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Abstract

This article explores the link between climate change/variabil-
ity and its adaptation/coping strategies with resource based eth-
nic conflicts among the Afar, Issa-Somali and Ittu-Oromo ethnic 
groups. The qualitative data were collected from community lead-
ers, ordinary members of the communities, and administrative and 
political bodies at various levels through one-on-one interviews, fo-
cus group discussions and field observations. The quantitative data 
were also collected through household survey from the randomly 
selected 128 households drawn from the three districts of Mieso-
Mullu, Mieso and Amibara districts. The study shows that there is a 
causal relationship between resource scarcity impacted by climate 
change/variability and ethnic conflicts. The study reveals that the 
increasing nature of resource scarcity and environmental problems, 
and also the changing nature of ethnic diversity will aggravate the 
resource based inter-ethnic conflicts. 

Keywords: Eastern Ethiopia; Ethnic conflict; Climate change; 
Afar; Issa; Ittu

Background

This research hypothesized that climate change/variabil-
ity can intensify the already existing environmental/resource 
problems, exacerbating ethnic grievances and conflicts among 
(agro) pastoralists, and overwhelming their adaptation strate-
gies and coping mechanisms. This paper tries to address the 
perceptions of the (agro) pastoralists towards the relationships 
between climate change/variability and resource based inter-
ethnic conflicts among the Afar, Issa-Somali and Ittu-Oromo ri-
val groups in eastern Ethiopia. Though there is hot debate on 
whether climate change/variability can lead to conflicts, there 
are two basic circumstances for climate change/variability as a 
cause to conflict, with the first more likely [10]. First, climate 
change/variability could intensify environmental problems and/
or resource scarcities that (agro) pastoral communities are al-
ready facing, exacerbating grievances, disturbing coping capaci-
ties, and at times stimulating forced migration. In this scenario, 
climate change/variability places additional stress on pre-exist-
ing situations and/or exacerbating their vulnerabilities, worsen-
ing the quantity, condition, and distribution of already scarce 
natural resources. Second, climate change/variability could cre-
ate new environmental problems that lead to instability. If cop-
ing strategies are unsuccessful or adaptation measures are not 
taken or maladjusted, the likelihood of conflict may increase as 
human security is eroded and grievances intensified [10]. 

The changing nature of climate change/variability is close-
ly related to political and social instability and a higher risk of 
conflict. Conflict arises from the competing demands on scarce 
natural resources by different claimants impacted by climate 
change/variability. This implies that climate change/variability 
and conflict have an indirect causal relationship. It can reduce 
access to water by causing a reduction in rainfall and lead to 
lower agricultural production as crops are less productive.  In 
more ethnically diversified resource users, conflict may arise 
since the impacts of climate change/variability altered the in-
compatibility of resource demands and its supplies. There are 
four well-known paradigms regarding the current debate on the 
link between climate change/variability, each providing a differ-
ent answer to the question whether climate change/variability 
is a source of conflict which is developed by reviewing main 
theoretical arguments and latest empirical evidences. First, 
the climate conflict paradigm claims climate change/variability 
increases the risk for conflict onset. Second, the social conflict 
paradigm states climate change/variability is mostly unrelated 
to the outbreak of conflicts.  Third, the resource abundance 
paradigm sees natural resource wealth as a source of conflict, 
implying that climate change/variability can prevent violence 
via an increasing shortage of resources. Finally, the environ-
mental peacebuilding paradigm suggests that environmental 
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problems and natural disasters, which can be exacerbated by 
climate change/variability, may provide opportunities for initi-
ating peaceful cooperation. There are empirical evidences sup-
porting each of these paradigms. The four paradigms discussed 
here which are overlapping and not mutually exclusive were all 
developed in the debate about the environment-conflict nexus, 
but can be extended to the field of climate change-induced con-
flict [20].

Various scholars tried to analyze the resource based ethnic 
conflicts with the lens of grievances (challenges) or greed (op-
portunities) to show how both can maintain the institutions of 
violence along with other factors such as ideology and pride 
sentiments [3-5,13,15]. To illustrate with empirical evidences, 
the Issa are believed to be “the agents of the ideology of the 
then Said Barre’s regime of creating Greater Somalia” by incor-
porating the Somali inhabited areas of Ethiopia. The Issa tried to 
maximize the possible opportunities (greed) when there were 
government changes in Ethiopia and with the presence of vari-
ous insurgents against the central government. On the other 
hand, the grievance hypothesis postulates that the rival groups 
(the Afar and the Oromo) reacts violently and develops a con-
tinued struggle faced from the challenges of the Issa’s repetitive 
territorial expansion and expulsion against their interests.

Resource scarcity may lead to conflicts [17] while conflicts 
themselves exacerbate environmental problems (UNEP 2009), 
leading to a vicious cycle [20]. The impacts of climate change 
have observed in the study area that challenges the (agro) 
pastoralist communities of the Afar, Issa, and Ittu ethnics/clan 
groups in which they have a longstanding conflictive relation-
ship. The most important feature of climate change impacts is 
increasing frequency of severe droughts and the chronic failure 
(late arrival, early cessation, or non-appearance) of the long 
rains in the period from March through May [11].

 Inter-ethnic conflicts in Ethiopia are now common and re-
current across the different regions where there are compet-
ing and divergent ethnic groups following the establishment of 
the federal system by creating largely ethnic based territorial 
units [1]. The causes of ethnic conflicts among the Issa-Somali, 
Ittu-Oromo and Afar pastoralists in eastern Ethiopia are diverse, 
complex, and dynamic and are intertwined in nature. Moreover, 
these conflicts in eastern Ethiopia have intensified and changed 
in its nature and magnitude over the last three decades due to 
a range of factors including changes in the federal structure of 
Ethiopia, demographic pressure and the impacts of climate/en-

vironmental pressure. The Afar, Issa and Ittu pastoralists share 
common pastoral resources in the arid and semi-arid areas of 
eastern Ethiopia and also in the republic of Djibouti (the Afar 
and Issa-Somali). 

Methodology

The Study Area 

This research was carried out in Eastern Ethiopia where the 
three distinct ethnic groups namely the Afar, Issa and Ittu pre-
dominantly live together but violently. The Afar, Issa and Ittu 
belong to the Afar, Somali and Oromia Regional States of Ethio-
pia respectively. This research was carried out in Mieso Mullu 
district of Shinlle zone, Somali Regional State; Amibara district 
of Zone 3, Afar Regional State; and Mieso district of West Ha-
raraghe Zone, Oromia Regional state in eastern Ethiopia where 
there is the prevalence of drought and recurrent conflicts. The 
area is one of the most affected by the impacts of recurrent 
conflict and drought conditions in Ethiopia which hampered 
to sustain the traditional modes of (agro) pastoral livelihoods. 
The area is largely arid and semi-arid with high temperatures 
and low precipitation. The Issa inhabited Shinille zone of Somali 
region and borders with Djibouti and Somaliland in the north 
and east respectively; Jijiga zone in the southeast, and Oro-
mia and Afar regions in the south and west respectively.  The 
dominant clan group in the zone is the nomadic Issa. Gurgura, 
Gedabursi and Hawiya clan groups are also the agro-pastoral 
residents in the zone. The Ittu, Alla and Nolle clans of Oromo 
ethnic inhabited Mieso district, west Hararghe zone of Oromia 
Regional state. They are pastoralist and agro-pastoralist com-
munities. The Afar ethnics particularly the Weima and Debnie 
clans inhabit the Afar Regional state bordering both Somali and 
Oromia regions. They are predominantly pastoralists. All these 
ethnic groups who are bordering and competing to each other 
on scarce resources are the major contenders in the study area. 
There is a competition on their indigenous ways of adaptation/
coping strategies to climate change that aggravates the already 
existing conflicts.

Sources of Data and Method of Data Collection

This study has employed both quantitative and qualitative 
approaches in order to generate primary data sources. The 
quantitative data were generated through household survey 
from 128 randomly selected households of the Mieso-Mullu, 
Mieso and Amibara districts. A total of six kebeles1 (two ke-
beles from each district) were selected purposively based on 

Table 1: Adaptation strategies instigating conflict by district.

Adaptation strategies inducing conflict
Mieso-Mullu Mieso Amibara Both (three)

Chi-square test
Index Rank Index Rank Index Rank Index Rank

Area enclosures 2.89 2 3.83 3 4.98 2 11.24 2 12.2**

Production of hays and crop residues 2.40 5 2.58 6 4.99 1 9.23 6 23.0***

Crop farming 2.48 4 3.84 2 4.44 6 10.30 3 14.1**

Sedentarism & its related activities 2.50 3 3.04 5 4.52 5 9.47 5 16.4**

Diversifying livestock production 2.30 6 3.62 4 4.62 4 9.70 4 22.6***

Mobility 3.58 1 4.18 1 4.84 3 12.19 1 24.8***
***Significant at 1%, ** Significant at 5%2

Table 2: Climate change –induced mobility that can instigate conflicts by district.

Climate change-induced mobility instigating conflict
Mieso-Mullu Mieso Amibara Both (three) Chi-square test

Index Rank Index Rank Index Rank Index Rank

Competition and fighting over resources 6.91 1 7.71 1 8.20 1 22.51 1 12.7**

Creating ethnic tensions if they belong to different groups 3.82 3 3.55 3 6.40 2 13.35 3 22.3***

Creating distrust among them and fear of ethnic imbalance 6.03 2 5.56 2 6.01 3 17.39 2 21.1***
*** Significant at 1%, ** significant at 5%
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the severity of drought and conflict situations. The qualitative 
data were generated using semi-structured key informant inter-
views, focus group discussions, personal observations and infor-
mal discussions. In-depth interviews with key informants were 
conducted and data generated in order to have thick descrip-
tion of the events. Based on the qualitative information gath-
ered from the key informant interviews, focus group discussions 
and author’s personal observations, respondents were asked to 
rank on the survey determined with a five-point Likert scale for 
the different alternatives given about how (agro) pastoralists’ 
adaptation/coping strategies instigate conflicts. Respondents 
were also given an opportunity to suggest additional adapta-
tion/coping strategies instigating conflict not listed in the sur-
vey. The field work was conducted between February 2013 and 
November 2014. The qualitative data was used to substantiate 
and cross-triangulate the quantitative data. Key informants and 
focus group discussion participants were selected based on 
their age and level of awareness about their culture, society and 
environment and heads of households and members holding 
positions in customary institutions preferred. A total of 16 Issa, 
18 Ittu and 14 Afar for individual interviews; and 6 focus group 
discussions for each group (Issa, Ittu and Afar) were conducted 
and the participants were selected from the (agro) pastoralists, 
clan leaders, community elders and representatives, zonal and 
district level officials of the three districts. Secondary sources 
of both published and unpublished documents such as reports, 
letters, cases, annual plans were also reviewed and analyzed 
thematically.

In the analysis of the questionnaire, respondents were asked 
to rate the factors that instigate conflicts due to adaptations/
coping strategies employed by (agro) pastoral communities with 
the presence of other factors as very important, important, not 
sure, less important and not important. Then index values were 
calculated to rank the perceptions by weighting the perception 
(within and between the study groups) and then by multiply-
ing it with arbitrary values to each alternative. Accordingly, the 
factors that are expected to instigate conflict among the rival 
groups due to the (agro) pastoralists’ adaptations/coping strat-
egies to climate change/ variability were ordered according to 
their importance. When we say adaptation/coping strategies 
are instigating pastoral conflicts mainly due to the scarcity of 
natural resources, they are not isolated from other factors such 
as socio-cultural, economic and political. But the focus of this 
research is to deal with how (agro) pastoralists perceived and 
experienced that climate change/variability and its adaptation/
coping strategies are instigating conflicts.

It is believed that in relation to the existing climate change 

and variability, resource competition among the (agro) pasto-
ralist groups of resource users significantly increase the risk of 
violent conflicts. The risk is greatest during times of tensions/
stress (for example, during sever and prolonged drought pe-
riods), when available resources are getting scarce and even 
more restricted to be accessed. The risk of violent conflicts is 
also high when there are diverse ethnic resource users. How-
ever, according to Barnett and Adger [2], environmental change 
in isolation from a broader range of social/political factors has 
not undermined human security. 

1Kebele (Amharic word) is the lowest administrative unite 
below a district

The Concept of Climate Change/Variability and its Adapta-
tion/Coping Strategies

Climate is generally described in terms of the mean and vari-
ability of temperature, precipitation and wind over a period of 
time, ranging from months to millions of years-the classical pe-
riod being 30 years [7]. According to Hegerl et al. [7], climate 
change refers to a shift in the mean state of climate or its vari-
ability persisting for an extended period of time (decades or 
longer), which might be due to natural changes or persistent 
anthropogenic changes in the composition of the atmosphere 
or in land use. Climate variability on the other hand refers to 
variation in the mean state of climate on a temporal and spatial 
scale beyond that of individual weather events [21]. Some of 
the examples of climate variability include but not all are ex-
tended droughts, floods and conditions that result from peri-
odic events of changes in weather conditions [21].

Climate change/variability is expected to bring unpredictable 
cycles of rain and drought (more on the arid and semi-arid eco-
logical zones where pastoralists are living), rising temperatures 
and more extreme climate variations across the world. This 
leads to repercussion for the rangelands in most pastoral areas 
where resources are becoming more scarce, utilized and frag-
mented. One of the observable phenomena due to such chang-
es in the study area is the occurrence of recurrent droughts es-
pecially in the (agro) pastoral areas of Ethiopia. In these regions, 
droughts are becoming more regular in the last three to four 
decades; pastoralists have less time to recover from its impacts 
before the arrival of the next crisis.

The pastoral livelihood systems in the Horn have been se-
verely affected by droughts, which led to widespread famine, 
followed by ill-conceived socio-economic policies.  The Horn 
having the world’s largest population of pastoralists reveals a 
high level of human insecurity, witnessed numerous civil wars 

Table 3: Coping strategies instigating conflicts by district.

Coping strategies instigating conflicts
Mieso-Mullu Mieso Amibara Both (three)

Chi-square test
Index Rank Index Rank Index Rank Index Rank

Migration 1.39 9 1.63 10 3.49 4 5.69 7 35.4***

Searching for daily labor in nearby towns
1.45 7 1.81 7 2.91 9 5.64 8 7.6

Charcoal making 2.05 3 1.66 9 3.42 5 6.58 5 27.8***

Fire wood collection 2.21 1 2.26 3 4.15 1 8.09 1 10.1**

Contraband trade 1.45 7 1.81 7 2.91 9 5.64 8 45.1***

Theft of properties 1.13 10 1.85 5 2.97 8 5.31 10 23.0***

Cattle raiding 1.79 6 2.88 1 3.66 3 7.71 2 27.3***

Brokering on livestock 2.03 4 1.97 4 3.79 2 7.26 4 18.9**

Petty trading 1.93 5 1.84 6 3.15 6 6.54 6 11.1**

Safety net programme 2.07 2 2.52 2 3.13 7 7.32 3 17.2**
*** Significant at 1%, ** Significant at 5%
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and several interstate wars. The cases in point are the wars be-
tween Ethiopia and Somalia (1977/78, 1982) and Ethiopia and 
Eritrea (1998–2002). Climate change and its impact is clearly 
feasible in the pastoralist areas of the Horn especially on the 
continuing shifts of the rainfall patterns. It is, therefore, impor-
tant to carry out ‘reality checks’ and review adaptation strate-
gies/plans on regular basis. The link between climate change 
and conflict similarly needs to be approached with serious con-
cern and attention. While climatic shifts will strain development 
efforts and human security in the Horn, the manner in which 
these effects relate to conflict risks needs to be investigated fur-
ther. 

The adaptive capacities of (agro) pastoralists to respond to 
changing climatic and ecological conditions throughout their 
long years of real experiences have been quite impressive. 
(Agro) pastoralists have been able to survive the impacts of cli-
mate change by their mobile nature and by adapting alternative 
livelihood strategies. However, state and regional borders that 
restrict their movement during drought, population increase 
and global climate change are posing new challenges to their 
indigenous adaptation mechanisms. This is because the restric-
tion of pastoral mobility, concentration of huge population in a 
certain area due to its increase at alarming rate and the impact 
of global climate change on pastoralists aggravate the scarcity 
of natural resources and hence its stiff competition on the limit-
ed resources that in turn leads to ethnic based pastoral conflicts 
in the region. It is, therefore, important to understand how and 
to what extent the impacts of climate change/variability can be 
addressed, and under what circumstances they are likely to lead 
to conflicts. 

Furthermore, increased temperatures and altered patterns 
of precipitation will further complicate food security and so-
cial stability in the poorest part of the region. Climate change/
variability also proposes an opportunity to rethink the different 
development policies and land use system of the region where 
there is no record and recognition of land tenure and property 
rights ownership particularly in the most vulnerable pastoral 
communities of the region [16]. The lack of recognition of cus-
tomary land tenure and property rights ownership in the most 
vulnerable (agro) pastoral communities exacerbates the ethnic 
based resource competition and hence the occurrence of recur-
rent and perpetual inter-ethnic conflicts in the region. Pastoral-
ists’ customary land tenure and property rights are violated by 
various factors such as government, private investors, farmers 
and the like as if their vast range lands are assumed to be vacant 
and no man’s land. As pastoralists’ range land is continuously 
encroached by these actors, they are facing the scarcity of graz-
ing lands to roam a room and maximize their productivity as 
they are also restricted their mobility due to the introduction of 
state and regional borders. The increasing nature of the scarce 
resources is also coupled with the pressure of climate change/
environmental problems and the mismanagement and utiliza-
tions of scarce natural resources as there is the lack of recogni-
tion and deteriorations of customary institutions.

Adaptation/Coping Strategies to Climate Change/Variabil-
ity Inducing Conflicts

Adaptation Strategies to Climate Change/Variability Induc-
ing Conflicts

(Agro) pastoralists are currently facing an acute shortage of 
grazing lands and also the quantity and quality of pasture and 
water for variety of reasons. Some of the most important factors 

that contribute for the declining nature of pastoral traditional 
grazing commons are the encroachment of farmers in to pas-
toralist’ range lands, population pressure, and the appropria-
tion of (agro) pastoralists’ range lands for investments, national 
parks, sanctuaries and game reserves. This in turn impacted the 
competition on scarce natural resources and also on the (agro) 
pastoralists’ adaptation/coping strategies that instigate ethnic 
based (agro) pastoral conflicts. Respondents were asked to re-
spond to the question how the different adaptation strategies 
to climate change/variability are inducing/aggravating pastoral 
conflicts?

The Afar lost a total area of 47,141 hectors of land for the 
purposes of investments (privately and government owned), 
national parks, sanctuaries and game reserves [6]. The en-
croachment of (agro) pastoralists’ traditional grazing lands by 
various actors coupled with the impacts of climate change/vari-
ability seriously endangers on the quality and quantity of their 
livestock production since they face an acute shortage of pas-
ture lands and water points. 

As a result, the (agro) pastoralist communities are forced to 
adapt to the existing conditions so as to sustain their livelihood 
strategies in the form of area enclosures as well as production of 
hays and crop residues which in turn leads them to conflict. The 
survey result shows that area enclosures as an adaptation strat-
egy is the second for Mieso-Mullu and Amibara and the third 
most important factor in inducing inter-ethnic/clan conflicts for 
Mieso district respondents respectively. The survey result also 
shows that the production of hays and crop residues as an alter-
native strategy to feed their animals to adapt to such changes is 
the fifth, sixth and first most important factor in inducing con-
flicts for the Mieso-Mullu, Mieso and Amibara district respon-
dents respectively. The production of hays and crop residues as 
a factor to instigate conflicts is more among the Amibara district 
respondents than the Mieso-Mullu and Mieso district respon-
dents. This is because the practice is more common in Amibara 
district specially the production of hays from the national parks, 
game reserves and sanctuaries found in zone three of Amibara 
district (the majority of national parks, game reserves and sanc-
tuaries found in the Middle Awash Valley is found in zone 3 than 
the Shinlle and West Hararghe zones). (Agro) pastoral grazing 
lands are communally owned, managed and protected through 
their customary institutions for centuries and conflicts arising 
from competitions of such resources are effectively managed 
through these institutions. Customary institutions are also re-
sponsible for the access and ownership rights of such commu-
nal resources. However, with the introduction of preparing hays 
and crop residues in the form of forage to feed their animals 
and that of area enclosures as a reserve pasture for drought 
periods on individual basis, it is now common to observe eth-
nic and clan-based conflicts among these (agro) pastoral com-
munities and also conflicts between (agro) pastoralists with the 
security guards of the national parks/game reserves as well as 
investors.

The survey result shows that sedentarizations and its associ-
ated activities of pastoral communities as an adaptation strat-
egy is reported to be the fifth for Amibara and Mieso and the 
third important factor that instigates conflicts among the rival 
groups for Mieso-Mullu district respondents respectively. The 
impact of global climate change/variability is more visible on 
the arid and semi-arid ecological areas of the Horn where pas-
toralists are making a living that altered their production sys-
tem. As a result, there have been a lot of changes that have 
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necessitated a change in the adaptive strategies to better cope 
with the changing pastoral production systems. One way of ad-
aptation is sedentarization of pastoralists which is also acceler-
ated by the influence of the government that provided social 
amenities such as health centers and veterinary services and 
improved infrastructures and permanent watering sources at 
specific points in the extensive grazing lands. It is also reported 
that sedentarization has occurred due to change in land tenure 
resulting from the expansion of large-scale investments on the 
pastoralists’ grazing areas, sub-division and individualization of 
ranches, among others. The mobility of pastoral herds allowed 
for maximum and equitable exploitation of patchily distributed 
water and pasture in the rangelands. However, increased sed-
entarization has reduced/blocked pastoral mobility and con-
centrated the people and their livestock around water points, 
resulting in increased land degradation. This in turn has also 
increased their vulnerability to drought and in the long run may 
jeopardize the viability of the livestock enterprise upon which 
pastoral livelihoods depends. 

In addition, the high potentialities of (agro) pastoral range-
lands have been converted into other land uses [9] by grabbing 
their lands, such as investments, parks/sanctuaries and game 
reserves, which have greatly reduced both the dry and wet sea-
son grazing areas. As a result of diminishing forage resource 
base, the pastoralists who could no longer maintain subsistence 
livestock production have adapted other sources of livelihood 
including farming and wage employment. The expansion of 
farming practices blocks the pastoralists’ mobility which in turn 
aggravates the escalations of tensions and farmer-herder con-
flicts. The shrinking resource base coupled with shifts to culti-
vated agriculture has led to increased resource-based conflicts 
[12].

Sample respondents also reported that diversifying livestock 
production as an adaptation strategy is the sixth for Mieso-
Mullu and the fourth factor for the Mieso and Amibara district 
respondents respectively that induces ethnic/clan conflicts 
among the rival groups with the response pattern being signifi-
cantly different at 1%. The more the livestock species and their 
numbers, the more the likelihood of the pastoralists to went in 
to ethnic/clan-based conflicts. This is because as the number 
and species of the pastoralists’ livestock increases, there will be 
dramatically a decline in the quality and quantity of communal 
resources as there is overgrazing and its subsequent degrada-
tion of the natural resource base. When this factor coupled with 
the impacts of climate change/variability, the pressure on the 
pastoralists’ diversified and outnumbered livestock species will 
be increased that jeopardizes their old aged livelihood strate-
gies.

Mobility as an Adaptation Strategy and its relation with 
pastoral conflicts: The question how climate change-induced 
mobility can instigate conflicts in areas receiving migrants were 
asked to the respondents of the three districts. The survey re-
sult shows that mobility as an adaptation strategy is the first 
most important factor instigating violent conflicts for all re-
spondents of Mieso-Mullu, Mieso and Amibara districts with 
the response pattern being significantly different at 1%.  There 
is a strong link between mobility and climate change-induced 
conflict among the pastoral communities. Mobility is the art of 
rangelands management, and adaptation to temporal and spa-
tial resource dynamics in the system. By moving across time and 
space, pastoralists effectively utilize resources and maximize 
their productivity. It is also a way of coping with the risk and 

variability in resource bases due to weather variations in space. 
Therefore, it is a carefully managed process by pastoralists that 
relies on large social networks and the rapid gathering of infor-
mation on the concentrations of high-quality pasture and water 
[8]. Livestock mobility enables pastoralists to take advantage of 
the ever-changing diversity of dry land ecology. They track the 
random concentrations of nutrients in space and time. IIED and 
SOS Sahel UK (2010) argue that pastoralists who are mobile are 
in a better position to quickly and successfully adapt to a chang-
ing climate than those tied to sedentary land uses.

Manmade restrictions on pastoral mobility due to climate 
change-induced conflict can have very negative implications 
for the viability of pastoral herds. Restrictions on mobility leads 
to the immediate problem of overgrazing which in the longer 
term, can lead to serious soil degradation and the depletions of 
the natural resource base. Sample respondents reported that 
the competition and fighting over such scarce resources due to 
climate change induced-mobility of pastoral groups can insti-
gate and aggravate inter-ethnic conflicts, the 1st most important 
factor among all the respondents of Mieso-Mullu, Mesio and 
Amibara districts with the response pattern being significantly 
different at 5% between the three study sites. Pastoralists may 
also face many challenges due to their mobility as a coping and 
adaptation strategy to climate change/ variability. For example, 
agro-pastoralists’ farm plots frequently block access to their 
grazing areas, introduction or the redefining of regional borders 
among pastoralists also restricts their easy movement and ac-
cess of resources across time and space, national border con-
trols also hinder their trade patterns, and the areas they tradi-
tionally own and preserve for times of drought are now mostly 
turned to either national parks/game reserves or privately/gov-
ernment owned large scale agricultural schemes. Cases in point 
are the encroachment of Issa pastoralists to the farm lands of 
Oromo agro-pastoralists in Mieso district, the establishment of 
new national park i.e. Alledeghe national park besides to the 
existed Awash national park, several game reserves in Ami-
bara district, the previously government owned farming areas 
are now turned in to privately owned agricultural enterprises 
along the Awash River, etc. All these interventions contributed 
to the increasing nature of resource scarcities which in turn ag-
gravates the inter-ethnic violence among the rival groups. In 
other areas national government policies actively encourage 
pastoralists to settle and be ‘modern’. These policies are often 
driven by unfounded perceptions that pastoralism is economi-
cally inefficient and environmentally destructive. But this is not 
evidence based. 

Mobility on the other hand is a key element in the pastoral 
production system, and experience has shown that if mobility 
breaks down, pastoralists’ livestock production dramatically 
declines and environmental degradation arises. Mobility is not 
only about moving herds to areas of good pasture, but also 
about managing natural resources to ensure the existence of 
healthy pasture which will support these herds in the longer-
term. Management of pastoral mobility and resources has long 
been guided by customary institutions. Therefore, customary 
institutions have been a vital part of pastoralists’ adaptive/cop-
ing strategy, helping pastoralists to take advantages of the op-
portunities and cope with the consequences of climate change/
variability. 

Sample respondents also reported that climate change-in-
duced mobility can create ethnic tensions and animosities if the 
competitors/rivals belong to the different ethnic groups, the 3rd 
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for Mieso-Mullu and Mieso and the 2nd most important factor 
for Amibara district respondents respectively with the response 
pattern being significantly different at 1% between the three 
study sites. The Issa pastoral nomads are constantly encroach-
ing the territories of the Afar as well as the Ittu, Alla, Nolle and 
other Oromo clan groups for pasture land and water points 
especially during prolonged and severe droughts in the area. 
These (agro) pastoral groups are always in suspension of the 
encroachment of the Issa and Hawiya–Somali nomadic pasto-
ralists as the latter claimed the area once they began to access 
such resources. On the one hand the Issa pastoral grazing areas 
are also encroached by the above listed agro-pastoralist Oromo 
clans for agricultural farming plots, settlement areas, charcoal 
making purposes, and tree cutting for permanent house con-
structions. These west ward expansion (Issa towards the Afar 
and Oromo lands) and east ward encroachment (mostly Oromo 
clans towards Issa’s grazing areas) is primarily for the purpose 
of securing their livelihood strategies which are severely endan-
gered and vulnerable by the impacts of climate change/variabil-
ity. These relentless expansionary moves of one group over the 
other create ethnic tensions and animosities among the con-
tending parties to the extent that the Afar and the Issa ethnic 
groups are considered as traditional enemies. It is also reported 
that climate change-induced mobility can also create ethnic dis-
trust and fear of ethnic imbalances among the rival groups, the 
2nd for Mieso-Mullu and Mieso and the 3rd important factor for 
Amibara district sample respondents respectively. Reuveny [18] 
argued that climate change-induced mobility can promote con-
flict in the receiving areas, and that the intensity of such con-
flict may vary across cases. He further argued that this is due to 
competition over resources, ethnic tensions distrust and fault 
lines (for example, mobile pastoralists and resident farmers may 
compete over land). 

Therefore, there is sufficient evidence that climate change/
variability leads to conflicts. When pastoralists lose their liveli-
hoods through loss of access to pastures and water due to cli-
mate variability/change, destitution threatens and they turn to 
violence. This is exacerbated by other factors, including the pro-
liferation of small arms, breakdown in customary institutions 
and the absence of state governance in remote border areas 
[8]. Whether pastoralists will successfully adapt to the current 
climate variability/change will depend on how the environmen-
tal challenges are tackled and whether their mobility is secured.

Coping Strategies to Climate Change and Variability Induc-
ing Conflicts

This study tried to reveal some of the coping and/or surviv-
al strategies to the impacts of climate change/variability that 
are directly or indirectly inducing ethnic/clan based conflicts 
such as migration to neighboring regions, searching for daily/
wage labor, charcoal production, involving in contraband trade, 
theft of properties, petty trading, brokering in livestock trade, 
fire wood collection/clearing forests for market, safety net pro-
gram and MERET project (Managing Environmental Resources 
to Enable Transition to More Sustainable Livelihoods) and their 
rationing program, cattle raiding, among others . The result of 
the response of the respondents that were asked the question 
how the different coping strategies to climate change/variabil-
ity are inducing/aggravating pastoral conflicts is presented and 
discussed below.

The survey result shows that migrating to the neighboring 
countries and searching for daily/wage labor are reported to be 
factors that aggravate ethnic conflicts among the rival groups. 

Those migrants who considered themselves as Diaspora are 
fueling and sponsoring ethnic based conflicts in the region. A 
large number of (agro) pastoralist youth are dropping off their 
old aged livelihood strategy primarily based on livestock pro-
duction due to the continued pressure of the impacts of cli-
mate change/variability coupled with other factors and migrate 
to the outside world mainly for wage labor2 as well as to the 
nearby major towns and cities. The more the pastoralist youth 
are dropping off their livelihood and left their homestead, the 
more the likelihood of infusing ethnic based pastoral conflicts 
in the area. While migration to the neighboring countries is the 
cause of inter-ethnic conflicts, the 9th, 10th and 4th factor for the 
Mieso-Mullu, Mieso and Amibara district respondents respec-
tively; searching for daily/wage labor as a coping mechanism 
inducing conflicts is reported to be the 7th for Mieso-Mullu and 
Mieso and the 9th for Amibara district respondents respectively. 

The production of charcoal and fire wood collection as cop-
ing mechanisms are reported to be the most important factors 
aggravating ethnic/clan-based conflicts among the rival groups. 
While the sample respondents perceived charcoal production 
as the 3rd, 9th and 5th important factor for the Mieso-Mullu, 
Mieso and Amibara district, they also reported that the collec-
tion of fire wood by clearing forests for the purpose of income 
generating activity is also inducing ethnic/clan conflicts among 
the rival groups, the 3rd for Mieso and the 1st most important 
factor for Mieso-Mullu and Amibara district respondents re-
spectively.  The production of charcoal and fire wood collection 
in the (agro) pastoralist areas as coping livelihood strategies 
are mainly practiced by those households or individuals who 
are forced to drop or near to drop their main livelihood system. 
Both charcoal production and clearing of forests for fire wood 
collection as coping strategies by few individuals are aggravat-
ing the competition on scarce natural resources like forest. The 
(agro) pastoralists need the forests and their shrubs for feeding 
their animals especially for browsers and they mainly depend 
on the shrubs during the prolonged drought periods. While 
these individuals are clearing forests for charcoal production 
and fire wood collection for marketing purposes on extensive 
bases, the (agro) pastoralists are managing, protecting and pre-
serving the forests so as to sustain their livelihoods since they 
need the forests for their shrubs to feed their animals, for rain/
water, for medicinal plants, among others. These divergent in-
terests between the two actors create conflicts and tensions 
among themselves. 

  The survey result also shows that individual’s involvement 
in contraband trade, theft of properties and cattle raiding are 
also reported to be alternative ways of coping strategies that 
induces ethnic/clan-based resource conflicts among the rival 
groups. The involvement of contraband trade that induces vio-
lent conflicts among the contending parties is reported to be 
the 7th for Mieso-Mullu and Mieso and the 9th factor for Amiba-
ra district respondents respectively. Compared to the factors of 
contraband trade and theft of properties, the practice of cattle 
raiding that instigates violent conflicts among the rival ethnic 
groups is reported to be the 6th, 3rd and 1st most important fac-
tor for the Mieso-Mullu, Amibara and Mieso district respon-
dents respectively. In connection to cattle raiding, the practice 
of brokering on livestock trade which is a recent phenomenon 
among the (agro) pastoralists is also reported to be the 4th for 
Mieso-Mullu and Mieso and the 2nd most important for Amibara 
district respondents respectively that induces violent conflicts 
among the rival ethnic groups. 



Submit your Manuscript | www.austinpublishinggroup.com Austin Environ Sci 9(2): id1109 (2024) - Page - 07

Austin Publishing Group

The competition for custom posts, potential market cen-
ters for contraband trade such as Gedamaitu, Adaitu, Unduffo, 
Hardim and also the main high way that runs from the cen-
ter (Addis Ababa to Djibouti and Asseb port) are the sources 
of ethnic tensions and conflicts among the rival ethnic groups 
especially among the Afar and Issa. Places such as Gedamaitu 
where the Issa already controlled is a small town in Afar region 
found towards the north of the Alledeghe plain2 and now Issa, 
is the centre for dispatch and delivery of the contraband goods. 
Getachew [6] stated that the Afar, being in the strategic loca-
tion in this area had the upper hand in controlling and acting 
as middlemen between traders of the center and the hinter-
land for generations. However, currently the Afar lost their posi-
tion to the Issa since the Afar was forced to pushed back to the 
northward directions by leaving the two important routs (rail 
way and the asphalt) and other important centers when the Issa 
encroach the area. The competition between the two is still hot 
and they are on the accusations and counter accusations for 
claiming and reclaiming of these important contraband centers 
and their environs. 

The practice of safety net and rationing programme as well 
as MERET project and its associated benefits as a coping strat-
egy create clan-based conflicts and tensions, which is the 2nd for 
Mieso-Mullu and Mieso and the 7th important factor for Ami-
bara district respondents respectively.

2The vast plain used as the main grazing area for Afar

Summary and Conclusions

This research identified some of the adaptation strategies 
to the impacts of climate change that have causal effect of re-
source based ethnic conflicts among the Afar, Issa and Ittu in 
eastern Ethiopia. Some of these adaptation strategies are area 
enclosures as well as production of hays and crop residues in 
response to the declining nature of resources. Sedentarizations 
and its associated activities like crop farming of pastoral com-
munities is reported to be the fifth for Amibara and Mieso and 
the third important factor that instigates conflicts among the 
rival groups for Mieso-Mullu district respondents respectively. 
The survey result shows that mobility as an adaptation strategy 
is the first most important factor instigating violent conflicts for 
all respondents of Mieso-Mullu, Mieso and Amibara districts 
with the response pattern being significantly different at 1%. 
Climate change-induced mobility can instigate ethnic conflicts 
through aggravating resource competition and fighting for such 
scarce resources, creating ethnic tensions and distrust among 
the rival groups and aggravates the fear of ethnic imbalances.  

Migrating to the neighboring countries and searching for 
daily/wage labor as coping strategies are reported to be factors 
that aggravate ethnic conflicts among the rival groups. The pro-
duction of charcoal and fire wood collection as coping strate-
gies are reported to be the most important factors aggravating 
ethnic/clan-based conflicts among the rival groups. There are 
also other factors such as contraband trade, theft of properties, 
and cattle raiding as coping strategies that fuel ethnic conflicts 
among the rival groups. 

Lastly, the research concluded that there is a causal relation-
ship between climate change/ variability and resource based in-
ter-ethnic conflicts among the Afar, Issa-Somali and Ittu-Oromo 
rival groups in eastern Ethiopia. The changing nature of climate 
change/variability is closely related to political and social insta-
bility and a higher risk of conflict. Climate change/variability 

can cause resource scarcity and hence leads to resource based 
ethnic conflicts. Conflict arises from the competing demands on 
scarce natural resources by different claimants impacted by cli-
mate change/variability.
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