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Abstract  

This is a review paper which examines the environmental consequences of 

armed conflict with a special focus on the northeastern region of Nigeria. 

Armed conflict today is common phenomena in all parts of the globe which is 

equally not new in the northeastern region of Nigeria, as a result of the dreadful 

activities of the Boko Haram insurgents. The history of armed conflict goes back 

to pre-modern period while its environmental effects increases with 

sophistication of the weapons used to fight the wars.  Human livelihood is 

largely depended on the environment while modern warfare is a major factor 

causing environmental and natural resources devastation by causing pollution, 

overexploitation of natural resources and habitat destruction. Realizing such 

dangerous effects on the environment the United Nations stepped in by adopting 

some measures that will ensure the protection of the environment in the event 

of armed conflicts. However, even with such measures the environments 

continue to suffer serious devastation. It is in line with this that the UN has to 

take tougher measures to ensure the safeguards of the environment by 

punishing those involved more than the damaged caused. This will enable 

restoration of the environment to certain level and possibly averting or 

reducing future occurrences. 
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Introduction  

‘’Safeguarding the environment is one of the foundations of 

security and peace’’ said Kofi Anan former UN Secretary 

General (UNHCR 2001). 

 

Armed conflict is a serious global threat today, with large number of countries 

facing one type or another type of armed conflict; some are envisaging an 
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eminent armed conflict while others are recovering from armed conflict. These 

conflicts are largely the cause of human suffering today as they lead to loss of 

human lives, economic problems and cause devastating harm on the 

environment and natural resources. There is no doubt that in a situation of 

conflict human lives and property seems to be priority concern while the 

environmental concern is relegated to the background. Although it cannot be 

disputed that human lives and properties should be placed above in terms of 

priority, it should be known that the population largely depends on the 

environment and therefore the destruction of the environment and the natural 

resources is almost the destruction of human means of existence. This therefore 

suggests that the environment need to be jealously guarded if human existence 

should be protected. This is because destruction of the environment is a clear 

indication of jeopardizing the future and which puts livelihood security at risk. 

Derived effects of such as displacement may in turn exacerbate the toll on the 

natural environment.  In some situations, the environmental impacts of the 

armed conflict extend over large areas and continue for years or even decades 

after hostilities come to an end. Destruction or degradation of the natural 

environment during armed conflict may have serious humanitarian 

repercussions. It may threaten the well-being, health and survival of entire 

populations for extended periods of time (ICRC, 2011). During the 1991 Gulf 

War, 732 Kuwaiti oil wells (85%) were sabotaged by the retreating Iraqi 

forces.25 of these, 613 of the wells were ignited, spewing out five million 

barrels of oil effuse every day (Mohammed, 1993). It is estimated that a total of 

one billion barrels of oil were burned by November 1991 when the last fires 

were brought under control (Kristine, 2005). As a result of the Boko Haram 

insurgency as well, so many buildings, vehicles, human lives, farms, body of 

waters and forests were destroyed, set ablaze or polluted which significantly 

affects the environment and means of livelihood. Some areas remain 

impenetrable because mines were buried in such areas making it dangerous for 

the living organisms in the area.  

Armed conflict is indeed a serious global threat which affects human lives, 

property and the environment. However environmental concern are not heard 

in situation of armed conflicts, thus in event of conflict, consideration is only 

given to human lives and property while environmental concerns are either not 

discussed at all or lauded after the conflict might have ended. It is therefore 

imperative to note that armed conflict can be short-term while the 

environmental impact can last longer than expected thereby having long-term 

impact on the population living not only in that environment but far beyond.  
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Nature and tactics of contemporary armed conflicts  

Armed conflicts generally differ in terms of their environmental impacts and 

derived humanitarian effects in relation to the nature of the armed conflict. In a 

situation involving non state actors then it means engaging in guerilla tactics. 

Such conflicts are often drawn out and fought with different types of means of 

warfare when compared to practices involving international armed conflicts 

between two or more states (Creveld, 2008). Most state actors continue to rely 

on so-called Blitzkrieg tactics (Lightening War) - involving mechanized 

machinery used at high speed in coordination with air support, while guerilla 

movements most often conduct their hostilities at a slower pace, taking shelter 

in remote mountainous or forested areas (Hammes, 2008). As is the case with 

the insurgency in the northeastern region of Nigeria where the insurgents are 

taking cover in the Sambisa forest and the Lake Chad areas where any attack 

launched in the area of their hideout have been surely causing the destruction 

of the environment. Farmlands, fishing facilities, water, forests, animals, fish 

and birds are destroyed. These tactics are likely to expose the environment to 

different types of damage and degradation. 

 

Impacts and Consequences of Armed Conflicts  

The human and animal population depends on the natural environment for their 

survival during and after armed conflict. The natural environment has a crucial 

role in providing livelihood and prosperity once the conflict has ended, thus it 

should indeed be a precondition of post-conflict reconstruction. Destruction of 

the environment natural resources such as water, soil, trees, and wildlife are the 

“wealth of the poor,” their damage and destruction during armed conflict can 

undermine livelihoods, act as a driver of poverty and forced migration, and even 

trigger local conflict it is therefore thought to negatively impact the prospects 

for durable peace Clionadh, R. & Henrik, U. (2007). For instance large and 

productive areas such as the area of Lake Chad where large population depends 

on for food and income have been threatened by the Boko Haram insurgency 

as the means of livelihood have been destroyed while the population fled the 

area.  Disturbances to ecosystems - whether caused directly, indirectly, 

deliberately, or incidentally - has the potential to cause problems far beyond the 

initial damage inflicted by conflict.  

 

Armed Conflict and Environmental Pollution 

Pollution is among the most serious environmental effects of armed conflict 

globally today. It can take different forms as both the military group and the 
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armed groups can be responsible for pollution of the environment. It can equally 

emanate from the human or economic crisis generated by the armed conflict.  

Conflicts in sub-Saharan Africa in contemporary days have resulted in to 

serious pollution as it has been one of the major issues during humanitarian 

crisis. Refugees and internally displaced people often find themselves living in 

conditions so overcrowded that they become a significant source of potential 

pollution. This is similar to the situation obtained in the Internally Displaced 

Persons Camps (IDPs) Camps in the northeastern region of Nigeria. In their 

need to subsist, the displaced may pollute surface water; in their plight, they 

may bring infectious diseases. The latter concern threatens not just the health 

of human populations but also that of the indigenous wildlife (Kalpers 2001). 

Pollution of rivers and lakes also occurs when human bodies are deposited in 

them and decompose, as it occurred during the Rwanda genocide. This is a 

similar situation that happened in many areas in the northeastern region such as 

the mass killings and decomposition of bodies in Baga and Bama in Borno state 

and in Katarko in Yobe State where many were killed and thrown in to a well 

apart from the mass killings that took place in various areas.  

 

Armed Conflict and Overexploitation of Natural Resources 

Over-exploitation of natural resources is often directly linked to armed conflict, 

and occurs for both subsistence and commercial reasons. One immediate result 

of political instability during war is that local people often cannot grow basic 

crops. For their survival, they are increasingly forced to depend on wild foods 

such as bush meat and wild food plants. At the same time, displaced people 

usually collect firewood, food plants, and other natural resources in the areas 

they have moved to. Such exploitation on a large scale may be unsustainable 

even in the short term. The situation may be made worse if these people lack 

local knowledge of optimal resource management practices. When displaced 

people return to their homelands, moreover, they are often forced to rely heavily 

on natural resources until they can re-establish their normal livelihoods, 

including agriculture. In addition, humanitarian organizations themselves often 

use excessive amounts of local wood for construction. All of these factors can 

result in resource scarcity or degradation, and may seriously affect long-term 

livelihoods of the indigenous residents (Jacobs and Schloeder 2001).  

In all cases, the breakdown of law enforcement and traditional local controls 

makes sustainable resource management even more challenging. It is important 

to understand that incentives for local communities to conserve resources and 

species decrease when economic benefits from them decline. This is true even 

in areas that are not directly affected by armed conflict. In Zimbabwe, for 
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example, recent political instability has severely undercut tourism revenues, 

leading to widespread illegal hunting on certain communal lands where people 

once benefited from the Communal Areas Management Programme for 

Indigenous Resources (CAMPFIRE) program. Incentives for local 

communities to conserve natural resources are also far greater in places where 

they were allowed to participate in the planning and management of protected 

areas. For example, the survival of Awash National Park in Ethiopia during 

extended periods of instability is largely attributed to the participation of local 

communities in the park’s management (Jacobs and Schloeder 2001). 

Uncertainty over future access rights encourages unsustainable resource use for 

short-term gain. This is equally similar to the situation that happened in the 

Lake Chad area where large amount of fishes used to be harvested in 

commercial quantity, but due to the conflict the insurgents occupied the area 

took over the activity. 

 

Armed in Relation to Habitat Destruction and Impact on Wildlife 

Habitat destruction and the accompanying effects it has on human and wildlife 

are the clear effects of armed conflicts on environment which are generally 

undertaken for subsistence, strategic or commercial benefits by the insurgents 

or soldier prosecuting the war. The environment is sometime directly affected 

through destroying the vegetation in order to ease mobility, improve mobility. 

In Rwanda in 1991, the Rwandan army cut a swath 50 to 100 meters wide 

through the bamboo forest connecting the Virunga Volcanoes in order to reduce 

the possibility of ambush along a key trail (Kalpers 2001b). This is not peculiar 

to Rwanda, but even in the northeast of Nigeria such tactics are employed by 

the national army which is also environmentally unfriendly. 

In situation where large numbers of displaced people are resettled, they often 

resort to clearing away vegetation in order to acquire farmlands and to obtain 

firewood. These are common practices that swiftly lead to deforestation and 

erosion. Since refugees and internally displaced people are often located in 

ecologically marginal and vulnerable areas, the ability of the environment to 

subsequently recover may be limited. Protected areas may be affected if 

displaced people settle inside or near them, as occurred in and around Virunga 

National Park in 1994 (Kalpers 2001a). Vegetation may also be destroyed 

during and immediately following periods of conflict, for example when 

valuable minerals exist and are being  extracted, often in the absence of 

environmental controls (Austin and Bruch 2000). Equally in the northeastern 

region of Nigeria, the displaced are settled in the urban areas but with no source 

of income as their means of livelihood have been completely destroyed. Some 
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of the displaced chose to be on their own instead of staying in the camps and 

have to look for means of survival. This enables them to hunt for the available 

resources in the nearby bush such as firewood, animals and leaves.  

 

Protecting the environment during armed conflict  

A legal framework dictating environmental protection – its role and impact 

International law has since the adoption of Additional Protocol I in 1977 

explicitly obliged belligerent parties to armed conflicts to take due care of the 

natural environment. Still, armed conflicts invariably lead to environmental 

damage. General principles of civilian protection extend to the natural 

environment during armed conflict. In addition, specific rules of humanitarian 

law provide special protection to the environment. The content and scope and 

applicability of these rules of international law will not be dealt with in this 

paper , but we must acknowledge the existence of such laws.  

Article 35 concerns basic rules regarding the means and methods of warfare. 

Paragraph 3 stipulates that “it is prohibited to employ methods or means of 

warfare which are intended, or may be expected, to cause widespread, long-

term and severe damage to the natural environment.” The Article thus protects 

the natural environment per se – which had never been done before – and 

applies not only to intentional damage, but also to expected collateral damage. 

Importantly, specific intent is not necessary.  

Article 55 provides specific protection for the environment within the context 

of the protection granted to civilian objects. It also explicitly prohibits attacks 

on the environment by way of reprisals. 

The common core of these two Articles is the prohibition of warfare that may 

cause “widespread, long-term and severe damage to the natural environment.” 

The scope of these provisions initially appears extensive. However, important 

questions remain with regard to the threshold at which the damaging activity 

violates international law. Indeed, this triple standard is a cumulative 

requirement, meaning that to qualify as prohibited “damage,” the impact must 

be widespread and long-term and severe. The Protocol fails to define these 

terms, resulting in a high, uncertain and imprecise threshold.8  

One commentary on Article 35(3) has accordingly noted that it would “not 

impose any significant limitation on combatants waging conventional warfare. 

It seems primarily directed instead to high-level decision-makers and would 

affect such unconventional means of warfare as the massive use of herbicides 

and chemical agents which could produce widespread, long-term and severe 

damage to the natural environment. 
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Conclusion  

Indeed there is no certainty bringing an end to armed conflict completely at the 

global level, equally environmental consequences of armed conflict will 

continue to remain a global threat. This true because internal and international 

conflict will continue to be fought in as much as interest continue to differ.  It 

is however, important to note that in as much as armed conflict is inevitable, 

there is need to try and explore sustainable means protecting the effects of such 

on the environment at both local and international level. 

 

Recommendations 

Base on the above presentation, it is pertinent to suggest some ways through 

which the environment should be protected in situation war, thus the following 

are recommended: 

1. There should be comprehensive planned to worked out and agreed by 

all countries regarding protection of the environment while prosecuting 

any type of armed conflict, locally or internationally. 

2. The International Court of Justice should deal with any country or group 

that adopted strategy of environmental destruction intentionally or 

unintentionally within the provisions of the international law.    

3. Any country or groups supporting those involved in destruction of the 

environment during armed conflicts should be sanctioned 

internationally in addition to being reported to the international court of 

justice for necessary measures.  
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