
 

Is Syria really a 'climate war'? The links
between drought, migration and conflict
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The Syrian civil war has raged for more than six years now. You've
probably heard the following story linking it to climate change: an
intense drought, made more likely thanks to global warming, caused
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http://www.mcclatchydc.com/news/nation-world/national/article140523093.html


 

"mass migration" within the country from rural to urban areas, which in
turn contributed to the 2011 uprising which then escalated into civil
conflict.

This narrative assumes that there is a relationship between drought,
migration and conflict. However, the connection is not so clear-cut. Our
worry is that putting too much emphasis on the climate overlooks the
role of political and socio-economic factors in determining a
community's vulnerability to environmental stress. Conflict is not
inevitable in the face of drought.

That's one conclusion from our work on drought and resource
management in Syria. In our research, we broke down the popular
"climate war" claim into two parts – the link between drought and
migration, and the link between migration and conflict – to see if and
how these factors fit together.

We started with the very idea of environmentally induced migration. The
problem is that it's very difficult to determine the actual reasons why
people leave home and look for opportunities elsewhere – a changing
environment is likely to be only one among several factors and not
necessarily the most significant. For instance, having the capital to move
is a major factor for migration, so only those who can afford to move in
response to drought are able to.

In the case of Syria, there has been no scientifically proven link between
reduced rainfall or failed crops, and rural-urban migration. The evidence
that has been used to prove the drought-migration link comes from
displacement reports published by the Syrian government and UN
assessment missions. The two phenomena are claimed to be linked
because they coincided in time. Scientifically, however, this is not
enough.
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https://phys.org/tags/conflict/
https://lup.lub.lu.se/search/publication/cf330065-4901-4a41-b97c-9c2b9664b467
https://lup.lub.lu.se/search/publication/cf330065-4901-4a41-b97c-9c2b9664b467
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/2A1DC3EA365E87FB8525760F0051E91A-Full_Report.pdf
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The drought which affected Syria has been described as a severe, multi-
year drought that lasted between 2006 and 2010. But rainfall levels in
2006, 2007, 2009 and 2010 were close to normal, both in Syria as a
whole and in the northeastern "bread basket" region. This suggests that
only 2008 was a real drought year.

A drought can be devastating for one community but barely noticed in
another. Just look at the Kurdistan region of Iraq, which was affected by
the same dry period as Syria but without any mass migration flows at the
time. A community's vulnerability to drought is more important than the
drought itself.

Various factors meant Syrian farmers were particularly vulnerable to

3/6

https://sciencex.com/help/ai-disclaimer/
http://www.pnas.org/content/112/11/3241
http://www.pnas.org/content/112/11/3241
https://lup.lub.lu.se/search/publication/cf330065-4901-4a41-b97c-9c2b9664b467
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11069-014-1504-x


 

drought. An overuse of water to nourish thirsty crops such as cotton had
left the land dry and degraded. The government had also cancelled
subsidies for fuel used to power irrigation pumps and to take produce to
market – and it had dismantled a micro-finance network that had served
as an income security net. A national drought strategy that had been
approved in 2006 was not implemented once the rains dried up.

From migration to conflict

The second stage of the Syrian narrative is that migration causes violent
conflict. While some research does suggest a connection, there is also
evidence suggesting no strong link at all.

  
 

  

Only 2008 was a true drought year. Credit: CHIRPS 2.0, Author provided
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https://ojs.st-andrews.ac.uk/index.php/syria/article/view/823
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00263206.2013.850076?scroll=top&needAccess=true&journalCode=fmes20
https://phys.org/tags/violent+conflict/
https://phys.org/tags/violent+conflict/
http://www.pnas.org/content/106/49/20670.short
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/20581831.2016.1149355


 

By simply looking at migration flows past and present, we can see that
violent conflict is rare. In fact, migration may actually strengthen social
and economic conditions in receiving communities in the developing
world. While urban migration does not cause development per se,
sustained economic development does not occur without it.

Religious, social and ethnic integration may also improve as contact with
one another increases. However, migration can also promote conflict,
through increased competition for resources and services, and tensions
due to ethnic and demographic changes. The potential for conflict in a
given urban space is mitigated by factors such as the destination area's
ability to absorb migrants, the permanency of people's migration, and
whether there is already social and/or political instability.

In the case of Syria, there was a mass exodus of farming families from
the worst drought-affected areas in the north of the country (the
agricultural bread basket of Syria) to the nearby cities of Damascus,
Hama and Aleppo. However, what role this migration played in helping
to fuel the uprisings and then the conflict is far from clear.

The initial protests broke out in the city of Daraa, in the south-east of the
country, in response to the arrests and mistreatment of a group of youths
allegedly caught painting anti-government graffiti. What started as a
provincial uprising spread to other parts of the country where deep-
seated socio-political dissatisfaction had been simmering for years.

What this sequence of events highlights is that the conflict is a
culmination of several interconnected factors that had been steadily
developing over decades. While drought, migration and conflict may all
be linked by association, such links are not established facts and, in the
case of Syria, they are difficult to gauge.

What can be said with much greater certainty is that economic struggles
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https://elibrary.worldbank.org/doi/abs/10.1093/wbro/lku006
https://elibrary.worldbank.org/doi/abs/10.1093/wbro/lku006
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1467-9787.2009.00636.x/full
http://www.csun.edu/~dtf46560/630/Misc/Reuveny-ClimateChangeMigration-2007.pdf
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S096262980700039X
http://www.preventionweb.net/english/hyogo/gar/2011/en/bgdocs/Erian_Katlan_&_Babah_2010.pdf
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/world/the-graffiti-kids-who-sparked-the-syrian-war/article33123646/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2011/mar/22/syrian-protests-troops-kill-deraa
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1468-2346.2012.01059.x/full
https://phys.org/tags/migration/
http://journals.ametsoc.org/doi/full/10.1175/WCAS-D-13-00059.1


 

stemming from drought vulnerability, the loss of subsidies and the loss
of agricultural wages did contribute to widespread dissatisfaction with
the government. And it was this dissatisfaction which served as a rallying
cry to unite people in opposition.

This article was originally published on The Conversation. Read the 
original article.
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