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A
rmed conflicts frequently 

lead to the destruction of 

food systems. Often, warring 

parties manipulate

starvation as a deliberate tactic, using 

their control over access to food to 

attract and reward friends and humble 

and punish enemies. Such conflicts are “food

wars,” not only because hunger is used as a

weapon but also because food insecurity is

both an effect and cause of conflict.

In February 2004, United Nations

agencies calculated that over 45 million

people in developing countries experiencing

or recovering from conflict were in need of

food and other emergency humanitarian

assistance (see table). More than 80 percent

of those affected lived in Sub-Saharan Africa.
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Table 1—People in Need of Food and Other Emergency Assistance in Sub-Saharan African
Conflict and Postconflict Countries, February 2004

Population in Need of
Humanitarian AssistanceCountry/Region

Total Food-Insecure
Population (2000) Notes

Angola 2,500,000 6,400,000 Postconflict

Burundi 1,100,000 4,500,000 Active conflict

Central African Republic 2,200,000 1,600,000 Active conflict

Republic of the Congo 150,000 900,000 Postconflict

D.R. Congo (DRC) 6,500,000 38,300,000 Active conflict

Côte d’Ivoire 1,000,000 2,400,000 Active conflict

West Africa (Burkina Faso, Ghana,
Guinea-Bissau, Mali, Mauritania,
and Togo) 2,000,000 Refugees from Côte d’Ivoire and 

Liberia, repatriated workers

Eritrea 2,300,000 2,200,000 Postconflict, drought

Ethiopia 7,200,000 26,400,000 Pockets of active conflict, internally
displaced people (IDPs) from past 
conflicts, drought

Great Lakes Region (Burundi, DRC,
Rwanda,Tanzania, and Uganda) 1,100,000 Displacement, drought, disease, forced

recruitment of child soldiers

Guinea 300,000 2,300,000 Refugees from neighboring conflicts

Liberia 1,700,000 1,200,000 Shaky ceasefire

Mozambique 600,000 9,700,000 Postconflict

Sierra Leone 500,000 2,200,000 Postconflict

Sudan 3,600,000 7,700,000 Active conflict

Tanzania 2,400,000 15,200,000 Refugees

Uganda 2,400,000 4,500,000 IDPs, refugees

Sub-Saharan Africa 37,400,000 198,000,000

Developing World 45,200,000 842,000,000

Sources: Figures calculated by the authors using data from the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, the Food and Agriculture
Organization of the United Nations, and the World Food Programme.
Notes: In some instances, the population in need of humanitarian assistance includes refugees from other countries and may therefore exceed the total
food-insecure population of the country. Countries such as Zambia and Zimbabwe, which suffer from endemic food insecurity and unrest but are not in a
declared state of civil war, are excluded from this discussion.

I
nternational humanitarian relief and development

operations provide opportunities to build peace and

create sustainable food security, especially in situations

where operations are carried out with explicit frameworks

attending to human rights and sustainable livelihoods. Achieving

lasting peace is a complex proposition because there is no single

set of causes of conflict or a sure way to remove them.

Nevertheless, there are food and agricultural policy actions that

can foster peaceful outcomes that promote food security.

2

      



CURRENTSTATE OF FOOD INSECURITY
AS EFFECT AND CAUSE OF
CONFLICT IN AFRICA

Conflict causes food insecurity and, under most circum-
stances, depresses production and income from cash

crops and livestock.This reduction in production and
income further decreases food security and reduces the
coping capacity of those dependent on these sources for
their livelihood.According to the Food and Agriculture
Organization of the United Nations, conflict cost Africa over
$120 billion worth of agricultural production during the last
third of the 20th century. Given the importance of agricul-
tural livelihoods to overall economic well-being, especially in
conflict-prone countries in Africa, these losses were devas-
tating.The United Nations Children's Fund reports that con-
flict countries have also failed to make much improvement in
child malnutrition and mortality rates, in part because of the
destructive violence and in part because of underinvestment
in health, education, and nutrition programs relative to mili-
tary spending.

By contrast, the ways in which food insecurity currently
contributes to conflict are less well understood, including
the circumstances under which food insecurity triggers con-
flict. Recent theories of civil war, for example, ignore the
linkages between the agricultural sector, which employs the
majority of people, and other primary-commodity sectors,
which are usually implicated in funding arms and troops—
and in funding their warring political leaders.

Conflict in developing countries stems from a constella-
tion of factors, including ethnic rivalries and environmental
scarcities, as well as intergroup competition over resources
such as land, water, and development aid. In conflict situa-
tions, there is usually some combination of perceived unfair-
ness in resource distribution, injury to a group’s sense of
cultural identity, struggle for control over access to high-
value primary resources, and a precipitous decline in house-
hold incomes due to a natural disaster or a plunge in the
price of key mineral or agricultural commodities. Studies of
the economic correlates of war—or of the motives and
opportunities of the combatants—rarely investigate food
insecurity directly, although they often find that conflict is
strongly associated with factors closely related to food inse-
curity, for example, high infant mortality, destitution, inequali-
ty, and declining per capita incomes.

The 22 countries listed in the table have recently suffered
from some interrelated combination of conflict, underdevelop-
ment, and food insecurity. Some conflict analysts assert that
the civil wars that proliferated in Africa and elsewhere in the
1990s are now reaching peace settlements and the countries
affected are entering the postconflict reconstruction phase.
While the number and intensity of conflicts in Africa have

declined during the past few years, peace appears to be
breaking out only if hostilities do not resume in former areas
of long-term, high-intensity conflict such as Angola, Liberia,
Sierra Leone, and Ethiopia. Local and lower-intensity conflicts
continue in some of these countries, notably Ethiopia, and may
scale up. Peace negotiations in zones of conflict and severe
food insecurity, such as the Democratic Republic of the
Congo (DRC) and Sudan, may well break down, as may shaky
ceasefires such as the current one in Liberia. Meanwhile, con-
flict rages on in Burundi and northern Uganda, leaving millions
uprooted and malnourished. Impoverished countries such as
Tanzania bear the heavy burden of receiving refugees from
wars in neighboring countries.

In postconflict countries such as Mozambique, the con-
sequences of previous wars exact a toll on food security and
economic development long after the end of fighting, as
combatants deliberately destroyed agricultural production
capacity, markets, health posts, and human and social capital.
Despite more than a decade of peace and favorable eco-
nomic growth, Mozambique is still hampered by landmines
and unexploded ordnance that continue to kill and maim
agricultural workers and make land hazardous to farm.
Roads, schools, and teachers, all decimated by conflict,
remain in short supply, and the country, like all of Sub-
Saharan Africa, now faces the additional labor and food secu-
rity challenge of HIV/AIDS.

As the table indicates, most of the conflict and postcon-
flict countries in Sub-Saharan Africa are home to substantial
numbers of food-insecure people. In most cases, the popula-
tion in need of food and other emergency humanitarian
assistance accounts for only a small share of the total food-
insecure population. Hence,African conflict countries are
zones of high, chronic food insecurity.

PRIMARYAGRICULTURAL PRODUCT 
EXPORTS AS SOURCES OF
GRIEVANCE,GREED, AND GUNS

Much of the conflict analysis of the 1980s and 1990s
argued that the causes of conflict wedded some combi-

nation of identity politics to perceived scarcity of primary
resources (“grievance”). Recent studies of civil war, however,
have found that competition for control over such primary
commodities as oil or diamonds (“greed”) is a far more sig-
nificant precipitating factor.The point is not that reliance on
primary-product exports necessarily causes conflict and food
insecurity. Rather, in politically volatile settings characterized
by poverty and inequality, global trade in these high-value
commodities creates conditions that increase the likelihood
of conflict. Primary-product revenues then fund military
expenditures.
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Although most of these studies of greed and grievance
have concentrated on nonrenewable, nonagricultural
resources, high-value agricultural resources may also be impli-
cated in at least two ways. First, competing political-ethnic
groups may fight over access to land and water sources to
produce high-value commodities such as coffee and cotton.
Alternatively, a sudden precipitous decline in the price of cash
crops—such as coffee and cotton, again—may cause cata-
strophic losses of income and drive would-be farmers into
more violent military and illicit trade occupations because
they see no other option. For example, in Rwanda, competi-
tion over land and access to agricultural improvement pro-
grams directly preceded the genocidal violence of 1994, and
the plummeting price of coffee was clearly a contributing 
factor not only to low and falling incomes but also to the
conflict itself, which was yet another chapter in the country’s
violent history of strife between and within ethnic groups.

Under the right conditions, agricultural exports can pro-
vide small farmers with opportunities to earn income,
enhance food security, and improve household nutrition, as in
Uganda, where small farmers’ export production has been
accompanied by poverty reduction and increased staple food
output. But public policies must ensure that these small farm-
ers have access to land and other productive resources, mar-
kets, and infrastructure if they are to benefit from export-
crop production.Agricultural production and trade can be
expected to lessen or counteract incentives for violence only
when other internal political stressors, such as intergroup
competition over resources, are absent. Otherwise, primary
agricultural commodity production may contribute contextual
or trigger causes of conflict.

The principal way in which trade in primary agricultural
commodities may contribute to food insecurity and conflict is
through global and national overexpansion of production of
particular cash crops. Prices plunge, and with them fall the
livelihoods, living standards, and hopes for the future of those
who have become dependent on their income. Since the
1990s, coffee and cotton prices have fluctuated hugely, in

some years dipping to half of prior levels and carrying down
with them the livelihood expectations of small farmers.The
extent to which such losses are politically destabilizing
depends on preexisting political and socioeconomic contexts,
as is seen in the Central American contrast between the dis-
tribution of land, coffee production improvements, and profits
among small-farmer operations in Costa Rica and the more
skewed distribution favoring privileged, elite, large-scale
landowners in El Salvador. In El Salvador, struggles over more
equitable access to land and coffee-production capacities
fueled decades of bloody civil war.

It is evident in Central America that coffee is the agricul-
tural commodity with the clearest connections to violent
conflict. Its conflict potential has been less intensively
explored in Africa and Asia, where nonagricultural commodi-
ties have absorbed trade and conflict analysts’ attention. In
2000, coffee was the second-largest export commodity in
developing countries after petroleum. Moreover, coffee
accounts for a substantial share of export earnings in the
conflict and postconflict countries listed in the table: 50 per-
cent for Ethiopia and over 60 percent for Burundi. Control of
revenues from the “bitter brew” is a source of both greed
and grievance in Africa. Historically, coffee revenue supported
Idi Amin’s bloody dictatorship in Uganda, rebel forces in Sierra
Leone, and Ethiopia’s changing spectrum of political leaders.

In some cases, primary-commodity pricing and policies
also fuel tensions over access to land, water, and markets
while diminishing food security, thereby contributing to con-
flict potential. Reliance on primary-commodity exports brings
opportunities for income, but also the risk of external shocks,
especially when there is little diversification in exports, a lack
of effective leadership and good governance, or both.The like-
lihood of strife increases as a result of declines in both house-
hold and national income.While sometimes a source of greed
(with the revenues used to purchase arms), export crops can,
like food crops, suffer declines due to conflict, thus constrain-
ing national revenues for investment in peaceful development.

INTEGRATINGPEACE AND FOOD SECURITY 
IN AGRICULTURAL 
DEVELOPMENT AND 
TRADE POLICY

The international community, through its influence on
national food, agriculture, and trade policy, can do much

to help prevent the outbreak of conflict. International financial
institutions responsible for development loans and debt relief
can pressure government leaders to use foreign exchange
earnings for food and nutrition programs, education, health
care, and broad-based agricultural development, rather than
weapons purchases. Debt relief in Côte d’Ivoire and other
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