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Definitions  
 
Climate change – “Climate change means a change of climate which is attributed directly or indirectly 
to human activity that alters the composition of the global atmosphere and which is in addition to natural 
climate variability observed over comparable time periods” (UNFCC, 1992:7). In the case of Darfur this 
involves fluctuating rain seasons with periods of long drought.	

Darfur conflict - For further clarity the conflict has been divided into two parts the “root causes” 
and the “current conflict” the main focus for this essay when mentioning the conflict is the so 
called current conflict that erupted in 2003. 

Environmental scarcity - declining accessibility of renewable natural resources such as water or 
soil (Homer-Dixon, 1994) 
 
 
 

 

 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 
 

Climate change is one of the most talked about challenges facing the international community 

today and its effects is thought to have a profound impact, particularly on developing countries. 

In addition, there are scholars that are certain that these changes in climate will alter the political 

dynamic; hence, creating a platform where violence over resources become more likely (Homer-

Dixon, 1994, Gleditsch et al, 2007). These scholars have not only carefully described the 

dynamics of such conflicts, but also tried to locate the process by examining environmental 

degradation. Many of the current conflicts have been recognized as resource based and although 

there are benefits of identifying the environment as an actor in violent conflict, there are also 

limits for these linkages. Some scholars argue that climate change in itself does not have the 

capacity to cause conflict but may have the capacity to alter the overall dynamic. By blaming the 

environment we may actually shift focus away from other more vital issues, which in turn could 

prolong efforts for conflict resolution (Hartmann, 1997).  
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The conflict in Darfur has been characterized as a resource conflict among several scholars; some 

even persist on having environmental factors at the forefront when describing the crisis. Among 

these advocates we have Stephan Faris (2007) and United Nation Environment Programme 

(UNEP, 2007), stating that the real perpetrator is climate change. Their main argument rests on 

the fact that climate change reached such severe levels that people were not able to prepare and 

adapt to the new conditions. On the other hand we have Olsson (2013) who labels the conflict as 

a counter insurgency carried out by the Sudanese government in their ethnic cleansing campaign.  

 

The potential linkages between climate change and violent conflict can be difficult to pinpoint 

since the interaction involves other crucial factors. In order to understand the complex nature of 

environmental factors one has to understand the composition of other competing variables and 

how they interact during conflict (Homer-Dixon, 1998). This essay seeks to describe the limits to 

which climate change is a factor in the Darfur conflict. In the past decade climate change has 

become a hot topic when describing the Darfur crisis and perhaps to a point where its dominance 

has overshadowed other important aspects. This essay is a critique against those who label the 

conflict as a potential “climate change war”. 

 

 

1.1 Research problem  
 

The difficulty in examining the relationship between climate change and violent conflict is the 

ability to directly link these two aspects. There are a number of variables that interfere with the 

equation increasing the difficulty of distinguishing the potential links (Homer-Dixon, 1996: 132). 

In order to tackle this hurdle, one needs to take a closer look at the literature that contributes to 

this specific area. Therefore, we begin with examining the theoretical debate surrounding the 

relationship between climate change and conflict.  

 

The empirical material is vital in this type of research and needs to provide for some variation in 

the independent and dependent variable (Homer-Dixon, 1996:29). Furthermore, when examining 

the relationship between climate change and violent conflict, it is important to understand the 

current and potential causal role between these two variables (Homer-Dixon, 1994 & Dessler, 
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1994). This essay, however, seeks to describe the limits to which climate change is a factor in the 

Darfur conflict. It focuses on describing the relationship between climate change and conflict in 

Darfur using the following questions:   

 

- Does climate change explain the conflict in Darfur? 

- And why is this the case?  

 

Recent studies have presented that there is a strong connection between climate change and 

conflict in Darfur, however there is a gap in the description of the limits to this contribution. In 

addition, many of the scholars who highlight climate change as an important factor often 

downsize other crucial elements of the conflict. Instead of looking at the overall relationship 

between climate change and conflict this essay rather seeks to define whether an independent 

variable (climate change) can explain changes in the dependent variable (Darfur conflict 2003) 

and whether this contribution is of much significance. An important aspect to have in mind 

throughout the analysis is to identify changes in climate conditions and violence that have had 

profound impact on the conflict (Homer-Dixon, 1996).  

 

Identifying these aspects helps answering the research questions and helps us identify the 

possible causal role of climate change and conflict in Darfur. It will be difficult to differentiate 

between climate change having a strong impact on conflict compared to a more lenient 

correlation. However, a strong empirical framework combined with the theoretical literature will 

help us describe the correlation in a sufficient manner. Furthermore, it is important to identify 

how the environment influences different actors throughout the conflict, both on a local and 

national level, combined with the nature of the relationship between climate change and violent 

conflict in Darfur.   

 

 

1.2 Research design 

Drawing conclusions based on one single theoretical author could illustrate a simplified or 

misleading picture of the relationship between climate change and violent conflict and perhaps 
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create links that does not exist. Therefore, this research design will include two competing 

viewpoints by well-established authors within the climate conflict community namely Homer-

Dixon and Betsy Hartmann. This type of research requires an in-depth analysis and valuable 

questions to have in mind are (1) What role does the environment play in the conflict? (2) What 

is the cause of these changes? (3) What type of violence can we identify? (4) What is the root 

causes of the conflict? (5) Who are the main actors? (6) What types of climate change can we 

identify? These questions could be viewed as part of the operationalization effort, describing 

what type of aspects that will be observed in order to examine the variables climate change and 

Darfur conflict.  

Furthermore, we need to establish what type of violence that is present and the parties involved, 

whether the violence is between curtain ethnic groups or perhaps inter-party and so forth. As 

mentioned earlier we need strong empirical evidence in order to answer the research question on 

whether climate change explains the conflict in Darfur. This essay aims to contribute to the 

current literature on Darfur by describing the limits to which climate change is a factor in the 

Darfur conflict in order to solve the issues in a sufficient manner.  

 

In order to achieve this, an empirical examination of the conflict will be described followed by 

the theoretical framework, then stating the most common arguments used for describing the 

conflict as climate based along with arguments against it. Afterwards the results will be stated, 

followed by a discussion and a short conclusion based on the research question. Furthermore, this 

research will be carried out using a qualitative method, it moves away from hypotheses testing 

and instead it is guided through the questions above. The theoretical analysis consists of Homer-

Dixon’s framework and a critique of his work by Betsy Hartmann.   

 

This essay is a critique of those who consider climate change as one of the main causes of 

conflict in Darfur. This is because the literature is divided into two camps, those who consider 

climate change as one of the main causes of the conflict and those who deny the linkages. As 

mentioned earlier, since the climate change and conflict discourse took off it has almost become a 

popular way of defining this conflict, to a point where it overshadows other more vital issues.  
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2. METHOD  

 
 

Darfur is the type of case that is chosen both by those who want to prove the potential connection 

between climate change and conflict as well as by those who deny this correlation, which became 

the reason for selecting Darfur as case study. This essay is a qualitative analysis where the layout 

is of comparative nature examining articles based on whether they support or refute climate 

change as the main cause of conflict in Darfur. It can be viewed as an argument analysis where 

the selected material will be analysed and interpreted and depending on which viewpoint it 

illustrates, this will determine whether it is of supporting or dismissive nature in regard to climate 

change as the main cause of conflict. The arguments from both viewpoints are found on page 24 

and 26 where the first set of arguments include those articles that conclude that climate change is 

one of the main causes of conflict in Darfur and the arguments found on page 26 are conclusions 

based on those articles that oppose this correlation, these articles represent the current debate in 

regard to climate change and conflict in Darfur.  

 

The arguments are made into Figure 1 and 2 in order to illustrate the process chain of both these 

viewpoints and these arguments are then compared with the empirical analysis as well as the 

theoretical framework in order to make any plausible conclusion. The theoretical framework only 

works as a guide to determine which one of figure 1 and 2 that is more in line with the empirical 

analysis. Betsy Hartmann and Homer-Dixon are therefore not compared against each other more 

so Betsy Hartmann is of complementary support to Homer-Dixon’s theoretical framework due to 

lack of inclusiveness.  

 

The reason for choosing material that pervious scholars have written is to establish what has been 

said about the Darfur conflict and how this follows through when compared with the empirical 

analysis. Furthermore, the material selected for the empirical analysis is based on its authenticity; 

in this case some of the articles have been approved by the UN General Assembly and referred to 

by other scholars. This enhances the reliability of the essay, which is hard to achieve in a 

qualitative study, however the dependability of the material enhances the reliability of the text 

(Bryman, 2011:351). 



	 8	

 

Furthermore, this essay draws conclusions based on the theoretical framework of Thomas F. 

Homer-Dixon (1998), who is more or less the leading author in regard to research on 

environmental scarcity and its effects on conflict. However there are some shortcomings 

concerning his model such as the neglect of important variables, like political and economic 

factors, these variables often have a strong correlation with the distribution and management of 

resources and environmental factors. Furthermore, Homer-Dixon focuses primarily on 

environmental scarcity and rarely mentions the effects of abundance. Betsy Hartmann (1997) on 

the other hand points to the necessity of observing the potential results of abundance where 

distribution and politics become important factors. Their theoretical viewpoints help explain the 

conflict dynamic on both a local and national level. Furthermore, it illustrates weaknesses and 

strengths within the concept of climate change and conflict, which helps broaden our knowledge 

within the field. In addition, the two different viewpoints help avoid any bias assumption when 

examining the linkages between climate change and conflict in Darfur.  

 

The hypothetico-deductive model is used when interpreting material, in some cases it is described 

as a method however it is the core logic in processing empirical material. Teorell and Svenssons 

(2007) describe the model through four critical steps when it comes to interpreting material: (1) 

Select a hypothesis to be tested (2) Generate predications from the hypothesis (3) Use 

experiments to check whether your predictions are correct (4) If the predictions are correct, then 

the hypothesis is confirmed. If not, the hypothesis is disconfirmed (Teorell & Svensson, 

2007:100). This shows schematically how the model could be applicable, however it can be 

implemented backwards, which is the case in this essay: first we observe the empirical 

implications which then is followed by the hypotheses. The empirical part comes first and 

afterwards the interpretation is formulated, which leads to the hypotheses. The main point is that 

the interpreted hypotheses conclude an answer to the actual research question. The validity of the 

outcome will be established once the referred material matches the interpretation but also the 

material that is not referred to (Teorell & Svensson, 2007:101). 

 

There needs to be some transparency in the way the interpretation is outlined. It is however not 

possible to conclude the ultimate interpretation, but some interpretations are better than others – 
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in the sense that it is more in line with the empirical material that is needed to answer the research 

question. Hence, there is no such thing as the “right” interpretation it is more like temporary 

“truths” just like all the theories and hypotheses we create (Teorell & Svensson, 2007:102). 

 

The validity in this type of method can be difficult to portray, in this case it revolves around 

whether the variables, climate change and Darfur conflict, are the actual observed objects. In 

other words, if the essay actually examines what it is said to examine. Having the theoretical 

aspect incorporated into the results helps to enhance the validity; however there is room for 

interpretation but the empirical and theoretical analysis helps to minimize the gap (Bryman, 

2011:352).   

 

 

3. THEORY  
 

In order to describe the relationship between climate change and conflict in Darfur this essay will 

draw conclusions based on the theoretical framework of Thomas F. Homer-Dixon (1994, 1996, 

1998), with a critique on his work by Betsy Hartmann (Hartmann, 1997). Although they have 

many differences, they still agree on the fact that economic and environmental factors have an 

important role during violent conflict. Their fundamental differences appear when it comes to 

how scarcity arises; while Homer-Dixon emphasizes population growth as an important variable, 

Hartmann prefers looking into political aspects of the conflict.  

 

3.1 Homer-Dixon’s theoretical overview 
 

Homer-Dixon mentions several factors that affect how resources will be used, “the quantity and 

vulnerability of environmental resources, the balance of political power, the nature of the state, 

patterns of social interaction, and the structure of economic relations among social groups”. All 

of these factors determine the social impact of environmental scarcities, the grievances arising 

from these scarcities, and whether grievances will contribute to violence (Homer-Dixon, 1998: 

280).  
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He mentions three types of environmental scarcity: “(1) supply-induced scarcity is caused by the 

degradation and depletion of environmental resource, for example, the erosion of cropland; (2) 

demand-induced scarcity results from population growth within a region or increased per capita 

consumption of a resource, either of which heightens the demand for the resource; (3) structural 

scarcity arises from an unequal social distribution of a resource that concentrates it in the hands 

of relatively few people while the remaining population suffers from serious shortages (Homer-

Dixon, 1994:15-16)” Fel årtal på homer Dixon). Two of these are more common at least when it 

comes to the patterns of resource capture and ecological marginalization. The former takes place 

when the consumption of the resource is increased in combination with its degradation, for 

instance if the “elite” decides to capture a specific resource due to future shortage this will result 

in scarcity for the remaining population. The latter takes place when the consumption of a 

resource increases in combination with the unbalance in distribution: for instance when groups 

are denied access to a resource this may cause some groups to migrate to even more ecologically 

fragile areas that in turn become degraded (Homer-Dixon, 1994:15-16).  

 

This may cause high level of grievance within the marginalized groups, however, it may not 

necessarily lead to violent conflict. According to Homer- Dixon at least two other factors must be 

present: people need to feel a strong sense of group identity so that they can challenge the state 

authority in a sufficient matter and they need to see the advantages for violent collective action 

against the authority. The group identity is very important for these groups if they are to act as a 

united front, they must also believe that violence is the best opportunity for them to address their 

misfortune (Homer-Dixon, 1998:280).  

 

Most other theorists within the field assume that grievances, group identities, and opportunities 

for violent collective action act independently to a large extent. Homer-Dixons (1998), on the 

other hand, describes grievances as a trigger that forms group membership, in addition grievances 

can also shift these groups to use violence. When people share the same perception of grievance 

they are more prone to identify with one another which increases the potential for group 

formation. The degree and character of the grievance will in turn shape the meaning of group 

membership. In addition, those groups that convey strong group identity will also appear to have 

good opportunities for group action: it ensures members that the cost of violence is worth taking 
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especially when spread across many individuals (Homer-Dixon, 1998: 281).  

Violence among groups in society is a reflection of troubled relations between state and society. 

If the state is unable to address the needs of society this will most certainly lead to unwanted 

tension between these two actors. In order for the state to keep their citizens satisfied, the state 

needs to provide key components for their citizens as well as having the ability to maintain its 

dominance over groups and institutions in society. However, violence against the state will occur 

whenever the state’s ability to organize, regulate and enforce behaviour is weakened in relation to 

potential groups that are willing to challenge this order (Migdal, 1994: 2, Homer-Dixon, 

1998:281). When resources decline and the character of the state starts to shift, this creates great 

opportunities for challenger groups to mobilize resources so that the social balance of power 

shifts in their favour (Gurr, 1993: 130). 

 

Homer-Dixon mentions that the fragile relationship between state and society is to an extent 

threatened by environmental scarcity. Societies hit by severe scarcity tend to fall apart with 

declining agricultural production, weakened economy and large migrations flows. This type of 

stress demands increased support by the government. The declining productivity may interfere 

with state revenue streams and therefore taxes; this in turn empowers rentseekers in their 

influence on state policy creating opportunities for them to deny tax revenues on their increased 

wealth. “Environmental scarcity therefore increases society’s demands on the state while 

decreasing its ability to meet those demands” (Homer-Dixon, 1998: 281). 

 

During severe recourse scarcity people tend to react according to their survival strategies, this 

often reduces the interactions of civil society with the sate, especially if people already feel 

neglected by the government. What happens is that society starts to form into smaller groups, 

while social interactions among groups decrease so does the focus of these groups; they turn 

inwards to focus on their own interests (Chazan, 1994: 269). When civil society starts to turn 

inwards it reduces its ability to accurately state demands on the state. Furthermore, this reduces 

the aspect of ‘social capital’ where people trust and share norms and networks (Putnam, 1993: 

167). This type of environment is ideal for challenger groups that want to sees control over 

resources. If the state had any legitimacy before, this will surely change that since the state is no 

longer representative of or responsive to society (Homer-Dixon, 1998: 281). 
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3.2 Hartmann’s critique on Homer-Dixon’s theory  
 

Hartmann reveals a number of problems with Homer-Dixon’s model; first she attacks the very 

core definitions upon which he has built his work. Namely the three environmental scarcities: 

“the degradation and depletion of renewable resources, the increased consumption of those 

resources, and/or their uneven distribution” (Hartmann, 1997:117). The increased consumption of 

resources is mainly linked to population growth, hence its prominence, which she argues is very 

misleading. 

 

According to Hartmann, the model is too simplistic in the sense that it includes distinct processes 

such as – “the generation of renewable resource scarcities, environmental degradation, population 

growth and the social distribution of resources”, all these aspect are included in one single term 

“environmental scarcity” which is obscured in her view (Hartmann, 1997:117). Even though 

environmental degradation and resource scarcity often is associated as the same thing, they still 

have different meanings and she accuses Homer-Dixon for confusing these two separate but 

similar aspects. For instance, land shortage can be an incentive to increase productivity through 

improved techniques and better land. By associating social distribution of resources as the same 

thing as environmental scarcity, is in fact creating a link between conflict and resource scarcity 

that does not exist. This, in her view, is a way for Homer-Dixon to force his view trough 

desperate measures resulting in a model so inclusive that it should not be taken seriously 

(Hartmann, 1997:117).  

 

Hartmann also disagrees with the false assumption of population growth automatically leading to 

increased resource consumption. The increased consumption of specific resources may have little 

to do with the growing population, and instead have more to do with the larger demand in 

external markets for this product.  The model does not take to account the variety of cultures and 

their history; it homogenizes diverse regions into one single context. The long history of colonial 

and post-colonial era of countries such as Darfur, are basically dismissed (Hartmann, 1997:117).  

 

She also accuses his view of the state for being “oddly idealizing”. The delicate give-and-take 
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relationship between the state and society becomes threatened during environmental scarcity and 

if the state cannot meet the demands of society, this will result in economic stress and migration. 

While the legitimacy of the states starts to decline grievances will increase, society will start to 

segment into smaller groups that will only focus on the needs of their respective others 

(Hartmann, 1997:118). This enhances “...the opportunities for powerful groups to seize control of 

local institutions or the state and use them for their own gain.” Homer-Dixon also claims that 

“...environmental scarcity can strengthen group identities based on ethnic, class or religious 

differences (Homer-Dixon, 1996:48)”. 

 

The controversy, according to Hartmann, is the difficulty to believe that the cases Homer-Dixon 

studied, which includes Mexico, Pakistan and Rwanda, had the delicate give-and-take 

relationship between the state and society before scarcity took place. According to Hartmann, the 

only scarcity that is present in these countries is the lack of political acknowledgment as well as 

bad management of essential resources, in other words bad environmental governance. The 

potential affect of non-governmental organisations should not be downsized since many of these 

groups have had a great deal of involvement in building institutions that foster democratic needs 

in order to challenge corrupt and authoritarian states (Hartmann, 1997:118).  

 

Homer-Dixon describes ecological marginalization as a process whereby unequal accessibility of 

resources in combination with population growth has led exposed groups to migrate to 

ecologically vulnerable places even further adding to their grievances. The pressure that is put on 

the environment coupled with lack of knowledge concerning the area then cause environmental 

scarcity but also poverty due to the lack of capital (Homer-Dixon, 1996:48).  

 

Hartmann does not agree on the fact that population growth and unequal resource access being 

ascribed in the same category as the “push factors” causing people to migrate to such areas.  

According to Hartmann this is one of the key shortcomings of Homer-Dixon’s approach – the 

failure to link the consumption patterns between the wealthy elite and the “local” land users. 

Moreover, the analysis comes off as a bit narrow in a time where rapid global economic 

integration is present (Hartmann, 1997:119). However, she does not deny the fact that population 

growth may have a role in environmental degradation, but perhaps not the leading role. In her 
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view his concept fails to address the question of why things are the way they are and misses the 

bigger picture (Hartmann, 1997:20). 

 

Last but not least, missing from Homer-Dixon’s framework is the notion of political 

transformation. The notion of social change would probably be coupled with the category of 

scarcity-induced conflict. However, Hartmann argues that political concerns should be given 

more traction than what is showed in his model. 

 

Table 1 1  Key differences between Homer-Dixon and Hartmann’s theoretical 

viewpoints 
 

 

  

 

The two viewpoints differ when it comes to whether violent conflict increases during scarcity or 

abundance. As Hartmann mentions we have seen areas such as Liberia and Sierra Leone where 

resource wealth has lead to violent conflict. This type of conflict often involves resource capture 

																																																								
1	This table is taken from conflictrecovery.org 	
http://www.conflictrecovery.org/bin/gsmith_131102.htm  

 Thomas F. Homer-Dixon Betsy Hartmann 
1. What is the most 
common or primary 
cause of conflict? 

Environmental scarcity & population 
growth 

 Resource capture or
 resource wealth 

2. How does scarcity 
arise? 

Population growth and depletion of 
renewable resources. This can lead to 

“resource capture” by elites, 
intensifying scarcity for poor. 

Resource capture by elites is the primary 
cause of scarcity, not a follow-up to 
degradation by a growing population 

3. What causes land 
degradation? 

Poor peasants forced on to 
ecologically marginal lands 

Land concessions to large-scale commercial 
interests 

4. Population growth Always negative Can provide incentive to boost productivity 
through innovation 

5. Conflict due to 
pressure on resources 

is due to 

Internal population growth and 
environmental decline 

Demand and consumption by outsiders 

6. Risk of civil conflict 
increases 

With scarcity of resources With abundance of easily lootable primary 
commodity exports 
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by the elite, conflict erupts when the rest of the population feel that they have not received their 

share of wealth. In this case we are no longer discussing the concerns regarding resource scarcity 

but rather if there is a distribution problem.  

 

 

4. EVOLUTION OF THE CONFLICT  

 
The role of the environment in the Darfur conflict has caused considerable international debate. 

When examining the literature and the potential causes of the conflict it reveals a range of 

different triggers potentially crucial in explaining the outcomes. A few of these explanations are 

somewhat confusing since they describe the conflict as if it operates within a single context when 

reality shows the opposite. There are several dimension or levels to the conflict that are more or 

less intertwined. If we separate these into two different categories this helps us portray a better 

understanding of the conflict and provides more clarity. Furthermore, these dimensions can be 

divided into the “root” causes and the “current” conflict, which are different in nature as well as 

in their dynamics. The “root” causes are resourced-based inter-tribal confrontations that have 

been a long-standing feature in Darfur and are predominantly between sedentary farmers and 

pastoralists (Olsson, 2013:301). The current conflict, on the other hand, is between the central 

government and rebel groups that advocate political agenda. Quite often some of the causes of 

tribal conflicts have been attributed to the recent political conflict something that has given 

implications on the mechanisms for conflict resolution (Lippman, 2007). This distinction is vital 

for developing a better understanding of the root causes of the conflict and in designing the right 

intervention.  

 

This chapter begins with a description on general data concerning climate change in Darfur, 

thereafter the chapter will be divided into two parts, the first contains the historical aspect or the 

so-called “root” cause to the conflict up until 2003 when the dynamics of the conflict started 

changing and the so-called “current” conflict takes place. Last, there is a short description on the 

affects of neighbouring countries. This chapter examines the general determinants of civil war 

and social conflict by revealing the cultural, social and natural causes of the conflict. However, 

the specific role of the environment and political factors will be given particular attention.  
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4.1 Climate change in Darfur 
 

We begin with a short observation regarding the data on climate change in Darfur, which states 

that annual rainfall in Darfur is inconstant from year to year. Tearfund examines the annual 

rainfalls in three state capitals of Darfur and reveals that rainfall has decreased during the late 

1960s and early 1970s, and never fully recovered since then. In the 1980s Darfur experienced one 

of its most severe droughts and it was not until the 1990s that we were able to see a positive 

change in increased rainfall (Tearfund, 2007). 

 

Although the above facts may not seem unmanageable UNEP (2007) reveals records that there 

has been a drop of 30% over 80 years in Northern Darfur, ultimately causing large migration 

flows and underdevelopment. In addition, Kevane and Gray study show that trends in rainfall are 

less predictable than before 1960, and conclude that there has been a decline in rainfall. However, 

they point out that the statistics will show different results depending on which starting year is 

being used, for instance we can see a clear declining if above average rainfall, in the 1950s and 

1960s, are used as starting years. They also noted that the indications from the meteorological 

station revealed varying results for the entire Region of Darfur, some places experienced a 

decline in rainfall while others went above average rainfall. What could be observed was that 

there was a break in 1972 that continued on for a short period, in other words the region 

experienced a drastic change in climate conditions that was short-lived (Kevane & Gray, 

2008:18). 

 

Overall the observed data does not reveal much other than that Darfur experienced a short period 

of severe drought, and that annual rainfall is recovering, but it is still lower than the 1960’s. 

Furthermore, the length of the rainy season has also decreased, due to the delayed start of rainfall 

and its early end. Predictions of the Sahel’s climate tell different stories; we can either expect 

better rains, or a total decrease in rainfall. These results may cause confusion considering the high 

rainfall variability in the region and its limited nature (Kevane & Gray, 2008).  

 

Kevane and Gray’s study also show weak correlation between climate change and conflict in 

Darfur. The short-term drought did not occur in the years prior to the crisis. In addition, the 
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significant drought period mentioned above during the 1980s into the 1990s did not cause any 

major conflict. In fact their statistics show a flat trend in rainfall during the thirty years prior to 

the conflict in 2003. There is, however, a decline where lower levels of rainfall have been met in 

the early 1970s (Kevane & Gray, 2008). Furthermore, other Sahelian African countries have 

experienced similar breaks when it comes to rainfall, yet these breaks have had no significant 

effect on these areas when it comes to violence, at least not to the same extent as in Darfur. 

However, these countries still saw increased conflict over the past several decades (Kevane & 

Gray, 2008:2). 

 

Nevertheless, Darfur still suffers from water scarcity, to a point where frustration over this 

resource has become overwhelming. Competition over this vital resource has created tension 

between the more fortuned wealthy community and the poor. In addition the worsening 

accessibility and the growing population is increasing the pressure on the situation. The shortage 

of water coupled with population growth is threatening to drop living standards of millions of 

people below survival level, causing unmanageable social tension (Brown, 2009:117). 

 

Before the decline in rainfall even became a problem the population of Sudan climbed from 9 

million in 1950 to 39 million in 2007. Not only did the population increase but also the cattle 

population with a shocking 7 million to 40 million, an increase that is unsustainable when it 

comes to providing grassland. Such rapid growth is not only stressful but also dangerous when 

resources become so limited that it causes major friction in the region (Brown, 2009:118). 

 

4.2 Root causes 

 

If we go back and look at the root causes leading up to the conflict many of these factor are very 

much interlinked, however, there are two key dimensions. One of them being the cultural and 

economic pressures that have been troubling the region for several decades whereby an Arab 

centred elite in Khartoum has marginalized the rest of the African population in Sudan (Olsson, 

2013:301). This particular aspect can be traced back to colonial times during the British 

occupation of Sudan between 1898-1956. Throughout this period the majority of the country’s 

resources were concentrated towards Khartoum and the Blue Nile, resulting in an uneven 
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development rate between these areas and the rest of Sudan (Power, 2004). The uneven 

distribution of resources and wealth is a constant matter, which comes as no surprise since Sudan 

has been one of the fastest growing economies in Africa (Lippman, 2007:195). 

 

The uneven distribution has affected several areas, one of them being Darfur resulting in an 

underdeveloped region causing a divide within the native Muslim population, between African 

farmers and Arab nomads (Lippman, 2007:195). The African farmers are drawn from numerous 

tribes, the majority coming from Fur, Masaalit and Zaghwa, the Arab nomadic pastoralist include 

tribes such as Rizeigat, Mahaiya, Irayqat and Beni Hussein. The distinction between these two 

ethnic groups is often described as a racial division although they are very much linked through 

marriage. This division is one of the main focuses in regard to political and sociological aspects 

of the conflict in Darfur (Hussey, 2009:32).  

 

Another aspect whereby uneven distribution has surfaced is the land tenure situation. The land 

tenure system in Sudan differs from the general African structure. Meanwhile most systems are 

specific to particular ethnic groups, and have evolved in the interaction of culture and 

environment. In Sudan’s case land tenure systems are built on a hierarchy of rights, which means 

that even though they are “communal” it does not mean that everyone has equal rights to them. 

The tenures are available to members of the group at different levels and conflicts occur when 

“outsiders” interfere on the rights of the “insiders” but conflicts may also arise from tension 

within the group, due to different types of interests among individual actors (Haaland, G. 1998 & 

Olsson, 2010:6). 

 

Since the current regime took place in 1989, these issues have worsened. Policies of 

decentralisation efforts have lead to further instabilities within institutions that are dealing with 

resource management. Instead of protecting the rights of local people the system has turned 

against them, taking land from farmers without any legal authority. The land-grabbing situation is 

due to the privatisation policies since people can no longer get services unless they pay for it. 

While the ordinary citizen is missing out on these services the nomads and rich farmers develop 

fake owners for their own benefit (IFPRI. 2007:106). 
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The other key dimension to the root causes, apart from the cultural and economic aspects is the 

concerns and tension over land use and competing for scarce natural resources, particularly water. 

This specific issue became critical when the growing demand for natural resources became 

evident in relation to a growing population; this was in combination with land degradation and 

desertification, thereby the increased pressure on natural resources. In addition, the increased use 

of agricultural land had its effect on animal migration, blocking their original route and 

decreasing their access to water (Olsson, 2013:302).   

 

In the early 1970s and mid-1980s the migration trend started to increase due to the devastated 

livelihood systems with extreme drought and famine. Most households in the region decided to 

migrate southwards while others chose to live in refugee camps. These massive population 

movements in relation to the growing population, especially in Darfur became more of an 

adaptive strategy. People came from other parts of the region, as well as from neighbouring 

countries, to settle in order to make a living. Weak institutions and low administrative power 

combined with declining resources caused people to loose all their assets (Elasha-Osman, B. and 

Sanjak, A 2007). 

 

For several decades nomadic tribes have moved to the agricultural regions during the dry seasons 

in hope of finding water and grazing land. In the 1980s this led to escalating tensions over land 

between African’s and non-African’s, due to extensive drought (Lippman, 2007:195). Arab 

nomads were, for the most part, a positive sight to the farmers, since their animals fertilized their 

farmland and helped carry products to the market.  However, this changed when resources 

became scarce and the uneven distribution of wealth became more apparent, which triggered 

focus towards the leaders in Khartoum. Instead of solving the issues the government decided to 

ignore the problems, causing further tension between the government and its citizens (Lippman, 

2007:196). This is the result of former decentralisation efforts where tribal-administration 

systems were slowly removed, destroying several decades of successful administration on a local 

level. This process continued for many years, favouring state institutions that had no interest or 

legitimacy in Darfur. As a result, Darfur had no system that was capable of managing these 

issues, which led to a growing polarization between African and Arab tribes (Lippman, 

2007:197). 
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The decentralisation scheme spurred more tension among the citizens who began gathering arms 

to protect their economic interests. The struggle over land made it more apparent that Arab tribes 

were underrepresented in the local governments and, in 1986, these nomadic tribes established 

the “Arab alliance” their goal was to establishing regional hegemony. This occurred in relation to 

the historical underdevelopment of the region where African tribal groups have tried to express 

their dissatisfaction in fear of Arab governance in Darfur (Kasfir, 2005:198).  

 

In the mid 1990s the conflict between the Masaleet and the Arabs broke out concerning claims 

over land. The dispute was due to the fact that the government seemed to authorize the Arabs 

with land that in fact belonged to the Masaleet if we go by traditional claim of the land. This 

specific conflict differed from the past once when it came to the amount of violence. The 

attempts to overthrow the Masaleet was a deliberate act by the government, encouraging terror so 

that people were forced to flee. This dispute had the same characteristics as the conflict in 2003, 

however the scale of the conflict was much smaller, this caused even more tension between the 

government and its citizens  (Tanner and Tubiana 2007:60).  

 

 

4.3 Recent conflict  
 

In February 2003 the conflict intensified again and rebel groups started to form due to the neglect 

that the region was experiencing, this is also what the literature refers to as the “current” conflict 

in Darfur. The people of Darfur felt that they were being ignored since the Sudanese government 

rarely paid them any attention. Roads where never build or repaired if destroyed, school, 

hospitals and civil servants were not provided in a sufficient manner and the lack of 

communication services led the people in the area to finally revolt. There are also ethnic aspects 

to the boiling anger among the people that saw themselves as ethnically African since the 

government frequently offered top posts in the region to local Arabs, even though they were 

thought to be the minority there (Power, 2004:5). The neglected Africans made an attempt to 

appeal their concerns towards the government with a peace process, however their efforts fell 

short and many started to believe that if they were ever going to be heard and get their needs met, 

they would have to take up arms against the government in order to get the world's attention 



	 21	

(Lippman, 2007:195). 

 

The Sudanese Liberation Army's (SLA), which includes Fur and Masalit tribesmen, and Justice 

and Equality Movement (JEM), which includes African yet nomadic, Zaghawa tribe; were 

encouraging Arabs and Africans to join in their protest against the marginalization and racial 

discrimination (Olsson, 2013:300). The aim was "to create a united democratic Sudan on a new 

basis of equality, complete restructuring and devolution of power, even development, cultural and 

political pluralism and moral and material prosperity for all Sudanese (Olsson, 2013:300)”. Each 

region should have autonomy to some extent but also work together under the same identity  

“Sudanism”, where all citizens stand united (Olsson, 2013:301). The SLA decides to select an 

Arab, Ahmed Kabour Jibril, to be its commander in South Darfur, just to show its inclusiveness. 

The SLA was not perceived as a major threat and therefore their demands had no severe impact 

on the current authority. In April 2003, a rally took place in El Fasher where President Bashir 

downplayed the rebellion, calling it "acts of armed banditry." Two weeks later the rebellions 

carried out a devastating airport raid, which caused the government to take up arms against the 

rebellions (Power, 2004). This was after the SLA had completed attacks against government 

posts, having it come as a surprise. Thereafter the government organized Arab tribes (later called 

the Janjaweed) in Darfur to fight the SLA. However, the Sudanese government still denies any 

involvements in organizing rebels to fight the SLA (Olsson, 2013:300). 

 

There are several aspects to the more recent conflict in Darfur, the outbreak has often been 

described as a racial or ethnic dispute. Hagan and Rymond-Richmond (2008) have identified the 

“sociology” of these attacks. More specifically they have documented how racial and degrading 

aspects have impacted the conflict. What they learned from their model was that the “racial 

dehumanization” of the African groups (Fur, Masalit and Zaghawa) was primarily initiated by the 

government-led rebel group, called the Janjaweed. By racial dehumanization the government was 

able to quickly mobilize the local Arab populations into collective violent action (Hagan and 

Rymond-Richmond, 2008:878). The goal of an Arab supremacist ideology resulted in a framing 

process that discriminated between Arabs and Africans (Olsson, 2013:301). 

 

The government reacted very brutal towards the rebellions. The violence that the government 
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unleashed has been described as a counter- insurgency, due to the relentless violence that was 

endured by the citizens. The pattern of these attacks were to stay one to three days in each village 

before leaving, it seems that their goal was to loot and not to occupy the land. This conflict was 

very different in terms of its strategy; such pattern indicates that the government in fact 

encouraged local conflict by creating competition over scarce resources. The government has 

influenced local conflict by supporting government friendly groups with weaponry; whereas, for 

the rebels, it has been essential to block camel herding groups on their way to fertile land. Areas 

that were well watered and fertile had no intense rebel activity; instead these places were 

relatively calm (Olsson, 2010).  

 

	
4.4 Role of the neighbourhood   
 

Neighbouring countries played a big role in fuelling the conflict. Parallel to the conflict in Chad 

in the early 1970s Darfur experienced an increased level of armed foreign involvements. It is 

primarily the ethnic composition of the region that brings people from different places since 

many of the neighbouring countries share tribes especially Darfur and Chad. During the conflict 

in Chad some Darfur-based Chadian opposition groups have been supported by their tribal 

extensions in the region, for instance have large amount of weapons been distributed to these 

groups which has led to further tensions and an increase in firearms. In addition, the war between 

Chad and Libya in the 1980s further affected the region since it became a combat zone and was 

subjected to many Chadian Arab tribes that came in. The war between Chad and Libya was 

racialized, which caused a polarisation within Darfur; this was a deliberate act in order for the 

warring groups to gain ground in the region (Eltigani Seisi. M. Ateem, 2007:40).  

 

Since the early 1990s the relationship between Sudan and Chad have been relatively good. This 

dynamic continued on for a couple of years even though minor conflict erupted with the 

connection to the tribal extensions related to Chad. What seemed to be good relations were 

actually deep suspicions from the Sudanese part concerning Chads involvement with the rebels in 

Darfur. These threats that were felt by the Sudanese government led them to organize a rebel 

group that was to oppose the Chadian government. These rebels launched an attack towards the 
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Chadian capital N’djamena that provoked further tension when the Chadian government decided 

to put up an offensive inside the Sudanese borders raising tension between the two countries; this 

fuelled the conflict in Darfur even further. Moreover, these actions threatened the entire conflict 

dynamic, what was considered an internal Sudanese problem might have become a sub regional 

conflict (Eltigani Seisi. M. Ateem, 2007:40).    

 

There are multiple components that have added fuel to the Darfur conflict. This added tension has 

created growing feelings that the international community is confused and does not have a plan in 

place to tackle the rising humanitarian and security crisis. Especially since they waited until 2003 

when the crisis had already reached a full-scale civil war (Eltigani Seisi. M. Ateem, 2007:41). 

Conflicts over resources always start at the very local level, and, as a result, may not be given 

consideration at the right time. Because of the decentralized policies communities have lost 

traditional wisdom and foregone traditional administrative systems so by the time attention is 

given, it might be too late to contain the already escalating dynamics (Elasha-Osman, B. and 

Sanjak, A, 2007). 

 

 

5. TWO COMPETING VIEWPOINTS  
 

If we look back at the research question there are several answers found in the literature either 

supporting or condemning the environment as an explanation to the Darfur conflict. Below I have 

stated the most common arguments associated with those who believe that climate change is the 

main cause of conflict in Darfur. These statements are based on the article included in this paper, 

however there are several more articles that express similar statements and this is rather a 

summarized version of the overall literature on climate change and conflict in Darfur.  

 

! Climate change resulting from rainfall decline, leading to depleted resources.  

! The growing population in dry lands in combination with large migration flows. 

! Land degradation by marginalization of pastoralists resulting in competition over scarce 

resources. 
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If we look at these arguments they have a lot to do with the root causes such as environmental 

degradation and resource depletion. According to Homer-Dixon there are three environmental 

scarcities and two of them are shown in the root conflict (1) degradation and depletion of 

environmental resources as well as (2) demand-induced scarcity resulting from population growth 

within a region or increased per capita consumption of a resource, either of which heightens the 

demand for the resource (Homer Dixon, 1994:15-16). The extensive drought in the 1970s and 

1980s caused nomadic tribes to move from Northern Darfur to Southern Darfur. These groups 

have been blamed for intensifying competition for depleted local natural resources, and as a 

consequence tribal confrontations between farmers and nomads became inevitable. It should be 

noted that competition over scarce resources between farmers and nomads have been a long 

standing issue dating several 100 years back, and are therefore far from new. (Lippman, 

2007:195).  

 

Homer-Dixon mentions that scarcity and its interactions produce “several common social effects, 

including lower agricultural production, migration from zones of environmental scarcity, and 

weakened institutions (Homer-Dixon, 1991:91)”. These are all facts when it comes to the root 

causes where drought led to bad crops, which in turn enabled nomadic tribes to take care of their 

livestock causing massive migration. These tribal disputes where once solved among local 

members, but with the growing population in combination with the depleted resources there were 

no longer manageable by the local herdsmen or farmer (Gurr, 1993:126). In order for these social 

effects to cause heightened grievances, people must perceive a relative decrease in their standard 

of living compared with other groups or compared with their aspirations, and they must see little 

chance of their aspirations being addressed under the status quo (Homer-Dixon, 1998:280). This 

aspect is shown in the uneven distribution of essential resources resulting in an underdeveloped 

region causing a divide between the government and its citizens (Lippman, 2007:195).  

 

Furthermore, the affect of climate change in this context has caused more friction between the 

government and its citizens. According to Homer-Dixon, violence among groups in society is a 

reflection of troubled relations between state and society, the delicate give-and-take relationship 

does not exist in Darfur. Climate change has caused underdevelopment, falling agricultural 

production, migration, and economic reduction which produces hardship, and this hardship 
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increases demands on the state, which the state is unable to live up to (Homer-Dixon, 1994. 

Migdal, 1994:27). This caused high level of grievance within the marginalized groups, however, 

according to Homer- Dixon they need to feel a strong sense of group identity in order to 

challenge the state authority but also see the advantages for violent collective action against the 

authority. The group identity is very important for these groups if they are to act as a united front 

they must also believe that violence is the best opportunity for them to address their needs 

(Homer-Dixon, 1998:280). These are all true facts when it comes to the Darfur conflict, the 

marginalized groups had already tried with negotiations and mediation but the government 

continued to dismiss their needs, which caused the massive outbreak in 2003. Notice that the 

conflict was not given much attention by the international community until major violent acts 

became a factor in the conflict. Furthermore, if the rebels were lacking in their sense of group 

identity the government certainly strengthened this aspect through marginalization, creating the 

feeling of “them” against “us”.  

 

According to those who advocate that climate change is the main cause of conflict in Darfur also 

believe that all of the above facts were caused by climate change. Climate change was in this case 

the first sign leading to conflict. Here we have a figure to illustrate the process-thought:  

 
 
Figure: 1 
  

 
 
 
Above we have stated the most common arguments for those who believe that the Darfur conflict 

is caused by climate change. The following points are the most common arguments against 

climate change as the main causes of conflict in Darfur.  

 

! The decline in rainfall is nothing more than a structural break, which the entire Sahelian 

region has experienced, however, other countries nearby have not experienced the same 
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amount of violence.  

! The decline in rainfall occurred almost 30 years prior to the conflict in 2003, which makes 

for weak correlations. 

! Water scarcity is caused by bad distribution due to bad resource governance. 

! Lack of strong institutions for managing water resources due to decentralisation.  

! Grievances resulting from economic and political marginalisation are major causes of the 

conflict. 

 

Here it is thought that ecological degradation, migration, overgrazing and competition for scarce 

resources may have fanned the flames of conflict between nomads and farmers, but the idea that 

these factors are the main causes of the current conflict in Darfur is misleading. This argument is 

based on the notion that fluctuating rain seasons have always been a factor and although the 

break in 1980 was more severe than past droughts this triggered underlying issues of a 

marginalized society cut off from essential resources. The conflict is directly linked to bad 

governance since the government never tried to defuse the problem when competition over 

resources worsened. These groups have been neglected long before climate change came into the 

picture, with roads that where never built, schools, hospitals and civil servants were not provided 

in a sufficient manner and the lack of communication facilities led people to take up arms against 

the government (Power, 2007:5).  

 

The absence of strong institutions to manage these resources and contain conflicts over access to 

resources created further tension. The lack of established governing mechanisms at state level 

have compelled local communities to formulate their own mechanisms, which are often 

unsustainable. The issue of environmental degradation are linked to bad governance, which has 

resulted in poor management of these resource. Furthermore, the poor management of natural 

resources contributed to the crisis by the unfair distribution amongst citizens (Lippman, 

2007:195). Lack of development combined with the absence of natural resource management is 

therefore, one of the main causes of conflict. 

 

According to Homer-Dixon these are all facts that potentially brings violence against the state.  

“When the state’s ability to organize, regulate and enforce behaviour is weakened in relation to 
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potential challenger groups the stakes of conflict becomes higher. He describes civil violence as a 

reflection of troubled relations between state and society. Peaceful state-society relations rest on 

the ability of the state to respond to the needs of its society… (Migdal, 1994:27, Homer-Dixon, 

1998:280)”. The interaction between the state and its citizens are of much importance; a 

representative state will receive demands and act according to what is needed by its citizens but a 

non-representative state such as Darfur will see past the needs of its people and instead look after 

the elite. Grievances will remain low if groups within society believe that the state is responsive 

to their demands. Opportunities for violence against the state will rise, when the state is unable to 

provide essential needs (Homer-Dixon, 1998:280).  

 

The so-called recent conflict reveals that grievances resulting from economic and political 

marginalisation are major causes of the conflict. This aspect of the conflict cannot be explained in 

terms of climate change. The only aspect of the conflict that is associated with natural resources 

is the conscious decision by the government to target water resources when looting villages in 

their ethnic cleansing campaign. The argument regarding decline in rainfall is too weak for any 

strong correlation since it occurred 30 years prior to the conflict.  

 

The figure below explains the process-thought according to those who deny any linkages between 

climate change and conflict in Darfur. 

 
 
 
Figure: 2 
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6. RESULTS 
 

When analysing the arguments that support the climate change explanation they have more to do 

with the local struggles, the so-called root causes, which are resourced-based inter-tribal 

confrontations that have been a long-standing feature in Darfur and are predominantly between 

sedentary farmers and pastoralists. All facts except one are in line with the empirical overview 

but only on a local level. Climate change was the underlying cause that started the conflict it, 

however, did not seem to have triggered the actual conflict. At most, climate change seems to 

have had a secondary effect on conflict in Darfur and as Kevane and Gray (2008) study show, it 

failed to show any clear correlation between rainfall and conflict onset, since the extensive 

drought period occurred 30 years prior to the conflict.  

 

Hartmann mentions that climate change and environmental scarcity is often described as the same 

thing or at least often associated with one another. This can in fact cause confusion when 

environmental scarcity in fact is caused by resource capture or bad distribution. Associating 

climate change with environmental scarcity could create links between conflict and resource 

scarcity that does not exist. This seems to be the case in Darfur since political issues of 

marginalization and bad governance has been a long-standing problem in Darfur and conflicts 

within this context often revolves around issues of resource control (Hartmann, 1997:117).  

 

If we look at figure 2 most of the steps are in line with the empirical analysis. It is worth noticing 

that the arguments have more to do with the root causes rather than the main conflict at hand. 

This distinction is important for developing a better understanding of the root causes of the 

conflict and in designing the right intervention. Since the conflict operates at different levels it 

should be analysed and solved through these levels. The environmental aspect of the conflict 

needs its own intervention while the economic and political struggles have another. Even though 

these aspects are very much intertwined they all carry different dynamics. By solving the 

underlying causes it will hopefully help solve issues on a national and regional level as well.  

 

The second set of arguments, those against climate change as the main cause of conflict are more 

in line with the empirical analysis, at least when examining the current conflict in 2003. The 
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dynamic of this conflict is more on a national level compared to the first set of arguments that 

were more on a local level. Climate change has very little to do with the outbreak of this conflict, 

the limits to which water was an aspect in this context was only as a strategy to eliminate the 

rebellions by creating such little accessibility to water that they would eventually give up or die 

(Olsson, 2013). However, since it is not the single root cause, it still should be viewed in relation 

to other factors, rather than considered as an afterthought.  

 

One thing worth mentioning is the fact that there are more statements against climate change 

being the main cause of conflict compared to the statements supporting climate change as the 

main cause of conflict. This could have an impact on the results however the statements are based 

on the literature of several scholars that represents both views and should illustrates the 

theoretical debate in a truthful manner.  

 

One important question that Hartmann perhaps would raise is whether Darfur’s natural resources, 

in terms of water actually are scarce. As mentioned in the beginning of the empirical section there 

has been an increase in the amount of rainfall in Darfur since the late 1980s, although they 

asserted that it has not recovered to its previous level. Furthermore, it was mentioned that rainfall 

is unpredictable, creating a negative impact on the livelihoods of farmers and cattle herders. It 

was also added that the total rainfall as such is not a good indicator, due to high temporal 

variability (Kevane & Gray, 2008). The impact of climate change has only revealed the real issue 

regarding the depleted resources, which is the management of the resource. Disputes over water 

has been a long standing issue in Darfur and climate change in this case the decline in rainfall in 

1970-980 only enhanced the already existing problems, which is bad management and bad 

distributions resulting in underdevelopment and inequalities.  

 

The scarce recourses are one of the very first indicators leading to conflict however the main 

issue regarding scarcity is in the management of this specific resource. Water is not scarce in the 

sense that there is no water to be found in the entire Sudan nor is it because of climate change. 

Climate change only enhanced the lack of institutional organisation concerning this area. If we 

look at figure 2 most of the steps are according to the empirical description. Just by looking at the 

process-thought and comparing it to the empirical material we can now see that bad governance 
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was a long-standing issue prior to climate change, which became more evident during the 

declining rainfall and therefore the real issue revolves around distribution and development.  

 

Bad distribution and underdevelopment are important factors in this conflict; the majority of the 

country’s resources seem to be concentrated towards Khartoum, which has led to major 

inequalities (Lippman, 2007). According to Homer-Dixon this falls into the category of structural 

scarcity which has little to do with climate change and arises from an unequal social distribution 

of a resource that concentrates in the hands of relatively few people while the remaining 

population suffers from serious shortages (Homer-Dixon, 1994:15-16). The uneven distribution 

has affected several areas, one of them being Darfur resulting in an underdeveloped region 

causing a divide within the native Muslim population, between African farmers and Arab nomads 

(Lippman, 2007:195). The grievance that builds up within these marginalized groups helps foster 

strong group identities, which Homer-Dixon argues is essential in order for groups to take up 

arms against the government (Homer-Dixon, 1998:280). 

 

Structural scarcity is shown in bad distribution and denying curtain groups accesses to food and 

water and when linked to grievances concerning fairness and justice this can become a source of 

conflict. In other words, it is not only increasing scarcity and competition between groups that 

can drive conflict, the sense of injustice were certain groups have far more better access to 

resources and therefore greater development opportunities such as Darfur and Khartoum these 

matters will surface as the inequalities increases (Homer-Dixon, 1998). Discriminatory policies 

seem to have been more important conflict drivers than resource scarcity itself when it comes to 

Darfur. Disputes over natural resources have been a long-standing feature in Darfur however 

these struggles over resources have never escalated to violent conflicts prior to the conflict in 

2003. According to Homer-Dixon conflict over scarce resources rarely follow any direct or linear 

path, which makes it difficult to trace (Homer-Dixon, 1998). What worsened drastically the years 

prior of the conflict in 2003 was the political system, decentralization efforts where tribal-

administration systems were removed, destroying several decades of successful administration on 

a local level. This process continued for many years, favouring institutions that had no legitimacy 

in Darfur. As a result, Darfur had no system that was capable of managing these issues, which led 

to a growing polarization between African and Arab tribes (IFPRI. 2007:106). In addition, the 
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degree of marginalization became much more severe and the socio-economic aspects, particularly 

when associated with patterns of discrimination and inequity caused heightened grievance. 

 

As mentioned earlier it is important to differentiate climate change and environmental scarcity, 

even though Darfur experienced changes in climate the decline in rainfall occurred 30 years prior 

to the conflict, which makes for weak correlations. The environment per se may not have a 

significant role in solving the crisis. However, there is a prior need for addressing the issue of bad 

distribution, underdevelopment and inequalities.  

 

We have mentioned the local and national level of the conflict, there is however a third level to 

the conflict, which is the regional level of the conflict involving Chad and Libya, this specific 

level has no major contribution to the recent conflict except for the support among different tribes 

as well as the arm smuggling along boarders (Eltigani Seisi. M. Ateem, 2007:40). However, its 

impact should not be downsized since these countries were able to raise further tension between 

and within these nations. Moreover, these actions threatened the entire conflict dynamic, what 

was considered an internal Sudanese problem might have become a sub regional conflict. 

 

Dissecting the conflict into different levels helps us grasp the different aspects of the conflict: we 

have the recurring conflict between farmers and herders over natural resource, and then we have 

dispute between the government and the rebel groups concerning marginalization and resource 

capture; and last but not least the regional conflict including neighbouring states, in particular 

Chad and Libya.  
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Table 2 Below is the analytical tool from Table 1 filled with answers based on the 

empirical material.  

 

 

 

7. DISCUSSION  
 

Climate change does not explain the entire conflict in Darfur, the scarce resources are due to 

structural scarcity, which arises from an unequal social distribution of a resource that 

concentrates in the hands of relatively few people while the remaining population suffers from 

serious shortages (Homer-Dixon, 1994). This is shown in the uneven distribution of resources 

and wealth, where Sudan has been one of the fastest growing economies in Africa, however, its 

resources has been concentrated in Khartoum where the living standard excides those who live in 

the periphery. Moreover, structural scarcity is not a consequence of climate change it is due to 

bad distribution caused by the elite that seized control over this resource. If we focus too much on 

climate change it limits the scoop in terms of addressing the causes of scarcity and the 

appropriate measures for conflict resolution mechanisms are then compromised. In addition, 

Keaven and Grays (2008) study shows that the extensive drought period occurred 30 years prior 

 Darfur conflict 
1. What is the most common 
or primary cause of conflict? 

Structural scarcity which has little to do with climate change and 
arises from an unequal social distribution of a resource that 
concentrates in the hands of relatively few people while the 
remaining population suffers from serious shortages  

2. How does scarcity arise? Resource capture by the elite is the primary cause of scarcity, 
not climate change. 
 

3. What causes land 
degradation? 

Poor farmers forced on to ecologically marginal lands 

4. Population growth Is in this case negative 
5. Conflict due to pressure on 
resources is due to 

The demand and consumption between the elite and the rest of 
the periphery 

6. Risk of civil conflict 
increases 

With bad management of scarce resources combined with 
increasing inequalities among citizens (more of a political and 
economic reasons) 



	 33	

to the conflict, which makes for weak correlations. Those who still argue that climate change is 

the main cause of conflict may associate climate change with resource scarcity, leading to false 

conclusions.  

 

Describing climate change as the main cause of conflict could downsize the role of political and 

socio-economic problems and what should be a national concern may be downplayed as a small, 

local resource-based, ethnic dispute. The government benefits by describing the crisis as an 

ethnic disputes between the Arab and African population over resources. Maintaining this view 

towards the international community may hinder political solutions to the conflict, which entails 

resource and power sharing which the government has no interest of doing. As Hartmann 

mentions, it is important to analyse the underlying economic and political causes of 

environmental degradation and violence (Hartmann, 1997:113). Furthermore, the risk of 

oversimplifying the causes to this conflict has had implications for its resolution. Blaming the 

environment does not cover the entire conflict and by doing so little responsibility would be put 

on the government. Other variables such as political ones needs to be examined, for instance 

inclusiveness when it comes to political aspects could be an interesting aspect to look at and its 

connection to conflict.  

 

These finding are crucial when it comes to solving the issues, however we should not forget that 

conflict over power and resources has been a long-standing feature in Darfur as well as in other 

parts of the world, but these disputes should not be violent. In order to solve these issues we must 

address the underlying causes of conflict. If we believe that climate change explains the conflict 

in Darfur then addressing the underlying issues concerning the environment would solve the 

conflict. However, the conflict in Darfur has a political and ethnic dimension as well and 

addressing only one issue will still leave the conflict unresolved and the path to peace will be 

farfetched.  

 

Inequality has been an important aspect in this conflict; the fear between both groups that their 

identities and livelihoods are being threatened has played a huge role in aggravating this conflict. 

What could have strengthened the argument of climate change not having a strong impact on 

conflict is if we would have measured the effects of inequality. Inequality is often measured by 
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examining income distribution, however, in this case it may be more fruitful to examine what 

initiated group identity other than ethnicity. The former would probably not be able to measure 

inequality as sufficient as the latter; perhaps a combination of both would generate interesting 

results. Furthermore, as we have seen in the case of Darfur climate change seems to have the 

worst effect on those groups that are already facing hard times. The effect that inequality seems 

to have had on conflict makes it highly interesting and important to examine, especially since 

inequality most likely will increase within and among states. So for future research it could be 

interesting if ethnic composition revolving inequality and conflict was further investigated. 

Another interesting aspect would be to examine cases where resource scarcity has not lead to 

conflict and compare the findings with cases where resource scarcity has led to conflict.  

 
 

When it comes to the method used there are often implications when interpreting material. 

However, if we look at the interpretation as a way of approaching the empirical analysis 

alongside with the research question this will help narrow other interfering aspects. The 

theoretical framework works as a guideline for interpreting the empirical material; this is where 

we find support for our final results and conclusions. The validity in this essay rests on the 

transparency, and the transparency is reflected in how the interpretation is carried out, which is 

described in the method. Furthermore, the material selected for the empirical analysis is based on 

its authenticity and popularity within the field. This enhances the reliability of the essay, which is 

hard to achieve in a qualitative study, however the dependability of the material enhances the 

reliability of the text. Furthermore, it could have been more fruitful to incorporate a statistical 

component combined with the more qualitative approach used in this essay, which would also 

enhance the reliability. Especially since the first research question could have been answered 

with a statistical analysis however the question of “why” demands more of an in-depth analysis.  

 

Homer-Dixon (1994, 1998) and Hartmann (1997) has helped me look at the conflict in several 

levels, mainly local and national. Homer-Dixon’s theory on degradation and scarcity explains 

some of the linkages between environmental scarcity and conflict in Darfur and the limits of this 

correlation. Hartmann on the other hand contributes to the literature by filling the gaps, her take 

on scarcity forces us to look deeper and where many scholars have defined the issues of Darfur 

being climate change it rather seems to be bad governance or bad management of these resources. 
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By describing each layer of the conflict we reveal the limits to which the environment is a factor 

in the Darfur conflict. 

 

 

8. CONCLUDING REMARKS 

 

There is no convincing aspect that has led us to believe that climate change is an important factor 

in the Darfur conflict, however, the cause of the drought may lay in climate change. There is a 

link between environmental degradation and conflict in Darfur, but this correlation is very weak 

and is not of much significance. Furthermore, the declining resources in combination with a 

growing population have sparked conditions for conflict to be sustained and later escalate due to 

political and ethnic differences.  

 

If we look at the conflict on a national level there is little evidence of any correlation between 

climate change and conflict. The issues that operate on this level are mainly due to 

marginalization combined with bad management of scarce resources.  

 

In order to address the crises in Darfur in a sufficient manner it seams logical to begin with the 

underlying political and environmental causes. In order to address these issues the government 

needs to recognize its involvement and invest in development efforts. The government needs to 

create awareness among the citizens so that a relationship between the state and its citizens is 

restored, and people can start building their lives again. Understanding the conflict dynamic and 

understanding the limits of which climate change fits into this equation is of much significance 

when solving these issues.  

 

The process that takes place when examining climate change and its potential effects on violent 

conflict is long and carries many uncertain elements. This makes me question the ability to grasp 

the effects of climate change. Most certainly, climate change will affect many countries, and its 

effect will differ depending on the country’s vulnerability in terms of poverty, political 

instability, low education and ethnic differences.   
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