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Natural Resources Confl ict
Management Processes and Strategies in Africa

INTRODUCTION

Environmental degradation in forms such as 
desertifi cation, resource depletion and demographic 
pressure exacerbates tensions and instability. 
Systemically, pollution, population growth and 
climate change are not in the distant future, they 
are occurring now and hitting the poorest and most 
vulnerable hardest.1

Th e above statement by the former secretary general 
of the United Nations (UN), Kofi  Annan, saliently 
captures natural resources variables that defi ne and 
cumulatively make up much of the natural resources 
confl ict phenomenon. Natural resources have perhaps 
played a major role in defi ning much of Africa’s public 
arena, including power politics, resource distribution 
and gerrymandering strategies2 in much of Africa’s 
public administration domain. Th ey have also moti-
vated and fuelled armed confl icts in Africa and this 
has proven to be a hurdle in eff ective statecraft , while 
in times of full-scale confl ict it has been a hindrance 
to peace processes from the negotiation stage all the 
way through to the mediation stage and post-confl ict 
reconstruction or peacemaking stages.

Natural resources can also be connected to the 
acquisition, use, and proliferation of small arms and 
light weapons, a situation that has exploited the negative 
opportunities provided by globalisation. In this case, 
natural resources have provided a parallel political 
economy for fuelling wars and confl icts.3 Th is is true 
of the illegal exploitation of diamonds in Sierra Leone 
and the use of the profi ts from illicit diamond sales to 
procure small arms and light weapons and thus sustain 
the confl ict across the border in Liberia’s civil war. 
Environmental crimes have therefore essentially taken 
place in geopolitical spaces where the state’s legitimacy 
as the supreme authority is challenged. Th ese problems 
characterise the ‘wars of a third kind’, as Mary Kaldor 
calls them.4

Against the grain of widespread assumptions that 
most wars/confl icts of the 1990s onwards are merely ‘civil 
wars’ resulting from ethnic tensions is a new understand-
ing of new wars that sees natural resources as a dominant 
variable. Th e new conceptualisation is of their ability 
to sustain political economies in which a range of new 
militaries – the decaying remnants of state armies and 
paramilitary groups (oft en fi nanced by governments) 
– all need parallel sources of revenue to execute wars. 
Illegal resource mining and trade to fi nance the buying 
or maintenance of arms supplies therefore become a pre-
ferred option. Indeed, an abundance of a resource base 
combined with the existence of already active hostilities 
to some extent explains the causes of resource confl icts.5

From another perspective, climate change, which 
is a major independent variable in the whole debate 
on natural resources confl icts in Africa, is another 
burden on the continent. It expands the purviews of 
environmental security, threatens the very basis of 
national security and escalates social confl icts. However, 
it is important to note that the phenomenon of natural 
resources confl ict is extremely complex and, just like any 
social confl ict debate, a mono-causal link of natural re-
sources confl icts to climate change would not provide the 
basis for either a thorough confl ict analysis or a proper 
understanding of natural resources confl ict management 
and peace management.

Th is paper treats natural resources confl icts as an in-
trinsic part of larger social confl icts and seeks to provide 
a link between natural resources and social confl icts, 
situate the debate within the nexus between natural 
resources management and confl ict management, and 
argue for the use of a multi-actor approach in dealing 
with natural resources confl icts in the context of confl ict 
management and peace management in the confl ict 
cycle. Towards this end, practical examples of including 
natural resources confl ict management strategies in 
successful diplomatic initiatives will be given, with the 
fi rst being the role of natural resources in one of the 
most long-standing confl ict systems in Africa – that in 
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the Great Lakes region and particularly the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo (DRC), which is the confl ict 
epicentre of the region. 

Th e second and third examples of the role of natural 
resources in confl ict management processes will be an 
assessment of the environmental confl ict management 
roles of two sub-regional regimes6 mandated to deal with 
confl icts in the Horn of Africa and the Great Lakes con-
fl ict systems, namely the Intergovernmental Authority on 
Development (IGAD)7 and the International Conference 
on the Great Lakes Region (IC/GLR), respectively.8 Th ese 
three practical examples will seek to reassess the confl ict 
management strategies and processes in the region 
with the aim of adopting a natural resources confl ict 
management orientation in the quest for regional peace 
and security.

For the purposes of contextualising the thesis of this 
paper, it is important to understand the complex maze of 
confl icts in Africa, the ambivalent signifi cance of natural 
resources, their management and distribution, and their 
eff ect on social relations.

THE LINK BETWEEN NATURAL 
RESOURCES AND SOCIAL 
CONFLICTS IN AFRICA

Natural resources are an important component in 
understanding the nature of confl ict in Africa because 
of their eff ect on such confl ict. Arguably, natural 
resources are embedded in an environment, geographic, 
geopolitical and interdependent space where actions by 
one individual or group may generate eff ects far beyond 
specifi c localities or even national jurisdictions. Th is is 
particularly true of shared trans-boundary resources as 
the term is widely understood. A good example of this 
is provided by the issues surrounding the Mau Forest 
complex in Kenya.9

From a risk analysis perspective, a latent (soon to be 
overt) social tussle could be observed at an early stage 
between Kenya and Tanzania over the Mara River 
basin.10 It should be noted that because the Mara River 

has its source in the Mau Forest complex, it is in essence 
also a trans-boundary basin shared between Kenya and 
Tanzania, and is also part of the larger Nile basin, which 
is shared by nine countries, namely Egypt, Ethiopia, 
Sudan, Tanzania, Kenya, Uganda, Burundi, Rwanda and 
the DRC. Due to the loss of Mau Forest cover, unsustain-
able agricultural expansion and intensifi cation (including 
irrigation) and human population growth, socio-cultural 
and socioeconomic actors in the Mara River basin 
increasingly face inadequate access to water. Apart from 
the water security vulnerabilities are threats related 
to loss of virgin forest cover in the upper parts of the 
catchment area and along rivers, environmental crimes 
related to water pollution, and high levels of water use by 
industries and urban settlements. Th ese problems have 
provided serious environmental security problems, e.g. 
decreasing water supplies, competition for and confl icts 
over the available water, inappropriate and poorly 
planned land use, and ineff ective water resource manage-
ment systems in the two countries, to name only a few.11 
It should be noted that natural resources and their uti-
lisation have complex ecological realities and processes. 
Th is in turn has an eff ect on the direct consumers of the 
environment and a brief discussion of these scientifi c 
complexities and the need for contextualising them in 
the natural resources debate is of the essence.

Scientifi cally, as is the case with the example of the 
Mara River basin, the linked biophysical or ecological 
processes in a specifi c environment have cumulative, 
long-term ramifi cations like erosion, pollution, or loss 
of plant and animal habitats. Th e nature of the problem 
may not, however, be readily apparent, because ecological 
relationships are oft en poorly understood. Th is negative 
ecological processes therefore takes a considerable time 
to manifest themselves, and this has consequently aff ect-
ed environmental management, policymaking, and legal 
and diplomatic/confl ict management processes. Th is 
oft en provides the latent and underlying link between 
natural resources and changes to an area’s susceptibility 
to confl ict. Th e situation is further compounded by 
other mediating factors like climate change variables, 
and this has had an eff ect on the extent and frequency of 
environmental crimes, the stability and security of the 
environmental base, and the extent and complexity of 
environmental diplomacy and political agendas. Th ese all 
aff ect the modus operandi of policy processes and policy-
making both in terms of natural resources management 
and environmental confl ict management. 

Th e question therefore arises of how the environmen-
tal security agenda has been aff ected by these realities 
and how it has defi ned or opened up a debate around 
the eff ects of natural resources confl ict management 
issues, including confl icts over the resource base, on the 
resource management policy space, in particular the 
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extent to which contemporary environmental security 
issues are incorporated into this space.

EXAMPLES OF THE SECURITISATION 
OF NATURAL RESOURCES AND 
NATURAL RESOURCES MANAGEMENT

A further elaboration of the policy implications and 
operationalisation of the above realities can be seen in 
contemporary environmental security discourses and 
developments of the kind mentioned above. Natural 
resource confl ict management, environmental diplomacy 
and environmental crime policy issues became the 
subject of debates aft er the end of the Cold War, when 
statesmen, academics and policymakers alike talked 
about global change questions like the sustainable 
development of the Global South, population challenges, 
democratisation and the internationalisation of human 
rights, and the looming global environmental crisis.

When the Rio Summit of 1992 was convened, 
environmental, development and confl ict management 
policy considerations were put at the top of the inter-
national agenda. Th is meeting was a landmark in the 
history of environmental diplomacy when for the fi rst 
time the environment was treated as a major policy issue 
in domestic and international aff airs.

Unfortunately, however, and following the precedent set 
by this process, environmental diplomacy and interna-
tional resource management policy deliberations have 
taken on a procedural form resulting in a proliferation of 
agreements that seek to remedy threats to the environ-
ment and threats connected to international peace and 
security as a result of resource confl icts. Few of those 
agreements have translated into meaningful change, 
however. National interest and strategic diplomatic ma-
noeuvrings have characterised environmental diplomacy 
or natural resources confl ict management processes. 
Th e environmental agenda has been decelerated by this 
politicking and the threat to its sustainability has, if 
anything, increased as a result.

Th ere seems in all this to be a lack of appreciation 
of the fact that natural resources confl icts and general 

environmental dangers are global in scale and trans-
boundary in nature, and aff ect all people everywhere. 
Part of the problem is the slow pace of environmental 
change, which in turn aff ects the distribution of natural 
resources. For example, annual variations in global 
climatic change are relatively small, and are therefore 
easily overshadowed by more dramatic and seemingly 
more important challenges. Th is is where climate change 
imposes an additional burden on an African polity 
already grappling with huge problems that are simply 
added to by policy processes to curb climate change.

A factor that arguably presents the greatest set of 
diffi  culties to environmental diplomats, policymakers 
and practitioners is that threats to the environment are 
characterised by a high degree of empirical uncertainty. 
Oft en the perceived threats and vulnerabilities are 
theoretical and remote and the evidence can appear 
incomplete or contradictory. It is extremely diffi  cult to 
measure, much less predict, long-term vulnerabilities. 
For example, assessing the extent of species extinction 
(which is singled out as a major issue in environmental 
crime and has been a major precipitant of social confl icts 
and tussles) is complicated by the fact that most species 
have not yet even been identifi ed, particularly in Africa.

As a result of such dynamics, policymakers and 
political decision makers have little choice but to place 
the environmental agenda on the cost-benefi t analysis 
scale, sieving out the genuinely critical ‘environmental 
concerns’ and ‘qualifi ed environmental crimes or 
contentions’ from among the wide range of issues placed 
on the agenda. Th is shows the complex nature of natural 
resources confl ict and its management and indicates 
that a mono-causal analysis will not serve the exercise. 
Th us, variables like climate change are components of 
an already fl uid contestation of the thinning natural re-
source base that can be attributed to many other factors.12

UNDERLYING CONFLICTS AND 
ATTRIBUTION OF RESOURCE 
SCARCITY OR STRESS

Th e above argument goes to the heart of underlying 
confl icts that can be observed in confl ict cycles.13 Apart 
from the complex environmental confl ict management 
agenda as experienced by policy practitioners are the 
hidden attributes of natural resources that act as latent 
causes of confl icts. An important aspect worth consider-
ing in the natural resources confl ict management debate 
is the strategic analysis of the scarcity, abundance and 
management/mismanagement of resources as a cause of 
confl ict. Th is should also be extended to latent or implicit 
confl icts, i.e. those that are not immediately apparent to 
the communities experiencing them but which manifest 
themselves over time and oft en more drastically than 
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immediate, overt confl ict. In such confl icts, communities 
or social cultural resources14 are aff ected by a process of 
environmental degradation that they do not immedi-
ately recognise, even although they might be aware of 
degradation, or that they are unable to associate with the 
activity of specifi c social agents. 

Th e environmental confl ict is thus only made explicit 
when communities establish an immediate logical 
connection between environmental degradation and the 
activities of specifi c social agents.15 Th is is a situation 
within social confl ict theory whereby the roles of certain 
actors provide visible and public evidence of latent 
situations that, if not dealt with, would eventually lead 
to overt contestation of access to meagre resources. Th is 
role is eff ectively taken by sub-regional organisations or 
third party actors whose mandate is confl ict manage-
ment, e.g. regimes like the IC/GLR and IGAD, whose role 
is partly to help member states and contesting protago-
nists to recognise the hidden confl icts that need to be 
nipped in the bud before maturing into an overt confl ict 
cycle. Th is role is discussed later in this paper. 

It is also important to note the relevance of research 
or fact fi nding in terms of natural resources manage-
ment, as well as ecological analysis or research and its 
widespread dissemination, which can help establish 
this connection. Th is may also consequently shed a 
more realistic light on the causes of confl ict, as well as 
act as catalysts for social learning about how to manage 
resources and confl icts. 

Another reason why natural resources play a leading 
role in social confl icts has to do with social contexts 
and power relations within the public sphere. Natural 
resources are also embedded in a shared social space 
where complex and unequal relations are established 
among a wide range of social actors, e.g. in the case of the 
production of primary products, agro-export producers 
and farmers, small-scale farmers, ethnic minorities, 
government agencies and others. As in other fi elds with 
political dimensions, those actors with the greatest access 
to power are able to control and infl uence decisions 
regarding natural resources in their favour.16 A relevant 

view of the importance of natural resources to the 
broader concerns of society is captured by the words of 
Kenyan jurists:

In grappling with our socio-economic cultural 
problems and the complex relationship between the 
environment and good governance, we must not ignore 
the linkages between landlessness, land tenure, cultural 
practices and habits, land titles, land use, and natural 
resources management, which must be at the heart of 
policy options.17

It is also important to note that natural resources are 
subject to increasing demand and that they are unequally 
distributed. Such a situation is better explained norma-
tively by the peace research/neo-Malthusian debate on 
resource confl icts, which gives a multi-disciplinary and 
multi-causal explanation of why resource confl icts occur. 
Named aft er the English demographer Th omas Robert 
Malthus,18 it uses the ‘scarcity’ variable to explain the 
role of natural resources in confl ict. Th e neo-Malthusian 
school of thought argues that rapid population growth, 
environmental degradation, resource depletion and 
unequal resource access combine to exacerbate poverty 
and income inequality in many of the world’s least-devel-
oped countries. Th ese deprivations are easily translated 
into grievances, increasing the risks of rebellion and 
social confl ict.19

Internal disputes can arise from local environmental 
degradation, e.g. the introduction of an effl  uent-releasing 
factory in a human settlement area that aff ects waterways 
and air quality. Equally, ethnic clashes can occur when 
population migration increases demand for scarce 
resources like land for cultivation. Th is is the case in 
agrarian economies like those in eastern Africa, where 
land is exploited via tenure systems and where there is a 
large cultural identifi cation with ancestral/tribal land. 
Environmental change may involve land and water 
degradation, over-exploitation, the illegal exploitation of 
wildlife and aquatic resources, extensive land clearing or 
drainage, or climate change.

Th ese increasing demands in turn have multiple 
social and economic dimensions, including population 
growth, changing consumption patterns, trade liber-
alisation, rural enterprise development, and changes in 
technology and land use. Natural resource scarcity may 
also result from the unequal distribution of resources 
among individuals and social groups or ambiguities in 
the defi nition of rights to common property resources. 
As Homer-Dixon and Blitt note,20 the eff ects of environ-
mental scarcity such as constrained economic produc-
tion, migration, social segmentation and disrupted 
institutions can, either singly or in combination, produce 
or exacerbate confl ict among groups.
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As Lederach further asserts, in a confl ict setting – and 
in society more generally, for that matter – there are con-
stituents or individuals who directly experience and are 
aff ected by armed confrontations over natural resources. 
Such people use natural resources symbolically, and this 
is a reality peacemakers and natural resources manage-
ment experts should acknowledge. Land, forests and 
waterways are not just material resources people compete 
over, but also form the basis of a particular way of life 
(farmer, rancher, fi sher, logger, etc.), an ethnic identity, 
and a set of gender and age roles. Th ese symbolic dimen-
sions of natural resources lend themselves to ideological, 
social and political struggles that have enormous practi-
cal signifi cance for the management of natural resources 
and the process of confl ict management.21

Because of the many dimensions of natural resources 
management, specifi c natural resources confl icts usually 
have multiple causes, some proximate, others underlying 
or contributory. A pluralistic approach that recognises 
the multiple perspectives of stakeholders and the simul-
taneous eff ects of diverse causes of natural resources 
confl icts is needed to understand the initial situation and 
identify strategies for promoting change and eff ective 
confl ict management.

BRINGING BACK POLITICS TO 
NATURAL RESOURCE MANAGEMENT

Th e fi eld of diplomacy and policy administration as it 
is widely understood has been evolving and is becom-
ing more technical as global economic, political and 
informational systems become more complex. As such, 
the politics of diplomacy/confl ict resolution now calls 
for a system of multi-sectoral and multi-stakeholder 
environmental confl ict management and environmental 
diplomacy that has increasingly become a major variable 
of genuine negotiation, mediation and post-confl ict 
reconstruction processes. Th e fact that the distribution of 
natural resources has become subject to control politics22 
basically means that diplomatic processes must in the 
scheme of things contain a large component of natural 
resources confl ict management. Th e over-emphasis on 

power-sharing formulas in peace processes, security 
dividends and other aspects generally viewed as ones of 
‘high politics’ places these processes on the negative side 
of the war–peace continuum and the actual underlying 
concerns of confl icts are not adequately addressed. 

Th e practice of diff erent actors in dealing with 
natural resources confl icts will capture this in context 
in the examples that follow. Th e discussion will make 
the basic point that the role of multiple actors represents 
a possible point of entry for reconceptualising confl ict 
management processes.

RECONCEPTUALISING CONFLICT 
MANAGEMENT: THE ROLE 
OF MULTIPLE ACTORS 

Example 1: Coltan blood and tears – The 
missing link in the DRC’s peace processes

Picture the scene: a well-coordinated diplomatic gather-
ing of heads of states of the Great Lakes region, together 
with their respective delegations, conducting their 
business in one of the region’s most affl  uent venues, Th e 
Windsor, in Nairobi. At the same time and in the same 
geopolitical space, on 7 November 2008 thousands of 
frightened civilians fl ee skirmishes near a refugee protec-
tion zone in eastern DRC. Th is comes as renewed clashes 
between rebels and government troops add urgency to a 
positive outcome of peace talks to end the DRC confl ict. 
Meanwhile, the one key player (at the time) absent from 
the diplomatic discussions, ‘General’ Laurent Nkunda, 
scoff s at the IC/GLR–United Nations summit held in 
Nairobi. To cite his exact words, the Nairobi Process ‘is 
only a regional summit, it doesn’t have any impact on 
our demands’.23

In a confl ict and region where peace agreements 
and ceasefi res are notorious for being short-lived, it is 
apparent that there is a missing link in the negotiation 
processes and agreements that come from these negotia-
tions. Th e DRC’s lack of peace has been defi ned by two 
dominant variables that unfortunately have not been 
properly weighed and dealt with in confl ict management 
exercises. Th e fi rst is the most apparent bone of conten-
tion in the DRC, namely the equitable and political 
distribution of the vast natural resources in the country. 

Th e second variable is that of the regional politicisa-
tion of civic activities, which all peace attempts have 
unfortunately emphasised: from the various negotiation 
processes to the peacekeeping mandate architecture 
of MONUC (the United Nations Mission in the DRC). 
Th e politics of natural resources management in the 
DRC has indeed been a missing link in the diplomacy of 
confl ict management in the country. Th is may explain 
the oft en-intermittent reconstitution of the diff erent 
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ethnic control politics and militarisation, primarily as 
this pertains to the governance of North and South Kivu. 
Th ese two provinces are a buff er zone between the DRC 
and Rwanda and both governments have an interest in 
continued instability there. Partly as a result of this, and 
partly for local reasons, the two provinces are populated 
with opposing ethnic militias that fi ght intermittently, 
with or without the assistance of the Congolese and 
Rwandan armed forces. Th e observed skirmishes 
between the Mai-Mai and Nkunda’s loyalists were 
perhaps the most visible of this resource-fuelled contesta-
tion in some of the resource-richest parts of the DRC.

It should be noted that the diff erent inchoate peace 
processes that do little for environmental confl ict man-
agement have actually had a negative centrifugal eff ect. 
It seems that these agreements – as is apparent from the 
short-lived Goma Peace Agreement of January 2008 – 
legitimise positions taken by various recognised offi  cial 
players in the DRC confl ict. As a result, the interests of 
non-recognised players are not catered for.

Th e absence of Nkunda and his loyalists, who purport 
to be fi ghting for the freedom of his Tutsi clansmen, from 
the Nairobi Peace Process or in any pre-shuttle diploma-
cy exercises is yet another diplomatic blunder that does 
not address the real issues. Nkunda’s military excursions, 
it should be noted, were conducted and are still being 
conducted by diff erent armed groups in the coltan-rich 
North Kivu area.24 Given the large geographical area of 
the DRC and the fact that this area is far from the DRC 
capital, Kinshasa, government presence here has been 
weak. Th e question therefore is how the international 
community deals with these areas that have alternative 
authorities of control and, secondly, how to clothe peace 
processes with eff ective natural resources management 
mechanisms that provide equitable resource dividends to 
all internal players in the confl ict. 

Th e peace processes and exercises in the DRC should 
establish an equitable system for the sharing of resources 
through a rights-based diplomatic process. As such, 
resource dividends should be determined by a process 
whereby rightful actors in the confl ict are given legiti-
mate access to the resources and their governance by 
their commitment to the cause of human security and 

human rights. Th is means that environmental confl ict 
management in the DRC’s peace process should work 
in terms of a diplomacy of human rights in which the 
genuine underlying issues of the confl ict in the country 
are critically addressed.  

With this is mind, the regional ethnicisation of DRC 
politics can be eff ectively handled by existing processes, 
namely the IC/GLR process and the currently mandated 
diplomatic eff orts of former Tanzanian President 
Benjamin Mkapa and former Nigerian President 
Olusegun Obasanjo as African Union (AU) and UN 
plenipotentiaries for the Great Lakes confl ict negotia-
tions. Th erefore, the politics of coltan and related miner-
als in the DRC should constitute the genuine ingredients 
of peace processes for the country and not the procedural 
conference diplomacy exercises that do not recognise 
the urgency of the situation and the fi nesse required in a 
consolidated negotiation and mediation process. 

Two further examples that focus on practising natural 
resource confl ict management in multilateral contexts 
are provided by the activities of the IC/GLR and IGAD.

Examples 2 and 3: IC/GLR and IGAD 
multilateral confl ict management roles

The IC/GLR and regional concert diplomacy
A multilateral framework in the diplomacy of confl ict 
management has also been a major route to natural 
resources confl ict management. Th is paper posits that 
natural resources are an international public good, and 
the internationalisation of environmental dividends 
determines much of what constitutes environmental 
security, covering areas like shared natural resources, 
contested zones across borders and other security 
predicaments closely connected to resource contesta-
tions, or what are referred to as ‘wars of a third kind’ by 
Mary Kaldor.25

A classic case of multi-stakeholder diplomacy used to 
tackle environmental confl ict management is captured 
by the African initiative under the IC/GLR process. 

Initially it is important to understand what the IC/
GLR is. It stemmed from the confl icts and tragedies 
in the region, especially the genocide in Rwanda and 
the situation in the DRC, which constituted a threat 
to international peace and security. In 2000 the UN 
Security Council, through its resolutions 1291 and 1304, 
called for an international conference on peace, security, 
democracy and development in the Great Lakes region. 
Later that year such a conference was established with 
its joint UN–AU Secretariat in Nairobi, Kenya. Th e 11 
core countries are Angola, Burundi, Central African 
Republic, Republic of Congo, DRC, Kenya, Rwanda, 
Sudan, Tanzania, Uganda and Zambia. Th ere are also co-
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opted countries: Botswana, Egypt, Malawi, Mozambique, 
Namibia and Zimbabwe.

In addition to this, in November 2004 the 11 heads of 
state and government of the IC/GLR member countries 
unanimously adopted the Dar es Salaam Declaration 
on Peace, Security and Development in the Great Lakes 
Region in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania. In this declaration 
they declared their collective determination to trans-
form the Great Lakes region into a space of sustainable 
peace and security, political and social stability, and 
shared growth and development for all its states 
and peoples.26

In December 2006 the heads of state and government 
convened again in Nairobi and signed a pact on security, 
stability and development. Th is pact incorporates the 
Dar es Salaam Declaration’s programmes of action 
and protocols.27 One of these protocols currently being 
implemented that is of particular relevance to this paper 
is the Protocol against the Illegal Exploitation of Natural 
Resources (Article 9 of the pact).

Of relevance to this study is the pact’s initial recogni-
tion of the central role of the governance of natural 
resources in statecraft  and consequent confl ict manage-
ment processes. Th e pact recognises in its preamble the 
need for a multi-sectoral cooperation approach for the 
sole benefi t of the peoples of the region. Th is restate-
ment of such an approach has been a positive trend in 
IC/GLR’s summitry diplomacy and other deliberative 
diplomatic and confl ict management activities.

Th e Protocol against the Illegal Exploitation of Natural 
Resources seeks to put in place regional rules and 
mechanisms for combating the illegal exploitation of 
natural resources, which constitute a violation of states’ 
right of permanent sovereignty over the natural re-
sources in their territories and represent a serious source 
of insecurity, instability, tension and confl icts. Th is 
binding and legal protocol re-emphasises the important 

role of good governance in natural resources manage-
ment. It also resonates well with the resource question in 
the member states of the IC/GLR, all of which have had 
natural resources contestation and confl ict situations in 
their political histories.

It should be noted that this enabling environment of 
addressing natural resources contestation has gener-
ally not been fully utilised by the IC/GLR member 
states, especially in their confl ict management eff orts. 
Recognising the politics of natural resources in con-
fl icts in the region allows the underlying causes of such 
confl icts to be properly identifi ed, and environmental 
confl ict management should therefore be a dominant 
tool in all mediation and facilitative processes by 
member states as part of the intermediary role of 
the IC/GLR.

Th is paper also treats natural resources confl ict 
management as an important stage in providing posi-
tive momentum to both mediation and post-confl ict 
reconstruction eff orts. Th e Protocol against the Illegal 
Exploitation of Natural Resources takes cognisance 
of the role of national and international legal contexts 
that address impunity regarding the ‘Environmental 
Crimes of illegal exploitation of natural resources by 
natural persons and other entities’.28 Th is will give 
peace processes legitimacy in their attempts to put in 
place equitable mechanisms and options for sharing 
contested resources in a confl ict. Th eir implementation 
through diplomacy should make clear to contraven-
ing states and entities the consequences of the illegal 
exploitation of natural resources as widely defi ned, 
thus providing the context for environmental confl ict 
management and the politics of natural resources 
confl ict management.

Th e IC/GLR processes’ summitry and multi-sectoral 
diplomacy has initiated the designing of a certifi cation 
manual for monitoring and verifying natural resources 
exploitation.29 Th e IC/GLR’s initial pre-negotiation 
processes before the adoption of the protocols, where 
diff erent actors provided expert input to draw up the 
substance of the nine protocols, gave legitimacy to the 
IC/GLR process. Th rough thematic working groups,30 
natural resources management experts provided to the 
diplomatic stewards of the process the much-needed 
conceptual and substantive links permitting the 
establishment of natural resources confl ict management 
rules and thus contributed to the special nature of 
Article 9.

IGAD: linking confl ict management and 
natural resources management
Th ose attempting to establish peace in East Africa, the 
Horn of Africa and the Great Lakes confl ict systems 
cannot ignore the changing nature of natural resource 
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management. Indeed, it is imperative that the natural 
resources management regimes in the region form a large 
component of confl ict management, given the political-
economic security predicament in these regions.

Th ese areas have experienced widespread resource 
contestations, with oil causing the protracted confl ict in 
Sudan, coltan and other precious metals being contested 
in the DRC, and cattle rustling causing problems in the 
Horn that aff ect pastoralists communities in Kenya, 
Uganda, Ethiopia and Sudan. Th is is coupled with the 
process of natural resources depletion brought about 
by climate change, which has increasingly become an 
additional factor in the already protracted contestations 
over scarce resources in the region. Th e region has 
experienced persistent economic crises, which to a large 
extent have their roots in severely degraded natural 
resources and the environment. Th is, exacerbated by 
recurrent droughts and other natural and human-made 
disasters, results in perpetual poverty and under-devel-
opment, which in turn accelerates the degradation of 
natural resources and the environment, thereby forming 
a vicious cycle. From time immemorial the IGAD region 
has been characterised by massive population move-
ments, pushed by inter-group confl ict and pulled by the 
search for better pastures and water resources, among 
other things.

A signifi cant proportion of the people in the region are 
pastoralists – the greatest number being in Sudan. In 
Ethiopia, about 10–12 per cent of the total population 
is pastoralist, while the fi gure for Djibouti is about 20 
per cent, and 33 per cent and 70 per cent for Eritrea 
and Somalia, respectively.31 Pastoralism in the region 
occurs predominantly in arid and semi-arid lands where 
pastoralists are able to exploit land and conditions that 
normally cannot support rain-fed agriculture, oft en 
practising transhumance to do so.32 Th ese areas have 
traditionally been considered as almost ‘waste lands’, yet 
in a country such as Kenya two-thirds of the livestock 
population is found there. Also, gum arabic, aloe vera 
and a host of minerals are known to exist in these arid 
areas. However, the resources of these parts of the IGAD 

region are not adequately inventoried, nor is there a clear 
understanding of the environmental consequences of 
and confl icts associated with pastoralism.

IGAD, which is a regional confl ict management 
regime,33 has to accept that its confl ict management and 
natural resources management regimes have to comple-
ment each other, in due cognisance of the fact that these 
fi elds have become thoroughly interlinked, together 
making up the sum total of human security.

Policy shifts to natural resources 
confl ict management
It is with the above realities in mind that the policy 
environment for natural resources management has 
evolved dramatically in recent decades. Th ere are no 
more ‘resource frontiers’. In eff ect, virtually every change 
in land use and tenure and land adjudication systems, 
new developments of whatever kind, or any expansion 
of any resource utilisation now involves confl ict.34 Th is 
confl ict can be both objective and subjective and may 
be characterised in the future by legal property tussles 
or outbreaks of violence. Natural resource use also 
continues to be an aggravating factor in armed confl icts 
around the world, and even in cases where the true 
sources of the confl ict may extend beyond disputed 
resources, resource confl icts ultimately become the 
most visible and symbolic causes of the dispute.35 Th is is 
true of the Horn of Africa and the Great Lakes confl ict 
systems, and IGAD needs to accept this as a key part of 
its peacemaking eff orts.

Th e question therefore becomes one of how IGAD 
utilises its diplomatic capacity and role as the regional 
confl ict management regime to reconceptualise its 
natural resources management mandate. Th e answer 
may ultimately lie in the utilisation of other sub-regional 
arrangements that deal with natural resources manage-
ment issues, coupled with these arrangements’ peace and 
security architecture connection. Lying within the same 
geopolitical area is the East African Community (EAC) 
arrangements and protocols that address these municipal 
and trans-boundary realities of resources, their use, and 
their eff ect on the environmental security of communi-
ties both within and outside national boundaries.

A case in point is the EAC protocol that seeks to 
manage shared trans-boundary resources. Tapping into 
such arrangements would to a large extent allow the 
mapping out of an eff ective natural resources confl ict 
management mechanism for IGAD and its member 
states. Th is is a case of concert development diplomacy 
whereby the diff erent regional regimes cooperate to 
achieve the common goal of enhancing human security 
through eff ective confl ict management practices that 
focus on natural resources management. Th ere is also 
need for a coordinated development mechanism, e.g. 
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with the previously discussed IC/GLR process and its 
protocol dealing with the illegal exploitation of natural 
resources. Th is role of being a collaborator in a common 
natural resources confl ict management system for the 
region is legitimate for IGAD because it is the only 
explicitly mandated inter-governmental organisation 
managing the complex confl ict systems of the region 
and their interrelated political, economic and ecological 
problems. Th is would also ensure the rationalisation of 
multi-sectoral concerns that defi ne the confl icts of this 
very volatile region. In essence, this was what IGAD was 
originally conceptualised to deal with.36

In addition to the important and intricate variables 
provided by these case study analyses, a signifi cant 
element that policy has to deal with in the natural 
resources confl ict and management continuum is the 
fact that organised armed groups who are actors in the 
contestation have multiple sources of fi nancing and shift  
from one to another as they are needed. Other factors to 
be considered are confl ict economies that are determined 
by resort to environmental crimes like poaching and 
other drivers of confl ict, and policy and diplomatic 
processes have to take into account these alternative 
confl ict-sustaining variables.37

CONCLUSION

It is with the above images of multi-sectoral and 
multi-actor approaches in mind that confl ict manage-
ment regimes should take into account the dynamics, 
intricacies and problems of natural resources confl icts. 
Dealing with the equitable management of natural 
resources will without doubt go a long way in both the 
confl ict management stages of peace processes and 
statecraft  and in their translation into peace manage-
ment. Sub-regional diplomatic regimes have to therefore 
redefi ne their confl ict management strategies in terms of 
a stronger recognition of natural resources management 
as a powerful negotiation, mediation and post-confl ict 
reconstruction variable.

Th e same applies to the need for diplomatic actors to 
recognise protagonists whose claims may be legitimate 
and may assert legitimate demands at the negotiation 
table, as is the case with Laurent Nkunda’s control of 
natural resources in the DRC in the form of coltan and 
other variables that escalate confl ict and reduce media-
tion and peace momentum.

It is also important to note that in mapping out social 
confl icts in Africa more generally, it is essential to look 
at the multi-causal elements of any confl ict. Variables 
aff ecting social contestations like climate change escalate 
an already volatile situation and this should feed in as an 
important part of the general architecture of the natural 
resources confl ict management system as a whole, 

together with all the other considerations highlighted in 
this paper. It is also important to note that the natural 
resources debate and its eff ects on policy is a complex 
phenomenon and that neither resource abundance nor 
scarcity need necessarily be a criterion for confl ict.38 
Th us, what matters, as this paper posits, is not simply 
whether natural resources are present, but how they are 
actually managed both in the conception of statecraft  in 
periods of peace and in the confl ict management proc-
esses in situations of confl ict. 
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extracted. Th e niobium-dominant mineral is columbite, hence 
the ‘col’ half of the term. Tantalum is used to manufacture the 
electronic capacitors that are of increasing importance in the 
Information Age.

25 Th e phenomenon of ‘wars of a third kind’ is well captured by 
Kaldor, New and old wars.

26 Ibid.

27 Th e International Conference on the Great Lakes Region 
Pact on Security, Stability and Development in the Great 
Lakes Region of 15 December 2006 can be accessed in the 
‘Repository’ section of the offi  cial ICGLR webpage, http://
www.icglr.org/common/docs_repository/pactsecuritystabilit-
ydevelopment.pdf (accessed 20 April 2009).

28 IC/GLR Pact on Security, Stability and Development in the 
Great Lakes Region, article 9, http://www.icglr.org/icglr-pacte.
php (accessed 20 August 2010).

29 Th e IC/GLR Secretariat was tasked on 3 April 2009 with 
setting up a regional certifi cation mechanism for natural 
resources. On the same lines, it should be noted that on 2–3 
April 2009 the fi rst meeting of the Regional Initiative against 
the Illegal Exploitation of Natural Resources was convened 
by the IC/GLR. Th is was an expert meeting that brought 
representatives of diff erent sectors together to discuss the 
question of equitable management of such resources and 
alternative methods of settling resources contestation issues; 
see the ‘Press statement’ section of the IC/GLR website, 
http://www.icglr.org/common/docs/docs_repository/
press%20Release%2006%2004%2009%20NR.pdf (accessed 20 
April 2009).

30 Th e thematic working groups result from the diplomatic 
processes and documents/protocols produced in terms of 
the process. In December 2006 the Pact on Security, Stability 
and Development was signed. Th is pact includes protocols 
and programmes of action and is divided into the thematic 
concerns operationalised by thematic working groups. Th ese 
are the Peace and Security Group, the Democracy and Good 
Governance Protocol and Group, the Economic Development 
and Regional Integration Group, and the group dealing 
with humanitarian and social issues. It should be noted that 
one of the thematic groups and members, the Partnership 
Africa–Canada (PAC), which is a non-governmental organisa-
tion dedicated to building sustainable human development in 

Africa, was tasked with assisting the IC/GLR in advising on 
draft ing the protocols and projects related to the certifi cation 
and movement of natural resources in the region. Th is was as 
a result of PAC’s experience in the Kimberley Process. PAC 
participated in the Dar es Salaam and Nairobi summits and 
ICG/LR working groups and is now working with the IC/
GLR Secretariat (based in Bujumbura, Burundi) to help move 
forward the implementation of the projects dealing with 
certifi cation and movement of natural resources in the Great 
Lakes region; see the PAC website for more on its activities 
with the IC/GLR, http://www.pacweb.org/programs-natural-
resources-e.php (accessed 29 April 2009).

31 See IGAD, Environment and Natural Resources Strategy, April 
2007, http://www.igad.org/ (accessed 21 April 2009).

32 Many pastoralist communities, especially in the Horn of 
Africa, practise transhumance, i.e. in times of stress, livestock 
moves with herders in search of water and pasture, but the 
communities or families remain settled in permanent loca-
tions. Transhumance pastoralists usually depend somewhat 
less on their animals for food than do nomadic ones; see 
Osamba O Josiah, Th e sociology of insecurity: cattle rustling 
and banditry in north-western Kenya, African Journal of 
Confl ict Resolution 2 (2000), 13; see also Oxfam, Climate 
change in Turkana: a way of life under threat (n.d.), http://
www.oxfam.org.uk/whatwedo/issues/climate/storyturkana.
htm (accessed March 2007).

33 See endnote 7, above.

34 See R Ayling and K Kelly, Dealing with confl icts: natural 
resources and dispute resolution, Commonwealth Forestry 
Review 76(3) (1997), 182–185.

35 See W Tungittiplakorn, ‘Highland–lowland confl ict over 
natural resources: a case of Mae Soi, Chiang Mai, Th ailand, 
Journal of Society and Natural Resources 8(2) (1995), 279–288.

36 See endnote 7, above.

37 See Wennmann, Th e political economy of confl ict fi nancing, 428.

38 For example, resource-abundant countries like Botswana, 
Norway and Australia and resource-scarce countries like post-
Second World War Japan have developed without experiencing 
armed confl ict. What is needed is a strategic natural resources 
management regime that deals eff ectively with potential 
confl icts over resources; see Christopher Cramer, Homo eco-
nomicus goes to war: methodological individualism, rational 
choice and the political economy of war, World Development 
11(11) (2002), 1847–1854.



As a leading African human security research 
institution, the Institute for Security Studies 
(ISS) works towards a stable and peaceful Africa 
characterised by sustainable development, human 
rights, the rule of law, democracy, collaborative 
security and gender mainstreaming. The ISS realises 
this vision by:

■  Undertaking applied research, training and 
capacity building 

■  Working collaboratively with others 

■ Facilitating and supporting policy formulation 

■ Monitoring trends and policy implementation 

■  Collecting, interpreting and disseminating 
information 

■  Networking on national, regional and 
international levels

© 2010, Institute for Security Studies

Copyright in the volume as a whole is vested in the Institute 
for Security Studies, and no part may be reproduced 
in whole or in part without the express permission, in 
writing, of both the authors and the publishers.

The opinions expressed do not necessarily refl ect those of the 
Institute, its trustees, members of the Council or donors. Authors 
contribute to ISS publications in their personal capacity.

Published by the Institute for Security Studies,
P O Box 1787, Brooklyn Square 0075
Pretoria, South Africa
Tel: (27-12) 346 9500 Fax: (27-12) 460 0998
iss@issafrica.org 

www.issafrica.org

Design, layout and printing  Marketing Support Services

ISS Paper No 216
Price R15,00

Natural Resources Conflict • ISS Paper 216 • SEPTEMBER 2010

ABOUT THIS PAPER

Natural resources have played a major role in Africa’s public 
arena, defi ning power politics, resource distribution and ger-
rymandering strategies in much of the public administration 
domain. Th ey have also fuelled armed confl icts in Africa, which 
has proven to be a hurdle in eff ective statecraft , while being a 
hindrance to peace processes.

From another perspective, climate change can be viewed 
as an additional burden for the continent on top of its many 
other problems. It expands the purviews of environmental 
security, threatens the very basis of national security and 
escalates social confl icts. However, it is important to note that 
the phenomenon of natural resources confl ict is quite intricate 
and a  mono-causal link between natural resources confl icts and 
climate change would not provide the basis for either a thorough 
confl ict analysis or a proper understanding of natural resources 
confl ict management.

Th is paper seeks to provide a link between natural resources 
and social confl icts, situate the debate within the nexus between 
natural resources management and confl ict management, and 
argue for the use of a multi-actor and multi-level approach 
in dealing with natural resources confl icts in the context of 
confl ict management and peace building.
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