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Unsustainable Futures  
Cycles of Environmental Violence 
 
In the aftermath of civil war, when countries’ environmental institutions are weakest, bad actors 
take advantage of the conflict-free environment to open illicit industries in protected forests. The 
resulting deforestation disrupts socioeconomic systems, amplifies poverty, and displaces 
communities, which increases the likelihood of renewed conflict or civil war. To combat cycles 
of mutually reinforcing environmental destruction and armed conflict, U.S. foreign assistance 
during post-conflict reconstruction can focus greater attention on strengthening environmental 
institutions. 

 
 
 
Introduction 
 
After peace negotiations ended the Second Congo War in 2003, the Democratic Republic of Congo 
(DRC) experienced a rapid rise in illegal deforestation in protected forests.1 Almost two decades 
later, the negative environmental consequences of unchecked deforestation have increased land 
disputes and resource competition in the DRC, ushering in a new era of violence and conflict.2 
 
Conflict often resurfaces when peacemakers in the immediate post-conflict period fail to provide 
environmental institutions with the resources needed to combat illegal deforestation. Widespread 
forest loss worsens drought and desertification, the availability of arable land, and mass migration.3 
These stressors lead to new violence and crime, creating a long-term cycle of deforestation and 
conflict.4 The United States can break these cycles by consistently involving environmental experts 
in the peacemaking process and expanding the scope of peace and security foreign assistance to 
include environmental security.  
 
 
 
Deforestation Generates Conflict 
 
Forests cover over 31 percent of the planet’s surface, providing jobs, stabilizing ecosystems, and 
capturing carbon dioxide from the atmosphere. Deforestation creates or contributes to: (1) 
desertification and drought, reducing available water and cultivable land; (2) the displacement of 
animals, which can become vectors for disease; and (3) greenhouse gas release into the 
atmosphere.5 Rapid deforestation thus disrupts economies, endangers public health, and 
accelerates climate change.6 These conditions amplify competition for scarce resources, increasing 
the likelihood of armed conflict.  
 

• Land Degradation, Desertification, and Drought. Drought and desertification lead 
to resource scarcity, creating competition for arable land, water, and other commodities. 
Over time, this tension can result in rising violence and crime that may escalate to civil 
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war.7 In Myanmar, violence against the Rohingya ethnic group is linked to resource 
scarcity and environmental stress fueled by deforestation. A decline in mangrove tree 
cover in the Rakhine state resulted in a value loss of $946.87 million per year due to 
environmental degradation and resource loss. The government responded by clearing the 
Rohingya from their land, citing the need to execute a new development plan.8 

 
• Mass Migration. Deforestation can create environments that are inhospitable or that 

produce extreme hardship, resulting in increased internal migration and asylum-seeking.9 
When deforestation creates scarcity and disrupts local economies, migrants flee their 
communities in search of natural resources.10 For example, the Second Sudanese Civil War 
in 1985 followed years of post-war environmental degradation. Persistent drought and 
desertification in northern Sudan induced people and herds to move south, where groups 
competed over increasingly scarce resources.11 Competition between different groups over 
these resources contributed to the outbreak of civil war.  
 
Similarly, the Banyabwisha community from the state of North Kivu in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo (DRC) migrated to the Ituri region in 2015 in search of land and other 
resources. The arrival of the Banyabwisha has stoked tensions between the Hema and 
Lendu pastoralist groups—their fight over scarce natural resources risks a return to civil 
war in the DRC.12 

 
• Disease Transmission. Deforestation is a leading driver of infectious disease 

transmission, which can increase chronic stress and anxiety, polarize society, and lead to 
social unrest.13 Many forest-dwelling animals carry viruses that can be transferred to 
humans when forests are cut down.14 In Brazil, cases of Malaria have increased 
proportionally with a rapid rise in deforestation and agricultural expansion.15 Where 
pathogen threats are common, like in Brazil, xenophobic and ethnocentric responses can 
result in greater violence towards minorities.16 

 
• Climate Change. Using 2013 numbers, the IPCC estimates that deforestation contributes 

to ten percent of human activity’s carbon dioxide emissions—a significant cause of climate 
change.17 Climate change increases the risk of violent conflict. Of the 25 nations most 
impacted by climate change, 14 are undergoing conflict or war.18 In Honduras, climate 
change has amplified drought, food insecurity, and natural disasters. Violence associated 
with large-scale industrial deforestation also threatens Honduran stability.19 Climate- and 
violence-induced migration from Honduras through Guatemala has resulted in several 
violent confrontations between refugees and Guatemalan military and police forces.20 

 
Deforestation provokes socio-economic and environmental problems that devastate communities 
and disrupt regional stability by decreasing access to land, water, food, and other resources. It can 
also destabilize the international system. For example, deforestation adds to the global flow of 
climate-induced forced migration. The Institute for Economics and Peace estimated that 1.2 billion 
people could be displaced by the climate crisis by 2050.21 This predicted surge in climate refugees 
risks global security.  
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To prevent illegal deforestation from resulting in violent conflict and war, we must first consider 
why this link exists—that is, we need to understand the conflict-peace-deforestation cycle. 
 
 
 
Modeling the Conflict-Peace-Deforestation Cycle 
 
Peace can harm the environment in a post-civil war setting. Peace processes often result in negative 
peace, or the absence of conflict and violence. Serious challenges can arise if a state does not have 
the tools to achieve positive peace, or conditions in which humans thrive and achieve sustainable 
development.22 One consequence is illegal deforestation, which is common in a country with 
weakened environmental institutions.23 
 

Figure 1: The Conflict-Peace-Deforestation Cycle 
 

 
 
The conflict-peace-deforestation cycle begins with the outbreak of civil war (see Figure 1). 
Environmental enforcement capacity deteriorates during war as oversight of and funding for 
environmental institutions diminishes. A peace process ends the war, but the state does not 
adequately consider environmental institutions as it rebuilds. Illegal mining, logging, and 
agriculture result in rapid deforestation that contributes to increased conflict or the resumption of 
civil war. 
 
Three major stages of the conflict-peace-deforestation cycle may occur in weak states that have 
experienced civil war, established peace, and failed to strengthen environmental institutions during 
the peace process and post-war reconstruction: 
 

• Emerging stage. When peacemaking ends a conflict period, but the state fails to rebuild 
environmental institutions, illegal deforestation will become rampant. 
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• Transitional stage. Illegal post-war deforestation has degraded forests and placed 

enormous environmental stress on communities. Deforestation disrupts local economies, 
leading to resource scarcity. Mass migration to find arable land and other natural resources 
begins. 

  
• Protracted stage. Annual deforestation rates have been high for many years due to poor 

environmental management. Poverty, famine, drought, or other environmental stressors 
contribute to rising violence and crime in the country. This environmentally induced 
violence can reignite the civil war. Moreover, conflict can break out between the residents 
of host communities and migrants as they begin to compete for natural resources or 
employment. When deforestation contributes to renewed civil war, the cycle continues.  

 
This destructive pattern raises the question of whether it is possible for international assistance to 
help post-civil war states avoid sliding back into violence due to environmental degradation. The 
United States, for example, should take environmental protection into account when delivering 
foreign aid and/or assisting in post-conflict reconstruction. 
 
 
 
Breaking the Conflict-Peace-Deforestation Cycle 
 
The conflict-peace-deforestation cycle reveals that: (1) post-war deforestation is likely to occur in 
any forested state that undergoes civil war resulting in weaker institutions; (2) peace will not 
automatically improve environmental conditions; and (3) conflict will remain a danger as long as 
rapid environmental degradation remains unchecked, amplifying competition for scarce resources. 
Thus, an investment in environmental oversight and enforcement mechanisms is necessary to 
minimize rapid land cover change and its negative second-order effects.24 
 
The United States can help interrupt the conflict-peace-deforestation cycle by allocating bilateral 
aid to building stronger protections for critical natural resources during peace processes and post-
war reconstruction.25 Presently, aid allocation for environmental assistance does not fill this gap, 
allowing deforestation to continue unabated in post-war settings.26 With the following action plan, 
the United States could take a global lead in disrupting the conflict-peace-deforestation cycle:  
 

• Immediate actions. Research on post-war deforestation, as well as the link between 
deforestation and conflict, must be distributed across foreign assistance institutions. 
Agenda-setting stakeholders should also receive the data on post-war deforestation and 
environmental violence to begin formulating a plan of action.  

 
• Short-term actions. In the short term, relevant actors at USAID, the Department of 

State, and the Department of Defense can convene with environmental experts to consider 
how foreign assistance to promote long-term peace and security can protect environmental 
conditions. All of the relevant stakeholders can then produce a standard for aid allocations 
to two types of states: those in the midst of peace processes to end civil war and those 
engaged in post-war reconstruction. For instance, the United States sent Colombia $106.1 
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million in peace and security aid in 2020.27 To stop the country’s rising deforestation rate, 
environmental experts familiar with the region should be involved in aid distribution 
decision-making to the state to protect Colombia’s chances of long-term peace. 

 
• Medium-term actions. In the medium term, the president can issue a memorandum 

instructing foreign assistance agencies to expand the scope of peace and security and 
democracy, human rights, and governance earmarks to promote increased global 
environmental security and environmental institution capacity-building. This memo should 
emphasize the role that environmental security plays in achieving a stable peace in post-
war countries and encourage agencies to implement the practices recommended by 
environmental experts when delivering assistance to states ending a civil war.28 

 
• Long-term actions. In the long term, the United States can rebrand its aid as a climate-

centric foreign aid project, which can serve two critical purposes. First, promoting a foreign 
aid strategy that centers on environmental sustainability will help both mitigate the human 
influence on global warming and help states adapt to its impacts.29  
 
Second, opinion of U.S. aid may improve, giving the United States a competitive edge 
against Chinese aid and BRI projects.30 Marketing U.S. aid as assistance that considers 
second- and third-order impacts on internal stability may be more attractive than China’s 
short-term growth approach. In states with weak environmental impact assessment laws, 
BRI projects can lead to air and water pollution, biodiversity loss, deposition of hazardous 
waste, and exploitation of natural resources. There is no mechanism to promote green 
energy and low-carbon development under BRI, which has led to increased carbon 
emissions in all partner countries.31  
 
To distinguish U.S. foreign assistance from China’s BRI, the United States can prioritize 
climate change and the green economy in all foreign assistance decisions. In adopting a 
climate-centric foreign assistance strategy, Washington has the opportunity to both 
increase global resilience to climate change and improve opinion of the United States 
abroad.32  

 
In sum, foreign assistance should acknowledge the critical role of environmental enforcement and 
sustainable forest management in preserving long-term peace in weak states.  
 
Countries currently in one of the three stages of the conflict-peace-deforestation cycle are 
Colombia (emerging stage), the DRC (transitional stage), and South Sudan (protracted stage). All 
are weak states that failed to rebuild their environmental institutions after civil war ended. As a 
result, post-war deforestation in all three threatens the likelihood of long-term peace. However, in 
each case U.S. foreign assistance could be deployed to reduce the likelihood of violence by 
investing in the countries’ ability to prevent or halt illegal deforestation. 
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Emerging Stage: Colombia  
 
Colombia is in the emerging stage of the conflict-peace-deforestation cycle. Since peacemaking 
ended the 57-year conflict period in 2016, the country has seen a rapid rise in illegal deforestation. 
With natural forest covering 70 percent of Colombia’s land, deforestation threatens internal 
stability and may lay the groundwork for a return to conflict.33 The United States has the 
opportunity to better allocate its peace and security aid to Colombia by funding environmental 
institutions and promoting environmental regulations. 
 
 
Civil War, Peace, and Post-War Deforestation 
 
The Colombian civil war began in the mid-1960s after left-wing guerilla groups, including the 
Revolutionary Armed Forces of Columbia (FARC), overthrew the Colombian government.34 In 
2000, the Clinton administration delivered a $10 billion dollar aid package known as Plan 
Colombia to assist with the peace process, however conflict continued until October 2012.35 Two 
months later, the FARC withdrew its troops and Colombia experienced a 98-percent decrease in 
violence.36 In 2016, after 52 years of armed conflict, the Colombian government and the FARC 
reached a peace agreement.37  
 
After a four-year negotiation period, the peace process incorporated only three reforms to 
institutions governing forest use: 
 

• FARC withdrawal from forest safe havens. During the civil war, FARC troops 
sought safe haven in the forests, using “gunpoint conservation” defend their positions. The 
FARC intentionally discouraged deforestation using landmines to deter attempts to access 
forest resources. The FARC permitted land clearing for agriculture, but prohibited personal 
hunting and fishing. Violating these rules resulted in public shame, imposition of fines, or 
even execution.38 

 
• Distribution of land titles and road construction. The peace agreement resulted in 

the distribution of land titles for the forest territory formerly controlled by FARC. 
Unfortunately, investors in illegal land markets violated the rules of formal land tenure to 
clear the forests, exploit the land’s resources, and then abandon the land. The construction 
of roads through forest land, a well-known driver of deforestation, further facilitated land 
grabs and the violation of forest protection laws.39 

 
• Eradication of illicit agriculture. The Colombian government issued an order to 

eradicate illicit agriculture after the civil war ended—which has proved ineffective.40 
During the war, coca cultivation generated forest loss only when conflict intensity was low. 
When the peace process commenced in 2012, it created the ideal environment for the 
expansion of coca agriculture. Coca cultivation for the production of cocaine has increased 
since the end of the war. 41 

 
These regulations were insufficient to prevent armed groups and other bad actors from capitalizing 
on the newly conflict-free land in Colombia.42 Many industries have expanded into Colombian 



 8 

forests, including narco-agriculture, cattle ranching, infrastructure development, and agroforestry. 
Inadequate government environmental protection encouraged illegal deforestation.43 Weak 
enforcement has emboldened violent actors operating coca plantations, illegal mines, and the 
timber trade.44 Since the end of the conflict, deforestation has increased in 31 out of 39 protected 
forest reserves in Colombia.45  
 
Figure 2 depicts annual deforestation in Colombia using Google Earth Engine satellite imagery 
and Global Forest Change data. When comparing forest loss in 2010, during the Colombian 
conflict, to forest loss in 2020, during the peace period, there is an almost one billion square meter 
increase in deforestation.46 This rapid change risks creating economic instability across the 
country. 
 

Figure 2: Annual deforestation in Colombia  
during conflict (2010) and peace (2020) 

 

 
 
 
Figure 3 shows the relationship between violence and deforestation using annual forest loss data 
from Global Forest Watch and conflict data from the Uppsala Conflict Data Program. The end of 
the Colombian conflict in 2016 marked a rapid rise in deforestation, while casualties fell to levels 
much lower than before the peace process began in 2012.47 Although Colombia has not yet 
experienced the negative effects of rapid deforestation, the state should expect increased violence 
and conflict in the ensuing post-war years if its environmental institutions remain weak.  
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Figure 3: Forest loss and casualties from armed conflict in Colombia, 2009-2020 
 

 
 
 
Ending the Cycle in Colombia: An Opportunity for the United States 
 
Rapid deforestation in Colombia will continue to create economic instability and resource 
competition. The state risks a return to armed conflict, despite the billions of U.S. dollars spent to 
promote peace.  
 
The United States played an instrumental role in organizing and funding Colombia's peace process. 
In 2010, the Colombian government granted the United States authority to direct its peace talks 
with the FARC, with President Obama eventually pledging over $450 billion in the Peace 
Colombia aid package in 2016.48 Throughout its aid efforts, however, the United States did not 
provide the Colombian government with sufficient environmental assistance.49 This missed 
opportunity could cost the United States sustained peace in Colombia. 
 
Since the end of the conflict, some countries have assisted in countering deforestation in Colombia. 
In a special pledge, the Norwegian government gave Colombia $366 million in 2019 and an 
additional $10 per hectare of conserved forest.50 Post-war deforestation could potentially be 
reversed through these types of contributions. The United States has the opportunity now to follow 
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suit and adapt its strategy to environmental demands. This move will require expanding the scope 
of peace and security aid to include environmental security. 
 
 
 
Transitional Stage: The Democratic Republic of Congo 
 
The Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) is in the transitional stage of the conflict-peace-
deforestation cycle. High rates of annual deforestation have destabilized the DRC and resulted in 
an upsurge in civil conflict and violence.51 Since the end of the Second Congo War in 2002, the 
mutually reinforcing relationship between conflict and deforestation has sabotaged efforts to 
achieve political, social, economic security.52 The United States can play an important role in 
stabilizing the country by increasing spending for environmental institution-building. 
 
 
Civil War, Peace, and Post-War Deforestation 
  
Months after the end of the First Congo War, the Second Congo War broke out in August 1998.53 
Over four years, the civil war took the lives of more than four million people.54 In 2002, the United 
Nations set up an Inter-Congolese Dialogue in South Africa, with strong support from member 
states, like the United States, to end the conflict.55 After the successful negotiation of peace 
agreements, the war ended in July 2003, giving the Transitional Government of the DRC control 
of the government.56 However, after a few years of peace, the Congolese National Congress for 
the Defense of People (CNDP) launched a rebellion against the DRC government, which lasted 
from 2007 until 2009, with the signing of the Goma Peace Agreement.57 
 
Civil war exacerbated shortages in government funding, led to a loss of intellectual capital, and 
worsened corruption in the DRC. Teams charged with environmental protection were left without 
equipment or an ability to communicate with the country's Ministry of Environment.58 By eroding 
the DRC’s environmental enforcement institutions, the First and Second Congo Wars primed the 
country for illegal, large-scale, and ecologically destructive deforestation. 
 
Lacking any mechanisms to protect the environment, the DRC’s annual deforestation rate during 
the 2002 peace negotiations to end the Second Congo War were double the annual deforestation 
rate during the First Congo War.59 Drawn to the newly conflict-free forests, hundreds of settlers 
and former soldiers opened small-scale mining camps for gold, coltan, and diamonds in protected 
reserves and national parks.60 Thousands more extracted fuelwood and charcoal from the Virunga 
national park to supply nearby cities. As illegal logging, charcoal production, agriculture, and 
informal mining industries expanded, deforestation rose.61 
 
From 2002 to 2020, the DRC lost five percent of its primary forest.62 Over the last decade, 
deforestation in DRC's forest reserves and national parks has fueled the largest informal, 
unregulated mining workforce in the world and a largely informal timber industry. Today, millions 
of Congolese rely on the illicit industries and informal economic activity that fuel deforestation.63  
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The country now has one of the highest rates of deforestation globally.64 Figure 4 depicts annual 
deforestation in the DRC using Google Earth Engine satellite imagery and Global Forest Change 
data. When comparing forest loss in 2001, during the Second Congolese Civil War, to forest loss 
in 2020, during the peace period, there is an almost ten billion square meter increase in 
deforestation.65  
 

Figure 4: Annual deforestation in the DRC  
during conflict (2001) and peace (2020) 

 

 
 
 
The government has not fulfilled its goals of increasing the country’s forest cover from 58 to 63.5 
percent by 2030 due to deficient finances, lack of political will, and weak enforcement capacity.66 
Rapid deforestation has amplified environmental stress across the DRC, destabilizing the country. 
Violence fueled by resource scarcity is now common. 
 
 
Rising Violence and Mass Migration 
 
Deforestation has led to competition over forest resources and a scarcity of arable land in the 
immediate post-war period. The 2003 peace agreement produced the Forest Code, which 
recognizes use rights of local and indigenous communities. Loggers require the formal approval 
of local communities to harvest forests, but lack of clarity over land rights has led to conflict.67 In 
April 2011, local villagers protested against one of the largest logging companies in the DRC. 
Locals demanded the company invest in the village’s infrastructure, as is required under law, but 
conflict exploded when police beat and raped the villagers. Failure to reinforce environmental 
institutions during the peace process made these recurrent conflicts predictable.68 
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More recently resource scarcity fueled by deforestation has also generated conflict. Warlords in 
North and South Kivu have clashed over access to illegal natural resource markets, while ethnic 
groups in the Ituri region, migrating in search of resources, fight over communal access to land, 
food, and water.69 One attack on the Hema people in 2019 left 160 dead.70 A recent report from 
Addis Ababa University found that natural resource competition contributed to the most recent 
spike in violence in 2017.71 Open conflict during these years over access to land and resources has 
left hundreds dead and displaced tens of thousands of Congolese.72  
 

Figure 5: Forest loss and casualties from armed conflict in the DRC (2002-2020) 
 

 
 
Figure 5 shows the relationship between violence and deforestation using annual forest loss data 
from Global Forest Watch and Uppsala Conflict Data. As deforestation rises, especially in the 
wake of the 2009 peace agreement, environmental stress makes conflict inevitable, resulting a 
steady rise and fall of conflict in the DRC. During the past few years, thousands of Congolese have 
died in conflict. Deforestation will continue to amplify environmental stress and generate violent 
conflict until the rate of forest loss slows.73 
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Ending the Cycle in the DRC: An Opportunity for the United States 
 
The United States is the DRC's largest bilateral foreign aid donor and has contributed to post-
conflict reconstruction since finalizing the 2003 peace agreement.74 From 2001 to 2019, 
environmental foreign aid comprised less than one percent of total U.S. funds delivered to the 
country.75 As a result of the low prioritization of the environment during the peace processes and 
post-war reconstruction, environmental management institutions in the DRC cannot function.76   
 
Environmental insecurity fueled by deforestation and poor environmental enforcement capacity is 
directly linked to violence in the DRC, as well as food, water, climate, and economic insecurity.77 
As the country’s largest donor of foreign aid, the United States has the opportunity to address the 
issue by increasing foreign aid earmarked to strengthen environmental institutions.  
 
 
 
Protracted Stage: South Sudan 
 
South Sudan has reached the protracted stage of the conflict-peace-deforestation cycle. Despite the 
fact that rapid deforestation played a central role in the outbreak of two civil wars in Sudan, the 
failure to prevent further forest loss in the newly independent South Sudan contributed to civil war 
in 2013.78  
 
 
Civil War, Peace, and Post-War Deforestation 
 
The 17-year First Sudanese Civil War ended in 1972 with a peace agreement that recognized the 
political autonomy of Southern Sudan.79 In 1983, Sudan's leader Jaafar Nimeiry imposed sharia 
law on the Southern Sudan Autonomous Region, sparking the Second Sudanese Civil War.80 In 
April 1985, South Sudan’s newly formed Southern People's Liberation Army (SPLA) carried out 
a coup against Nimeiry. Conflict between the North and South continued for several years, and 
negotiations failed to end the violence through the remainder of the twentieth century.81 After a 
three-year peace process, the 2005 Comprehensive Peace Agreement was implemented, giving 
South Sudan the opportunity to formally secede in 2011.82 
 
During the period of peace following the First Sudanese Civil War, the expansion of industrialized 
farming and the growing demand for fuelwood decimated forests. The land cleared for mechanized 
farming increased from less than half a million hectares in 1968 to five million hectares in 1986. 
An equal area was farmed illegally. Mechanized farming, for instance, destroyed 95 percent of all 
forest area in eastern Sudan.83 Arable land became increasingly scarce as large-scale agriculture 
destroyed soil health, water balance, and soil biota.84 This large-scale land change displaced 
millions of Sudanese.85  
 
Drought and desertification, loss of arable land, and increasing competition over resources during 
the interwar period were major causes of the Second Sudanese Civil War.86 Persistent drought and 
fragile semi-desert in northern Sudan led to southward migration.87 State and private agricultural 
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firms resented agro-pastoralists’ desire to migrate to the south to continue pursuing traditional 
subsistence agriculture, rather working for the agricultural firms.88 Over time, conflict emerged 
between migrants and southern Sudanese as they competed for limited resources and disagreed 
about environmental usage.89  
 
As of 2007, not a single protection or forest management activity was located in South Sudan.90 
The new government did not possess the resources to manage forests after achieving 
independence.91 In 2011, South Sudan’s Minister of Wildlife declared that she was interested in 
conservation, but lacked the funding.  
 
In the years preceding the South Sudanese Civil War, rapid land change fueled food insecurity and 
poverty. In response, pastoralists migrated to wetter areas, which often led to tension or armed 
conflict with locals. A 2011 UNEP study directly connected environmental stress in South Sudan 
with this pre-war instability.92 Without environmental institutions to monitor and mitigate land 
misuse, migration led to confrontation between two pastoralist groups, triggering the South 
Sudanese Civil War in 2013.93 
 

Figure 6: Annual deforestation in South Sudan  
during peace (2011) and conflict (2018) 

 

 
 
 
Figure 6 depicts annual deforestation in South Sudan using Google Earth Engine satellite imagery 
and the Global Forest Change data. When comparing forest loss in 2011, during the inter-war 
period of peace, to forest loss in 2018, during the South Sudanese civil war, there is a 700 million 
square meter decline in annual deforestation.94 If environmental institutions cannot address the 
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issue of illegal deforestation, the cycle will continue in South Sudan until the state’s forests are 
completely destroyed.  
 
 
A Return to Civil War 
  
The South Sudanese Civil War was a product of the political rivalry between the president and 
vice president of South Sudan, as well as the struggle between the Dinka and Nuer pastoralist 
groups.95 Competition between these groups escalated as access to arable land and water declined. 
The war brought weapons into the country, which made resource conflicts more deadly.96 Almost 
400,000 lives were lost, and millions were displaced. Of those displaced, 85 percent were women 
and children.97 
 
Unfortunately, the 2020 peace deal between President Kiir and Vice President Machar is tenuous. 
Widespread famine and tensions over land usage make sustainable peace unlikely in South 
Sudan.98 Although deforestation rates dropped during the South Sudanese Civil War, forest loss 
will continue to incite violence unless strong environmental management measures are instituted.99 
 

Figure 7: Forest loss and armed conflict casualties in South Sudan (2001-2020) 
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Figure 7 shows the relationship between violence and deforestation using annual forest loss data 
from Global Forest Watch and the conflict data from the Uppsala Conflict Data Program. Conflict 
data for South Sudan is only available for the period since its independence. As conflict surged at 
the start of the South Sudanese Civil War, deforestation fell. To prevent future conflict, the new 
state of South Sudan requires aid to build environmental enforcement capacity and help guide the 
government towards achieving sustainable development.100 
 
 
Ending the Cycle in South Sudan: An Opportunity for the United States 
 
The State Department played an instrumental role in securing the 2005 Comprehensive Peace 
Agreement for Sudan.101 Foreign aid also peaked during the negotiation of the 2020 Sudanese 
Peace Agreement in South Sudan.102 However, U.S. environmental aid to South Sudan is 
negligible, despite a warning from USAID that environmental shocks would complicate 
peacemaking and require continued emergency assistance from the United States.103 At the same 
time, USAID recognized that humanitarian assistance is unsustainable. Focusing on local-level 
and NGO collaboration has been effective for USAID, especially with responding to natural 
disasters and other environmental shocks.  
 
Looking forward, the United States must research, monitor, and evaluate aid distribution pathways 
to ensure that environmental protection is equitable and sustainable in the long term. Ensuring that 
South Sudan can manage its illegal deforestation problem is vital to achieving a sustainable peace.  
 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Bad actors take advantage of weak environmental institutions to illegally extract resources from 
protected forests in post-civil war settings.104 When these sudden land cover changes worsen 
resource scarcity, conflict or even civil war may result.105 As climate change transforms 
environments across the planet, a U.S. foreign aid approach that targets illegal deforestation will 
mitigate this risk and increase the likelihood of long-term peace in post-civil war states.  
 
Weak countries with forested regions are vulnerable to cycles of deforestation and conflict. The 
map below identifies these regions by measuring global forest coverage and reports of conflict 
during the last two weeks of February 2022 (see Figure 8). Using the ArcGIS World Forests layer 
and the ACLED conflict layer, we see high concentrations of conflict over forested regions—or 
hotspots for cycles of environmental violence.106  Using this method, countries in Central America, 
Sub-Saharan Africa, and Southeast Asia are particularly vulnerable to developing cycles of 
deforestation and conflict. 
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Figure 8: Regions at highest risk for cycles of deforestation and conflict 
 

 
 
 
The United States has an opportunity to mitigate this risk by delivering bilateral aid that invests in 
environmental institutions. When the combatants in a civil war negotiate a settlement, the United 
States can support environmental institutional capacity during peace processes and post-conflict 
reconstruction. U.S. aid can stabilize high-conflict states and regions and set the global standard 
for sustainable foreign assistance. The United States should take the lead in using its foreign aid 
to break cycles of environmental violence, creating sustainable futures for post-war states. 
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