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ABSTRACT

Sub-Saharan Africa continues to face the complex interplay between persistent conflict and large-scale
migration, a challenge that has deepened humanitarian crises and hindered regional development. This
study examines the causes and consequences of conflict-induced migration within the region, highlighting
how fragile and conflict-affected states (FCS) experience compounded vulnerabilities. Drawing from
reports of the IMF, UNDP, UNHCR, and other global institutions, the paper demonstrates that protracted
conflicts; driven by weak governance, poverty, climate shocks, and the proliferation of small arms, have
displaced millions across and within borders. The research situates Nigeria and Mali as key case studies,
exploring how insurgencies such as Boko Haram and extremist militias in Mali have created humanitarian
emergencies, disrupted livelihoods, and heightened insecurity. With over 6 million refugees and internally
displaced persons in the region, displacement has strained already fragile economies and weakened state
institutions. The paper concludes that Armed violence in SSA has precipitated forced migration, resulting
in significant humanitarian problems in these nations. The conflicts, primarily instigated by non-state
actors, were fueled by reasons including poor governance, the spread of small arms and light weapons,
and religious extremism. They have caused the loss of livelihoods and significant suffering for women
and children. Migration and the population of internally displaced persons is anticipated to rise unless
significant measures are implemented to mitigate these conflicts. Internally displaced persons (IDPs) are
socially marginalized from obtaining essential resources such as housing, healthcare, education, and other
means of livelihood and this influences movement internally and internationally. The paper recommends
that Governments and other SSA actors should address the root causes of violent conflicts, such as
poverty, climate change, weak institutions, inadequate leadership, and a lack of political will to implement
pro-people policies. In this approach, the burden on displaced populations might be greatly lessened.
Keywords: Conflict, Migration, Poverty, Sub-Saharan Africa, Displacement

INTRODUCTION

Fragile and conflict-affected states (FCS) host 1.3 billion individuals confronting significant challenges:
slow growth, feeble institutions, insufficient public services, acute poverty, warfare, and involuntary
displacement. As of 2024, 18 of the 39 FCS acknowledged by the IMF are located in sub-Saharan Africa,
representing over 670 million individuals. Approximately one in six inhabitants of FCS in the area
experiences severe food insecurity (Chen et al., 2025). Food and nutrition security in Sub-Saharan Africa
is especially susceptible to natural disasters and climate shocks, with their effects intensified by low
resilience and restricted adaptive capacity. As a result, natural disasters occur with greater frequency and
lethality: mortality in FCS are 64 percent higher than in other regional countries (EM-DAT, 2024).
Forecasts indicate that by 2040, the median FCS may see 74 days annually exceeding 35°C, representing
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a fourfold increase in exposure compared to non-FCS in the region, hence endangering agricultural output
and food security while heightening the dangers of heat-related ailments and diseases (UNDP, 2020).
Natural catastrophes deplete scarce resources, destroy livelihoods, and intensify food poverty, placing
FCS people at heightened risk of famine. Droughts and floods not only harm crops but also exacerbate
social tensions and discourage investment, intensifying pressures on governments that are already
grappling with weak institutions and limited ability, so reinforcing cycles of fragility (Chen et al., 2025).
More than 60 percent of fragile and conflict-affected states in the region rely on natural resources, with
the median fragile country generating roughly 30 percent of its GDP from resource extraction. These
riches have been transformed into a "resource curse,” exacerbating institutional vulnerabilities and
instability instead of fostering growth and development (Chen et al., 2025). Political instability
exacerbates these issues, as over fifty percent of Fragile and Conflict-affected States (FCS) in the region
are either embroiled in conflict, have undergone recent coups d'état, or are adjacent to nations in turmoil.
From 2000 to 2023, the region represented almost 60 percent of the 69 attempted coups globally, with 40
percent occurring in conflict-affected states. Protracted hostilities have displaced millions, both
domestically and internationally. Consequently, FCS in the region serve as both significant sources of
refugees and primary hosts; Chad and Ethiopia are ranked among the top 10 countries globally for refugee
hosting. More than fifty percent of the region's approximately 6 million refugees originate from South
Sudan and the Democratic Republic of the Congo (EM-DAT, 2024).

The conflict-affected States encounter significant fiscal limitations, characterized by restricted financing
options and inadequate domestic revenue generation; the median tax revenue-to-GDP ratio is at 10
percent, which is 5 percentage points lower than that of non-conflict-affected States in the region.
External assistance, while essential, has experienced a structural reduction over the past two decades
(IMF, 2024). In 2023, FCS in the region obtained about 60 percent of the entire official development aid
grants for sub-Saharan Africa, or 20 percent of the global total; yet, development requirements
persistently exceed this support. Recent reductions in funding from the United States Agency for
International Development (USAID) elevate the danger for sub-Saharan Africa, which is projected to
receive almost 40 percent of USAID's global allocations in 2024. Ethiopia and the Democratic Republic
of the Congo each received $1.2 billion in 2024, constituting 1 percent and 1.5 percent of their respective
GDPs, however South Sudan received $750 million, which represented up to 15 percent of its GDP in
2024. Additional conventional donor nations, such as the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, and Belgium,
have likewise declared reductions in their aid budgets. In the future, these possible disruptions are
expected to significantly impact FCS (IMF, 2024).

Conflict-affected states frequently occupy the lowest positions in global development metrics due to
constrained fiscal constraints, extensive development requirements, and inadequate funding. In numerous
countries, life expectancy hovers around 60 years, poverty rates are double that of non-FCS in the region,
and elementary school completion rates are among the lowest worldwide. By 2030, two-thirds of the
world's extreme poor would reside in unstable nations, predominantly in sub-Saharan Africa (Chen et al.,
2025). As a result, these states exhibit increased susceptibility to shocks, occasionally with extensive
ramifications. On average, annual growth in conflict-affected nations is approximately 3 percentage
points lower, resulting in a progressively growing cumulative effect on per capita GDP. Ongoing fragility
may exacerbate cross-border security threats and regional instability, in addition to causing economic
disturbances in trade, migration, displacement, and investment flows. In sub-Saharan Africa, 100 fatalities
in adjacent states within a 500-kilometer radius correlate with an approximate 2-percentage point decline
in growth (IMF, 2024).

Notably, despite significant challenges and limitations, several nations, including FCS (Cameroon, Chad,
Ethiopia, Kenya, Niger, Rwanda, Togo, and Uganda, among others), have embraced refugees and have
consequently developed some of the most innovative refugee policies globally (UNHCR & World Bank,
2021). Uganda provides unrestricted travel, work permits, and comprehensive access to public facilities;
Kenya is converting camps into municipalities to stimulate local trade; and Chad and Ethiopia have
incorporated refugees into financial systems and national development strategies. Although these tactics
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necessitate initial investments and administrative capabilities, effectively formulated refugee inclusion
initiatives can enhance employment and income for both the host nation and the refugees, as evidenced by
experiences in Ethiopia and Kenya. In Ethiopia, the annual expenditure per refugee may decrease from
$378, when dependent exclusively on aid, to $210 with restricted employment options, and further to $78
with complete engagement in economic activity (World Bank, 2024b). This paper examines the
difficulties of conflict and migration in Sub-Saharan Africa based on these empirical situations.
Objectives of the Study
The aim of the study is to assess the situation of conflict and its influence on migration in Sub-Saharan
African States (SSA). Specifically, the study examined:

1. Conflict situations in SSA

2. The challenges of conflict and migration in SSA

Conceptual Clarifications
Conflict
Conflict is often viewed as a defining characteristic of the political process in Africa; nevertheless,
political conflict is but one facet of the broader spectrum of conflict throughout African civilization.
Conflict, as defined by Coser (2016), arises when individuals contend over values and assertions of status,
authority, and resources, with the objective of neutralizing, injuring, or eliminating their adversaries
(Coser, 2016). He elaborated on this, indicating that conflict arises when one party perceives that its
goals, objectives, methods of achieving those goals, or preferences are jeopardized by the actions of
another party. The parties may be attempting to encroach upon the same domain or physical space, or,
more abstractly, the same sphere of influence or behaviors.
Conflict represents the violent expression of discord and disillusionment, frequently stemming from
unmet objectives. Conflicts are not invariably violent; yet, those in Nigeria and Mali have been marked by
violence and brutality (Annan, 2014). Armed conflict may arise between nations or between
governmental authorities and non-state entities. Common Article 3 of the Geneva Convention delineates
armed conflict as a circumstance occurring within the territory of a contracting party or state, signifying
that the situation has escalated to a level that differentiates it from other manifestations of violence,
including riots and occasional, isolated acts of violence.
Migration
Migration is a highly complex phenomenon. The motivations for migration are diverse and continually
evolving. Furthermore, migrants are challenging to categorize because they originate from diverse
conditions, surroundings, and possess distinct individual traits. Migration denotes the traversal of an
administrative boundary for a certain minimum duration. This category encompasses refugee movement,
economic migration, and the migration of individuals for various other reasons, including family
reunification.
Multiple empirical investigations (Sulima, 2015) characterize migration as a phenomenon involving the
concurrent alteration of three primary parameters:

a. Change of domicile that entails crossing a political or national boundary;

b. A modification of the location where they do their professional duties (even if they engage in the

same occupation);

c. Atransformation of social connections (the integration into a new community).

Migration can occur both inside and internationally. Internal migration denotes the movement
from one region (province, county, municipality) to another inside the confines of the same state.
International migration refers to the movement of individuals across national borders.
This comprehensive definition excludes two forms of relocation: first, territorial movement that does not
alter social bonds and is thus irrelevant to individuals and society (e.g., tourism); second, relocation
involving individuals or groups as passive subjects rather than active agents (e.g., the organized transfer
of refugees from their home countries to a safe haven) (United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization, n.d.).
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Migration is typically classified into two categories: voluntary migration and involuntary migration.
Voluntary migration is driven by individual initiative and free will, influenced by a combination of
economic, political, and social factors, either in the migrants' country of origin (determinant or "push
factors™) or in the destination country (attraction or "pull factors™). Forced migration refers to the
relocation of individuals from their residences as a result of natural calamities, including earthquakes,
floods, and droughts, as well as human-induced events such as warfare and conflicts. Individuals are
compelled to relocate due to financial distress and starvation. Giovetti (2019) defines forced migration as
the movement of migrants, displaced individuals, and refugees both within and across international
borders. The primary factors driving forced migration encompass warfare and conflict, environmental
alterations, and socio-economic circumstances. According to the aforementioned criteria, forced
migration and population displacement are seen as same phenomena, entailing the coerced relocation of
individuals from their residences to alternative locations.

Literature Review

Conflict Situation in Sub-Saharan Africa

The African experience with conflict has been ascribed to governmental deficiencies. The state's
structures and institutions have remained comparatively underdeveloped since independence, with
emphasis placed on establishing those institutions that facilitate resource exploitation and management
(UNDP, 2020). The current endeavor focuses on the optimization and utilization of resources to create
frameworks and institutions that promote national unity and human advancement.

The state apparatus has been employed primarily for resource extraction rather than for nation-building,
resulting in states that predominantly rely on rents from natural resources, specifically petroleum
products, gold, iron ore, copper, tin, and other solid minerals. The imperial characteristics of the
extractive industries and the collaboration of state operators are inadequate, as they are repressive and
indifferent to the needs and struggles of the affected communities and individuals. The state's mono-
economy has relegated it to the role of supplying commaodities, jobs, and essential infrastructure, which
the income generated is insufficient to support.

The political leaders asserting solutions to the issues are, in fact, contributors to the conflict, as they
exhibit avarice and partiality in the allocation of limited resources and political positions. The Niger Delta
war in Nigeria, stemming from the government's disregard for the struggles of oil-bearing communities
and resource control, has resulted in widespread communal and ethnic strife throughout the nation
(Ibeanu, 2018). The quest for colonial expansion in Africa incited confrontations across several regions,
culminating in the establishment of anticolonial liberation forces. The disputes occurred between the
populace and the colonial authorities. The most conspicuous instances where the national liberation
conflicts in the Portuguese colonies of Angola, Mozambique, and Guinea-Bissau. The most recent
situation pertains to the Boko Haram fight. The belligerent actions of Boko Haram in North Eastern
Nigeria have not only influenced the security landscape within Nigeria but have also been significant
threats to the governments of Niger, Chad, and Cameroon in the Lake Chad Basin. These nations are
susceptible to the Boko Haram insurgency. Boko Haram militants have established settlements
surrounding the Lake Chad basin as their sanctuaries and recruitment sites (Voice of America News,
2016). The failure of Nigeria to diminish Boko Haram prompted the collaborative response of nations in
the Lake Chad Basin to establish the international joint task force.

The heightened influx of small arms and light weaponry, together with the unregulated cross-border
movement of insurgents into and out of Nigeria; a characteristic of globalization, is further exacerbated by
inadequate border enforcement and prolonged political instability in the region. The substantial influx of
small arms and light weapons exacerbates insecurity in the North East and jeopardizes the integrity of the
Nigerian state. The increasing prevalence of armed robbery and other violent crimes in the predominantly
Boko Haram-impacted North Eastern Nigeria, together with the insecurity in the border communities of
Niger, Chad, and Cameroon, substantiates this assertion (Institute for Peace and Conflict Resolution,
2017).
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Conflict and the Challenges of Migration in SSA

Population displacement has emerged as a critical issue in developing countries over the past few
decades, primarily attributable to violent wars. Between 2000 and 2020, the population of internally
displaced individuals (IDPs) due to violent conflicts rose from 21 million to 41 million (World Migration
Report 2020). Currently, 55 million individuals are displaced globally due to violent war and natural
disasters, with 59 nations comprising 49 million of these displaced persons (Migration Data Portal, 2021).
More than five million of these refugees and internally displaced persons reside in West Africa (UNHCR,
2021a). The prejudicial practices of national governments in the West African sub-region, such as Nigeria
and Mali, obstruct refugees and internally displaced persons from obtaining government subsidies,
education, and work (African Rights Action, 2021).

The armed war in West Africa, especially in the Lake Chad Region, has led to significant mass
displacement, adversely affecting the security, social, political, and humanitarian conditions of individuals
in Nigeria, Cameroon, and Niger. By November 2021, of the region's almost three million internally
displaced persons, two million had returned to their original locations (IOM DTM, 2021). Armed
conflicts in the Sahel have escalated, adversely affecting millions, particularly in Mali, Burkina Faso, and
Niger; around 13 million individuals in the Central Sahel require humanitarian aid (OCHA 2022b).
Nigeria is home to three million internally displaced persons, 82,000 refugees, and 1,600 asylum
applicants as a result of ongoing conflicts in Cameroon (UNHCR, 2022b). The United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has identified 1.36 million individuals "of concern” in Mali
(UNHCR, 2022a).

Conflicts impose costs not only on the nations directly involved but also on neighboring countries and the
broader region. For example, Nigeria, a West African nation, has an approximate population of 218
million individuals (National Population Commission, 2022). It shares its western boundary with the
Benin Republic along the Gulf of Guinea; to the east with Cameroon; to the north with Chad; and to the
south with Niger. Nigeria ranks among the foremost producers of crude oil globally. Nigeria exhibits a
significant poverty rate, with 53.5 percent of its population subsisting on less than $1.90 daily, with a
severe multidimensional poverty rate encompassing monetary poverty, education, and basic infrastructure
of 26.8 percent (UNDP, 2020).

Countries like Nigeria has suffered extensive devastation due to violent conflicts, primarily stemming
from the Boko Haram insurgency in the northeast, banditry and kidnapping in the northwest, and farmer-
herder disputes in the north-central regions of the country. Assaults and insecurity, especially in the north-
east, have uprooted millions, ravaged agricultural output and other livelihoods, disrupted key services,
and led to food insecurity and the emergence of illnesses like cholera, with no resolution anticipated
(OCHA, 2022b). The IOM Global Crisis Response Platform Nigeria (2022b) reported that non-state
armed groups in the northeast have committed acts of violence, resulting in a significant humanitarian
crisis, increased insecurity, and extensive forced displacement and human rights abuses.

The World Health Organization (WHO) verified the detrimental living conditions and susceptibility of
displaced populations, noting that the significant number of displaced individuals has complicated the
COVID-19 response in Nigeria (WHO, 2020). The I0M's Global Crisis Response Platform (2022b)
indicated that the COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated the precarious living conditions of individuals
requiring humanitarian assistance in north-east Nigeria, with an increase from 7.9 million to 8.3 million in
the first quarter of 2020 (IOM DTM, 2021).

OCHA reported that in 2022, 8.4 million individuals in the north-east required humanitarian assistance,
comprising 2.2 million internally displaced persons (IDPs), 1.5 million returnees lacking access to
livelihoods and essential services, and 3.9 million community members impacted by the presence of
IDPs, including approximately one million individuals unreachable by humanitarian workers (OCHA,
2022b). Similar to Mali, the OCHA warned that conflict and insecurity have rendered humanitarian
operations challenging and perilous in northeastern Nigeria.

The forced migration problems in north-central and north-west Nigeria stem from conflict and violence
between farmers and herders, driven by competition for natural resources, population growth, urban
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expansion, environmental degradation, and climate change (IOM, 2022b). Disputes regarding livestock
theft, agricultural destruction, heightened competition for land utilization, and various complex aspects of
poverty and abduction have exacerbated human security in Nigeria's north-central and north-west regions.
The dispute endures because of ineffective conflict resolution mechanisms and perceived partiality and
inaction from authorities, which have prolonged the situation (IOM, 2022b).

Benue State in north-central Nigeria alone comprises about one million internally displaced persons
(IDPs) in the country (Duru et al., 2021). In northwest Nigeria, a committee established by the
governments of Zamfara, Sokoto, and Katsina States in 2019, led by Muhammad Abubakar, a former
Inspector-General of Police, estimated that from 2011 to 2019, 4,983 women were widowed, 25,050
children orphaned, and over 190,340 individuals displaced in Zamfara State due to armed banditry
(WANEP, 2020). Approximately 210,354 individuals have been internally displaced throughout 171
communities in the northwest, with 144,496 individuals originating from 77 villages in Zamfara State
(UNHCR, 2020). The situation has deteriorated recently.

The Nigeria National Commission for Refugees, Migrants, and Internally Displaced Persons (NCRMIDP)
has initiated the development of settlement cities for internally displaced persons in Nigeria. Of the 3.2
million internally displaced persons, merely 84,803 have registered, and only 17,334 are prepared to
return home. The states of Borno, Kano, Katsina, Zamfara, Nasarawa, and Edo were chosen for the pilot
program for the development of settlement cities (Suleiman-lbrahim, 2022).

Another major example is Mali, a nation with around 23 million inhabitants (World Population Review
2022), has recently seen significant occurrences of violent conflict. The operations of several armed
factions, including Jama’at Nusrat al-Islam wal Muslimin and the Islamic State in the Greater Sahara,
among others, particularly in the northern and central regions of the country, have intensified insecurity in
the area. The state appears incapable of mitigating violence against the civilian population perpetrated by
the jihadist movement (MINUSMA, 2021). The UN Expert, Alioune Tine, reports that jihadists in Mali
are proliferating throughout various regions, leading to significant human rights abuses and civilian
fatalities in Goa, Menaka, and Timbuktu in the north; Bandiagara, Douentza, and Mopti in the center; and
Koutiala and San in the south.

MINUSMA reports (2021) indicate that displaced communities have experienced numerous extrajudicial
killings and human rights violations, particularly at the hands of Malian security personnel. From April to
June 2021, there were four extrajudicial killings and 258 recorded violations of rights. There have been at
least 435 recorded instances of abductions and brutality against women perpetrated by armed gangs and
local militias, which have also escalated. According to a report by the African Centre for the Constructive
Resolution of Disputes (ACCORD, 2021), violent conflicts in Mali have resulted in 2,070 fatalities and
the displacement of 300,000 individuals since May 2020. The displacements were primarily ascribed to
conflicts related to poverty, marginalization, restricted livelihoods, and political instability.

Non-state actors have significantly exacerbated the humanitarian crisis in Mali. Humanitarian workers
have faced recurrent assaults and fatalities, including two Red Cross personnel and one staff member
from a non-governmental organization in the Kayes region. One Jordanian and two Egyptian
peacekeepers from MINUSMA were Killed. Martin Griffiths, a representative of the UN Office for the
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), characterized Mali as the "most perilous environment for
humanitarians and peacekeepers" (OCHA, 2022a). The 2021 Humanitarian Response Plan, initiated by
OCHA on March 2, indicated that 5.9 million individuals required humanitarian assistance in Mali,
necessitating $563 million to support 4.7 million vulnerable persons (OCHA, 2022b).

OCHA has articulated apprehension regarding the worsening humanitarian conditions in Mali. Since
January 1, 2022, a minimum of 599 individuals has been deceased. Civilian unrest has resulted in the
displacement of about 370,000 individuals, with more than half occurring in the Mopti region alone.
OCHA (2022a) articulated apprehension on the inadequate circumstances of internally displaced persons,
specifically concerning their living conditions and means of subsistence. Armed militias have devastated
and obstructed access to agricultural lands and other infrastructure in Mali. It stated that almost 1,700
schools are shuttered due to insecurity, depriving children of their right to education. Women and girls
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constitute the most susceptible demographic, with numerous documented instances of sexual harassment,
rape, and early marriages, sometimes referred to as the “hidden crisis.” (OCHA, 2022a).

CONCLUSION

According to the literature examined, violent crises fueled by non-state actors like Boko Haram, Islamic
State West Africa Province (ISWAP), farmer-herder conflict, and banditry in Nigeria are the main cause of
migration in Sub-Saharan Africa. The situation in Mali for instance, where armed groups like the Tuareg
and other non-state actors have wreaked havoc, is comparable to this. According to the studies from
several organizations mentioned above, until the underlying causes of conflicts are addressed, the armed
conflicts in the subregion might not be limited. The high rate of poverty in SSA, like 40% in Nigeria in
2018 and 42% in Mali in 2019; is one of these causes (World Bank 2020).

Armed violence in SSA has precipitated forced migration, resulting in significant humanitarian problems
in these nations. The conflicts, primarily instigated by non-state actors, were fueled by reasons including
poor governance, the spread of small arms and light weapons, and religious extremism. They have caused
the loss of livelihoods and significant suffering for women and children. Migration and the population of
internally displaced persons is anticipated to rise unless significant measures are implemented to mitigate
these conflicts. Internally displaced persons (IDPs) are socially marginalized from obtaining essential
resources such as housing, healthcare, education, and other means of livelihood and this influences
movement internally and internationally.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The following recommendations are made to address the challenges of conflict and migration in SSA:
Governments and other SSA actors should address the root causes of violent conflicts, such as poverty,
climate change, weak institutions, inadequate leadership, and a lack of political will to implement pro-
people policies. In this approach, the burden on displaced populations might be greatly lessened.

Forming long-lasting partnerships. In a period of geopolitical fragmentation, the risks of disregarding
FCS extend far beyond national borders and could have an impact on security, human displacement, and
economic stability. The IMF's Country Engagement Strategies highlight the importance of coordinated
efforts with development, peace, and humanitarian actors to boost impact and promote resilience.
International partners, including donors, can help stabilize fragile states and keep them from turning into
global catastrophes by supporting social programs, strengthening capacity, and reducing the impact of
economic shocks.

Strengthening the financial and institutional foundations. To restore macroeconomic stability in FCS,
fiscal institutions must be strengthened and public financial management improved. In practice, this
means raising domestic revenue collection through fair taxes and improved compliance, then directing the
money raised to essential public services like healthcare, education, and infrastructure, all of which may
foster social cohesion and prevent conflict. Additionally, stronger fiscal institutions can reduce the need
for ad hoc outside funding, freeing up funds for targeted social spending that promotes equity, especially
in areas impacted by violence and displacement.
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