Climate Change Is Benefiting Terrorists In Somalia
by Christine Rio
Oct. 27, 2019 – Almost half of all people in Somalia don’t have enough food, according to Save the Children.  The factors are complex, but a core one is the persistence of drought, combined with erratic weather like the recent floods in the Hiraan region. 
So climate change is making life more precarious in Somalia, which is already dealing with decades of civil war and 2.6 million Somalis displaced from their homes.  Militant groups are exploiting these vulnerabilities, according to a new policy paper by the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), “Climate-related security risks and peace-building in Somalia.”
“Somalia is among the most climate-vulnerable countries in the world,” authors Karolina Eklöw and Florian Krampe write.  The country has some of the highest mean annual temperatures in the world.  Heavy winds damage infrastructure.  Drought has been devastating, uprooting 53,000 people.  It has also reduced the food supply, increased food prices and hunger, and made coastal groundwater more saline.
The more punishing climate is damaging means of earning a living, since most Somalis rely on agriculture, forestry, or fishing for their food and their income.  For instance, long-used grazing routes don’t offer much food for livestock anymore.  So nomadic herders (94% of whom live in poverty) need to find new pasture or new livelihoods.  This brings them into conflict with non-nomadic communities, over land as well as water.  Meanwhile, the amount of cultivable land is diminishing, due to land degradation and other environmental processes, leading to rising tensions between different clans attempting to hold onto land.
But Somali mechanisms for resolving conflicts and responding to environmental crises have been hurt by war and displacement, including the migration of elders and traditional authorities.  “Although herder and farmer clashes have always occurred, they are now harder to solve,” the SIPRI paper notes.  Whether people are fleeing conflict or climate crisis, or the complex interplay of the 2, social and political structures are being massively disrupted.
Thus it’s difficult to enforce laws or provide basic services.  The militant group al-Shabab has stepped into the breach.  During floods and droughts, the jihadist fundamentalist group distributes food and money to affected people, although previously it barred this type of aid.  Responding to environmental crises has helped to make al-Shabab more popular.  The weakening of land-based livelihood options means that more people are forced to turn to organized crime, increasing al-Shabab’s ability to recruit more militants, including children.  “In 2018 Somalia had the highest level globally of children recruited and used in armed conflict,” according to the SIPRI paper.  Families fleeing this have no guarantee that their children will remain safe in camps for internally displaced people.
Tragically, some of the alternative income-generating activities people are turning to are worsening the climate crisis.  Converting acacia trees into charcoal reduces the land available to herders and limits their ability to cope with droughts.  Thus, this type of deforestation was banned by the UN in 2012.  But enforcement remains weak, and al-Shabab has gotten in on the trade.  It extorts taxes on charcoal possession, helping to fund its activities and propping up its image as the only type of quasi-government functioning in Somalia.
The international response has been inadequate, although the presence of conflict of course challenges aid agencies.  For instance, Save the Children’s Somalia country office is actually in Kenya.  The environmental damage is making it harder for peace-builders, notably the UN Operation in Somalia (UNSOM), to do their work.  The SIPRI report argues that the donor community isn’t making the links among climate change, insecurity, migration, and work.  Instead, the aid community is being too reactive to weather-related emergencies, rather than attempting to anticipate what are now cyclical dangers.
The complicated situation in Somalia is a humanitarian catastrophe, but also a security and climate one.  Counterterrorism efforts there will be of limited use, without more attention to the way terrorists are treating climate change as an opportunity.
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