
Understanding the potential linkages between 
climate change and conflict in the Arab region



VISION
ESCWA, an innovative catalyst for a stable, just and flourishing Arab region

MISSION
Committed to the 2030 Agenda, ESCWA’s passionate team produces innovative 
knowledge, fosters regional consensus and delivers transformational policy advice.
Together, we work for a sustainable future for all.



E/ESCWA/CL6.GCP/2021/TP.9 

Understanding the potential linkages 

between climate change and conflict  

in the Arab region 

 
United Nations 
      Beirut 



mailto:publications-escwa@un.org
http://www.unescwa.org/


iii 

Acknowledgments 



 

 



v 

Key Messages 

• 

• 

1. Information on climate-conflict link 

• 

• 

• 

2. Conceptual framework 

• 

• 

• 

• 

3. Conclusions and recommendations 

• 

• 

• 



 



vii 

Contents 

Acknowledgments iii 
Key Messages v 
Glossary ix 
Introduction 1 

1. Information on the climate-conflict link 3 
A. Recipitation and temperature 4 
B. Climate change versus climate variability 6 
C. Accounting for contextual factors 7 
D. Migration 8 
E. Inter-State relations and transboundary water management 11 
F. Food insecurity and civil conflict 14 
G. Gaps, limitations and summary 16 

2. Conceptual framework 19 
A. Climate risk 20 
B. Moving from climate risk to conflict risk 21 
C. Summary of argument 29 

3. Conclusions and recommendations 31 
A. Plausible but premature recommendations 32 
B. Recommendations for future research 33 
C. Possible recommendations within the current framework 34 

Bibliography 39 

List of tables

Table 1. Summary of the most important findings from the general literature 17 
Table 2. Summary of findings from the literature on the Arab region 18 

List of figures 

Figure 1. Plausible linkages between general climate risk and conflict risk 19 
Figure 2. Moderators and conflict risk 29 

List of boxes 

Box 1. The case of Darfur 9 
Box 2. The Syrian case 9 
Box 3. The effect of war on water security 12 
Box 4. The effect of war on food security 15 



 



ix 

Glossary 



x 



 

Introduction 

 

1 United Nations, 2019. Security Council Resolution 2461 (S/RES/2461), March 27. Available at 

https://undocs.org/S/RES/2461(2019). 

2 United Nations, 2018. Security Council Resolution 2429 (S/RES/2429), July 13. Available at 

https://undocs.org/en/S/RES/2429(2018). 

3 Ibid. 

4 De Juan, A., 2015. Long-term environmental change and geographical patterns of violence in Darfur, 2003-2005. Political 

Geography, vol. 45, pp. 22-33. Available at https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2014.09.001; Kelley, C. P. and others, 2015. Climate 

change in the Fertile Crescent and implications of the recent Syrian drought. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 

No. 112, vol. 11, pp. 3241-3246. Available at https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1421533112; Selby, J. and others, 2017. Climate change 

and the Syrian civil war revisited. Political Geography, vol. 60, pp. 232-244. Available at 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2017.05.007; Selby, J. and C. Hoffmann, 2014. Beyond scarcity: Rethinking water, climate change 

and conflict in the Sudans. Global Environmental Change, vol. 29, pp. 360-370. Available at 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2014.01.008; Soffiantini, G., 2020. Food insecurity and political instability during the Arab 

Spring. Global Food Security, vol. 26, 100400. Available at https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gfs.2020.100400. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2014.09.001
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1421533112
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2017.05.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2014.01.008


2 

 

 

5 Bromwich, B., 2018. Power, contested institutions and land: repoliticising analysis of natural resources and conflict in Darfur. 

Journal of Eastern African Studies, vol. 12, Issue 1, pp. 1-21. Available at https://doi.org/10.1080/17531055.2017.1403782; Daoudy, 

M., 2020. The Origins of the Syrian Conflict: Climate Change and Human Security. Cambridge University Press; De Waal, A. and 

J. Flint, 2008. Darfur: A Short History of a Long War. Zed Books; Fröhlich, C. J., 2016. Climate migrants as protestors? Dispelling 

misconceptions about global environmental change in pre-revolutionary Syria. Contemporary Levant, vol. 1, Issue 1, pp. 38-50. 

Available at https://doi.org/10.1080/20581831.2016.1149355. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17531055.2017.1403782


3 
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2. The Arab region 
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at https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2018.12.003. 

36 Bosetti, V., C. Cattaneo and G. Peri, 2020. Should they stay or should they go? Climate migrants and local conflicts. Journal of 

Economic Geography, lbaa002. Available at https://doi.org/10.1093/jeg/lbaa002. 
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Box 1. The case of Darfur 

Darfur represents a case where linkages to climate change have been debated. While a link between climatic 

hazards and conflict had been suggested, satellite data show that from the mid-1980s until the escalation of the 

Darfur conflict in 2003, precipitation and vegetation cover increased, challenging the notion that overpopulation, 

overgrazing and drought caused irreversible desertification which, in turn, increased conflict risk.a This must be 

balanced against the following arguments, namely, that (i) three conflicts were entangled into each other where 

the most local one was clearly partly driven by the drought in the mid-1980s when precipitation reached its nadir 

and provided fertile ground for exploitation by political entrepreneurs later on; (ii) the motivation of combatants 

might be influenced by increased resource stress in some regions and improved resources in others; and (iii) 

long-term environmental change might have triggered a market collapse reducing synergies between farmers 

and pastoralists.b 

Box 2. The Syrian case 

The demonstrations preceding the Syrian civil war have been argued to be in part the result of climate change, 

but the steps in the suggested causal chain are contested.a First, while several studies argue that climate change 

made a multi-year drought more likely, this is contested by some.b Second, agricultural policies and overuse of 

water, and the push for agricultural expansion into marginal lands are acknowledged by all studiesc to increase 

vulnerability and drought, but its relative importance in causing the agricultural slump during 2007-2009 varies 

considerably, with several seeing this component as far more important than the meteorological drought. Third, 

while there have been arguments about a wholesale agricultural collapse in the north-eastern part of the Syrian 

Arab Republic, satellite-derived data show clear signs of recovery after the worst meteorological drought.d 

Fourth, while not a collapse as such, there was a major production downturn that could have increased 

outmigration considerably to urban and peri-urban areas.e  

Although there is agreement on the likely increase in outmigration, good data on migration numbers do not exist, 

and a lively debate on the scale of migration is not settled with critics also pointing to considerable pre-drought 

migration.f  

Fifth, the argument that this migration overwhelmed the labour market and social services in the receiving areas 

is contested. Criticsg argue that migrants mostly went to the countryside looking for agricultural work and that 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17531055.2017.1403782
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2014.09.001


10 

the cities before 2007 did not provide enough jobs. Sixth, the argument that some of the cities and surrounding 

rural areas that saw the heaviest in-migration were also the locus of the initial demonstrations in 2011 is nuanced 

in that there is little evidence that the migrants themselves were the target of grievances or active in the 

demonstrations, but that the handling of the agricultural crisis and the predicament of the migrants helped fuel 

existing grievances against the authorities. While there is considerable debate, experts suggest that the role of 

climate change was limited to helping ignite peaceful demonstrations, but not escalation.h A major problem with 

the debate over the suggested links above, except for the meteorological drought, is the lack of quality data.  

While the role of drought in triggering the Syrian conflict is debated, studies investigating the ongoing conflict 

have found the following: (i) drought increases some forms of conflict intensity, arguably over agricultural 

resources; (ii) agriculture has become more vulnerable to drought during the conflict, potentially constituting a 

vicious cycle between ongoing conflict and vulnerability to climate hazards whereby these two factors reinforce 

each other,i and (iii) agriculture is a crucial source of funds and food.j 

;

https://doi.org/10.1080/00263206.2013.850076
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2017.03.001
https://doi.org/10.1080/20581831.2016.1149355
https://doi.org/10.1175/WCAS-D-13-00059.1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40641-018-0115-0
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1421533112
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2018.06.010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodpol.2016.09.002
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E. Inter-State relations and transboundary water management 
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Approach Applied to Africa. International Organization, vol. 71, Issue 1, pp. 31-64. Available at 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818316000254. 
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Issue 2, pp. 393-418. Available at https://doi.org/10.1163/157180609X432879; De Angelis, E. and others, 2017. Virtual water trade 
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Box 3. The effect of war on water security 

War affects water resources in multiple ways. Water provision is perhaps the most essential factor for humanitarian 

responses during civil wars. Water is required daily through individual needs (nutrition, sanitation, hygiene, and 

others) and within several work sectors, especially agriculture. In several Arab States, the water sector continues 

to suffer from long-term destruction of the infrastructure as a result of past wars or ongoing armed conflicts which 

further impede safe access to water for vulnerable populations. Thus, linking water scarcity and conflict concerns 

not only coping with climate change, but also addressing the consequences of war. 

Armed conflict can be a key driver of water scarcity. For example, a significant amount of internal displacement 

during the Yemeni civil war may not be directly caused by fighting, but is to a large extent due to damages to 

critical water, sanitation and hygiene infrastructure.a Fighting can also explain changes in land usage, especially 

for uses requiring water resources.b For instance, the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) estimated that in 

Iraq, areas with increased fighting lost more than 75 per cent of their grain production, largely due to lost 

irrigation. Water resources were also targeted by armed groups. For example, the so-called Islamic State of Iraq 
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Available at https://doi.org/10.1007/s10784-013-9211-8; Mitchell, S. M. and N. A. Zawahri, 2015. The effectiveness of treaty design 

in addressing water disputes. Journal of Peace Research, vol. 52, Issue 2, pp. 187-200. Available at 
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46 Ide, T., 2018b. Does environmental peacemaking between states work? Insights on cooperative environmental agreements and 
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and the Levant (ISIL) has engaged in the looting and destruction of water pipes, pumps, channels, and wells.c 

Deteriorated irrigation infrastructure may furthermore create long-term water scarcity issues. This is the case 

when normally irrigated fields are abandoned and thereby exposed to desertification. Lasting damage can also 

occur through unregulated water abstraction.d 

War affects water resources even far away from combat. This includes declining water quality and quantity 

through lack of fuel for groundwater pumping, damaged water pipes or dysfunctional wastewater treatment, 

among others. Driven by continuous fighting, the recent cholera outbreak in Yemen has been the worst such 

epidemic in modern history.e Ongoing combat also significantly hampers vaccination programmes which can 

have long-term health consequences for local populations.f Such events then contribute to or even drive internal 

displacement or migration out of the country. 

Although rebuilding essential water services is a priority once fighting ceases, the consequences of destroyed 

water resources can be felt decades after. In fact, improving water access for the general population is a key 

driver for sustainable development.g For instance, access to clean water decreases early childhood mortality and 

waterborne infectious diseases.h Apart from preventing illness, improving water access significantly improves 

living conditions even for those who already have a safe source of water. For example, access to piped 

household water has been shown to strengthen social integration and mental health in Morocco. i 
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Box 4. The effect of war on food security 

Food insecurity is both a cause and consequence of conflict, contributing to a conflict trap that can be difficult to 

escape. During the Arab Spring, one of the main slogans in Egypt was ’bread, freedom and social justice’, a 

telling order of the importance of food. The Arab region presents multiple examples of how food insecurity is 

linked to instability, particularly in the form of bread uprisings.a People living in countries affected by armed 

conflict are more likely to be affected by food insecurity and undernourishment; a situation often aggravated by 

forced migration and displacement. Indeed, almost all of today’s major food crises are in countries experiencing 

endemic conflict, such as Iraq, the Sudan and Yemen.b The World Food Programme (WFP) spends more than 80 

per cent of its operational budget in conflict zones.c Conflict impacts food security directly by forcing people to 

leave their livelihoods and destroying crops and agricultural yields; and indirectly, through reduced economic 

activity, disrupting food distribution, health services, and basic sanitation, which reduces people’s income and 

ability to access food. 

Several examples in the region show how these processes are interlinked. The current war in Yemen has led to 

large-scale suffering, hunger and malnutrition at extreme levels with 45 per cent of deaths being children under 

five.d Yemen is now the world’s largest emergency response programme of WFP.e There are concerns that 

warring parties may have violated Yemenis’ right to food and engaged in aid theft.f Climate-related shocks further 

reduce food security with locust threatening food production and flash floods having severe impacts in affected 

areas. Another example is the conflict in the Syrian Arab Republic, where large-scale fighting, economic 

stagnation, forced migration, and displacement have pushed millions into food insecurity, reaching an all-time 

high with around 60 per cent of the population having been food insecure at the end of 2020.g 

With the negative impacts of conflict on livelihoods, it is recognized that protracted armed conflict affects 

population’s resilience and levels of nutrition. As seen in the Gaza strip, conflict can hinder the capacity of the 

population to diversify sources of income, thereby making it increasingly difficult to cope with conflict-induced 

shocks. 
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Table 1. Summary of the most important findings from the general literature 

• Precipitation has a mixed relationship to conflict. 

• Temperature has a stronger effect on smaller conflicts. 

• The onset of civil conflicts is less related to climate hazards than ongoing conflicts/events;  

• Iterative or cumulative hazards increase conflict risk. 

• Studies accounting for vulnerable socioeconomic or political factors find more effects of climate 

anomalies on conflict risk. 

• Few studies find general effects of migration on conflict risk. 

• Changes in climate increased risk consistently in pastoral societies. 

• Studies that conduct sub-analyses of particularly vulnerable contexts or model mechanisms tend to find 

more of an effect of climate anomalies on conflict risk. 
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Table 2. Summary of findings from the literature on the Arab region 

• Findings on temperature anomalies are mixed. 

• Majority of studies find less precipitation to increase risk. 

• Studies of particularly vulnerable areas find a higher effect of temperature. 

• Higher food prices are associated with unrest. 

• Water scarcity can trigger both cooperative and low-intensity violence events. 
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2. Conceptual framework  

Figure 1. Plausible linkages between general climate risk and conflict risk 
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Figure 2. Moderators and conflict risk 
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 The Arab States are affected by a wide range of environmental challenges
 exacerbated by current and projected impacts of climate change, including,
 among others, depletion of scarce natural resources such as water and arable
 land, increasing pollution levels, and the growing number and magnitude
 of extreme weather events. At the same time, the Arab region has been a
 hotspot for conflicts during the last decades. This highlights the need among
 policymakers and practitioners of conflict prevention and peacebuilding to
 better understand how climate change might contribute to current or future
 dynamics of conflict. This report provides a conceptual framework for analysts
 and policymakers in the region that shows how the loss of livelihood,
 economic contraction, resource competition, migration, poor governance,
 and other social processes (mechanisms) spurred by climate risk are more
likely to increase conflict risk when occurring in certain contexts.
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