
Climate change is increasingly threatening state stability and human security across most developing countries. 
While there is no mono-causal link between climate change and conflict, the impact of environmental change 
and population displacement cannot be underestimated.1 In the global security context, climate change is 	
better understood as a “threat multiplier” that interacts with and compounds existing risks and vulnerabilities 
to cause conflict.2 A nodal example is the case of the Lake Chad Basin region, where riparian communities in 
four countries—Cameroon, Chad, Niger, and Nigeria—have been confronted with an unprecedented 		
security crisis driven by persistent terrorist and violent extremist attacks, as well as ethnic, religious, and 		
farmer-herder conflicts. This has led to internal displacement of people, refugee flows, and an influx of small 
arms and light weapons (SALW). This security crisis is compounded by climate change and the attendant 	
diminishing of resources in the lake, which has long been the source of economic livelihood for the millions of 
people who inhabit the catchment areas.3 The impact of this is evidenced in the form of depleted ecosystems, 
water shortages, crop failures, livestock deaths, collapsed fisheries, soil infertility, food insecurity, and, as a 
result, increased poverty.4  

Over time, these vulnerabilities have intersected with terrorism and violent extremism that is being spread 
across the region by Boko Haram and the Islamic State in West Africa Province (ISWAP). While the humanitarian 
crisis caused by violent extremism in the Lake Chad Basin has gained considerable attention in the 		
policymaking and academic worlds, much less attention has been paid to how the correlation among climate 
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change, diminishing lake resources, and violent extremism heightens insecurity in the region. 

In light of this, this paper focuses on the impact of climate change on diminishing resources, its relationship 
with violent extremism and terrorism in the Lake Chad Basin, and how this relationship exacerbates insecurity 
in the region.

Framing the Issues
Lake Chad is one of Africa’s largest lakes, supporting the livelihoods of over 30 million people in Cameroon, 
Chad, Niger, and Nigeria.5 For centuries, the lake has supported agricultural production and has been a lifeline 
for fishing, crop farming, and livestock production—the mainstays of the region’s economy. Lake Chad has 
also been a valuable water resource for those living in the catchment communities. Crop, livestock, and fish 	
production has supported local economies in terms of income generation and household consumption. 
However, over the last six decades, climate variability has significantly depleted the size of the lake and its 
resources. In the 1960s, Lake Chad had an area of more than 26,000km2. However, by 1997 it had shrunk to less 
than 1,500 km2,6 and dwindled further to 1,350 km2 by 2014.7 Average annual rainfall in the area has dropped 
from 320 millimeters to 210 millimeters.8 The two major rivers that flow into the lake—the Chari River, which 
originates in the Central African plateau and provides the lake with 90 percent of its waters, and the 		
Komadugu-Yobe River, which provides about five percent—have diminished significantly.9 

In short, Lake Chad has lost an astounding 90 percent of its volume since the 1960s.10 The diminished 		
waters are becoming uninhabitable to fish and other water life, thus worsening the living conditions of the 	
communities that depend on the lake for their livelihoods. For example, in the 1960s, the lake held 	
approximately 135 species of fish, and fishermen captured about 200,000 metric tons of fish every year which, 
in turn, created about 200,000 jobs for commercial fish sellers.11 Since then, however, between five and eight 
species of fish have died out in the lake, and in one part of the lake, fishing yields have plummeted by up to 
90 percent.12 The alarming depletion of the lake’s resources is a result of increased temperatures, 		
desertification, soil infertility, and other environmental degradations. Beyond the negative impact on marine 
resources, climate change has also drastically reduced livestock production and crop yields, thereby 		
exacerbating food insecurity and poverty given that 80-90 percent of the local population in the Lake Chad 
Basin depends on agriculture, livestock, and fisheries.13 This development has particularly impacted youths 
and women, who have been left out of productive employment that would normally sustain them.14 

In addition to the negative impact of climate change, a population surge in the region has also exacerbated 
pressure on the depleted resources of Lake Chad. From the 1960s to the 2000s, the number of people whose 
livelihoods depended on the lake had surged from an estimated 13 million to about 30 million.15 This is 		
expected to increase to 80 million by 2030.16 Rapid population growth has increased the region’s demand 
for water for drinking, sanitation, cooking, and other household activities. An additional pressure is that the 
shrinking lake has forced some local farmers to resort to an environmentally damaging cultivation practice 
known as lake-bottom cropping—or receding-moisture cultivation—which further degrades and pollutes 
Lake Chad’s water.17    

The Lake Chad Basin’s vulnerability to climate change is heightened by the region’s lack of economic 		
diversification and its outmoded agricultural practices. This is further compounded by inadequate public 	
investment in education, healthcare, and sustainable alternative employment opportunities for youths. As 
a result, the region has experienced increased levels of adolescent pregnancies and youth unemployment, 














