at best, addressing climate change in fragile states can 
promote peace. By acting together to prevent violent conflict, govern-
ments and institutions will be better placed to address the demands of 
climate change adaptation. In fragile states, therefore, donor govern-
ments and institutions must do their best to ensure that climate change 
strategies are conflict-sensitive, and that peacebuilding and development 
activities are climate-sensitive.

Far from complementing one another, policies and strategies for devel-
opment, peacebuilding and climate change are often disconnected and 
divergent. This is always an error, because it means opportunities for 
synergy are lost, and it can be dangerous when the different strands of poli-
cy undermine one another. The added dimensions of climate change to 
the multi-dimensional context of poverty and fragile states mean that 
decision-making must involve collaboration between the various donor 
agencies and government departments with the relevant fields of expertise.
While there are some examples of joint action between national govern-
ments and international donors,58 research for this report found little 
evidence of policies or projects that specifically address climate change 

4.	Conclusions and  
recommendations
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within an existing development and peacebuilding framework. This is 
probably due to the general lack of capacity of government institutions to 
engage with a relatively large number of donors – they often seem to 
spend their entire time in review meetings with different donors instead 
of getting everybody together in one forum – as well as the limited scope 
of project funding and the lack of information sharing between environ-
mental bodies, development actors and affected communities. Beyond 
this, however, as argued above, such activities need to be developed and 
implemented with local communities participating fully from the outset.

Failure to integrate climate change considerations into development 
and peacebuilding activities renders these activities, at best, short-term 
and, at worst, harmful. Interventions that are not conflict-sensitive can 
exacerbate conflict dynamics and worsen the situation which they intend 
to assist.59 Lack of conflict- and climate-sensitivity will slow down the 
development potential of fragile states, which will, in turn, increase the 
risk of violent conflict. 

The core message of this report is that conflict-sensitive climate 
change policies can actively promote peacebuilding, and that climate-
proof peacebuilding and development policies can be effective climate 
change adaptation policies. To this end, it is imperative to recognise and 
maximise the synergies between climate adaptation policies and peace-
building activities in achieving the shared goal of sustainable develop-
ment and peace. 

This report is an attempt to identify, describe and explain a major 
problem, to indicate some paths that could be followed in order to find 
solutions and, by so doing, to emphasise the important place the double-
headed problem of climate change and violent conflict should henceforth 
occupy on the international political agenda. We have argued that a 
harmonised approach – whereby peacebuilding activities and climate 
adaptation strategies respond to the need to strengthen governance and 
social resilience – provides the best solution to address the key risks of 
political instability, economic weakness, food insecurity and demograph-
ic changes posed by climate change in fragile states.

National governments and international organisations are only now 
starting to understand the social and political dimensions of the climate 
change problem. The first needs – which this report is a modest step 
towards meeting – are to raise awareness of the problem, to increase 
understanding of the ways in which the knock-on effects of climate 
change can unfold, and to generate a search for means of adaptation. 
The concrete measures of adaptation, tailored for each locality, are not 
sitting on a shelf waiting to be picked up; they have to be worked out 
through a process that brings together the necessary hard science and 
local knowledge.

However, even as the process of raising awareness and developing 
concrete measures slowly begins, the effects of climate change are un-
folding. There is thus an urgent need to act, yet an inadequate knowledge 
basis on which to do so. In these circumstances, the best option is an 
incremental approach. To begin with, in fragile states where climate 
change will be an issue, development and peacebuilding strategies must 
be adapted so that they are sensitive to the future impacts of climate 
change. This will reduce the chance of donor intervention hindering 
adaptation options. Building on this, information sharing between 
environmental, development and peacebuilding organisations could 
promote understanding of the problem and lay the basis for mapping out 
adaptive strategies. 
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Here we offer 12 recommendations on the broad direction of interna-
tional policy. Except at the most generic level, we do not set out solutions 
to the problem of climate change and conflict, but rather ways in which 
we believe those solutions can be identified.

Twelve recommendations for addressing climate change in 
fragile states

1. Move the issue of conflict and climate change higher up the 
international political agenda
It is now time to place the human, social consequences of climate change 
front and centre. This means speculating on the basis of projections and 
can seem abstract and hard to pin down. It is, however, necessary if we 
are to understand what is unfolding and how we should react. The Stern 
Review60 made a start by exploring social and economic consequences. 
The UK government, which sponsored the Stern Review, went a step 
further by arranging a debate on climate change and security at the UN 
Security Council. Further initiatives are now needed to gain agreement 
that the social consequences are important and can be addressed, to 
move the issue forward through international institutions such as the UN 
and EU, to develop international guidelines for adaptation, and to make 
available adequate funding.

2. Research the indirect local consequences of climate change 
This report represents a first step at exploring the chain of effects be-
tween climate change and violent conflict, at gauging the scale of the 
problem, and at identifying remedial measures. But the knock-on effects 
of climate change will be different in each place, not only because the 
physical effects are different, and the other key features of the natural 
environment are different, but also because the social structure and 
economic base are different. The consequences of climate change in 
Kathmandu will be different from the consequences in rural Nepal, let 
alone in Bangladesh, the Nile Delta, or Peru. The generic analysis in this 
report therefore needs to be followed by further exercises going into the 
detail of how these effects play out in regions, countries and localities, 
and defining the necessary measures for adaptation. 

3. Develop and spread research competence
It is an urgent priority to get this research under way and, at the same 
time, it is necessary to ensure that long-term competence to undertake 
such research exists in those regions and countries that are likely to be 
affected. This indicates the need for a major programme of long-term 
capacity building in both the natural and social sciences. It is a big 
challenge, but there are simply too many risks involved in not taking it 
on. Without developing local competence, it is all too likely that the hard 
science on climate change will be seen as a foreign invention, while the 
social science assessment of risks will be treated as political interference. 
Equally, in both social and natural science, distance does not generate 
precision about consequences; the best place for the research to be under-
taken is in situ. University and research networks already exist worldwide 
and need to be mobilised and strengthened in order both to develop and 
spread competence on these interlocking issues.
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4. Improve knowledge and generate policy through dialogue
This report has argued three points about dialogue:
a)	 That the best way to garner information includes drawing on local 

knowledge and the best way to achieve that is through dialogue;
b)	 That the best way to develop policy is by putting local interest and 

scientific research into dialogue with each other;
c)	 That dialogue around climate change can be a means of peacebuild-

ing and that cooperation on adaptation to climate change can be a 
joint task to emerge out of a peacebuilding dialogue.

International cooperation needs to focus on providing the financial 
resources, training and enabling environment for multiple levels of 
dialogue to be pursued by local communities, national governments and 
regional organisations In this nascent field, cross-border information 
sharing and lessons learned will provide examples of good and bad 
practice. 

5. Prioritise adaptation over mitigation in fragile states
This report has shown that in fragile states, adaptation to climate change 
is the most pressing need. The majority of fragile states have subsistence 
economies and thus very low carbon emissions. While countries that lead 
the way in producing carbon emissions should lead the way in reducing 
them, there is little that can be done and little that will be achieved at a 
global level by pursuing mitigation strategies such as Clean Development 
Mechanism projects in fragile states, unless such projects also increase 
adaptive capacity. With limited international funds and capacity avail-
able among donors and national governments to address climate change, 
priority in fragile states should be given to understanding and addressing 
the consequences of the consequences of climate change, to prevent the 
even greater international problem of climate-related violent conflict.

6. Develop the right institutional context: good governance for climate 
change
The research competence, local participation and multiple levels of 
dialogue outlined above will lead nowhere unless they feed into the right 
institutional context – political parties, leaders and government depart-
ments that can both understand and absorb the hard and social science, 
as well as appreciate the validity of local perspectives and knowledge. 
Developing competence on climate change issues, including adaptation, 
needs to be seen henceforth as an integral part of good governance in all 
the states facing the combined risk of climate change impact and violent 
conflict or instability. Good governance is an increasingly important part 
of development cooperation, which means that donor governments have 
every possibility to act on this.

7. Prepare to manage migration 
Some of the most serious problems and perhaps greatest fears raised by 
climate change concern migration. Most studies of the social conse-
quences of climate change identify large-scale migration as a likely 
outcome and responses to migration could generate conflict. Research 
identifying likely migration flows would help identify both migrant and 
host communities where dialogue should be opened pre-emptively, to 
anticipate problems, identify possible benefits and prepare to manage the 
process.
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8. Ensure National Adaptation Plans of Action are conflict-sensitive 
National Adaptation Plans of Action are a useful starting point. How-
ever, in the context of fragile states, the value of NAPAs will be realised 
only if they take account of a state’s socio-political and economic context 
and conflict dynamics. To this effect, they should be joined up to existing 
national strategies on poverty and conflict resolution.

9. Climate-proof peacebuilding and development
Likewise, peacebuilding needs to reflect the need for adaptation to 
climate change. Through the UN Peacebuilding Commission, two 
countries (Burundi and Sierra Leone) now have peacebuilding strategies; 
more are expected to follow. A joint mission by western donor govern-
ments developed a common framework for supporting the Comprehen-
sive Peace Agreement in Sudan in January 2005. The Poverty Reduction 
Strategic Plan for the Democratic Republic of Congo, agreed between 
the DRC government and the World Bank, is intended to give a compre-
hensive sense of the country’s needs as it attempts to recover from dec-
ades of dictatorship culminating in years of anarchy and civil war. These 
are a few examples of how countries trying to make their way out of 
violent conflict increasingly work along lines laid out in a strategic plan 
or set of guidelines. All such plans can and should have the added com-
ponent of adaptation to climate change, should explicitly link it to 
peacebuilding and development, and should make explicit how activities 
on these three inter-connected strands strengthen one another.

10. Engage the private sector
The private sector has a role that could be crucial in driving forward 
adaptation, but care will be needed to ensure that the economic opportu-
nities that adaptation offers are not taken up in a way that is ultimately 
self-defeating. Governments and inter-governmental bodies should:
a)	 Work with major multinational companies to develop guidelines for 

supporting adaptation to climate change in the poor and unstable 
countries where they have operations.

b)	 Help national and local companies identify ways in which their 
ordinary commercial operations can support adaptation by changing, 
as appropriate, production, products and distribution.

11. Link together international frameworks of action
There are several different internationally agreed frameworks that 
address aspects of the interlinked issues of climate change, peacebuilding 
and development, for example the OECD-DAC guidelines on develop-
ment in fragile states, NAPAs and Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers at 
national level, the European Commission, the disaster risk reduction 
frameworks such as Hyogo and the ISDR, the Global Environmental 
Facility and its various funding mechanisms. A concerted effort is needed 
in a variety of different international fora to ensure that these different 
frameworks are coherent with one another and mutually supportive.  

12. Promote regional cooperation on adaptation
The framework of international cooperation on climate focuses on 
mitigation and is largely a global agenda, through the UNFCCC and the 
Conferences of Parties. The EU is probably the only regional body with 
a developed climate policy. Other regional bodies such as the African 
Union and the Organisation of American States, and sub-regional ones 
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such as the Economic Organisation of West African States, the Associa-
tion of South East Asian Nations, and the South Asian Association for 
Regional Cooperation, all have potential key roles in raising awareness, 
developing policies, generating consensus and mobilising resources to 
support adaptation. 
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Sweden is committed to support climate change adapta-
tion and environmental protection in development 
cooperation. The Government is strengthening its 
commitment to ensuring that development assistance is 
climate-proof. Environmental development assistance 
gives priority to issues that are closely linked to climate 
change. Particular attention is paid to four areas:

•	 Adaptation to climate change.
•	 Energy.
•	 Environment and safety.
•	 Water

Sweden will maintain and further develop cooperation 
with a number of states that are in conflict or post-
conflict situations.

The work Sida does on such critical issues as climate 
change, energy, clean water, biological diversity, organic 
farming and natural disasters is wide-ranging. Almost 
sixty percent of Sida’s development cooperation funds 
are allocated to activities that have the environment as a 
principal or significant objective. 

A rise in global average temperature raises sea level, 
causes longer droughts and exacerbates the risk of hurri-
canes, flooding and conflicts. 

Since 1988, Sida has had a special environmental 
mission to ensure that all projects supported must be 
well-planned from an environmental perspective. Sida’s 
environmental mission was further developed in 2003 
following a parliamentary decision adopting Sweden’s 
Global Development Policy (PGU). This document, which 
aspires to help towards just and sustainable develop-
ment around the world, comprised eight key policy 
points for combating poverty, one of which is the sustain-
able use of natural resources and care of the environ-
ment.

Other important bases for the Swedish development 
cooperation are the Millennium Goals and international 
conventions, such as the Climate Convention, the 
Montreal Protocol (on substances that deplete the ozone 
layer), the Convention on Biological Diversity, the 
Stockholm Convention (on restricting the use of certain 
chemicals), and the conventions on environmentally 
hazardous waste.

The following examples will provide an idea of the 
variety and geographical range of Sida’s work.

Education programmes: Every year, Sida finances a 
large number of courses for people from its partner 
countries. One-third of these courses deal with the 
sustainable use of natural resources and environmental 
protection. The participants are often experts active in 

fields that are of strategic importance to sustainable 
development.

Disaster prevention: At least a quarter of a million 
people are affected each year by natural disasters such 
as severe storms, drought and floods. As the climate 
changes, extreme weather conditions are becoming 
more common and it is always the poorest that are hit 
the hardest. Sida works to strengthen its partners’ ability 
to prevent natural disasters and mitigate the conse-
quences for poor people.

Clean energy – a viable alternative: Today’s energy 
consumption is causing a dramatic increase in the level 
of atmospheric greenhouse gases, despite the fact that 
much of the world’s population contribute only marginally 
to emissions. Sida supports its partner countries’ efforts 
to develop clean energy sources and to instruct people 
in methods of saving energy.

Agriculture – supporting life: In many of Sida’s 
partner countries, poor people are dependent on 
farming. Sida supports efforts to develop new cultivation 
methods and to encourage organic farming.

Clean water – a matter of life and death: Access to 
clean drinking water is essential to people’s lives. Sida 
contributes on several fronts to the development and 
improvement of methods for making the best use of 
available water resources.

Biological diversity: Over 12,000 species of animals 
and plants are on the brink of extinction around the 
world. Sida contributes through the Swedish International

Biodiversity Programme (Swedbio) to efforts to 
strengthen and protect the world’s natural resources and 
ecosystem services, such as air and water.

Marine initiative: The depletion of fish stocks is 
threatening to cause the malnourishment of 400 million 
people in the poorest countries of Africa and Asia. Sida’s 
marine initiative promotes sustainable ecological and 
economical use of the sea and coastal waters.

Trade and environment: Sida works to develop a 
better understanding of the complex relationships 
between trade and the environment amongst representa-
tives of countries and companies in both the northern 
and southern hemispheres. It hopes to achieve this by 
supporting research, dialogue, seminars and information
campaigns.� (Sida)

Sida, Environment and Climate Change 
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A: States facing a high risk of armed conflict as a 
knock-on consequence of climate change 

1.	 Afghanistan
2.	 Algeria
3.	 Angola
4.	 Bangladesh
5.	 Bolivia
6.	 Bosnia & Herzegovina 
7.	 Burma
8.	 Burundi
9.	 Central African Republic
10.	Chad
11.	 Colombia
12.	Congo
13.	Côte d’Ivoire
14.	Dem. Rep. Congo
15.	Djibouti
16.	Eritrea
17.	 Ethiopia
18.	Ghana
19.	Guinea
20.	Guinea Bissau
21.	Haiti
22.	India
23.	Indonesia
24.	 Iran
25.	Iraq
26.	Israel & Occupied Territories
27.	 Jordan
28.	Lebanon
29.	Liberia
30.	Nepal
31.	Nigeria
32.	Pakistan
33.	Peru
34.	Philippines
35.	Rwanda
36.	Senegal
37.	 Sierra Leone
38.	Solomon Islands
39.	Somalia
40.	Somaliland
41.	Sri Lanka
42.	Sudan
43.	Syria
44.	Uganda
45.	Uzbekistan
46.	Zimbabwe

B: States facing a high risk of political 
instability as a knock-on consequence of 
climate change 

1.	 Albania
2.	 Armenia
3.	 Azerbaijan
4.	 Belarus
5.	 Brazil
6.	 Cambodia
7.	 Cameroon
8.	 Comoros
9.	 Cuba
10.	Dominican Republic
11.	 Ecuador
12.	Egypt
13.	El Salvador
14.	Equatorial Guinea
15.	Fiji
16.	Gambia
17.	 Georgia
18.	Guatemala
19.	Guyana
20.	Honduras
21.	Jamaica
22.	Kazakhstan
23.	Kenya
24.	Kiribati
25.	Kyrgyzstan
26.	Laos
27.	 Libya
28.	Macedonia
29.	Maldives
30.	Mali
31.	Mauritania
32.	Mexico
33.	Moldova
34.	Montenegro
35.	Morocco
36.	Niger
37.	 North Korea
38.	Papua New Guinea
39.	Russia
40.	Saudi Arabia
41.	Serbia (Kosovo)
42.	South Africa
43.	Taiwan
44.	Tajikistan
45.	Thailand
46.	Timor-Leste
47.	 Togo
48.	Tonga
49.	Trinidad and Tobago
50.	Turkey
51.	Turkmenistan
52.	Ukraine
53.	Vanuatu
54.	Venezuela
55.	Western Sahara

56.	Yemen

List of states at risk
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 B aksidestext

The impact of climate change will make the poorest communities across the 
world poorer. Many of them are already affected by conflict and instability and 
thus face a dual risk. The consequences of climate change will fuel violent 
conflict, which itself hinders the ability of governments and local communities to 
adapt to the pressures of climate change. This dual problem has a unified solu-
tion. Developing a society’s ability to handle conflicts will enhance its capacity to 
adapt to climate change – though the tasks seem different, the capacities to car-
ry them out are effectively the same. Equally, a capacity to adapt to the effects 
of climate change will head off destabilising conflicts. Where climate change and 
violent conflict create a potential vicious circle of destructive effects, adaptation 
and peacebuilding combine to construct a virtuous circle of increasing stability.


