5
Demography, Environment and Conflict
in West Africa
Andrews Atta-Asamoah & Emmanuel Kwesi Aning

Introduction
It has been argued that the end of the Cold War lifted the lid from a cauldron of
simmering tensions and plunged Africa into bloody conflicts that exacerbated
poverty, worsened disease prevalence and increased atrocities on the continent.70
In 1996 alone, 14 of the 53 countries of Africa were afflicted by armed conflicts,
accounting for a significant number of war deaths and resulting in more than 8
million refugees, returnees and internally displaced persons.71 The accompanying
atrocities and human rights abuses meted out to non-combatants made Africa
home to some of the world’s most gruesome war-related human rights abuse
records and atrocities.72
Contributing to this history of Africa in the post-Cold War era is the West
African sub-region where Liberia, Sierra Leone, Guinea Bissau and Côte d’Ivoire
were, at different times, plunged into civil wars. The combined sub-regional effects
and interrelated conflict complex contributed to considerable negative tagging
of the sub-region. In many quarters, West Africa has consequently been considered
as unstable, dangerous and crisis-ridden.73 Against this backdrop, Ibrahim Gambari,
a former United Nations Under-Secretary General for Political Affairs, described
West Africa as dangerous. Herman Cohen and William Pfaff recommended a
re-colonisation of the sub-region by former metropolitan powers as a way of
stabilising it.74
The extent of human insecurity and its effects on sub-regional economic developments has necessitated the involvement of the Economic Community
of West African States (ECOWAS) in attempting to resolve these conflicts.
Consequently, though originally crafted as an economic integration scheme,
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ECOWAS was transformed from an economic into a political-security organisation, in response to the worsening instability. Surprisingly, it embraced a security
mandate under which it intervened in West Africa’s crisis situations.
In the pursuit of peace and the stabilisation of the sub-region, many attempts
to understand the underlying social, economic, cultural and political factors for
the conflicts and their ensuing dynamics have been made. Yet, very little scholarly
research has attempted to test the argument that a combination of demography,
particularly population composition and migration, and environmental factors
have had critical impacts on the sub-region’s conflict dynamics and should be
critical variables in any analysis for designing future policy options. A review of
scholarly work on conflict analysis in West Africa reveals an abysmal void in the
establishment of the link between these important variables and the preponderance
of conflicts or violence in the sub-region. In many instances such linkages are left
to conjectures without substantial empirical arguments. This apparent lack of
analytical input, we argue, has contributed to undermining both sub-regional and
international endeavours to formulate holistic and sustainable intervention strategies
that comprehensively engage the underlying causes of the conflicts in West Africa.
Rather than leave such linkages to conjectures and refutations, in this paper,
we attempt to understand the complex and multiple inter-linkages between
population composition, especially age distribution; environment and the dynamics
that accompany the outbreak of conflicts in West Africa by using Liberia, Sierra
Leone and Cote d’Ivoire as empirical case studies. The choice of these cases is
informed by their dynamics reflected in the region-wide spill-over effects,
multiplicity of actors, protraction and fluidity, which are the hallmarks of many
other African crisis situations.
In this chapter, we argue that West Africa’s conflict experiences since 1990
have never been devoid of the concurrent influence of the youth bulge problematic
and the effects of the economic downturns of countries in the sub-region. These
factors can therefore not be relegated to the background in present and future
attempts to achieve peace. We also argue that the outbreak of conflicts has had
grave ramifications on the region’s environmental security. In tandem with such
developments, however, environmental challenges are also playing an important
role in fomenting tensions in many forest and Sahelian areas. In this context, the
increasing advancement of desertification in West Africa is an early warning
indicator that, given increasing population growth and the pressure on natural
resources, tensions in the forest communities of West Africa between migrants
and indigenes over access to arable lands and pasture might increase.
This chapter starts with a section that analyses the nexus between demography
and conflict out of which evidence is deduced to explain the youth bulge
phenomenon and supporting destabilising factors. Subsequently, we discuss
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migratory flows and conflict in terms of the role of migration and its impact in
fuelling tensions and the cyclical impact of conflict on migration trends. The third
section assesses the possible role of environmental challenges in fomenting tensions
and the effects conflicts have on the environment. The paper concludes with
possible policy options for West Africa.

Demography and Conflict: The Population Composition Nexus
Demography concerns the entire social characteristics of a population and their
development through time. These include, inter alia, analysis of a population on
the basis of age, sex, ethnicity, occupation, changes in population, and migration.
In assessing the nexus between demography and conflict, therefore, several
important deductive pairings can be made given the many characteristics of
demography. However, in this section we focus on the population composition
nexus and migration for the purposes of distilling policy-relevant conclusions.
Sex and age distribution ratios are two characteristics that are key to population
composition considerations in relation to conflict analysis. Proponents of sex
distribution ratio as a factor in conflict analysis argue that the greater the imbalances
in a population in favour of men, the higher the likelihood of instability and
conflict.75 On the other hand, the age distribution ratio contenders argue that
there is a nexus between a higher proportion of young adults as a ratio of total
adult population and the likely outbreak and sustenance of conflict.76 With the
active involvement of young people in African conflicts and the consequent
emergence and role child-soldiers have played in West African conflicts, an analysis
with respect to age distribution is useful as it provides an explanatory framework
to understanding the underlying dynamics surrounding both their recruitment
and usage – and this is important for facts-based policy options.
The transformation of a population from one characterised by short lives
and large families to one with long lives and small families is referred to as
demographic transition. Demographic transitions occur in five basic phases: the
pre-transition phase, early-transition, middle-transition, late-transition, and posttransition phases.77 A country’s progress through these phases is linked to the
birth and death rates of its population. All countries, therefore, belong in one of
the phases. Countries in early demographic transitions are characterised by a decline
in childhood death rates while birth rates remain high. This notably results in
rapid population growth, unusually large proportions of children and adolescent
dependents, and a relative dearth of working age adults per dependent.
Between 1970 and 2000, countries that were in the late phase of demographic
transition characterised by lower birth-rates and higher life expectancy had an
evenly distributed age group ratios and were less prone to the outbreak of civil
conflicts. As overall birth and death rates declined, however, the risk of conflict
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outbreak decreased.78 Conversely, countries in medium demographic transitions
characterised by higher birth rates and lower life expectancies resulted in high
youth population as a proportion of total adult population and became more
predisposed to the outbreak and sustenance of conflicts. Consequently, in the
1990s, the demographic factors that were most closely associated with the likelihood
of civil conflict were a high proportion of young adults (aged 15 to 29 years),
and rapid urban population growth rate.79
Countries where young adults comprised more than 40 per cent of the adult
population were more than twice likely to experience the outbreak of civil conflict
than those with lower young adult population.80 Also, countries with urban
population growth rates above 4.0 per cent were about twice as likely to sustain
the outbreak of a civil conflict.81 Whereas the Liberia, Sierra Leone, Guinea and
Côte d’Ivoire conflict situations buttressed this school of thought (see table 1),
the examples of other countries such as Ghana which had similar characteristics
but did not get into war, nuances the argument and highlights the importance of
other underlying factors apart from demography in fomenting and sustaining
conflict.

Young Adults and Conflict: Conceptualising the Youth Bulge
Studies on the later half of the 20th century show that populations with high
proportions of young adults have had a high likelihood of becoming embroiled
in civil conflict.82 Where countries are already in the throes of conflict, an unusually
high young adult proportion of adult population is a factor in the intensity and
sustenance of conflicts.83 These observations inform arguments about the
proportion of young adults in a population and the proclivity for conflict outbreak,
an idea which sums up as youth bulge.
The concept of youth bulge identifies young people (particularly aged between
15-29) as a historically volatile population and equates the high proportion of 15to-29 year olds relative to total adult population to increased possibility of violence84
particularly in developing countries where the capacity to support them is lacking.85
According to François Bourguignon, a World Bank Economist and Senior Vice President
for Development Economics, ‘large numbers of young people living in developing
countries present great opportunities, but also risks’.86 In the 1990s, proponents
of the concept argued that countries in which young adults made up about 40
per cent or more of the adult population were more than twice likely to experience
an outbreak of civil conflict than countries with lesser young adult populations.
This is because under situations of a high young adult population, the propensity
is for their numbers to outpace available jobs and, thereby, result in even educated
young adults wallowing in abject unemployment and poverty.
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The accompanying frustrations and consequent resentment against those perceived to be enjoying the few available opportunities lead to the emergence of
desperadoes resolved to survive by any means possible and wherever available. This
phenomenon contributes to urban decay and accompanying social consequences.
Over-exploitation of natural resources such as water, forest and arable lands
drives them to critically low levels. Rural economies lose their capacities to absorb
available labour which becomes compounded by other potentially destabilising
demographic forces such as migration and adverse social and economic conditions. These factors, together with other social realities, produce vulnerable youth
populations who become ready-made cannon fodder for recruitment by rebel
militias, political gangs and extremist networks. Through the foregoing, the youth
bulge phenomenon leads to a demographic stress and thereby contributes to the
complicated maze of factors that underlies the likely outbreak of new civil conflicts and the sustenance of ongoing ones.

Adducing Evidence in West Africa
In sub-Saharan Africa, a juxtaposition of the above realities and the unstable
countries beginning from the early 1970s reveals that many countries have had to
grapple with mutually reinforcing destabilising situations of: (i) economic downturns; (ii) population changes; and (iii) social misfortunes resulting from resource
scarcity.
In the early 1970s, the global economy experienced a strain due to the collapse
of the Bretton Woods system of fixed exchange rates and increases in commodity
prices. In addition to the quadrupling of oil prices in 1973/74, the world economy
was adversely hit. The impact, though adverse globally, was particularly worse on
Third World economies. Many African countries lost control over their domestic
economic parameters and economic indicators went amuck as a result of the
sudden rocketing of national expenditure owing to increases in oil prices, shortfalls in export receipts, and dwindling productivity.
In their attempts to borrow from the Bretton Wood institutions, particularly
the IMF and World Bank to make up for the resultant balance of payment (BOP)
deficits, many African countries incurred crushing heaps of debts. The Gross
Domestic Product (GDP) of some countries subsequently grew at increasingly
decreasing rates. As figure 1 shows, the average annual percentage growth rate of
total GDP of West African countries dropped phenomenally from 2.2 per cent
between 1975-80 to about 0.5 per cent by 1985. Concurrently, total average
annual population growth rate increased from 2.6 per cent to about 2.8 per cent
in the same period.
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Figure 1: West Africa’s Percentage Population and GDP Growth Rates (1970-2005)
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Source: Raw data for figure 1 was taken from US Census Bureau International
Database. Curve for conflicts comprise full-blown civil conflicts in West Africa
starting from Liberia, Sierra Leone, Guinea Bissau and La Cote d’Ivoire.
The total GDP of Liberia, for instance, fell from an average of 1.5 per cent
between 1975-80 to – 1.8 per cent by 1985 and further to –15.6 per cent by
1990. Average population growth rate, however, increased from 2.9 per cent to
3.0 per cent between 1970 and 1985. Sierra Leone’s economy sunk from 2.2 per
cent of average annual total GDP growth rate between 1975 and 1980 to –0.2
per cent by 1990. Côte d’Ivoire’s economic performance dipped from 4.7 per
cent between 1975 and 1980 through 2.8 per cent in 1985 to 3.0 per cent in 1990.
In Ghana, the economy fell from stagnation (0% growth) to –0.1 per cent between
1980 and 1985. These trends were worsened by a decreasing percentage of
economically active people sub-regionally and nationally.87
In Liberia, the economic downturn contributed to the 1979 increase in the
price of rice from $22.00 for a 100-pound bag of rice to $30.00, a situation
which sparked riots and protestation against the Tolbert regime and greatly
contributed to citizen distrust for his government. The distrust in turn provided a
fertile environment which the Doe regime exploited in catapulting itself into
power through a coup d’etat. Similarly, the persistence of the harsh conditions
aided the support Charles Taylor’s National Patriotic Front of Liberia (NPFL)
garnered for his rebellion that plunged Liberia into civil war.
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In other West African countries, for example Ghana, the non-performance
of the economy and its associated hardships on citizens greatly influenced the
series of military take-overs experienced in the 1970s and 1980s as various
governments were blamed for non-performance and corruption.
Whilst the sub-region generally grappled with wobbling economic factors,
the population growth rate not only soared (see figure 1), but also increasingly
changed in composition. The population of young people between ages 15-34
years increased markedly as a proportion of total adult population (>15 years)
primarily due to decreasing life expectancies. In Liberia, about 57.4 per cent of
the adult population was aged between 15-34 years in 1975, 58.0 per cent in
1980, 58.6 per cent in 1985 and 58.8 per cent in 1990 (See table 1). In Sierra
Leone, about 52.8 per cent, 54.3 per cent and 56.0 per cent in 1975, 1985 and
1990 respectively whilst in Ghana, they were 57.9 per cent, 55.1 per cent and 62.2
per cent respectively.
According to the African Youth Charter, a youth within the African context is
anybody aged between 15 and 34 years. On the basis of this definition, it can be
deduced from table 1 that young adults (age 15-34) comprised more than 50.0
per cent of total adult populations (aged above 15) in many West African countries
and particularly those countries that experienced conflicts (Liberia, Sierra Leone,
Guinea-Bissau and Côte d’Ivoire). This consequently has had dire implications.
In the conflicts in Sierra Leone, Liberia and Côte d’Ivoire, young people
comprised about 95 per cent of the fighting forces.88 An estimated number of
between 6,000 and 15,000 young people below 18 years took up arms from
1989 to 1997.89 Strikingly, many of them were merely recruited from slums and
gang networks of young adult desperadoes in the many slum communities of
the respective countries and, sometimes, from contiguous countries. The
circumstances and contexts of their involvement in combat are similar to the
involvement of young people in conflicts elsewhere in Africa. In Rwanda, for
example, many jobless and hopeless young adults who were ‘wasting in idleness
and attendant resentments’90 got recruited into the factions of the génocidaires merely
motivated by the opportunity to drink, loot, murder, and enjoy higher living
standards than previously.91
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Table 1: Population Composition of Liberia, Sierra Leone and Ghana (1975-2005)
Year

T P

Pop
below 15

TAP
(15<)

TP
(15-34)

% of YA
over TP

% of YA(over
T A P 15<)

Liberia
1975

1616534

705647

910887.0

522621

32.3

57.4

1980

1848799

809415

1039384.0

602982

32.6

58.0

1985

2136870

932113

1204757.0

706001

33.0

58.6

1990

2117239

928735

1188504.0

698606

33.0

58.8

1995

1975252

837746

1137506.0

670366

33.9

58.9

2000

2694875

1151814

1543061.0

909982

33.8

59.0

2005

2902179

1239736

1662443.0

1003580

34.6

60.4

Sierra Leone
1975

3,027,190

1,282,417

1,744,773

920,914

30.4

52.8

1980

3,327,118

1,465,763

1,861,355

979,941

29.5

52.6

1985

3,695,969

1,597,315

2,098,654

1,138,596

30.8

54.3

1990

4,220,883

1,819,054

2,401,829

1,344,868

31.9

56.0

1995

4,381,750

1,919,823

2,461,927

1,437,353

32.8

58.4

2000

4,808,817

2,149,887

2,658,930

1,584,531

33.0

59.6

2005

5,867,426

2,632,299

3,235,127

1,912,218

32.6

59.1

Ghana
1975

10,117,862

4,736,589

5,381,273

3,113,193

30.8

57.9

1980

11,016,641

5,163,686

5,852,955

3,378,797

30.7

57.7

1985

13,228,425

5,963,618

8,064,739

4,442,438

33.6

55.1

1990

15,413,800

6,806,108

8,607,692

5,353,328

34.7

62.2

1995

17,712,493

7,703,892

10,008,601

6,130,641

34.6

61.3

2000

19,736,036

8,215,754

11,520,282

6,917,233

35.0

60.0

2005

22,025,680

8,643,345

13,382,335

7,905,262

35.9

59.1

Source: Raw Data from US Census Bureau, International Database92
TP =
TAP =
YA =
YAP =
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Table 1 reveals that before and at the onset of the civil wars in these countries, the
young adult populations and even people below age 15 were substantially
towering.93 This offered an opportunity for some warlords to then exploit them
as soldiers in the complex political emergencies that characterised the West African
sub-region in the 1990s. Charles Taylor, and the NPFL, for instance, became
infamous for the abduction, recruitment and use of boys, most of who were
below 18 years, in war. This tactic later spread out to other rebel groups in Liberia
and other West African countries, particularly the RUF of Sierra Leone.
When young people feel left out in the distribution of national resources and
sidelined in the contribution to national discourse relevance, the proclivity to rise
to revolt and to support any revolutionary inertia is well buttressed by political
history.94 Pragmatically, the incentives and calculations that inform young adults’
enlistment into armed rebellion is most generally the result of a considered
juxtaposition of what can be potentially lost and what is to be gained. If young
adults are left with no alternative to unemployment and poverty, and there are
indications of future worsening trends, it is always easier for them to enlist into
any beguiling rebellion that promises better life. According to Paul Collier,
unemployment reduces the cost for young people to engage in conflict and,
increases the proclivity to engage in collective violence and hence conflicts.95
In many West African communities, the young adult population do not have
substantial material benefits to lose in the struggle and gamble of a civil conflict.96
Rather, it presents an opportunity and incentives for the daring ones to support
themselves by looting, robbing and exploitation of available natural resources. In
an interview with some sixty former West African combatants, crippling poverty
and hopelessness were unanimously identified as the fundamental factors which
motivated them to take up arms. Many of them recounted the extent to which
they battled daily against abject poverty and the hallucinations of the struggle of
daily survival and lack of access to resources. Given the difficult present,
unpredictable future and unlikely fulfilment of their dreams, many of them thought
that going to war was their best option for survival. The surrounding psychological
and physical complexities aided and abetted their recruiters.97
Once these situations got them into combat, many of them willingly crossed
borders as veteran fighters into other wars in neighbouring countries under the
influence of the same situations of unemployment and wobbly economic
circumstances.98 To many of such young adults, warfare always provided an avenue
for survival by looting and pillage of property. A 24 year old Liberian who
fought in Liberia, Sierra Leone, Guinea and Côte d’Ivoire confessed that:
There are some of us who can’t seem to live without a weapon – anywhere we hear
about fighting, we have to go. It’s because of the way we grew up – and now it’s in
our blood. A warrior can’t sit down when war is on…99
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Once civil wars break out survival becomes vital. Many young adults then learn
to ‘live by the gun’ through looting and robbery. The point is that many rebel
soldiers have few prospects of finding a livelihood in civilian life, due to the fact
that many of them have no professional or vocational skills with which to make
a livelihood in the event of the end of the war and their return to civilian life. For
such many, survival by looting and robbery has to be maintained to sustain them
rather than return to peace to confront economic uncertainties. The options available
to them at the end of war alternate between seeking other armed professions,
such as security guards; migrating across borders as mercenaries or criminals; or
rekindling the act of war by joining any available splinter rebel group and refusing
to demobilise. Thus, undermining the effectiveness of any mediation initiative or
attempts to disarm, demobilise and reintegrate combatants after the war.100
Indeed, these reflections lend credence to the high young adult determinist
argument of the causes of conflict. From such a view point, we argue that the
phenomenon has significantly contributed to the past and present security
uncertainties of the West African sub-region.

Nuancing the Youth Bulge Argument: The Ghana Case
Whereas siding with the youth bulge determinist school of thought will cause one
to admit that the youth bulge phenomenon may have enormously contributed to
the periodicity and sustenance of the conflicts in West Africa, it is also important
to nuance the argument with certain key comparisons in the region. Particularly, it
is essential to reflect on why certain countries in the sub-region had an equally high
young adult population and yet steered clear of civil conflicts. We attempt in the
ensuing paragraphs to provide an analysis of the important factors that explain
why some countries slipped into instability under the situation of a high young
adult population whilst others did not using the Ghana situation as a case study.
The Ghanaian young adult population has since the 1970s comprised an
important fraction of the country’s total population (see table 1) that gave Jerry
Rawlings the initial support for his revolutionary moves in the late 1970s and early
1980s. Subsequently, majority of them were incorporated into his civil defence
committees, especially the Committee for the Defence of the Revolution (CDR).
The committees provided many young adults the opportunity to challenge the
status quo, particularly traditional power arrangements and urban bureaucracies
and to, generally, feel part of the revolutionary inertia at the time. At the time the
state made efforts to capture the control of its resources which would have
deprived many young adults their sources of livelihood, many young people
resorted to illegal mining operations in the mining towns and villages of Ghana.
In response and in order not to worsen the prevailing situation of
unemployment among young people, the 1989 Small Scale Mining Law was
passed. The law legitimised the operations of the many illegal miners and further
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gave way for a patronage of their products. Consequently, about 15,000 smallscale miners were granted operation licenses and purchases of their products
rose from zero to about $18.4 million in 1998 for gold, and $11.2 million for
diamonds. This policy, even though sought to protect the resources of the country
also implicitly sought to and ultimately, assisted in preventing the emergence of
discontent among the young adult population. Though the effectiveness of these
initiatives as regards the creation of jobs and the total improvement of the
livelihood of young people can be contested, the point of relevance is that it
contributed to the prevention of a youth-related implosion that could have affected
the stability of the country.
This counterfactual argument brings into sharp critique any attempt to employ
the youth bulge phenomenon as a mono-causal and simplistic yard-stick to explain
West Africa’s past and present of security uncertainties. It highlights the fact that
whereas explaining the underlying causes of conflicts using a single conceptualisation
could be persuasive, it could also be catastrophic. An extensive analysis of any
conflict situation should, therefore, be considered on the basis of multiple causes
taking into particular consideration the peculiarities of any given situation. Against
this background, in addition to the youth bulge phenomenon, other factors such
as the specific local dynamics and response on the part of respective states to
prevailing local conditions are important in understanding the effects of the youth
bulge phenomenon in West Africa. Even though Ghana equally had a high young
adult population, like some other countries in the sub-region, its response to the
economic and political marginalisation of the young adult component of its
population differed.
Therefore, whereas the high young adult population argument holds true for
some of the conflicts, the example of Ghana suggests that it is not necessarily
always the case. We argue that leadership, mobilisation and ill-exploitation of the
massive youth revolutionary inertia by inept and selfish power-seeking political
entities, in the context of haphazard government policies are factors that
contributed enormously to the explosive role of the youth bulge problematic in
West African conflicts.

Migration Patterns and Conflicts: A Cause or the Curse?
West Africa is one region of Sub-Saharan Africa that is highly noted for intense
human mobility. Traditionally, the patterns of intra-West Africa migration have
been rooted in the economic performance and the availability of economic
opportunities for migrant populations in the recipient countries. Throughout the
sub-region’s history, expulsion and deportation policies against migrants in the
event of any economic down-turn have been notable. As early as 1958, for instance,
Côte d’Ivoire expelled more than 1,000 Beninese and Togolese whilst Chad
expelled thousands of Beninese. In 1964, about 16,000 Beninese were again expelled
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from Cote d’Ivoire; in 1967 Senegal expelled Guineans. Ghanaian fishermen were
expelled from Sierra-Leone, Guinea and Côte d’Ivoire in 1968. Following the
implementation of the Alien Compliance Order in Ghana, an estimated half- amillion West Africans mostly from Burkina Faso, Niger, Liberia and Nigeria were
expelled in 1969. The largest of such expulsion of aliens, however, occurred in
1983 and 1985 when Nigeria embarked on mass expulsion of aliens.101
These statistics establish the extent of intra-regional migration which dates
back to the pre-colonial era and was heightened at the turn of the twentieth
century102. The statistics also highlight the ease with which migrants become objects
of harsh ad hoc political policies of recipient states in the region. Migration in West
Africa is intense. Between 1988 and 1992, for instance, more than 6.4 million
migratory movements were recorded by Burkina Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, Guinea,
Mali, Mauritania, Niger, and Senegal together.103 About 1.3 million of the
movements occurred within the countries whilst 2.3 million were international.
Within this aggregation, migration between Burkina Faso and Côte d’Ivoire was
the most markedly high representing about 40 per cent or 508,000 of total
movements among the seven countries?104
In parts of West Africa where population movements force local residents
to share scarce arable lands, forests, grazing lands, or water resources with migrants,
competition for resources generate tensions between locals and migrants.105 Ghana
currently grapples with migrant Fulani herdsmen from neighbouring countries
who, in pursuit of grazing pasture, migrate into the country. In the wake of their
presence in the country, many of them have been responsible for destruction of
life and property at various villages. Some herdsmen and their livestock destroy
crops, attack people, cause bush-fires, and conduct highway robberies with
sophisticated weapons. In some local communities in the Upper West Region of
Ghana, economic activities among local villages where herdsmen operate have
dipped significantly as traders, mostly women, are not able to conduct their
businesses in other neighbouring villages for fear of being robbed, raped or
killed by alien herdsmen operating around the communities. In one instance,
property valued at about $1,700 was destroyed by a herdsman in the Greater
Accra region of Ghana.106 Such occurrences have led to bloody confrontations in
some communities between machete and or gun-wielding herdsmen and locals.
In 2006, about 80 per cent of the inmates at the Tamale Prison were migrant
herdsmen convicted for various crimes including highway robbery, cattle
rustling, motorbike theft, murder, and rape.107
Côte d’Ivoire is one of the countries in West Africa that experienced high rate
of urban and rural population growth prior to the Ivorian crisis. From a population
size of about 3 million in 1960, the country’s population increased to about 13
million in 1990 and about 17 million in 2000. Within this important increase in
population is a large fraction of migrants from other West African countries

1-ECOWAS.pmd

88

28/10/2011, 20:34

Atta-Asamoah & Aning: Demography, Environment and Conflict in West Africa

89

particularly Burkina Faso. The heavy migration patterns towards Côte d’Ivoire in
the 1990s can be understood within the context of the country’s flourishing
economic activity, peace and stability, availability of arable land and ease of
integration of economic migrants particularly those from neighbouring
francophone countries. Compared to other countries in the sub-region, Côte d’Ivoire
could be said to have been better economically than its neighbours. As a result of
this, the country became an attractant to economic migrants in the sub-region.
In 1998, no fewer than 26 per cent of the country’s total population was
migrants and till the onset of the crisis which distorted the patterns of migration
to the country,108 about one-fifth of the population comprised more than 500,000
Ghanaians, 250,000 Guineans, 2 million Malians, 3 million Burkinabes and other
West African nationals.109 One can establish the nexus between the huge migrant
population in the country and its crisis via the evolution and emergence of the
concept of Ivorite in the politics of Côte d’Ivoire which is inevitable in understanding
the genesis of the current crisis in the country. The concept of Ivorité or the Ivorienness of people of Côte d’Ivoire emerged among the intellectual community in the
1960s and 1970s as a way of giving expression to Ivorian nationalism.110 Following
the emergence of the concept, it was employed as a public policy to prevent
foreigners and immigrants, who hitherto had permeated the country’s public
service, from occupying some positions key or strategic positions. In some instances,
migrants were dismissed from public services.
The concept has since remained key and emotive in the political history of the
country. Following its exploitation and subjective application for the victimisation
and marginalisation of political opponents by President Laurent Gbagbo, Côte
d’Ivoire was plunged into crisis. Whilst migration cannot be directly blamed for
the current crisis in the country, it is important to acknowledge that the concept
of Ivorite, which was the critical trigger factor in the crisis, has its roots in the
endemic permeation of migrants in Côte d’Ivoire since the country’s independence.
Besides this perspective, migrants in some local communities in Côte d’Ivoire
have contributed to tension between migrants and local farmers sometimes
resulting in deadly clashes.
One of such serious confrontations took place in 1999 between indigenous
Kroumen and Burkinabé migrants leading to the death of about 50 people and
forcing the Burkinabés in the community to flee. In 2005, a similar situation at the
western region of Duékoué led to about 10 deaths and the displacement of
more than 10,000 people.111 In these two instances, the principal cause of the
confrontations has been traced to the struggle over land and accusations that
migrants are degrading the forests by burning them to commence farming activities.
Whilst migration is, thus, contributing to conflict and tension in West Africa,
the outbreak of conflicts in West Africa has also evidently led to forced migration
and distorted migration patterns in the sub-region. The outbreak of armed conflict
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in Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Côte d’Ivoire and the use of wanton brutalities
against non-combatant civilians produced successive outflows of displaced people
throughout West Africa and elsewhere. In Liberia, for example, an estimated
500,000 to 600,000 internally displaced persons had been recorded throughout
the country by August 2003 at the time the Accra peace accord was being signed.112
Despite commendable efforts at settling the massive number of displaced persons
in West Africa, statistics still indicate an estimated total displaced population of
972,390 as of August 2007. Out of this, 236,170 were refugees, 709,050 internally
displaced people and 27,170 Asylum seekers. This number is against the background
of about 7,450 Liberian returnees from Ghana, 2,000 from Côte d’Ivoire, and 12,000
from Sierra Leone. There have also been about 6,500 Ivorian returnees from Liberia.113
As is evident in figure 1, the average annual percentage increases to total West
Africa population, started decreasing glaringly from the early 1990s. Whilst so
many factors can be attributed to this increasing decrease, it is equally important
to realize that the West African civil wars were high about the same period. Our
argument against this backdrop is that the intense casualty levels of the conflicts in
West Africa significantly affected the population growth rates by increasing the
morbidity and mortality ratios in the conflict-ridden countries significantly.
In Liberia, years of civil war contributed to high unemployment, illiteracy, and
increasing HIV/AIDS infection rates resulting from internal displacement and
migration. The infant mortality rate rose to about 137 deaths per 1000 live births,
and maternal mortality ratio increased to about 760 deaths per 100,000 live births.114
Life expectancy dropped from 45.9 years to 40.5 years between 1985-90 and
1990-95 respectively.115 In Sierra Leone, it reduced to 38.4 years from a previous
of 39.5 during the same period. With the exception of Burkina Faso, Côte d’Ivoire,
Liberia and Sierra Leone, all the remaining countries in West Africa increased their
life expectancy levels. Overall, however, sub-regional life expectancy rate declined
from 47.7 year to 47.6. The sub-regional total fertility rate (children per woman)
also decreased from 6.86 to 6.59.116 Whereas conflict cannot be wholly blamed
for this reduction, the fact that all the then conflict-ridden countries registered a
reduction in life expectancy establishes the impact West African conflicts have had
on the population growth patterns of the sub-region.
Moreover, conflicts distort patterns of conscious migration movements and
sometimes populate urban centers where safety camps are sited more than rural
communities where raids on villages by insurgents create insecurity. In Liberia,
many people migrated further into Monrovia with the advancement of rebel
forces. This distorted settlement patterns in Monrovia, increased its population
and surged pressure on Liberia’s urban facilities.
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Environment: A Cause or a Victim?
According to Arthur H. Westing et al, the relevance of environmental issues in
fomenting disputes leading to armed conflicts include: (i) disputes over access to
renewable resources; (ii) disease burdens that overwhelm communities’ ability to
cope and that tear apart fragile social fabrics; (iii) the repercussions of migrant
populations; and (iv) the unequal nature of adverse impacts and burdens.117 In
West Africa, however, accessibility to renewable resources and the repercussions
of the flow of ‘environmental refugees’ are an important way by which the
environment is greatly relevant to armed conflict. Whilst the former has been
noted in almost all the major conflicts in West Africa and the ongoing Niger
Delta crisis, the latter is rarely mentioned notwithstanding its importance in the
discourse on the nexus between conflict and the environment.
In sub-Saharan Africa, migration is a form of coping mechanism adopted by
settlers when environmental factors turn harsh.118 For instance, in areas of West
Africa where desertification is advancing, the incentive for migration as a coping
mechanism is increasing with the yearly expansion of desertification. Between
1980 and 2005, up to 3.3 per cent of West African forests were lost. From 1990
to 2000, about 1.2 per cent or 1.3 million ha of forests vegetation was lost to
exploitation from high dependency of national and domestic economies on
available natural resources and rampant poverty.119 The implication of a continuous
depletion of the sub-region’s forest through deforestation is increasing expansion
of desertification which has serious implications on the patterns of migration
between the Sahel and forest areas of the sub-region.
A notable cause for the massive movement of Sahelian populations towards
the forest regions is for the purposes of arable lands and pasture for livestock. A
Burkinabe migrant resident in Côte d’Ivoire attested to this by revealing that
‘…we don’t have any more land to farm at home. The drought there is permanent, and the
ground is always dry. This is why we come south. Here, we have fertile land and good rainfall’.120
In the Ghana situation involving migrant herdsmen discussed in earlier sub-sections
of this paper, the primary purpose for their movement downwards has been for
the purpose of finding greener pasture for their livestock. In both cases, however,
the presence of the migrants has led to communal tensions linked to their activities,
struggle over land and the impact of their activities on the environment. Within
this context, we argue that environment is an important conflict fomenter in the
West African sub-region. Notwithstanding this link, it is important to acknowledge
that even though environment has been instrumental in inciting intra-state disputes,
it has not been solely blameable for any armed conflict in West Africa.
However, there is room for concern in the future given worsening environmental conditions. As a sub-Saharan region wrapping both Sahel and forest patches,
West Africa has a variable climate that enhances the region’s vulnerability to floods
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and droughts. Extreme conditions with warming between 0.2°C and 0.5°C per
decade is expected to increase water loss to rising temperature, and about 10 per
cent less rainfall in interior regions.121 Already, the Sahel areas are experiencing
noticeable declines in rainfall patterns with recorded instances of drought in the
countries such as Burkina Faso, Mali and Niger.122
Given sustained further worsening trends of climate change, the Sahel and
moderately degraded areas will predictably become drier. The resultant increase
in degradation will increase desertification as moderately degraded lands will
become severely degraded and intensify pressure on farm lands. The increase in
pressure on arable lands will directly add to the growing environmental strains
and surge tensions in the forest areas of the sub-region between migrant farmers
and pastoralists who may move further down into the forest belt from the Sahel.
Currently, rivers in West Africa discharge more than 40 per cent less than they
discharged in the 1970s.123 This implies that rivers in the sub-region could provide
less water in the future than they are currently. With increasing sub-regional
population growth and demand for water, it is fairly predictable that the region
will run into a water crisis if environmental conditions worsen or even remain as
they are presently. Within areas where situations will worsen, the likelihood of
tensions developing over access to water is high. The Niger and Volta basins
could then become possible flashpoints for inter-state tensions due to the fact
that rivers in these basins are shared by several countries. The Niger River, for
instance, currently provides water for about 10 countries; if it loses water and
begins to run dry, critical security issues could emerge around the extent to which
individual countries in the basin can draw on the available water so as not to run
the river completely dry or deprive other dependent states. If inter-dependency
and inter-state collaboration strategies in the management of the water do not
emerge in such a situation, the likelihood of water-related inter-state tensions can
be predicted.
In Ghana, the Volta River which provides the country’s primary source of
electricity has its source in Burkina Faso. Between December 2006 and September
2007, a drop in the water level in the Akosombo Dam due to reduced water
level in the Volta River had multiple economic and political implications as the
country had to ration electricity. The extent of politicisation of the issue was so
pervasive that the ruling party’s governance capability was questioned by many
political analysts. Yet, many traced the worsening drop of water in the dam partly
to Burkina Faso’s decision to construct a dam on the Bagri River which is the
source of the Volta River in Ghana.124 In a realist situation of state-centricism, this
is a classical avenue for inter-state tension between the two countries if similar
crises continue to occur downstream as a result of the activities of countries upstream. Such crises could lead to inter-state tensions as water (rivers) would then
become an inter-state security issue.
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The only panacea within such a situation would then be the extent of interdependence and inter-state collaboration in managing trans-boundary waters.
Currently, there is no strategic sub-regional approach to avert such an occurrence
between states. For years, both Ghana and Burkina Faso, despite the importance
of the Volta River to both countries, had not consciously mapped out any strategy
for mutual use until recent times when a joint committee for both countries on
the management of the Volta Lake was initiated.
Whilst contributing to disputes in the sub-region, the outbreak of conflict in
West Africa has had critical impact on the environment. These include: (i) the use
of high explosive munitions; (ii) use of heavy equipment particularly tanks and
other off-road vehicles; (iii) pitching of bases and camps; (iv) over-exploitation
of the environment for shelter, food and economic purposes by insurgents; (v)
Bush-burning as an insurgency strategy; among others. Whereas these stated points
have direct adverse impacts on the environment, the breakdown of law and
order due to civil war usually leaves protected areas and species vulnerable to
over-exploitation by communities and warring factions. In Sierra Leone, forest
protection officers such as foresters, rangers and guards were not paid for a long
period during the civil war. This gave the leeway for illegal mining activities, logging
and other forms of massive deforestation of the country’s forest cover.125
The Liberian civil war also gave room for poaching of wild animals of the
country’s wildlife for food and illegal logging. The breakdown of law and order
subsequently led to marine pollution resulting from damaged and abandoned
ships at the coastal sites. Urban waste collection arrangements were badly strained
leading to hoards of uncollected urban waste with their accompanying
environmental effects.

Conclusion and Policy Options for West Africa
In West Africa, the prevalence and devastation of human life by HIV/AIDS
pandemic will critically have an influence on the youth composition of many
populations and affect security adversely. Increase in AIDS-related deaths will
reduce the adult population and increase the proportion of an already large young
adult population. The trend will then have the capacity of creating a large
population of under-educated and under-supervised young people who may
have adverse effects on security of states.
Even though factors underlying conflicts are multi-causal and should be considered as such, it is high time realistic conflict prevention policy initiatives began
to disaggregate the multiplicity of underlining factors so as to properly pre-empt
policy orientation. We have argued that the youth bulge phenomenon, migration
and environmental degradation are important perspectives from which security
concerns in the sub-region should be confronted. Whilst admitting that the fac-
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tors do not act alone to underlie the conflict situations in West Africa, it will be
regrettable to discount these factors as mere coincidental conceptualisations and
deductions that should be relegated to the background in the quest for peace.
Together with the various underlying economic, social, political and structural
factors in many countries, we have argued that some countries in the sub-region
have fallen victim to the effects of a higher young adult population, and the
complexities that ensue as the situation becomes concurrent with inadequacy/
inequitable distribution of resources, and unpredictable domestic economic and
political environment. Similarly, tensions surrounding the activities of environmental
refugees especially migrant farmers and pastoralists in the forest belt highlight the
critical role of the environment in the security of West Africa.
It is, therefore, important that in addition to the many peace initiatives in West
Africa, the following policy options are given vital consideration:
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•

Factors and processes that have the capacity of impacting on the
demographic composition of states and further contribute to a skewed
demographic composition in favour of young adults must be confronted
with utmost urgency in the sub-region. This is because such factors have
the capacity to worsen the demographic composition of states creating a
youth bulge and its associated complexities. An important factor in this
regard is the HIV/AIDS pandemic which has the capacity to distort subregional demography by increasing the proportion of the already large
young adult population through reduction in life expectancy. The fight
against HIV/AIDS could therefore be securitised both nationally and subregionally. This will positively affect the commitment of states in terms of
resource allocation and political will to implement formulated policies.

•

Policies that target young adults should be consciously crafted so as not to
create discomfort and dissatisfaction that make young people vulnerable
to political manipulation by desperate individuals who may want to exploit
their desperate situations to foment unrests. In this direction efforts should
be made to answer (address?) the chronic unemployment and the generally
uncertain future that lies ahead of young adults. Youth development
programmes should be made inseparable parts of DDR processes so as
to sustain peace and also prevent youth-led implosion and re-ignition of
conflicts. Specific intervention efforts should target training and job creation,
and entrepreneurship promotion among young people.

•

Environmental protection policies should be an important part of national
and sub-regional security strategies. Presently, ECOWAS does not have an
environmental policy for member states. Even though it is being drafted
at the time of writing this paper, the document does not clearly outline
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sub-regional strategies for managing trans-boundary resources such as
water. ECOWAS, through an environmental policy document, should
clearly establish guidelines for inter-state collaboration in the usage of transboundary resources as a proactive way of preventing resource-based
inter-state tensions in West Africa. Countries that share a particular
environment-dependent resource (such as water in the case of Ghana
and Burkina) should be encouraged to collaboratively craft mechanisms
for their peaceful use.
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