
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, 
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along with growth in the low-productivity informal sector and a decline in the proportion of wage  
earners.18 These factors in turn have contributed to spikes in migration, crime, and associated tensions in the 
region. 

Lake Chad’s dwindling resources and the associated agricultural disruption, mass youth unemployment, and 
increased poverty have helped fuel the spread of Boko Haram and ISWAP violence across the region. In   
particular, poverty among youths has made them susceptible to recruitment by violent extremist groups and 
has helped to perpetuate violence in vulnerable communities.19 These groups’ violent actions have displaced 
populations, hampered agricultural activities, and triggered widespread humanitarian crises in a region 
already characterized by food insecurity, poverty, and environmental degradation. As of February 2020, there 
were an estimated 9.8 million people requiring humanitarian assistance in the Lake Chad Basin.20 In Nigeria’s 
northeastern states of Adamawa, Yobe, and Borno alone, there were about 1.8 million internally displaced  
persons (IDPs) as of December 2019, while Niger’s Diffa region had 111,058 IDPs in the same period.21  
Cameroon’s northern region had about 297,380 IDPs as of January 2020, while Chad’s Lac region hosted about 
169,003 IDPs in the same period.22 Additionally, there are about 239,370 Nigerian refugees in the Lake Chad 
Basin areas of Cameroon, Chad, and Niger.23 This complex humanitarian emergency has heightened insecurity 
in the region. 

Linkages Among Violent Extremism, Climate Change, 
Diminishing Resources, and Instability in the Lake Chad Basin
The impact of climate change in the Lake Chad Basin—including warmer temperatures, drought, irregular  
rainfall, declining water levels, and degrading pastureland—has generated two patterns of conflict and   
violence in the region: firstly, increased competition over scarce water resources; and secondly, increased  
human migration.24 Heightened competition over resources has been driven by the twin engines of  
population surge and lake degradation, while migration has been largely driven by economic motives as 
farmers, pastoralists, and fishermen go on the move to seek livelihood opportunities. The parallel increases in 
resource competition and population migration have caused tensions and violence in relations between host 
communities and migrants, including farmer-herder conflict, intra- and inter-community clashes, and ethnic 
strife. Boko Haram and ISWAP exploit these tensions to increase their operations and prey on communities 
throughout the Lake Chad Basin.

Furthermore, the plundering of natural resources, including fisheries, livestock, and food crops by 
extremist groups, has exacerbated the region’s climate-induced food insecurity.25 Terrorist attacks on farms 
have significantly degraded agriculture production by limiting local farmers’ access to and control of  
farmlands. The region’s food security crisis weakens household sustainability and fuels migration by 
populations in search of food. Moreover, food prices in the region have spiked because of food scarcity, further 
harming vulnerable populations. Food insecurity has increased with over 7.5 million people currently   
categorized as severely food insecure,26 further fueling the complex humanitarian crisis in the region.

The Lake Chad Basin’s rapidly diminishing resource base also correlates with a surge in organized crime in 
the region. This manifests in drug and human trafficking, kidnapping of women, girls, and children, as well as 
smuggling of illicit goods—all of which help sustain violent conflicts and the operations of armed groups in 
the region. Moreover, water scarcity, environmental degradation, and soil infertility have increased  
economic deprivation among the region’s youth, such that many turn to violence and organized crime.   
Notably, Boko Haram and ISWAP have exploited this to recruit young people to engage in the trafficking of 
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drugs and SALW that sustain their violent operations. Porous borders between the Lake Chad Basin countries 
facilitate the penetration of SALW and other contraband goods that help sustain the inter-ethnic and   
farmer-herder conflicts exploited by extremist groups in order to increase their grip on this fragile region.  
Rising Boko Haram and ISWAP violence has harmed livelihoods in a region that was already facing  
sustainability threats stemming from diminished access to natural resources, including agriculture land for 
cultivating and livestock grazing, fish stock, and vegetation.  

Response Strategies and the Challenge of Implementation and 
Coordination
In response to the Lake Chad Basin’s dangerous nexus between extremist violence and environmental   
degradation, regional and international partners have developed and activated a number of strategies to 
mitigate the associated human security challenges.  

The Lake Chad Basin Commission (LCBC), for example, was established by the regional states in 1964 to  
manage water resources, preserve the ecosystem, and promote peace and security.27 Decades later, in 2008 
the LCBC developed the Lake Chad Basin Strategic Action Programme (SAP) in collaboration with international 
partners. The SAP seeks to address seven key environmental challenges: variability of hydrological regime and 
fresh water availability, water pollution, decreased viability of biological resources, loss of biodiversity, loss and 
modification of ecosystems, sedimentation in rivers and other water bodies, and invasive species.28 Essentially, 
the strategy seeks to recover lands and address water degradation in order to stabilize affected communities. 
However, the LCBC’s efforts to address climate change and implement adaptive water management measures 
are undermined by its institutional ineffectiveness. This is evident in the Commission’s inability to prevent 
construction of dams by states and control other human activities that endanger the lake. Moreover, the lack 
of involvement of the indigenous population in the Commission’s work undermines the realization of adaptive 
water management measures.29 The Lake Chad Basin’s local populace, which has centuries-old history with 
the lake, possesses water and resource management knowledge that should be integrated into the LCBC’s 
planning of climate and water management adaptation efforts. However, this local knowledge remains largely 
untapped in the Commission’s planning and implementation of Lake Chad Basin climate adaptation measures. 

In the security sphere, the Multinational Joint Task Force (MNJTF) was established by the LCBC in 2012 to  
combat Boko Haram and other terrorist insurgencies in the basin. The region’s counterterrorism strategy is 
to create a secure environment in the areas affected by terrorist activity and facilitate implementation of the 
overall stabilization programs of the LCBC member states.30 This includes restoration of full state authority,  
return of IDPs and refugees, and delivery of humanitarian assistance to the affected populations in the  
region.31  

The MNJTF enjoys strong international support. For example, the African Union’s Peace and Security Council 
(PSC) endorsed the MNJTF in November 2014.32 Moreover, the severity of the terrorist threat to regional   
stability has also galvanized support from international partners such as the United States, France, and the 
European Union in the area of capacity building. This capacity building support includes training troops, 
providing equipment, and funding logistics operations. As a result, the MNJTF has made modest progress in 
degrading Boko Haram, arresting militants, rescuing hostages, and reclaiming areas previously controlled by 
terrorists and other armed groups in Niger, Cameroon, and northeastern Nigeria. However, terrorists and other 
violent extremist groups continue to adapt to conditions and exploit vulnerabilities to increase the spread of 
violence in the Lake Chad Basin. 
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The inability of the MNJTF to stem the growth of terrorism and cross-border crime is a result of numerous 
challenges. Prominent among them is the MNJTF’s overly broad mandate coupled with its capacity limitations, 
which undermines its counterterrorism efforts. Additionally, inadequate funding constrains its operations. 
Also, the MNJTF’s military response has proved to be inadequate in addressing the root causes that fuel   
terrorism and extremism in the region. 

International partners provide varied responses to the region’s humanitarian crisis. For example, the United 
Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian 
Affairs (OCHA) have mounted responses aimed at mitigating the Lake Chad Basin’s humanitarian crisis and 
strengthening its resilience for sustainable development.33 These UN responses are comprised of  
medium- and long-term approaches to resilience and recovery. The medium-term response seeks to restore 
livelihoods and access to social services such as water, health, and education, and strengthen social cohesion 
in fragile communities. The long-term response focuses on the modernization and expansion of agriculture to 
improve livelihoods. It also includes strengthening climate change adaptation and natural resource  
management by developing more efficient local governance, while fostering social cohesion and  
reconciliation. 

International responses by UNDP, OCHA, and others have provided emergency humanitarian assistance 
including food, water, and medical support to vulnerable populations affected by conflicts (IDPs, refugees, 
and returnees) in northern Cameroon, the Lac Region of Chad, northeastern Nigeria, and the Diffa Region of 
Niger.34 These organizations also provide incentives to improve livelihoods in vulnerable communities of  
farmers, herders, and fishermen. Unfortunately, inadequate coordination among these international  
organizations and their programs has resulted in failure to align their responses and objectives with local,  
national, and regional responses.35 Their responses are also hindered by the weak capacity of the LCBC   
member states and the region’s persistent terrorist, ethnic, and religious violence.

Conclusion and Way Forward
The underlying drivers of the complex security crisis in the Lake Chad Basin are multifaceted and intertwined. 
The primary driver is the climate change-driven shrinking of Lake Chad. The dwindling of the lake’s resources 
has devastated millions of people whose economic livelihoods depend on its ecosystem. This has helped fuel 
terrorism and extremist violence and heightened humanitarian crisis across the Lake Chad Basin. Although 
response strategies for mitigating the region’s security threats abound, what is critically needed to effectively 
stabilize the Lake Chad Basin is for stakeholders to ensure robust alignment of climate change adaptation 
strategies with counterterrorism strategies. It is also imperative for international partners to enhance their 
collaboration and coordination and to align their actions with local, national, and regional strategies aimed 
at mitigating the growing humanitarian crisis, strengthening governance, and fostering social cohesion in  
communities across the region.
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