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2 able to buy American semiconductors and other components, or
to deal with Western banks, zte almost collapsed (President Do-
nald Trump reversed the ban). Since then the scope of American
actions has broadened and the burden of proof fallen. The Hua-
wei ban comes after a campaign to stop American allies from us-
ing its 5g gear. Further bans are likely. According to the New York
Times, the blacklisted firms will include Hikvision, which makes
systems used for surveillance of the beleaguered Uighur minor-
ity in Xinjiang. Suppliers and customers are cutting these firms
off. Google and Arm, a British chip-design firm, have both said
they will limit supplies to Huawei. Telecoms firms in Britain and
Japan have said they will stop selling some Huawei phones.

The confrontation is a reminder of America’s awesome pow-
er. By stopping foreign firms from using its intellectual property
and financial system, it can put them out of business. The White
House is also right that the bill for a tech war will at first be asym-
metric. American firms will lose perhaps $10bn a year of licens-
ing revenue for chips and components. But much of China’s
hardware-manufacturing industry depends on American com-
ponents that cannot easily be sourced from elsewhere or pro-
duced at home. Huawei carries only 80 days of inventory and has
188,000 staff (see Business section). A hiatus in the trade of tech
goods would cause huge job losses in China’s coastal cities. 

Tech is not like the other industries, such as steel and soya-
beans, that obsess the White House’s trade warriors. The supply
chain is so complex that it more closely resembles the intercon-
nected global financial system before the crisis of 2007-08. Tech
hardware firms around the world, which mostly depend on pro-

duction in China, have a total market value of $5trn. Apple,
which makes a fifth of its profits in China, could find itself
banned or its products boycotted; its cash-rich balance-sheet
could survive the shock, but its shares would slump. Hundreds
of smaller suppliers with rickety finances could go bust.

The ripple effect would hurt America’s allies in Asia, because
they host factories that supply China’s tech-manufacturing hubs
and are home to companies that operate in China. In October
2017, for example, components for smartphones accounted for
over 16% of exports in Malaysia and Singapore and over 33% in
Taiwan. Two Taiwanese giants, tsmc (which makes chips) and
Foxconn (which assembles devices), straddle the fault line of the
tech cold war, having production and customers in both America
and China. The same is true of South Korea’s champion, Sam-
sung. America’s allies face an impossible test of loyalty.

Consumers will suffer, too. Until now, the cost of the trade
war has been masked, because tariffs are paid by producers who
absorb their cost or pass it on stealthily to consumers. Now the
bill could become visible. Huawei has sold 300m handsets out-
side China in the past five years. Their buyers may soon find that
their phones no longer work properly. And just imagine if Ameri-
cans were suddenly unable to buy Chinese-made iPhones. 

The cost of a rupture means that both sides are likely to back
down. Yet the battle will hasten the race to develop an indige-
nous capacity to supply every vital technology in China—and in
every aspiring power, including India. America’s hold over the
digital economy lets it enforce its will. But by unleashing its
power so clumsily, it will hasten the end of its own dominance. 7

Did climate change cause the war in Syria? Or the genocide in
Darfur? Obviously, that is not the whole story. Suppose Syr-

ia’s despot, Bashar al-Assad, or Sudan’s former tyrant, Omar al-
Bashir, were to find themselves on trial in The Hague and tried to
blame their country’s carnage on global warming. Such a risible
defence would flop. No conflict occurs without leaders to give or-
ders and soldiers to pull triggers. No atrocities are committed
unless human beings choose to commit them. 

Nonetheless, future-gazers are right to warn
that global warming has made some wars more
likely than they would otherwise have been, and
will make others more so in the future. It is nev-
er possible to pinpoint a specific war and say
that it would not have happened in the absence
of climate change, just as it is impossible to say
that a particular flood or typhoon was caused by
it. Rather, climate change is causing environ-
mental upheaval that destabilises regions and raises the risk of
bloodshed (see International section). 

Some worry that the Arctic will be a flashpoint. As the ice cap
shrinks, nato and Russia bolster their military presence there.
China is building a nuclear-powered icebreaker. At the Arctic
Council on May 6th Mike Pompeo, America’s secretary of state,
downplayed climate change but waxed indignant about Russia’s
“aggressive behaviour” in reopening military bases in the re-

gion. If the North-West Passage opens to shipping or enough
valuable minerals are found beneath Arctic waters, expect a tus-
sle between great powers for polar pre-eminence. 

But none of that is likely to lead to war. Nuclear-armed states
are wisely wary of provoking each other too much. The bigger
danger of climate-induced conflict lies farther south, in hotter,
drier zones, and involves mostly civil wars in poor countries, not
international ones. 

Some things are clear. Accumulating green-
house gases in the atmosphere are increasing
the frequency and intensity of extreme
droughts and floods in some regions. Seasonal
rains and monsoons are becoming more vari-
able and less predictable. As one area grows
parched, its inhabitants encroach on land tradi-
tionally farmed or used for grazing by others.
Disputes erupt, some of which are already turn-

ing violent, especially in the Sahel, a huge strip of Africa below
the Sahara. Environmental stress plays a role in deadly conflicts
in Burkina Faso, Chad, Cameroon, Mali, Niger, northern Nigeria
and South Sudan, not to mention non-Sahelian states such as Ye-
men. As global temperatures continue to rise and the weather
becomes more erratic, such conflicts could grow more common.

Several other factors tend to foment war, including poverty,
stagnation and bad government. Ethnic differences, religious 
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2 zealotry and the availability of minerals to loot are often as-
sumed to increase the risk, but they typically do so only in coun-
tries that are too poor, stagnant and ill-governed to keep violence
in check. The good news is that, as poverty has receded world-
wide, the proportion of humankind who die in wars and civil
strife has fallen sharply, from nearly four per 100,000 each year
in the 1980s to less than one in the past decade. The bad news is
that climate-related disruption is likely to get worse. And if it
leads to more conflicts, it can start a vicious cycle, since war
makes regions poorer, and poverty fosters future wars. 

Climate-induced war is one more reason for governments to
take global warming seriously. However, as Australia showed on
May 18th, when it elected a coal-cuddling conservative govern-
ment, voters are not yet willing to pay much to avert planetary
peril. Cheaper ways to reduce emissions are urgently needed,
along with incentives to remove carbon from the atmosphere. 

Alas, none of this will help end conflicts today or prevent
them in the short term. For that, poor countries need the help of

the rich to build early-warning systems and pay for peacekeep-
ers. Outsiders should also impose sanctions on warmongers and
offer aid for governments that sincerely seek to rebuild them-
selves after wars, thereby reducing the risk of a relapse. For every
dollar spent on such intervention, roughly $10 of harm can be
averted, estimates Paul Dunne of the University of Cape Town.
This is good value for money, and fits well with efforts by Ameri-
ca, France and others to curb jihadism in Africa. 

Since climate change will make some areas uninhabitable,
people will leave them. Not many will move to rich countries—
starving farmers cannot afford such a costly journey. Many more
will move to towns or cities in their own country. It makes no
sense to try to stop or discourage such migration, as many gov-
ernments do. Moving is a rational way to adapt to a changing en-
vironment. Better for governments to manage the influx, build-
ing roads and schools to accommodate the newcomers. If people
cannot act globally in a global emergency they will have to make
do with acting locally. 7 

For the second time in a row, the Bharatiya Janata Party led by
Narendra Modi has swept an Indian election. As The Econo-

mist went to press, early projections suggested the alliance it
leads had won well over 300 of the 545 seats in the lower house of
parliament. The bjp itself looked set to claim a slender majority
in its own right, of more than 272 seats (see Asia section).

To put the scale of the bjp’s success in perspective, the last
politician to lead a party to two successive electoral majorities in
India was Indira Gandhi, in 1971, at the helm of the Congress
party. Congress, now led by Indira’s grandson, clawed back a lit-
tle ground after its disastrous performance at the previous elec-
tion, in 2014, in which it won only 44 seats. But with a haul of per-
haps 50, it remains a distant also-ran in Indian politics. In a
country where previously routine anti-incum-
bency had generated decades of fissiparous pol-
itics, the bjp appears to have become the natural
party of government, just as Congress was in the
first years after independence.

Investors cheered the result, sending the
main share index to a record high. The bjp’s vic-
tory holds out the prospect not just of stability,
but also of development and reform. Its mani-
festo pledged lavish investment in infrastructure, including 100
new airports and 50 metro systems. By 2030, the bjp says, India
will be the world’s third-biggest economy (it now ranks sixth).

Yet the bjp has little to say about the biggest obstacles to
growth, such as the poor education of many workers, the lack of
clear title to much of India’s land and the domination of the
banking system by sclerotic state-owned firms. Its activists tend
to focus on less practical matters, to say the least. It has long
promised to build a temple to the Hindu god Rama in the city of
Ayodhya, for example, on the site of a mosque demolished by
Hindu zealots in 1992. This time around, for good measure, it
pledged to keep women out of a big temple in the southern state
of Kerala, in contravention of the Supreme Court’s orders. It also

wants to revise the constitution to take away special privileges
granted to India’s only Muslim-majority state, Jammu & Kash-
mir. One of the bjp’s likely new mps is a woman awaiting trial for
aiding a terrorist attack that killed six Muslims.

This is the ambiguity on which the bjp thrives. To the world,
and to upwardly mobile voters, it presents itself as a modern, re-
formist party, determined to fulfil India’s potential. But it de-
rives equal support from its claim to be a muscular champion of
Hinduism, that will not flinch from putting Muslims—and their
foreign embodiment, Pakistan—in their place.

In its five years in office, Mr Modi’s government did not quite
live up to either identity, to the dismay of business and the relief
of minorities. It did enact two urgently needed reforms, intro-

ducing a uniform national sales tax and stream-
lining bankruptcy proceedings. But it also ap-
palled businessmen (and economists) by
abruptly voiding most banknotes in a quixotic
quest to catch tax-dodgers. By the same token, it
did not build the temple at Ayodhya or preside
over the sort of anti-Muslim pogrom that
stained Mr Modi’s tenure as chief minister of the
state of Gujarat. But it did inflame the Muslim

areas of Jammu & Kashmir with brutal policing, launch risky air-
strikes against Pakistan and wink at alarmingly regular beatings
and lynchings of Muslims and low-caste Hindus for various per-
ceived insults to the religion of the majority.

Mr Modi’s second term gives him another chance to hasten
development and turn India into a genuine global power—goals
that appeal to both his enterprising supporters and his religious
ones. But to do so he will have to focus on the economy. The sec-
tarian concerns the bjp has been stirring up during the election
campaign are a harmful distraction. So far, Mr Modi has gov-
erned in perpetual campaign mode, with more emphasis on slo-
gans than outcomes. He needs to show Indians that he is not just
good at winning elections, but at putting his victories to use. 7
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On the outskirts of Baga Sola, a small
town in Chad not far from the border

with Nigeria, is a refugee camp called Dar
es Salaam. The name means “haven of
peace”, but the surrounding area is an in-
ferno of war, spilling across the borders of
four countries: Chad, Nigeria, Niger and
Cameroon. Some 2.4m people have been
forced to flee the fighting. 

The most obvious cause of their suffer-
ing is ideological. The jihadists of Boko Ha-
ram want to establish a caliphate, snuffing
out such sins as Western-style education
and imposing a harsh form of sharia (Is-
lamic law) as the sole system of govern-
ment. To this end, they torch villages, be-
head aid-workers and enslave or strap
bombs to young girls. 

Religious extremism is not the war’s
only fuel. Poverty is another. Boko Haram
would find it harder to recruit footsoldiers
if hungry young men did not see picking up
a rifle as an attractive career move, leading
as it does to opportunities for pillage. An-

other factor is oppressive, ineffectual gov-
ernment, which gives locals little to cheer
about and plenty of grievances against
which to fight. All four countries are cursed
with predatory, incompetent officials and
security forces. But in addition to all these
long-standing ills is an aggravating factor
created far away, in industrialised coun-
tries: climate change. 

Fifty years ago the Dar es Salaam camp
would have been under several metres of
water. In the 1960s Lake Chad was the sixth-
largest freshwater lake in the world, an oa-
sis and commercial hub in the arid Sahel.
Water and fertile lands were shared by
farmers, herders and fisherfolk alike.

The vast lake has shrunk from 25,000
square km to half that area today (see satel-
lite picture on next page). In the camp,
which the unhcr (the un’s refugee agency)
helps run, over 12,000 men, women and
children huddle in any shade they can find
from heat that often reaches 45°C. The
camp has no guard towers or walls. Boko

Haram fighters are only a few miles away. A
tangle of torn tarpaulins and human debris
is scattered across the desert. For miles
around, baked white sand is dotted with
sparse, scraggy trees bristling with inch-
long thorns. The sole signs of life are cam-
els pecking at the dry vegetation. 

Al-Haj Adam Ibrahim arrived with his
family this year. Boko Haram many times
attacked his home in Doron Baga, in Borno
state, Nigeria, and the neighbouring mar-
ket town, Baga. In 2013, 185 people were re-
ported to have been killed in Baga; over
2,000 houses were torched. In 2015 Amnes-
ty International released satellite photo-
graphs showing how both towns were
nearly wiped off the map by an attack in
which thousands were massacred. Jiha-
dists went from house to house, shooting
men of fighting age and rounding up old
people, women and children. 

As Mr Ibrahim sees it, the violence was a
consequence of the drought. He remem-
bers when the lake stretched over the hori-
zon. “Before the lake began to shrink every-
thing was going normally,” he says. “And
now, nothing. We cannot get food to eat.”
As the lake receded, people moved towards
it, plagued by swarms of tsetse flies. Herds-
people, farmers and fisherfolk competed
for access to the shrunken supply of water.
Mr Ibrahim had to walk farther and farther
to get to the fishing grounds. 

Mr Ibrahim is not the only one to see a 

Global warming

How climate change can fuel wars
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Droughts are already making conflict more likely. As the world gets hotter,
mayhem could spread 

International

Issue Date: 25-05-2019 Zone: UKPB Desk: International Output on: 22-05-2019----21:34 Page: IR1 Revision: 0



The Economist May 25th 2019 International 61

2

1

link between climate and war. Globally, the
proportion of people who die violently has
been falling for decades, as poverty has
tumbled and wars between states have be-
come rarer. But many fret that climate
change will be so disruptive that it will
make future conflicts more likely. Some
fear that as the Arctic sea-ice melts, Russia,
China and America will scramble for the
sea lanes that will open up and the miner-
als that may lie beneath. Others worry that,
as temperatures rise, thirsty countries
such as India and Pakistan or Egypt and
Ethiopia will fight over rivers they share
with their neighbours. 

However, the most immediate threat is
of civil wars, not inter-state ones, and one
of the most vulnerable regions is the Sahel,
an arid strip below the Sahara desert. Here,
the roots of many conflicts lie in competi-
tion over dwindling fertile land. 

In Mali, for example, struggles over re-
sources between farmers and herders as
the population rises have escalated into
ethnic cleansing. Mahamadou Souley-
mane, a Fulani herder, fled his village last
year when militiamen from the Dogon eth-
nic group attacked. “They were our friends
from our great, great grandfathers,” says Mr
Souleymane. But one day last year, they
came with automatic rifles and machetes.
“They cut off hands, arms and penises, and
took them away.” They told the villagers
that if they did not leave, “no one will sur-
vive. We will kill everyone.” So “we ran into
the bush,” recalls Mr Souleymane. 

Green campaigners and eager headline-
writers sometimes oversimplify the link
between global warming and war. It is nev-
er the sole cause. But several studies sug-
gest that, by increasing the frequency and
intensity of extreme weather events, in-
cluding floods and droughts, it makes con-
flict likelier than it would otherwise be. In a
meta-analysis carried out in the early
2010s, Solomon Hsiang, then at Princeton
University, and Marshall Burke, then at the
University of California, Berkeley, found
“strong support” for a causal link between
climate change and conflict (encompass-
ing everything from interpersonal to large-
scale violence). They even tried to quantify
the relationship, claiming that each rise in
temperature or extreme rainfall by one
standard variation increased the frequency
of interpersonal violence by 4% and inter-
group conflict by 14%.

History offers several examples of cli-
mate change appearing to foment may-
hem. An examination of Chinese records
spanning a millennium found that the vast
majority of violent eras were preceded by
bouts of cooler weather. The team behind
the study argues that lower temperatures
reduced agricultural production, provok-
ing fights over land and food. 

Some see the recent civil war in Sudan’s
Darfur region as the first modern climate-

change conflict. In 2007 the un Environ-
ment Programme argued that desertifica-
tion and dwindling rainfall had made sup-
plies of food and water less secure, which
may have helped spark the rebellion that
Sudan’s government put down with a cam-
paign of genocide and mass rape. 

However, just as one can never be sure
that any individual hurricane would not
have happened without global warming,
one can never prove that a given war would
not have occurred without it. Environmen-
tal forces interact in unpredictable ways
with human greed, opportunism and cru-
elty—and sometimes with mankind’s bet-
ter angels, too. And the environmental
forces themselves are complex. 

Consider Syria. Between 2012 and 2015
three academic papers argued that climate
change had been a catalyst or even a prim-
ary driver of the civil war. Headlines
blamed it for the waves of refugees reach-
ing Europe. The argument was that human
emissions had caused or exacerbated a se-
vere drought in Syria in the late 2000s that
triggered mass migration from farmland
into cities, contributing to tensions which
ultimately led to war. 

The headlines were too simplistic, as
headlines often are. Climate modelling led
by Colin Kelley, then at the University of
California in Santa Barbara, estimated that
greenhouse-gas emissions made the
drought twice as likely. That is significant,
but need not mean that in the absence of
climate change, there would have been no
drought and no war. Syrians had many rea-
sons to revolt against their ruler, Bashar al-
Assad, a despot from a religious minority
who enforced his rule with mass torture.

The conflict around Lake Chad is also a
tangled tale. Its roots can be traced back to a
deadly drought in the 1970s and 1980s.
Many have blamed that drought on indus-
trial emissions of greenhouse gases. But
climate models suggest they did not in fact
play a big role in the drought. The recurrent
failure of monsoon rains was caused by
cooler temperatures in the north Atlantic,
which pushed the rains too far south. The
cooling was itself caused by a mixture of
natural and human factors, notably air pol-
lution above the ocean—a striking remind-

er that greenhouse-gas emissions are not
the only way in which human activity may
alter the climate. 

A report published this month by Adel-
phi, a Berlin-based think-tank, shows that
Lake Chad is no longer shrinking. Its au-
thors examined 20 years of satellite data
and found that the southern pool was sta-
ble for the duration. The northern pool is
still shrinking slightly, but total water stor-
age in the area is increasing, as 80% of the
water is held in a subterranean aquifer,
which is being replenished, as is moisture
in the soil, as the rains have returned.

This has big implications for plans to al-
leviate tension in the region, says Janani
Vivekananda, who led the research. Earlier
this year government ministers dusted off
a decades-old proposal to divert billions of
cubic metres of water from tributaries of
the Congo River, down a 2,400km canal
and into the Lake Chad basin. The latest
findings suggest this would do little good,
at enormous cost.

Things fall apart
Despite all these caveats, climate change
clearly can play a part in fostering conflict.
The Sahel is warming 1.5 times faster than
the global average, owing to greenhouse-
gas emissions. In future, most models sug-
gest, it will experience more extreme and
less predictable rains over shorter seasons.
In a region where most people still grow or
rear their own food, that could make mil-
lions desperate and restless. 

Traditional systems for sharing re-
sources can break down if farmers sudden-
ly have to adapt to different growing sea-
sons or herders need to move their cattle at
different times. Around Lake Chad, people
are concentrated in a much smaller area
than before, says Fode Baba Condé, who
leads the unhcr’s mission on the Chadian
side of the lake, including the camp at Dar
es Salaam. Many confrontations between
farmers and herders result, he says. Cattle
that used to wallow in the lake can now die
for lack of water; those that survive may
trample farmland.

Yusfa Issa, a 60-year-old, came to Dar es
Salaam camp from Brasserie, a Chadian vil-
lage of farmers and fisherfolk. He laments 
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2 the old days, when people would share
food. “Now people won’t give you a potato,
onion or cassava…There is nothing left.”
His village is just 10-15km away, but too
dangerous to go back to, he says. 

Climate models predict that, as global
average temperatures rise, dry regions will
get drier and wet regions will get wetter,
with more extremes and greater variability.
Poverty makes it harder for farmers to
adapt. Trying something new is always
risky—and potentially catastrophic for
those with no savings to fall back on. In
conflict zones, farmers who once had the
means to plant several different crops may
only be able to plant one. They end up with
all their seeds in one basket. On the shores
of Lake Chad, violent clashes between gov-
ernment forces and armed opposition
groups have created zones that are off-lim-
its to civilians, says Chitra Nagarajan, a re-
searcher for the Adelphi report, who spent
two years conducting surveys in all four lit-
toral countries. 

Conflict and environmental change dis-
proportionately bring suffering to women.
“We are seeing high levels of divorce, high
levels of domestic abuse,” says Ms Nagara-
jan. “Men are migrating, leaving the wom-
en to fend for themselves.”

The x factor
Conflict itself makes the poor even poorer,
and more vulnerable to the vagaries of a
changing climate. Fearing murder, pasto-
ralists cannot take their herds to places
with water and vegetation. The unhcr’s Mr
Condé says that fishermen can no longer go
into the deep lake to fish. Government
troops block them, and Boko Haram is still
on the prowl. Fighters steal farmers’ crops.
All the farmers can harvest is wood, which
they sell as fuel. In a bitter twist, doing so
accelerates desertification, further degrad-
ing the land.

Climate change makes conflict more
likely but not inevitable. The Sahelian
drought of the 1970s and 80s was felt across
the region, but the violence began and has
been most intense in a particularly ill-gov-
erned part of Nigeria. Likewise, the
drought that preceded the Syrian civil war
also affected Jordan, Lebanon and Cyprus,
none of which imploded. Lebanon took in
1.5m refugees with barely a complaint. 

The Adelphi report confirms that the
Lake Chad conflict had many causes be-
sides climate variability, including bad go-
vernance, corruption, rising inequality
and religious extremism. Similarly, the ori-
gins of Syria’s war are complex. It was a re-
volt against a blood-drenched tyrant who
had recently slashed fuel and fertiliser sub-
sidies. But, as Charles Iceland of the World
Resources Institute (wri), a research orga-
nisation, points out, a horrible drought
preceded the outbreak of hostilities, and “it
isn’t logical to say that it contributed less

tension or the tension stayed the same.”
The question is in what circumstances

environmental stresses can tip a precari-
ous peace into violence, and how to re-
spond. Governance can make the differ-
ence. Badly governed or poor countries
find it harder to cope with climate change,
especially when, as often, they have weak
institutions. The Netherlands and Bangla-
desh both face similar environmental chal-
lenges: low-lying coastlines and frequent
floods which will become more frequent
and more extreme as sea-levels rise. The
Netherlands has the political, technologi-
cal and financial means to cope; much
poorer, Bangladesh may not. No sensible
person expects a Dutch civil war because of
climate change; in Bangladesh, the risk of
such a conflict is not trivial. 

Aaron Wolf of Oregon State University
and his collaborators have catalogued

2,606 instances of international conflict
and co-operation over water between 1948
and 2008. In 70% of cases, countries co-op-
erate. The biggest risk of conflict comes
when an upstream country builds infra-
structure, such as a dam, without an agree-
ment on how to soften the downstream im-
pact. Many of these dams are built because
climate change is making water scarcer, or
because of a move away from fossil fuels
towards hydropower—ie, a secondary link
to climate change. 

Mr Wolf says that conflict is most likely
when the change outpaces institutional ca-
pacity to adapt: “The problem is not the
dam but the dam plus the absence of an
agreement for how to deal with it.” At a
meeting this year of the Planetary Security
Initiative, a consortium of think-tanks, de-
legates from Mali gave their own illustra-
tion of this, drawing on the degradation of

the Inner Niger Delta whose waters support
farmers, pastoralists and fisherfolk. Ances-
tral agreements had created a system of
shared commons. “Before, there were tra-
ditional mechanisms, a calendar that
everyone respected. When the farmer was
done, the pastoralist could bring his ani-
mals to graze the same land,” said Diallo
Tata Touré, president of a commune in the
delta. But as the supply of water to the delta
has been depleted by irrigation upstream,
these pacts have disintegrated, fuelling
outbreaks of violence.

Another dam thing
“Pastoralists enter the delta earlier because
their animals are hungry. They cross farms
and fish-nurseries. The different groups
are in conflict where before there was
peace,” said Karounga Keita, a Malian econ-
omist, at the meeting. “All this is because
the flooding area is reduced by dams and ir-
rigation upstream.” There is concern that
the proposed $280m Fomi dam upstream
of the delta in the Guinean highlands will
make matters worse. Conflicts between ag-
riculturalists have existed for centuries,
says Seydou Doumbia, a Malian official,
but have never resulted in a security crisis.
“Not until now.” 

Mr Iceland and his colleagues at the
wri, in collaboration with nine other orga-
nisations, are working on a predictive tool
for future conflicts, with a focus on water
stress. The team has fed large historical
data sets of risk factors for conflict (social,
economic, demographic and geographic),
in addition to a number of water indicators
(precipitation, groundwater availability,
length and severity of droughts) to mach-
ine-learning software to generate a model
that predicts the probability of conflicts. In
October 2018, wri’s Manish Bapna present-
ed preliminary results to the un Security
Council. Using data from 2016, the model
was able to predict instances of water con-
flict in 2017 with 83% accuracy. 

Academics may squabble about the spe-
cific causes of past conflicts, and develop
complex models to forecast future ones.
But there is consensus that tensions, and
so the potential for bloodshed, will be
heightened by climate change. And con-
flict, in turn, makes it harder to prepare for
or respond to climate change. How to save
for a rainy (or dry) day if men with guns
keep stealing your savings or burning
down your grain stores? Saleh Isaka, a
Chadian village elder, remembers when his
people used to graze thousands of animals
on land where the Dar es Salaam camp now
stands. Three years ago, Boko Haram at-
tacked. They were armed with automatic
weapons and they stole away all the ani-
mals, as well as women and children. “Now
we are suffering. It’s hotter than before…
Everything is dead,” Mr Isaka says, gestur-
ing into the bone-dry distance. 7

More light than shade
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