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Africa faces a climate-conflict poverty
trap. Growth is the best solution

Piyaset/Shutterstock

New projections highlight the feedback loop between lower growth and
increased conflict risk in Africa under climate change.

Reprinted by permission from VoxDev (https://voxdev.org/topic/macroeconomics-growth/africa-
faces-climate-conflict-poverty-trap-growth-best-solution)
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Editor's note: The authors have made slides available to accompany this research here
(https://voxdev.org/sites/default/files/2025-12/Climate_conflict_poverty_traps.pdf).

Climate change threatens many aspects of human society, ranging from agricultural productivity
(https://voxdev.org/topic/agriculture/strengthening-climate-resilience-agriculture), to migration
(https://voxdev.org/topic/migration-urbanisation/should-they-stay-or-should-they-go-climate-
migrants-and-local), to infant mortality (https://voxdev.org/topic/energy-environment/climate-change-
and-infant-mortality). Poorer countries tend to be especially susceptible to these threats due to
greater exposure to warming, macroeconomic structure, and limited resources to facilitate
adaptation. The multitude of risks that developing nations face as a consequence of climate change
generate many chances for interactions and feedback loops to exacerbate effects. In recent research
(Ferguson et al. 2025), we explore how economic growth and civil conflict incidence in African
countries jointly evolve in response to climate change.

How could a climate-conflict poverty trap arise?
Three previous research findings suggest that climate change may induce poverty-trap style
dynamics, in which countries' economies grow especially slowly or even contract, due in part to
increased civil conflict incidence. First, warming will tend to slow economic growth in African
countries (Burke et al. 2015). This macroeconomic impact is likely mediated by many mechanisms
(https://voxdev.org/topic/macroeconomics-growth/macroeconomics-and-climate-change), but in our
analyses we attempt to isolate effects that are unrelated to conflict. Second, poorer countries in
Africa suffer from especially large increases in conflict risk in response to temperature shocks,
whereas richer countries experience almost no change (Burke et al. 2024). Third, conflict itself is
disastrous for growth (https://voxdev.org/topic/macroeconomics-growth/long-term-economic-
consequences-war-lessons-conflict-trap-laos), in addition to its massive human and social costs.
These three findings suggest a vicious cycle: warming increases conflict risk in poor countries while
conflict and warming both slow growth. If these effects are strong enough, and warming persistent
enough, countries can be pushed into a low-growth, high-conflict equilibrium.

Warming, growth, and conflict in Africa: 1960-2023
The first step to understanding whether the three relationships we describe above are strong enough
to substantially reduce growth and increase conflict incidence is to measure them. To this end, we put
together a panel dataset describing temperature, economic growth, and civil conflict incidence for 51
African countries spanning 1960-2023.

Our findings generally align with previous results. As demonstrated in our earlier work (Burke et al.
2024), poorer countries experience greater increases in conflict risk in response to a temperature
shock. The likelihood of civil conflict increases by 10 percentage points for each degree C of warming
in the poorest African nations, whereas the richest do not experience any increase in conflict risk.
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The vast majority of African nations also experience slower growth as a consequence of increased
temperature, even after excluding the effects of conflict. We find that a year with an average
temperature of 30° C is expected to have about 4 percentage points slower growth than a year at
18.9° C. While still substantial, this effect is notably smaller than previous estimates (Burke et al.
2015), likely due to our exclusion of the conflict mechanism.

Finally, we find that civil conflict incidence slows growth. The typical conflict event reduces the growth
rate of GDP per capita by 1.5 percentage points, nearly eliminating growth for the average country in
our sample. While these effects are short lived on average, only occurring in the year of incidence,
conflict is persistent. We find that conflict risk is about 63 percentage points higher in the year
following a conflict event.

Simulating growth and conflict under climate change
We use the three key estimated relationships described above to simulate how income per capita and
civil conflict incidence evolve out to 2100 under RCP 7.0, a benchmark climate change scenario. We
run 1000 simulations to incorporate uncertainty from our estimates along with climate change
projections from different global circulation models. It is important to note that these simulations do
not incorporate any model of global macroeconomic shocks, nor do we simulate policy changes that
may alter the empirical relationships we estimate. Our simulation findings should be interpreted more
as what may happen absent policy changes and major macroeconomic shocks.

Each run also simulates growth and conflict in three additional scenarios. First, we hold temperature
constant at its 2023 level, providing us with a "no climate change" baseline. Second, we shut down the
direct effect of warming on conflict by using the simulated values from the "no climate change"
scenario, but allow for effects of warming on growth. Third, we eliminate warming's direct effect on
growth while allowing for effects on conflict. Using these four sets of simulated growth and conflict,
we can decompose the effects of warming into direct effects, indirect effects that arise due to
warming's direct effects on the other outcome (e.g. the effect of warming on conflict due to
warming's effect on growth), and feedback effects that only manifest when climate change can
directly influence both growth and conflict risk.

The continent average income per capita and conflict incidence rate series for each simulation are
shown in Figure 1. In the absence of climate change, income per capita grows at a nearly constant
rate, reaching about twice its level in 2023 by 2100, while conflict incidence falls through the end of
the century, from nearly 40% in the early 2020s to about 30%. In contrast, economic growth slows and
in many cases reverses under RCP 7.0. Especially concerning are the 13% of simulations in which the
average African country has lower income per capita in 2100 than in 2023. This decline in economic
growth is accompanied by an increase in conflict incidence, with the average country spending four
additional years between 2023 and 2100 in conflict under climate change.

Figure 1: Aggregate income per capita and conflict trajectories under no additional warming and
RCP 7.0.
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Notes: The top two panels show the natural log of average income per capita across the 51 African
countries in our sample. The solid black line shows the observed trajectory and the many light blue or
dark red lines show simulated trajectories out to 2100. The bottom panels are similar, but show the
share of the sample countries that experience a civil conflict event in a given year. The panels on the
left in light blue show simulations with no additional warming in years beyond 2023 and the panels on
the right show simulations under RCP 7.0. The bars on the right of each panel display the distribution
of simulated outcomes in 2100.

Our decomposition of these effects reveals that 14% of the reduction in income per capita under
climate change is due to indirect effects of conflict and feedback effects. This average, however,
obscures tail risks in which countries fall into a particularly bad equilibrium. In 7% of country
simulations, conflict contributes more than 50% of the decline in economic growth. These findings
suggest that at least some countries face a non-negligible risk of falling into a climate-conflict
poverty trap.
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Strikingly, 82% of the increase in conflict incidence under warming is due to indirect effects through
growth and feedback effects. The reason for this is the strong moderating effect of income per capita
on the climate-conflict relationship. As countries grow, they become less susceptible to climate-
induced conflict. In contrast, when warming slows growth directly and through feedbacks between
growth and conflict, conflict is much more responsive to an increase in temperature.

Policy can leverage feedback between conflict and growth for better
outcomes
Our findings highlight the important links between broader development policy and peacekeeping.
The flip side of the feedback loops and indirect effects which exacerbate the negative effect of
climate change on economic growth and conflict is that policy can also exploit these channels to
generate additional benefits. Of particular note is the extremely powerful role of growth in
determining conflict outcomes under climate change. Our simulations suggest that a 1 percentage
point annual growth rate boost more than offsets the increase in conflict incidence under climate
change. One interpretation of this is that any growth-promoting policy provides a large additional
social benefit in the form of reduced future conflict incidence.

One potentially fruitful path is weakening the relationship between warming and conflict, particularly
in poorer countries. We have previously discussed (https://voxdev.org/topic/institutions-political-
economy/climate-change-causes-conflict-how-can-policy-respond) a number of policies that are
empirically shown to limit the impacts of temperature shocks on conflict risk, including a stronger
social safety net, weakening the link between weather and income (e.g. by irrigating agricultural land
(https://voxdev.org/topic/agriculture/why-irrigation-infrastructure-projects-are-key-food-security-and-
climate)), and greater political inclusion (https://voxdev.org/topic/energy-environment/how-climate-
shocks-trigger-inter-group-conflicts-evidence-africas). Our analysis here suggests that in addition to
any direct effects these policies may have on growth, we can reasonably expect them to yield an
additional indirect growth benefit by reducing conflict.

An important negative finding of our paper is that mitigating emissions to limit climate change is not
enough to prevent the majority of reductions in growth and increases in conflict we simulate. Under
RCP 4.5, a more optimistic climate change scenario, we find declines in GDP per capita about 60% of
those under RCP 7.0. While this is in no manner an argument against cutting emissions, it suggests
that more needs to be done to limit the massive damages to African nations expected under climate
change in the absence of policy intervention.

Read the original story here (https://voxdev.org/topic/macroeconomics-growth/africa-faces-
climate-conflict-poverty-trap-growth-best-solution)

Editors' recommendations
The Sendai Framework Monitor: Essential for disaster risk reduction in Africa
(https://www.undrr.org/news/sendai-framework-monitor-essential-disaster-risk-reduction-africa)

1/21/26, 9:29 AM Africa: Climate-conflict poverty trap: Growth the best solution | PreventionWeb

https://www.preventionweb.net/news/africa-faces-climate-conflict-poverty-trap-growth-best-solution 5/9

https://voxdev.org/topic/institutions-political-economy/climate-change-causes-conflict-how-can-policy-respond
https://voxdev.org/topic/institutions-political-economy/climate-change-causes-conflict-how-can-policy-respond
https://voxdev.org/topic/institutions-political-economy/climate-change-causes-conflict-how-can-policy-respond
https://voxdev.org/topic/agriculture/why-irrigation-infrastructure-projects-are-key-food-security-and-climate
https://voxdev.org/topic/agriculture/why-irrigation-infrastructure-projects-are-key-food-security-and-climate
https://voxdev.org/topic/agriculture/why-irrigation-infrastructure-projects-are-key-food-security-and-climate
https://voxdev.org/topic/energy-environment/how-climate-shocks-trigger-inter-group-conflicts-evidence-africas
https://voxdev.org/topic/energy-environment/how-climate-shocks-trigger-inter-group-conflicts-evidence-africas
https://voxdev.org/topic/energy-environment/how-climate-shocks-trigger-inter-group-conflicts-evidence-africas
https://voxdev.org/topic/macroeconomics-growth/africa-faces-climate-conflict-poverty-trap-growth-best-solution
https://voxdev.org/topic/macroeconomics-growth/africa-faces-climate-conflict-poverty-trap-growth-best-solution
https://voxdev.org/topic/macroeconomics-growth/africa-faces-climate-conflict-poverty-trap-growth-best-solution
https://www.undrr.org/news/sendai-framework-monitor-essential-disaster-risk-reduction-africa
https://www.undrr.org/news/sendai-framework-monitor-essential-disaster-risk-reduction-africa


Is this page useful? Yes No

Report an issue on this page (/contact/website-feedback)

Fragile contexts, strong partnership: supporting adaptive social protection in the Sahel
(/news/fragile-contexts-strong-partnership-supporting-adaptive-social-protection-sahel)

Horn of Africa floods and drought, 2020-2023 - Forensic analysis (/resource/horn-africa-floods-
and-drought-2020-2023-forensic-analysis)

Water security and fragility in South Sudan – rising from the depths (/news/water-security-and-
fragility-south-sudan-rising-depths)

We must embrace complexity to tackle climate change, conflict and environmental degradation
(/news/we-must-embrace-complexity-tackle-climate-change-conflict-and-environmental-
degradation)

Explore further
Themes Climate change (/themes/climate-change)

Fragility and conflict (/themes/fragility-and-conflict)

Country and region Africa (/knowledge-base/continents-countries/Africa)

Share this

www.preventionweb.net/quick/99178

     

 

Please note: Content is displayed as last posted by a PreventionWeb community member or
editor. The views expressed therein are not necessarily those of UNDRR, PreventionWeb, or its
sponsors. See our terms of use (/terms-and-conditions-use-preventionweb)



PreventionWeb is the global knowledge sharing platform for
disaster risk reduction (DRR) and resilience (/about-preventionweb).

1/21/26, 9:29 AM Africa: Climate-conflict poverty trap: Growth the best solution | PreventionWeb

https://www.preventionweb.net/news/africa-faces-climate-conflict-poverty-trap-growth-best-solution 6/9

javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
https://www.preventionweb.net/contact/website-feedback
https://www.preventionweb.net/news/fragile-contexts-strong-partnership-supporting-adaptive-social-protection-sahel
https://www.preventionweb.net/news/fragile-contexts-strong-partnership-supporting-adaptive-social-protection-sahel
https://www.preventionweb.net/resource/horn-africa-floods-and-drought-2020-2023-forensic-analysis
https://www.preventionweb.net/resource/horn-africa-floods-and-drought-2020-2023-forensic-analysis
https://www.preventionweb.net/resource/horn-africa-floods-and-drought-2020-2023-forensic-analysis
https://www.preventionweb.net/news/water-security-and-fragility-south-sudan-rising-depths
https://www.preventionweb.net/news/water-security-and-fragility-south-sudan-rising-depths
https://www.preventionweb.net/news/water-security-and-fragility-south-sudan-rising-depths
https://www.preventionweb.net/news/we-must-embrace-complexity-tackle-climate-change-conflict-and-environmental-degradation
https://www.preventionweb.net/news/we-must-embrace-complexity-tackle-climate-change-conflict-and-environmental-degradation
https://www.preventionweb.net/news/we-must-embrace-complexity-tackle-climate-change-conflict-and-environmental-degradation
https://www.preventionweb.net/themes/climate-change
https://www.preventionweb.net/themes/fragility-and-conflict
https://www.preventionweb.net/knowledge-base/continents-countries/Africa
https://www.preventionweb.net/terms-and-conditions-use-preventionweb
https://www.preventionweb.net/terms-and-conditions-use-preventionweb
https://www.preventionweb.net/about-preventionweb
https://www.preventionweb.net/about-preventionweb
https://www.preventionweb.net/about-preventionweb


Newsletter (/subscribe-preventionweb-updates)
Submit your content (/submit-your-content) | Blog
pitches (/contact) | Submission and publishing policy
(/upload-your-content/content-submission-policy)
About PreventionWeb (/about-preventionweb) | Contact us (/contact)

 (//www.undrr.org)

UNDRR is the lead UN agency for the coordination of disaster risk reduction.
We help decision makers across the globe better understand and act on risk.

UNDRR Site directory (https://www.undrr.org/undrr-directory)

Our work (https://www.undrr.org/our-work)  Contact (https://www.undrr.org/contact-us)

PreventionWeb (https://www.preventionweb.net/)
Understand risk (https://www.preventionweb.net/understanding-disaster-risk)
Risk data (https://www.preventionweb.net/understanding-disaster-risk/disaster-losses-and-statistics)
International Recovery Platform (IRP) (https://recovery.preventionweb.net/)
ARISE Private Sector Alliance (https://www.ariseglobalnetwork.org/)
Sendai Framework Voluntary Commitments (SFVC) (https://sendaicommitments.undrr.org/)
MCR2030 (https://mcr2030.undrr.org/resilience-roadmap)
Sendai Framework Monitor (SFM) (https://sendaimonitor.undrr.org/)
Training (https://www.undrr.org/our-work/training)
Events (https://www.undrr.org/our-impact/event-calendar)
Research and publications (https://www.undrr.org/publications)

1/21/26, 9:29 AM Africa: Climate-conflict poverty trap: Growth the best solution | PreventionWeb

https://www.preventionweb.net/news/africa-faces-climate-conflict-poverty-trap-growth-best-solution 7/9

https://www.preventionweb.net/subscribe-preventionweb-updates
https://www.preventionweb.net/submit-your-content
https://www.preventionweb.net/submit-your-content
https://www.preventionweb.net/contact
https://www.preventionweb.net/contact
https://www.preventionweb.net/contact
https://www.preventionweb.net/upload-your-content/content-submission-policy
https://www.preventionweb.net/upload-your-content/content-submission-policy
https://www.preventionweb.net/about-preventionweb
https://www.preventionweb.net/about-preventionweb
https://www.preventionweb.net/contact
https://www.preventionweb.net/contact
https://www.undrr.org/
https://www.undrr.org/
https://www.undrr.org/undrr-directory
https://www.undrr.org/our-work
https://www.undrr.org/contact-us
https://www.preventionweb.net/
https://www.preventionweb.net/understanding-disaster-risk
https://www.preventionweb.net/understanding-disaster-risk/disaster-losses-and-statistics
https://recovery.preventionweb.net/
https://www.ariseglobalnetwork.org/
https://sendaicommitments.undrr.org/
https://mcr2030.undrr.org/resilience-roadmap
https://sendaimonitor.undrr.org/
https://www.undrr.org/our-work/training
https://www.undrr.org/our-impact/event-calendar
https://www.undrr.org/publications


The invisible costs of
wildfire disasters in 2025

Why recovery speed
shapes resilience?

How the Global Goal on
Adaptation connects
climate and disaster risk

Somalia: Back-to-back
trainings strengthen
EW4All implementation

 (https://www.facebook.com/unisdr)
 (https://www.linkedin.com/company/undrr/)
 (https://www.twitter.com/undrr)
 (https://www.flickr.com/photos/isdr)
 (https://www.youtube.com/UNISDR)  (//www.undrr.org/rss.xml)
More social channels (https://www.undrr.org/connect-with-us)

Feature (https://www.undrr.org/news-type/features) Update (https://www.undrr.org/news-type/updates)

Update (https://www.undrr.org/news-type/updates) Update (https://www.undrr.org/news-type/updates)

1/21/26, 9:29 AM Africa: Climate-conflict poverty trap: Growth the best solution | PreventionWeb

https://www.preventionweb.net/news/africa-faces-climate-conflict-poverty-trap-growth-best-solution 8/9

https://www.undrr.org/node/99499
https://www.undrr.org/news/why-recovery-speed-shapes-resilience
https://www.undrr.org/news/how-global-goal-adaptation-connects-climate-and-disaster-risk
https://www.undrr.org/news/risk-knowledge-early-action-back-back-trainings-strengthen-ew4all-implementation-somalia-and
https://www.facebook.com/unisdr
https://www.facebook.com/unisdr
https://www.linkedin.com/company/undrr/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/undrr/
https://www.twitter.com/undrr
https://www.twitter.com/undrr
https://www.flickr.com/photos/isdr
https://www.flickr.com/photos/isdr
https://www.youtube.com/UNISDR
https://www.youtube.com/UNISDR
https://www.undrr.org/rss.xml
https://www.undrr.org/rss.xml
https://www.undrr.org/connect-with-us
https://www.undrr.org/connect-with-us
https://www.undrr.org/news-type/features
https://www.undrr.org/news-type/features
https://www.undrr.org/news-type/updates
https://www.undrr.org/news-type/updates
https://www.undrr.org/news-type/updates
https://www.undrr.org/news-type/updates
https://www.undrr.org/news-type/updates
https://www.undrr.org/news-type/updates


Newsletter (https://www.undrr.org/subscribe-undrr-updates)

Contact us (https://www.undrr.org/contact-us)

©UNDRR  Fraud Alert (https://www.undrr.org/fraud-alert)
Privacy Policy (https://www.undrr.org/undrr-privacy-policy)
Terms of Use (https://www.undrr.org/terms-and-conditions-use-undrrorg)

(https://www.undrr.org/implementing-sendai-framework/what-sendai-framework)

(https://sdgs.un.org/goals)

1/21/26, 9:29 AM Africa: Climate-conflict poverty trap: Growth the best solution | PreventionWeb

https://www.preventionweb.net/news/africa-faces-climate-conflict-poverty-trap-growth-best-solution 9/9

https://www.undrr.org/subscribe-undrr-updates
https://www.undrr.org/subscribe-undrr-updates
https://www.undrr.org/contact-us
https://www.undrr.org/contact-us
https://www.undrr.org/fraud-alert
https://www.undrr.org/undrr-privacy-policy
https://www.undrr.org/terms-and-conditions-use-undrrorg
https://www.undrr.org/implementing-sendai-framework/what-sendai-framework
https://www.undrr.org/implementing-sendai-framework/what-sendai-framework
https://www.undrr.org/implementing-sendai-framework/what-sendai-framework
https://sdgs.un.org/goals
https://sdgs.un.org/goals
https://sdgs.un.org/goals

