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In April 2003, at the outset of the Darfur crisis, the incumbent President of Sudan, Omar al-Bashir, asseverated “I
only want land” in front of his amassed troops (International Criminal Court 2008). This statement speaks to the need
to understand the systems and rules that govern the use and management of land to unpick the root causes of
conflict. This essay will argue that climate change is an indirect cause of conflict. This indirect link between climate
change and conflict depends on the strength of land tenure governance. Taking a nuanced approach, this essay will
adhere to the ‘threat multiplier’ framework (Centre for Naval Analyses (CNA) Corporation Military Advisory Board
2007), to argue that climate change has an amplifying effect on the occurrence or intensification of conflict risks only
where there is the presence of poor land tenure governance. Given the breadth that this topic encompasses, conflict
will be delimited to civil wars in the Middle East and North Africa region. Climate change will be analysed through
slow onset droughts widely agreed to be induced by anthropogenic climate change. To demonstrate this theoretical
framework’s value, this essay will examine three case studies of Sudan, Syria and Morocco.

This essay proceeds in four sections. First, this essay will situate its contribution in debates enveloping the climate-
conflict nexus. The second and third sections will illuminate the importance of poor land tenure governance in
establishing climate-conflict causality by shedding new light on the cases of Sudan and Syria rooted in public
consciousness. The fourth section will provide a comparative case of Morocco to demonstrate that robust land tenure
governance serves as a stopgap to climate change’s effect on the occurrence or intensification of civil war.

Climate change-conflict nexus

Much ink has been spilled over the causality debate. For now, the debate remains deadlocked. Arguments
committed to proving the causal relationship were originally steeped in largely neo-Malthusian terms, attempting to
make sense of a world ridden with conflict, despite the dominating Fukuyama (1992) discourse brimming with post-
cold war optimism (see Homer-Dixon 1999; Klare 2002; Smith and Vivekanada 2007). While others, in fairly equal
measure, and often laden with excoriating tones, have leapt at the chance to disprove this causality given the
ostensibly baseless empirical and theoretical approaches of their colleagues which rely on inferences in lieu of
evidence (see De Châtel 2014; Selby et al. 2017; Mach et al. 2020). Within the broader field, it is important to situate
these critiques decrying a lack of evidence to prove causality within a much longer tussle to unpick the causes of civil
war (see Nathan 2005). By contrast, the pendulum swung heavily away from this linear debate with the advent
of Goodman’s paradigm shifting ‘threat multiplier’ thesis (CNA Corporation Military Advisory Board 2007) to
demonstrate how climate change exacerbates existing social, political and economic vulnerabilities to indirectly
amplify threats of conflict. Now the mainstay in the climate security discourse, adjacent literature has rebutted the
view that the relationship demands a straightforward, linear explanation (Centre for Naval Analyses Military Advisory
Board 2007; Hendrix and Salehyan 2012; Gleditsch and Nordås 2014).

This essay will carve out a new angle in existing literature by arguing that the strength of land tenure governance is of
primary importance to indirect causal claims. This original theoretical framework benefits from a novel application of
contrasting three case studies of Sudan, Syria and Morocco. This approach sheds light on the root causes of conflict
and jointly provides a new conceptual approach for peacebuilding programs to understand the conditions in which
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climate change can spark or nourish conflict. Related scholarship, while minimal, has sought to provide reprieve to
the gap of studies dissecting the relationship between land governance and certain climate mitigation and adaptation
measures (see Hunsberger et al. 2017; Froese and Schilling 2019). Scholars have unpacked the political economy in
reference to drought (De Châtel 2014; Selby et al. 2017; Ide 2018), and, less frequently, examined land tenure
specifically in relation to one state (Syrian Network for Human Rights 2023). However, the centrality of land tenure
governance applied across civil wars in the Middle East and North Africa region is yet to be examined.

Sudan

As far as the public’s collective memory goes, the Darfurian crisis may be the most emblematic case of the first
conflict to be directly linked with climate change. It was the voice of former UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon that
marked an inflection point in providing authority to the advent of climate linked to security (Moon 2007).
Subsequently, climate-war narratives perpetuated in relation to Darfur by Sachs (2008) – first spearheaded by the
likes of Kaplan (1994) – linked Darfur’s soaring population directly with declining rainfall leading to lethal competition
over land and water. This linear story perpetuates the notion of Darfur as a blank slate upon which climate change
wreaks havoc. Instead, it was the nature of land tenure governance that was central to the indirect link of droughts
with civil war.

On the surface, it is clear that prolonged violence that has plagued Sudan has been consistent with droughts, to the
point of heightening in the lead up to the uprisings in Darfur. In 2003, the Sudan Liberation Army and the Justice and
Equality Movement, both Darfuri rebel movements, instigated an armed rebellion against Al-Bashir’s
government (Parker et al. 2017). In response, the government permitted militias or ‘Jangaweed’ to launch violence
against primarily the non-Arab population across Darfur which degenerated into the protracted state of crisis (Day
2023, 283; Parker et al. 2017). While Darfur’s decent into crisis in 2003 was marked by a particularly turgid bout of
violence, it was nestled into a period between 1956 and 2005 of an almost incessant state of war between the North
and South (Ndongo and Mae 2013; Day 2023). Over this period, and reaching back over the last century, desert
area has expanded, shifting approximately 50 to 200 kilometres southward over previous semi-desert regions
according to United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP 2007). The slow onset desertification compounded in
the lead up to the Darfur crisis which induced significant stresses onto largely pastoralist societies in Darfur (UNEP
2007). Prior to 2003, rainfall fell sharply, and desertification occurred at the time when pastoralists migrated south,
linked to subsequent clashes with agriculturalists. This escalated in accordance with largely low intensity conflict until
1999 through to major violence in February 2003 (Mazo 2009; Daoudy 2021). At large, strong correlations can be
demonstrated between annual temperature variations and the presence of civil war (Burke et al. 2009).

These strong correlations of droughts and civil war suffered in Sudan only occurred in connection with poor
governance over land tenure. In the lead up to the Darfur crisis, several notable shifts impacting the population’s
substantial reliance on subsistence agriculture to produce severe negative externalities (Republic of Sudan 2006;
Berdal et al. 2013). First, fundamental shifts in long-standing governance mechanisms over land tenure frameworks
removed deeply held notions of societal conflict mitigation (Mazo 2009). Prior to 1970, determination of property
rights were resolved through locally established, traditional customs (Mazo 2009). Customary land tenure provided
sedentary groups collective rights to the land around their village (Olsson 2010). Following 1970, these were
replaced by the imposition of prescriptive statutory regulations under the Unregistered Land Act (1970). These
regulations were realised through the subsummation of land by the government where there was no prior formal
registration (Olsson 2010; Pantuliano 2017). Without traditional local customs of land tenure regimes, a yawning
chasm of conflict resolution mechanisms to mitigate conflict was left behind. This manifested in land grabbing from
pastoralists primarily made up of ethnically African Darfurians. 

Secondly, in Darfur, this was compounded with vacuums in administrations to impose access to land rights in the
lead up to the conflict in 2003 such as the government supported division of Dar Masalit in 1995 into 13
emirates (Abdul-Jalil 2006). This produced a chasm of local administration which spurred ethnic violence, plunging
Western Darfur into a declared emergency region until 1999 marked by a void of allocation of land for settlement and
agriculture (Abdul-Jalil 2006). Therefore, the antithesis of Polgreen’s (2007) argument that climate change was less
important than land governance by the Government of Sudan in the conflict is true. It is the mismanagement of land
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tenure governance that was the lynchpin in fuelling the drought’s effect on conflict. This poor governance
compounded with the resource scarcity from the longstanding and escalating desertification which led to competition
over decreasing swathes of now contested arable land. This contest helped to prompt pastor-herder conflicts as
livelihoods deteriorated (Ndongo and Maes 2013; Republic of Sudan 2006) and around two million people became
internally displaced (Berdal et al. 2013) damaging the “moral geography” (De Waal 2005, 87) of Darfur.

Droughts compounding with poor governance frameworks fuelled underlying ethnic grievances and horizontal
inequalities to spark violence. Darfurian society comprises of traditional divides between the primarily African
Darfurian sedentary agriculturalists and the Arab Darfurian nomadic herder population (Prunier 2008; Ndongo and
Maes 2013). The reduction in precipitation associated with regional climate change has emerged as a structural
stress factor on pastoralist societies, particularly in Darfur who were driven further south due to desertification (UNEP
2007). These experiences of grievances and famine are likely to precipitate and mould conflict (Malone and Berdal
2000, 31). Therefore, clashes over incompetently governed land were intrinsically tied to African Darfurian
grievances with the Khartoum-supported Arab Darfurians. These were perpetuated by the Janjaweed’s attacks on
villagers of ‘African’ villages while Janjaweed initiated land grabs for ‘Arabs’ (Prunier 2008). Broadly, the poor
governance frameworks were couched in a political setting where Darfur has been side-lined into an asymmetric
power imbalance with Khartoum perpetuating grievances over structural inequalities (Verhoeven 2011; Berdal et al.
2013).

The imposition of statutory land tenure laws and dismantling of traditional conflict resolution mechanisms undermined
local coping capacities and exacerbated the population’s vulnerability to desertification. Suffering from food
insecurity and loss of livelihoods encouraging southern migration was compounded by the extant grievances
between largely ethnically divided farmers and herders. At its roots, the weak land tenure governance precipitated
the conditions for climate change’s impact on the Darfur crisis in February 2003.

Syria

Syria has parallels with the preceding Darfur crisis in terms of poor land tenure governance constituting the
necessary ingredient to link droughts with civil war. However, the manifestations of poor land tenure governance
differed. The Syrian civil war has become a widely invoked emblematic case to lend proof to the ‘threat multiplier’
argument. Former President of the United States, Barack Obama’s (2009), claim that climate-change connected
drought aided in fuelling unrest in Syria prior to its descent into civil war was bolstered by the World Bank (Verme et
al. 2015, 33), scholars (Gleich 2014) and intergovernmental reports (King et al. 2015) alike. The fuel behind this
indirect link of climate contributing as a cause of unrest in Syria was weak land tenure management.

Syria suffered from severe protracted drought from 2007 to 2012 (Werrell, Femia and Sternberg 2015). Over the
same period, Syria’s ranking on the National Design for Global Adaptation Index, hovered around 122 out of 177
countries for high climate vulnerability (University of Notre Dame 2024). While the 2000s was marked by a rare very
acute drought and decade of dryness (Selby et al. 2017), it was in particular, the period between 2007 to 2009, that
was notably more severe than what is typically seen in the historical record (Ide 2018). A long-term drying trend in
Syria underpinned by a severe decrease in precipitation contributed to the severity of the drought prior to the
uprising. The 2007 to 2008 winter was the driest year in observed record with precipitation 35 per cent below the
average (Kelley et al. 2015).

Poor land tenure governance in Syria was a necessary condition for the drought to fuel conflict. First, Syria’s state
housing, land and property rights system was used to evict and gain possession of land (Unruh 2016). At large,
Syria’s land tenure systems, despite being officially comprised of private and public categories, in reality, incorporate
varied Islamic, customary and statutory procedures (UN Habitat 2013). In agricultural settings, customary tenure
systems dominated (UN Habitat 2013). The Al-Assad administration undertook land grabs and mass evictions of
populations by designating land as military areas in violation of property laws (Unruh 2016). Where extant property
laws were adhered to, they were interpreted by the Al-Assad administration to justify expropriation of property,
largely from the Syrian Kurdish population (Housing and Land Rights Network of Habitat International Coalition
2015). The unjustified land tenure governance of the Alawite-backed Al-Assad administration fuelled structurally
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embedded grievances amongst Kurdish and non-Alawite Arab populations (Werrell Femia and Sternberg 2015;
Unruh 2016).

Second, the Al-Assad administration orchestrated irresponsible governance over agricultural land use by providing
incentives for water-intensive farming such as generous subsidises for wheat and cotton farming (Werrell Femia and
Sternberg 2015). These resources are largely reliant on flood irrigation which generates immense water wastage
through evaporation and runoff recording water efficiency of 45 per cent, representing a marked reduction from the
75 per cent generally attained under conventional practices (Water Watch 2006; Werrell Femia and Sternberg 2015).
While the population has suffered from water scarcity since the 1950s (Ide 2018), the acute nature of droughts in the
lead up to conflict were accompanied by the necessitating factor of poor governance frameworks. 

Poor governance over land compounded in part due to the vulnerability of the population’s over-reliance on wheat
production prior to 2006 at the onset of the drought (Gelvin 2012). This overreliance on wheat placed deleterious
stress on resources, denying populations of their food security and source of livelihood which consequently magnified
inequalities (Daoudy 2020). The protracted drought preceding the uprising resulted in the most detrimental crop
failures and livestock damage in recent history (Werrell, Femia and Sternberg 2015). It is no coincidence that the
nuclei of the major anti-regime protests that spurred the outbreak of civil war in early 2011 were cities in regional
agricultural beds including Dara’a and the Hawran region enveloping the capital (Gelvin 2012; Werrell Femia and
Sternberg 2015). Dara’a, in particular, was significantly affected by severe drought and water scarcity marked by an
absence of government assistance (Werrell, Femia and Sternberg 2015). This may have led to nourishing social
instability through a noxious compounding effects of resource competition, weak economic performance and
decreased state capability (Hendrix and Salehyan 2012). Resource insecurity was a main driver in the loss of
livelihoods of over 800,000 Syrians due to pervasive droughts (The New Humanitarian 2009) and the 1.3 to 1.4
million Syrians who were displaced from agricultural rural areas and relocated to urban areas (Gelvin 2012). Poor
land governance provided the roots for an overreliance on agriculture which cultivated the conditions for conflict in
the presence of drought. 

Harmful land tenure governance policies severely winded the population’s climate change coping capacities at the
time of drought in Syria. Nestled in a hotbed of frustration with a political economy that benefited the urban elites and
exploitation of agricultural regions that contributed to disenfranchised Kurdish and non-Alawite Arabs, climate
change indirectly concocted a mindset of nothing to lose and everything to gain. The uprisings, perhaps fixed in an
embedded Fanonian narrative (1961) of the imperative to spearhead their own survival in an enduring defiance
against the regime’s deadly, incessant force (Bellin 2012).

Morocco

Morocco’s robust land tenure governance has presaged the absence of a link between droughts leading to civil war.
Despite politically declared droughts, which instigated government aid in 1992-1995, 1998-2001, 2005, 2007 and
2015-2016, Morocco has not experienced civil war (World Bank Group 2023). Globally, Morocco is one of the most
water-stressed countries, experiencing an average temperature increase above climate change trends and
exponential decrease in rainfall over the past decades (World Bank Group 2023).

The Moroccan government has a history of investments in robust laws and practices that govern the use of land. This
has greatly decreased the gravity of resource scarcity pressures derived from droughts that could have fuelled
violence. Important political backing channelled through the King, the Prime Minister and the Ministry of Finance,
have played a pivotal role in championing water reform (World Bank Group 2007). A culture of openness to reform in
the wake of the 1992-1995 droughts, engendered the Law No. 95-10 in 1995 (Doukkali 2005). Legislation which
prevents agriculturalists from reselling spring water to realise much higher returns than those derived from using the
water for irrigation Centre for Environment and Development for the Arab Region and Europe 2006). Successive
governance in Morocco has continued to provide robust measures. The Plan Maroc Vert (Green Morocco Plan)
2009-2019, was initiated by the Moroccan monarchy to, in part, reduce the sector’s susceptibility to climate change
threats (Gladys Lopez-Acevedo et al. 2021). There has been consistent implementation of policies such as the
installation of drought-tolerant crops, crop rotation (Daoudy 2021), grants to stimulate adoption of water efficient
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irrigation (Jihad 2016; Sowers Vengosh and Weinthal 2011)and national schemes to redistribute water resources
through large-scale inter-basin transfers (World Bank Group 2007, 36). The Green Morocco Plan has been attributed
to conserving two billion cubic meters of water and expanding cultivated land by 450,000 hectares (Gladys Lopez-
Acevedo et al. 2021). The lessons learned approach instigated and consistently adopted by Morocco, with political
backing denied the severe droughts experienced to result in linking to a civil war.

Robust land tenure policies denied climate change a role as an indirect cause of conflict in Morocco. While not
following sectarian lines, Morocco’s divisions are predominately ethnic, with 40 to 70 per cent of the population
identifying as Amazigh (Gelvin 2012, 89). Amazigh are largely disaffected, experiencing grievances of
marginalisation in rural areas vulnerable to severe droughts and largely reliant on pastoralist livelihoods diverging
from the prosperous, largely urbanised Arab population (Gladys Lopez-Acevedo et al. 2021; World Bank Group
2021). In February 2011, while still in the wake of two successive damaging droughts in 2005 and 2007 that required
government relief, the Amazigh’s spearheaded a protest movement named the ‘Printemps Amazigh’ (Amazigh
Spring) (Gelvin 2012, 89). The horizontal inequalities between the Amazigh and Arabs underpinning their protest
movement seeking equal treatment such as recognising Tamazight as an official language (Gelvin 2012). The robust
history of land tenure governance denied the droughts as a contributing grievance factor in the uprising during the
‘Printemps Amazigh’. While Morocco is often cited as vulnerable to climate change (World Bank Group 2021), its
strong land tenure frameworks played a crucial role in denying drought to have an indirect impact on the occurrence
of a civil war. 

Conclusion

This essay has served to combat the appealing linear narrative that directly links climate change as a straightforward
cause of conflict. Despite the striking tendency to abstract the climate-conflict nexus from its political, cultural, historic
context, it is clear that it is the strength of domestic land tenure governance that is required to provoke climate
change’s link with conflict. The value of this understanding is two-fold. This essay unpacks that perhaps climate
change has become the latest exemplar in a longer cautionary tale of the need to analyse conflict as a big messy web
of social, political, economic stressors, each to varying importance in each varying context. A second benefit from a
political economy analysis perspective, is that the land governance theoretical framework could provide a new lens
through which peacebuilding initiatives can understand and slice up this messy web to determine when climate
change will help provoke, nourish and nudge along conflict.
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