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Summary

This article sheds light on the profound transfor-
mations in the Lake Chad Basin, where the shrink-
ing of the lake and the degradation of its resourc-
es have produced a multidimensional crisis that
intertwines environmental, security, and political
dimensions. Groups such as Boko Haram and the
Islamic State—West Africa Province (ISWAP)
have exploited the collapse of traditional
livelihoods—fishing, farming, and pastoral-
ism—Dby converting them into sources of financ-
ing through taxation and extortion. This has
entrenched a violent economy that fuels their
military operations. Meanwhile, remote military
outposts, suffering from poor equipment and
limited supply lines, have become easy targets for

systematic attacks. Floods and climate change
have further exacerbated community fragility,
causing mass displacement and the breakdown of
traditional conflict resolution mechanisms, which
in turn has enabled armed groups to consolidate
their influence. Politically, the crisis has become a
tool leveraged by both governments and
non-state actors, while competition over scarce
resources has further complicated the regional
landscape. The article concludes that achieving
stability in the region requires a comprehensive
strategy that addresses the environmental and
social roots of the crisis while strengthening
governance capacities and regional cooperation.
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Key Points

* ShrinkingLake, Rising Con-
flict:

The drastic reduction in Lake Chad’s size has led
to a loss of fishing, farming, and grazing resourc-
es, creating a widespread livelihood crisis and
fertile ground for escalating conflicts.

 Exploitation by Armed

Groups:

Boko Haram and ISWAP have capitalized on the
economic collapse by imposing taxes on locals,
turning depleted resources into a major source
of funding for their activities.

* The Economy of Violence:
An informal war economy has emerged, built on
extortion, looting, and the arms trade, which
reinforces the ability of these groups to endure
and expand.

* Weak Military Infrastruc-
ture:

Remote military bases suffer from poor equip-
ment and logistical challenges, making them easy
targets for organized attacks and deepening
soldiers’ sense of vulnerability.

 Climate Change and Dis-
placement:

Environmental disasters, especially floods and
droughts, have worsenedcommunity fragility,
increased displacement, and undermined tradi-
tional mechanisms of coexistence, leading to the
displacement of over three million people.

e Breakdown of Social

Fabric:

The collapse of traditional dispute-resolution
systems has deepened community fragmentation,
creating a vacuum for extremist groups to
expand their influence.

e Political Instrumentaliza-
tion:

Regional governments have used the crisis as a
political tool to secure international aid, while
armed groups have leveraged it to consolidate
their power.

* The Race for Resources:
Intense competition among local and regional
actors over dwindling water and agricultural
resources has intensified conflict and sustained a
cycle of violence.




The transformation of Lake Chad’s geography
has been far more than an environmental
phenomenon; it has become a central factor in
reshaping the political, security, and social
landscape of the Sahel. Since the 1960s, the lake’s
surface area has shrunk by over 90% due to
climate change, recurrent droughts, and the
over-extraction of water. This profound environ-
mental shift has directly impacted the livelihoods
of some 30 million people, deepening their
vulnerability and creating a vacuum for armed
groups to exploit the weakness of state authori-
ty.

Against this backdrop, extremist groups—chiefly
Boko Haram and the Islamic State’s West Africa
Province (ISWAP)—have seized the opportunity
to expand their influence. They have taken
control of vital economic sectors, imposing
"taxes" on local populations in what is now
known as a "violent economy." This economic
control has become a funding base for their
military operations, allowing them to purchase
weapons, manufacture improvised explosive
devices (IEDs), and finance attacks on isolated
military outposts.

Meanwhile, the official military presence in the
area suffers from structural weaknesses, includ-
ing poor equipment and logistical difficulties.
Remote bases have become easy targets for
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ISWAP’s systematic “camp-burning” campaign,
which aims to seize weapons and expand territo-
rial control. These repeated assaults have not
only caused battlefield losses but have also
eroded local populations’ confidence in the
state’s ability to protect them.

Beyond the security dimension, climate change
continues to exacerbate the crisis. Recent floods
have destroyed vast tracts of farmland,
submerged villages, and increased internal
displacement. As resources dwindle, disputes
among farmers, herders, and fishers have intensi-
fied, particularly after traditional leaders, who
once mediated such conflicts, were targeted by
armed groups. This collapse of traditional social
structures has left communities more susceptible
to recruitment and exploitation.

In this context, this article seeks to answer a
central research question: Can the Lake Chad
Basin states, along with their partners,
develop a comprehensive strategy to
address the root causes of the environmen-
tal crisis and curb the expansion of armed
groups? Or will the region remain an open
arena for violent economies and escalating
conflicts, threatening regional stability and human
security?
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For the communities surrounding Lake Chad,
fishing, farming, and livestock herding have histor-
ically been the backbone of their economic and
social stability. This foundation has been radically
transformed by armed groups like Boko Haram
and ISWAP, who have recognized the strategic
value of these sectors not only as sources of
food but as sustainable streams of revenue. By
seizing control of production areas and trade
routes, they have imposed taxation systems,
turning once-livelihood-centered activities into
components of a violent economy where a
substantial portion of revenues is funneled into
financing their military expansion.

Once the lifeline of the local econo-
my, fishing has become a direct target. Armed
groups have capitalized on government restric-
tions on access to fishing zones, forcing fishers to
operate under their control in exchange for
paying fixed fees on each catch. In some cases,
these groups provide "protection” against rival
militias, reinforcing local dependence on them as
intermediaries.

Armed groups have exploited the
displacement of farmers from fertile lands by
taking over these areas and redistributing them
in exchange for allegiance or financial terms.
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They have imposed post-harvest levies on crops,
sometimes raising rates to several times their
previous levels, thereby increasing farmers'
dependence on the groups that control access to
markets, water, and fertilizers.

The lucrative livestock trade, particu-
larly of the prized Kuri cattle, has not been
spared. Armed groups impose levies on herders
for the use of traditional grazing areas and confis-
cate herds from those who resist. The livestock
is then sold in markets through intermediaries or
smuggled across borders, ensuring a steady cash
flow.

This control is part of a broader strategy to estab-
lish an alternative governance model. Armed
groups have gone beyond taxation to institution-
alize a quasi-local administration, organizing
economic activities, setting rules for conflict reso-
lution, and providing "services" like securing
trade routes. These practices lend them a degree
of legitimacy in the eyes of some residents who
have lost faith in the state, but in reality, they
integrate the local economy into the machinery
of war financing and further isolate communities.

This complex reality makes it difficult to
separate the economic dimension from the
security dimension of the conflict, as purely
civilian activities have become embedded within
the dynamics of war.
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Remote military outposts in the Lake Chad Basin
represent one of the most significant vulnerabili-
ties in the region’s security architecture. Located
in geographically isolated areas amid islands and
swamps, they are extremely difficult to supply
and reinforce, making them ideal targets for
ISWAP. The group has adopted a systematic
strategy it calls the “camp-burning” doctrine, in
which attacks on these remote sites are designed
to paralyze security forces and, more important-
ly, to seize weapons, ammunition, and equip-
ment.

This strategy is brutally effective. Clashes often
last for hours without the arrival of air or ground
reinforcements. Documented incidents, such as
the attack on Malam Fatori on the Nigeria—Niger
border, show troops fighting alone for hours
before the attackers withdraw with captured
weapons. This breakdown in supply lines not
only damages morale but also emboldens ISWAP
to repeat such operations.
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Geography plays a fundamental role in this vulner-
ability. The lake’s remote islands and intricate
waterways offer safe havens inaccessible to
government forces, who often lack the advanced
naval or amphibious capabilities required. This
forces a reliance on aerial strikes, but ISWAP has
adapted by constructing underground shelters
and fortifications within villages, making it difficult
to target them without causing collateral damage.

The repeated targeting of these outposts under-
mines local populations’ trust in the state’s ability
to protect them, pushing some communities
toward cooperation with the militants. Address-
ing this flaw requires a comprehensive reassess-
ment of military deployment, focusing on
strengthening rapid mobility, enhancing naval
capabilities, and improving early-warning and
communication systems.
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The multidimensional crisis in the Lake Chad
Basin has become a political pressure card wield-
ed by both governments and armed groups.
Some regional governments leverage the coun-
ter-terrorism agenda to obtain military and finan-
cial support from international partners, trans-
forming the crisis into a tool for legitimizing
exceptional powers and restricting public
freedoms. In parallel, armed groups exploit
ethnic tensions and social grievances to mobilize
support against the authorities, deepening
divisions and increasing the fragility of local
communities.

Security cooperation among the basin states is
often subject to complex political calculations,
with bilateral disputes slowing the effectiveness
of joint military operations.

The media and political discourse surrounding
the lake have also become part of a broader
power game, with governments sometimes
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fying or downplaying the scale of the threat to
suit their immediate interests. This manipulation
of information obstructs the development of a
realistic and sustainable regional response.

Regional and international actors are also impli-
cated. Some major powers view the Lake Chad
Basin as a theater for enhancing their military or
intelligence presence, with interventions often
carrying underlying strategic objectives, such as
securing resources or expanding spheres of
influence.

Even the humanitarian crisis has become a
bargaining chip, with some actors deliberately
obstructing the delivery of aid to pressure oppo-
nents or punish communities suspected of
supporting armed groups.

This politicization of aid compounds civilian
suffering and feeds into the narratives of armed
groups.
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The Lake Chad Basin is now marked by an
intense competition over scarce natural resourc-
es. Decades of declining water levels have driven
local communities, armed groups, and states into
a frenzied race to control what remains of fertile
lands and water sources. This competition is
inseparable from the political and military dimen-
sions of the conflict, as various actors exploit the
situation to consolidate their influence and
reshape the region’s geopolitical map.

As resources dwindle, control over specific sites
has become a matter of survival for communities
and a leverage tool for armed groups. The grow-
ing internal displacement has further reshaped
the population map, with factions and govern-
ments alike exploiting this shift to redistribute
influence by supporting certain displaced commu-
nities in exchange for loyalty.
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The growing internal displacement caused by
resource depletion has contributed to reshaping
the population map in the region. Armed factions
and governments alike have exploited this shift to
redistribute influence. For example, one actor
might support a displaced community in
exchange for political or military loyalty, while
other groups may seek to expel rivals from strate-
gic areas to impose exclusive control over land
and water

This manipulation of the demographic map deep-
ens ethnic and tribal divisions, making long-term
peacebuilding efforts increasingly difficult.

The interweaving of environmental, economic,
political, and military factors makes it nearly
impossible to address one dimension in isolation
from the others, posing serious challenges to any
sustainable development efforts.
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The Lake Chad Basin stands as a stark example of the interwoven nature of envi-

ronmental crises and security dynamics in Africa. Climate change and resource
loss do not occur in a vacuum; they interact with weak state institutions, regional
power competition, and the rise of armed groups to produce a complex and

constantly evolving conflict. Any effective response must be multi-layered, linking sustainable
resource management, the strengthening of local governance, and enhanced regional securi-
ty cooperation.

The success of such a strategy depends on the commitment of the riparian states to over-
come their disputes, build effective mechanisms for regional cooperation, and secure
sustained international support that focuses on capacity-building rather than temporary
fixes. Without such a comprehensive approach, the economies of violence will remain
deeply entrenched, and the conflicts in the Lake Chad Basin will continue to reproduce them-
selves at an accelerating pace.
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