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Abstract:

In situations characterised by armed conflict and climate change, can
informal institutions resolve conflict around shrinking resources? It is
widely acknowledged that low state capacity increases the likelihood of
violence in the context of climate change. In such context, informal
institutions should play a crucial role in preventing and mitigating
violence in the absence of formal institutions. However, little is known
of the characteristics of these informal institutions and existing literature
on climate change and conflict has examined them in isolation from
national contexts and actors. This paper seeks to address this gap and
argues that impartiality is essential for the ability of informal institutions
to resolve resource-based conflict, a by-product of climate change, and
prevent violence escalation. However, when institutions are partial,
because of co-option by the state or other external actors, their decisions
may further increase communal violence and prolong civil conflict.
Partial institutions can encourage people to take justice into their own
hands, and push individuals to join rebel groups offering more favourable

*  Dr Colin Walch is an affiliated researcher at the Department of Peace and Conflict
Research at Uppsala University. Previously, he was a post-doctoral researcher and
lecturer at the University of California, Berkeley. His research focuses on the links
between climate change and conflict, and on development in situations of armed
conflict and fragility.

101



Informal institutions in the midst of climate change and armed conflict in Mali

options in redressing grievances. This theoretical argument is explored
through a case study on central Mali, where partial informal institutions,
in conjunction with other factors, have led to increased violence in the
region.

Keywords: Climate change, Mali, informal institutions, armed conflict

1. Introduction

In situations characterised by armed conflict and climate change, can
informal institutions resolve conflict around shrinking natural resources?
In the last decade, concerns have increased about the link between
climate-related shocks affecting agricultural production and food
security as a factor in armed conflict. However, most scholars recognise
that environmental scarcity (increasingly induced by climate change) is
rarely the sole — or sufficient — cause of large-scale violence. Instead, they
point to the importance of economic, political, and social factors in
influencing the environment-conflict linkage (c.f. Mach et al. 2019). It is
therefore essential to examine climate factors together with other conflict
drivers — such as the functioning of institutions — to avoid simplistic
causal pathways between climate change and conflict. This article
explores which factors makes informal institutions (un)able to mediate
conflict in a context of climate change and scarce resources in
central Mali.

Informal institutions are particularly important in fragile countries with
weak formal institutional presence (Menkhaus 2007). According to the
United Nations, 80% of conflicts are managed through informal justice
mechanisms in most developing countries (UN 2019). While informal
institutions have long been studied for their role in managing natural
resources (c.f. Ostrom 1990), their role in mitigating the negative effect of
climate-induced resource scarcities on violent conflict has yet to be fully
defined. Indeed, previous research has indicated that informal institutions
can increase tensions (Raleigh 2010; Benjaminsen 2008) or decrease them
(Bogale and Korf 2008). The most recent study on the topic argues that
while traditional or customary rules may moderate conflict risk in some
contexts, this is not true in all places (Linke et al. 2018:30). This article
intends to provide insights into why some informal institutions supposedly
created to resolve conflict around resources fail to do so in the context of
climate change, scarcities and ongoing armed conflict.
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The study argues that informal institutions do not operate in a vacuum
and are influenced by several actors, particularly the state, local elites
and existing rebel groups (c.f. Brosché and Elfverson 2012; Walch 2018).
Looking at the informal institution of the Dioros, one of the most
important institutions in charge of resolving conflict around natural
resources in central Mali, this article argues that the influence of, and
co-option from the state has impacted the impartiality of the institution,
reducing its ability to resolve conflict. As a result, the Dioros are no
longer perceived as providers of impartial decisions, affecting their role
as neutral arbiters mediating conflict between herders and farmers in the
central region of Mali. The lack of impartiality of this informal institution
allows communal disagreements around access to resources to escalate,
as aggrieved parties may choose to impart justice themselves or join
rebel groups, intensifying and prolonging the ongoing civil conflict in
Mali. Rebel groups may also actively gear their recruitment’s efforts in
zones lacking resources and where there is a high level of dissatisfaction
with existing institutions (Walch 2018; SIPRI 2020).

By exploring the role of informal institutions in situations of climate
change, resources scarcity and conflict, this article makes three main
contributions to existing literature. First, it provides new insights into
causal mechanisms between climate shocks and conflict. While existing
research has highlighted the importance of exploring institutions and
actors (Buhaug 2015; Koubi 2018), few studies have actually provided an
in-depth examination of these context-specific dynamics. Second, this
article also contributes to the literature on institutions and civil wars, by
showing how biased informal institutions can fuel existing armed
conflict (c.f Wig and Tollefsen 2016). It provides additional evidence
that when informal institutions fail to provide impartial judgement in
matters related to justice, security and access to resources, rebel groups
are likely to profit from this partiality, capitalising on the frustrations
they engender among citizens. Armed groups may, in fact, gear their
recruitment strategies towards these particularly aggrieved populations.
Third, this article provides rich evidence of how communal violence
feeds into civil war dynamics, by creating a need for security and justice
that rebel groups can meet. It indicates how localised violence contributes
to larger civil wars dynamics (Brosché and Elfversson 2012;
Krause 2019).
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The study is organised as follows. First, the article briefly reviews the
existing research on climate change and armed conflict, demonstrating
the importance of exploring institutions and actors for understanding
causal mechanisms. Second, the article develops an argument about the
impartiality of informal institutions and their (un)ability to mediate
conflict around scarce resources. After discussing case selection and
methods, the third section explores the role of the informal institution
of the Dioros in the central region of Mali. The last section concludes the
article offering avenues for future research.

2. Point of departure

Climate change continues to exacerbate the impact of hazards on
agricultural production and on natural resources such as water and
vegetation (Cohn et al. 2017). These effects are already felt by various
communities worldwide and are projected to increase in the future
(Calzadilla et al. 2013). According to experts, climate change is increasing
the intensity and frequency of a variety of natural hazards, such as heat
waves, floods, and storms, which have negative impacts on agricultural
and livestock productivity (Cohn et al. 2017). As a result, smallholder
farmers and herders, who do not have access to modern technology and
only rely on natural resources to cultivate their fields and feed their
animals, are being particularly affected by the impacts of climate change
(Cohn et al. 2017).

Researchers have linked loss of livelihood with conflict through the so
called “opportunity cost” model. This model suggests that when expected
returns from fighting outweigh income from regular economic activity,
the likelihood of people joining an armed group increases (cf. Grossman
1991 and Collier and Hoeffler 2004). In other words, communities
unable to survive on their traditional livelihood, will therefore consider
joining an armed group as an alternative to feed themselves or their
family (Miguel et al. 2004; Maystadt and Ecker 2014; Vesty 2019),
particularly if they are convinced that the government is to be blamed
for their misery (Hendrix and Salehyan 2012). When the state is not seen
as the main cause of communities’ loss of livelihood, but another ethnic
group, communal violence is more likely. Directing violence against
other societal groups can prove a more efficient short-term strategy to
mediate access to resources critical to sustain livelihoods (Fjelde and von
Uexkull 2012). Armed groups may also direct their recruitment activities
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in populations who bear the brunt of the impact of climate change
(Walch 2018).

While it is beyond the scope of the paper to review the rich and fast-
moving literature on climate change and conflict!, the paper takes as a
point of departure that the political and institutional contexts of the
conflict is crucial to understand the conditions under which climate
change may increase conflict. While the opportunity cost framework is
the most often mentioned link between climate and increased conflict,
peace and conflict research is not always in line with this theoretical
framework and indicate a more nuanced picture of participation in
armed conflict, highlighting other factors such as social or ethnic bonds
and leadership (c.f. Berman et al. 2011). Joining armed groups may also
come with security benefits for participants (Kalyvas 2006) and other
non-material benefits such as status or the pleasure of agency of fighting
against perceived injustices (Woods 2003). Structural factors such as
endemic poverty and weak state institutions have also been found to
greatly increase armed conflict (Hegre and Nygard 2015).

Hence, more is at play in the relationship between climate change and
conflict, and according to a wide variety of experts, low state capacity is
a crucial factor therein (Mach et al. 2019). The role of institutions
(formal and informal) is increasingly highlighted as a crucial conditional
effect between climate shocks and conflict. For example, Ngaruiya and
Scheffran (2016) and Linke et al. (2015; 2018) highlight the role of some
local institutions and traditional conflict resolution mechanisms in
mitigating the security risks posed by erratic climatic conditions. Linke
etal. (2015;2018) found that when communities value their institutions,
they are less likely to use violence during times of scarcity due to drought.
In examining local conditions of drought-related violence in sub-
Saharan Africa, Detges (2016) found that state institutions and their
service provisions — in this case road infrastructure — decrease the level
of violence following climate-induced disasters. There is a rich literature
on informal institutions (cf. Choudree 1999; Ogbaharya 2008; Ajayi and
Buhari 2014) that has potential to theoretically inform the fast-growing
literature on climate change and conflict.

Understanding micro-level variation between climate change and
conflict requires both attention to the ability of the informal institution

1 See Mach et al. 2019 for a more complete review.
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to cope with climatic and livelihood shocks and the potential conflicts
these shocks may trigger. Exploring these local and informal institutions
is particularly relevant as 80% of conflicts in many developing countries
are resolved through informal justice systems (UN 2019). The next
section explores the role and characteristics of these informal institutions
in resolving conflict over resources.

3. Informal institutions and violence around resources

In many African countries, informal institutions are valued for their
accessibility in resolving conflict at the local level (c.f. Ndubuisi 2017; Wig
and Kromrey 2018). Defined as ‘socially shared rules, usually unwritten,
that are created, communicated, and enforced outside of officially
sanctioned channels’ (Helmke and Levitsky 2004:727), informal
institutions often shape the political orders in these contexts (Husken and
Klute 2015). For example, informal institutions have been shown to play a
central role in land tenure security (Boone 2014; Honig 2017), public
goods provision (Wilfahrt 2018) and conflict resolution (Ndubuisi 2017;
Logan 2013; Mohammed and Beyene 2016; Wig and Kromrey 2018).

While informal institutions have long been studied for their role in
managing natural resources (c.f. Ostrom 1990; Rupiya 1999), their role
in mitigating the negative effects of climate variability on violent conflict
has yet to be fully comprehended. Indeed, previous research has indicated
that institutions can increase tensions between competing groups
(Raleigh 2010; Benjaminsen 2008) or decrease them (Bogale and Korf
2008). There is therefore a strong variation in the effectiveness of
informal institutions; some do better than others at addressing needs.
While informal institutions may moderate conflict risk in some contexts,
we know that this is not true in all places. Even within one country,
certain informal institutions are influential in some areas and not at
others (Linke et al. 2018), or cause tensions or place a high value on
warfare (MacGinty 2008). Knowing better the conditions under which
informal institutions are more likely to peacefully resolve conflict arising
from climate shocks and/or resource scarcity is an important contribution
to existing research.

This article argues that this variation in the ability of informal institutions
to peacefully resolve conflict lies in their impartiality and capacity to be
perceived as neutral arbiters by the population. ‘For an institution to act
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impartially is to be unmoved by certain sorts of considerations — such as
relationships and personal preferences. It is to treat people alike
irrespective of personal relationships and personal likes and dislikes’
(Rothstein and Teorell 2008). Impartiality is thus an attribute of the
actions taken by judges, local and traditional leaders.

While the concept of impartiality has been mostly applied to formal
institutions (c.f. Rothstein and Teorell 2008; Rothstein 2014), this article
argues that it is equally crucial for informal institutions. Indeed, informal
institutions usually give more weight to leadership compared to formal
institutions and there is usually no written code of conduct or laws on
how the informal institution should behave (Rothstein 2014). As the
institution is often based on the inherent character and status of the
leader, a lack of impartiality might therefore be even more obvious in the
eyes of the community. In this vein, Williams (2010) found that
impartiality is an essential trait for traditional leaders in South Africa.
When leaders of informal institutions are perceived to be impartial they
can more easily arbitrate the delicate issues of access to and distribution
of resources in rural areas.

Impartiality is also a quality of institutions and leaders highly valued by
citizens. Surveys in India clearly indicate that it is ‘very important’ that
civil servants should ‘treat everyone equally, regardless of income, status,
class, caste, gender or religion” and also that the civil servants ‘should
never under any circumstances accept bribes’ (Windeman 2008). In Sri
Lanka, Lindberg and Herath (2014) suggested that impartiality of
institutions dealing with land is crucial for peacebuilding. Similarly, a
SIPRI’s study on Mali (2020) found that communities mostly trust
impartial institutions.

The impartiality of informal institutions changes over time as they are
not isolated from the socio-political context of the country (Roland
2004). These changes can occur abruptly because of exogenous shocks or
critical junctures that lead actors to remake or re-imagine existing social
institutions (Capoccia and Kelemen 2007). These informal institutions
do not operate in a vacuum: the central government and opposing rebel
groups may influence the institution and affect its impartiality (Walch
2018). The state and other external actors such as rebel groups may co-
opt or influence the leaders of these institutions and may force them to
adopt certain rules over others. This behaviour may negatively affect the
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informal institution by reducing its impartiality. The informal leaders
might be seen as corrupt and responding to its patrons rather than
providing fair decisions. In being co-opted by the state or a certain rebel
group, partial institutions create a very narrow reciprocal exchange with
only certain members of the community at the expense of the majority.
As a result of this lack of impartiality, institutions will be perceived as
biased and unable to play a neutral arbiter role in mediating disputes
regarding resources. This may increase violence in two interrelated ways.

First, partial institutions may push aggrieved parties to impart justice
themselves, allowing for personal vendettas, riots, and communal
violence. Partial institutions may antagonise some of the community
members, increasing communal violence, particularly in a society
divided along ethnic lines (Lieberman and Singh 2012). Communal
violence — often defined as non-state armed conflict between social
groups that define themselves along identity lines, such as ethnicity,
religion, and livelihood — is most likely to increase when informal
institutions have communal bias (Fjelde and von Uexkull 2012). In this
context of partial institution, violence is used as a strategy to secure
access to livelihood essentials such as land for farming and grazing or
water holes, given the lack of a neutral arbiter able to mediate access to
these resources. Escalation of communal violence is likely when the lack
of access or dispute is related to the behaviour of a specific ethnic or
livelihood group (e.g. farmer vs herder). Directing violence against other
societal groups might be a more efficient short-term strategy to access to
resources critical to sustain the livelihood in the absence of an impartial
institution (Fjelde and von Uexkull 2012).

Second, the lack of impartiality of informal institutions over time can
accumulate large-scale grievances that inspire people to take up arms
against the state or join existing armed groups. In this type of rebellion,
the sources of grievances must be related to the behavior of the state; for
example, for its lack of response to environmental hardships. Indeed,
grievances may be further increased by absent or unfair aid assistance by
the state following disaster and motivate a larger pool of individuals to
join and/or support an active rebel group to redress their grievances
(Eastin 2018; Wischnath and Buhaug 2014). Increased recruitment and
troop size will in turn increase armed conflict intensity and the number
of deaths (Wischnath and Buhaug 2014).
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This article argues that partial institution results in increased conflict
around access to resources, intensifying different types of violence and
prolonging the ongoing intra-state conflict. While an impartial
institution can play a neutral arbiter role in mediating tensions over
resources and preventing conflict from escalating, partial and biased
informal institutions may actually increase tensions and fuel armed
conflict. In a context where climate change is increasing resource scarcity
and therefore the need for conflict resolution mechanisms, the lack of
impartial institutions is worrying for peace. The next diagram illustrates
the theoretical argument made in the article. Alternative explanations
are discussed in the concluding section.

Figure 1. Theoretical mechanisms
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4. Methods

To explore the theoretical mechanisms mentioned in the previous
section, the article takes on a qualitative method examining the case of
central Mali. By exploring a single case, this study focuses on identifying
micro-level dynamics, which are useful to theoretically inform existing
literature, in need of ‘more nuanced theoretical approaches’ (Buhaug et
al. 2015:271). An in-depth case study is particularly well suited to explore
the role of informal institutions in mediating (or not) conflict around
resources and armed violence. A single case study allows the researcher
to obtain data that is not easily available through quantitative studies.
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It also permits the researcher to carefully trace the causal process by
which a disagreement around resources may escalate to armed violence
when informal institutions are partial. The objective of the method is
therefore to explore the theory in the context of Mali and not to test the
generalisability of the theoretical framework across cases.

For theory development, it is useful to identify causal pathways and
variables, which can be explored through one or more cases. To do so, this
article uses process-tracing, which consists of ‘attempts to identify the
intervening causal process — the causal chain and causal mechanism —
between an independent variable (or variables) and the outcome of the
dependent variable’ (George and Bennett 2005:206-207). Since the study
attempts to establish sequential steps from cause to effect, process-
tracing is a very useful method. In addition, this analytical procedure
helps the researcher to uncover omitted variables and assess alternative
explanations, while focusing on the main variation of interest for the
study. It therefore improves theoretical parsimony and keeps some
degree of explanatory richness at the same time.

Mali provides an ideal case in this regard as the country is affected by climate
change and suffers from different levels of resource scarcity and violence,
while it has clear informal institutions to deal with access to resources.
The country therefore represents a ‘typical case’ (Gerring and Seawright
2007) and a ‘hot-spot’ for climate-conflict links (de Sherbinin 2014).
A number of reports are highlighting the connection between climate
change and conflict in Mali (c.f Mitra 2017, ICG 2019; NUPI 2021).

The case studies build on unique interview material collected during two
field trips in 2017 and 2019 in Mali, and on data collected by a team of
local researchers from the sociology department at the University of
Bamako. While the author directly conducted 15 semi-structured
interviews and two focus group discussions mostly in Bamako, the local
research team in Mali did 40 interviews following semi-structured
interview guidelines written by the author in the central region of Mali,
around the city of Mopti. Typical respondents include local leaders,
resource user (such as farmer, herder and fishermen), government
officials, religious leaders, community groups, military personnel, UN
representatives, and NGO workers. The language used in the interviews
were Peul, Bambara and French (or a mixture) depending on the choice
of the respondent. The questions asked were about what climate/
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environmental challenges they experience, how the use of resources has
changed, who is responsible for land management, the role and
perception of traditional and state institutions, the relations between
farmers and herders, the type of violence affecting their communities
and how conflicts are managed? Questions were open-ended and were
mostly used to guide the interviews. Appendix with the original questions
is available upon request.

Given the level of violence in the central region, most interviewees
preferred to talk anonymously. The interviews were organised according
to categories of people interviewed, i.e. local official, community leader,
professors/ researchers, herders, farmers and traders (see Appendix for a
list of respondents). The respondents were approached through the
research team’s network and ‘snowball sampling’ (Biernacki and Waldorf
1981). While this method can limit generability and bias samples because
access to respondents is contingent on existing networks, personal
referrals often provide the only access to respondents, especially in
armed conflict settings (Cammett 2006). Having said that, the study
tried to capture a broad sample of respondents with different background
and views in order to get a holistic picture of the situation. Secondary
documents, such as policy papers or newspaper articles are also used in
addition to the interviews, facilitating ‘triangulation’ and ensuring the
reliability of the data collected.

5. Informal institutions and impartiality in the contested
region of central Mali

The context in central Mali

The central region of Mali has always been inhabited by different ethnic
groups and cultures. Five major groups have been living in the region:
the Bambara (mostly farmers), the Peul (mostly pastoralist), the Dogons
(mostly farmers and hunters), the Bozo (mostly fishermen) and the
Moors/Arabs (mainly traders).2 The central region of Mali is composed
of eight ‘cercles’ (or provinces) and has a population of 2 million.?

Over the past 50 years, natural resources, such as water and grazing land,
have been under increasing stress. While rainfall fluctuates substantially

2 Academic Researcher 1, Bamako, 4 March 2019.
3 Professor 3, Bamako, 22 January 2017.
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from year to year, it has tended to decrease over the past 50 years
(Cotula and Cisse 2007; NUPI 2021). This decrease in rainfall has in turn
led to a reduction of the flooded area, and to a shortening of fertile lands
(Cotula and Cisse 2007). This observation is supported by several people

interviewed during fieldwork, who reported reductions in rainfalls and
fertile lands.4

Communal violence between the Peul, the Dogon and the Bambara, together
with Jihadist groups attacks against the Malian governments, and the Malian
army’s responses to these attacks, have made the central region of Mali one
of the most violent regions of the country.5 Since 2017, there are more than
six rebel groups active in the central region, including Katiba Macina (KM),
Ansar Dine, Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb, (AQIM), Al-Mourabitoun,
Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West Africa (MUJAQ) and the Islamic
State in the Greater Sahara (ISGS). Most of these Jihadist rebel groups
supposedly merged together in March 2017 under the new group Jama’at
Nusratul Islam wal Muslim (JNIM) (ICG 2019). The KM, with its charismatic
leader Amadou Kouffa, has been of the most active groups in the region.
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5  UN Peacekeeping, Bamako, 19 January 2017.

112



Colin Walch

Map 2. Central regions of Mali
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While the complexity of resource uses and of ethnic composition have
led to many different informal systems in the central region of Mali, one
of the most important one in charge of resolving conflict around natural
resources is the Dioros (or Jowros) system.¢ Created in the 14th century
during the Ardobé period (see Turner 1999 for a full description of the
history of this institution), the Dioros still play an important role in
managing access to wetlands, Bourgoutiére, (burgu pasture/grazing
land) and in establishing entry routes for transhumance livestock
(Benjaminsen and Ba 2018). The Dioros are made of local chiefs and
descendants of aristocratic families who have a special status in the
community.”

In practice, conflicting parties reach out to the Dioros in charge of the
area to resolve a conflict over lands or access to resources. The Dioros

6  Academic Researcher 4, Bamako, 22 February 2019.
7  Professor 1, Bamako, 4 March 2019.
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usually starts by assessing each party’s grievances and calls for witnesses
who can provide information around the conflict.8 Once the Dioros has
a clearer idea of what happened, a decision to resolve the conflict is
given. In a typical case of a herder damaging the field of a farmer, the
herder might be asked to give one of his animals for reparation.?

The assessment of party’s grievances and witnesses’ testimony has to be
done in an impartial manner by objectively assessing grievances on both
sides. From its creation, the primary focus of the Dioros was the
management of common pool resources. The impartiality of the
institution of the Dioros is rooted in its interest in peacefully resolving
conflict on the territory under its traditional authority. Impartiality was
therefore imbedded in principles of reciprocity and mutual interest.
The traditional and aristocratic status of the Dioros further established
its role as a neutral arbiter of conflict around access to land. However,
the impartiality of the Dioros has deteriorated over time.

Deteriorating impartiality and increasing communal conflict

Increased land pressure caused by climate change, rapid population
growth, and development projects favouring large scale farming have
generated more communal tensions, particularly between farmers and
herders.10 As available grazing land shrinks and farmers occupy corridors
previously used by animals to reach water points, herders have begun to
take their animals through the farms to access water, causing significant
damage to crops (Benjaminsen and Ba 2018). While usually farmers use
the land during the wet season and herders access it during the dry
season, climate change is affecting weather patterns (Santer et al. 2018)
and this rotation in sharing the lands. Disputes arise because herders
have to bring their animals to the wetlands earlier than before, sometimes
before crops are harvested, causing significant damage to farmer’s
fields.!! Herders complain that farming has encroached on pastoral land
leaving no choice for them but to enter the farms either for passage or for
grazing (Benjaminsen and Ba 2018).

8  Local official 1, Tenenkou, 19 March 2019.
9  Farmer 3, Tenenkou, 13 March 2019.
10 Professor 5, Bamako, 27 January 2017

11 Local Leader 6 (Farmers representative) Youwarou, 16 April 2019.
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In this context of shrinking resources and needs for conflict resolution
mechanisms, the informal institutions of Dioros and local officials saw it
as an opportunity to ensure their power and personal enrichment.
For their role in managing the land, the Dioros are usually entitled to
receive rents from herders passing their lands. This rent used to be a sort
of barter and was only monetised in the 1990s because of the growing
scarcity of lands due to increased agriculture and larger cattle (Jourde et
al. 2019). This introduction of a ‘fee’ to access pastureland was also the
result of a growing collusion between state officials and the Dioros. This
damaged the perceived impartiality of the Dioros and the rent was
increasingly seen as extortion. Most herders feel they are unfairly taxed
and that their rent has become a business for the local elite.

According to a Peul herder from Youwarou: ‘How we see the Dioros has
changed. Before we saw them as traditional chiefs interested in the
welfare of the entire community but now they only serve their own
interests and those of corrupt government officials. Some of them have
even become mayors and their decisions about land disputes always are
on the sides of the farmers and other elites that are supported by the
government’.!2 Another respondent argues that both informal and formal
justice systems are only designed to racket the herders. To prove this
point, herders explain the rent to access land has increased exponentially
over the last decade and that they are not financially able to pay the
access fee to ‘Bourgoutieres’!> They believe there is a strong collusion
between state officials and the Dioros to make money from the herders
and favour sedentary groups involved in farming.!4

The distrust towards the Dioros has dramatically reduced their ability to
manage tensions between farmers and herders over access to water and
grazing lands.!5> As mentioned by a Peul leader: ‘At the end, the outcome
of informal or formal justice decision boils down to which party has
more money. More money enables you to bribe local officials and Dioros
or to access more jurisdictions. For example, a rich farmer has more

12 Herder 6, Youwarou, 20 May 2019.
13 Herder 2, Tenenkou, 22 March 2019.
14 Herder 1, Tenenkou, 14 March 2019; Academic Researcher 2, Bamako, 3 March 2019.

15 Academic Researcher 1, Bamako, 4 March 2019; Academic Researcher 3, Bamako,
21 March 2019.
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jurisdiction to choose from than a poor Peul herder’.16 While herders feel
decisions are often taken in favour of farmers, small-holder farmers also
feel that institutions are biased in favour of farmers with larger farms
and connections to the government, or in favour of Peul local elites who
are often landowners.17

With this absence of impartial institutions to resolve disputes around
resources, herders, and farmers instead take matters into their own
hands, creating self-defense groups or joining rebel groups.!8 Since 2016,
communal conflicts have steadily increased (UCDP 2020, ICG 2020) in
Mali. For example, 160 Peul civilians were killed in Ogossagou in March
2019 by an armed ethnic Dogon militia in revenge for a Peul attack a
couple of days before (Le Monde 2019). This communal violence is not
isolated and other attacks killed 37 Peuls in another village of central
Mali in January 2019. In June 2019, it is 75 Dogons that were killed in the
villages of Sabane Da, Gangafani and Yoro by Peul militias (The Guardian
2020). While violence has mostly affected Peul communities, the Dogons
and the Bambara have also been hit by indiscriminate attacks, fueling a
cycle of reprisals. Already in 2018, the Simon-Skjodt Center for the
Prevention of Genocide had already raised the alarm by publishing a
report about this increase of communal violence, mentioning the failure
of conflict resolution systems as the main trigger to this spiral of violence
(Ibrahim and Zapata 2018).

Aware of the lack of impartial institutions to prevent the ethnic tensions
from escalating, the international NGO Centre for Humanitarian
Dialogue has tried to play a mediating role between the communities
and facilitated a sort of local peace agreement.!® In this peace agreement,
the importance of impartial institutions to peacefully resolve conflict in
the community was clearly highlighted. An idea was to have local chiefs
of several ethnic groups (Dogon, Peul and Bambara) in charge of conflict
resolution to improve the impartiality of the decisions taken.20

16 Herder 3, Tenenkou, 23 March 2019.
17 Focus group 2 (representatives of Dogon community), Bamako, 29 January 2017.
18 Local leader 4, Koro, 18 March 2019.

19 This Peace agreement is available here: <https://www.hdcentre.org/wp-content/
uploads/2018/08/Accord-de-paix-entre-les-communautés-Dogon-et-Peulh-du-cercle-de-
Koro-28-aout-2018.pdf>

20 NGO 1, Bamako, 30 February 2019.
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From these interviews with NGOs workers and community members, it
is worth noting how impartiality of institutions in charge of conflict
resolution was highlighted as a core factor to prevent disputes from
escalating. While they claim that this local peace agreement facilitated by
Centre for Humanitarian Dialogue has temporarily reduced violence in
the region, it may not last very long once the NGO leaves.2! They believe
that impartial institutions, through more ethnic representation, should
be more generalised and encouraged by the state to prevent armed
groups from capitalising on the existing partiality of the informal
institution and justice vacuum.22

Rebel groups benefiting from partial institutions and communal violence
Jihadist rebel groups in the region have been among the first ones to
decry the partiality of the Dioros and other formal institutions. Amadou
Kouffa, the leader of the rebel group KM has often criticised the Dioros’
collusion with corrupt government authorities.2> While he does not
question their right to manage pastures, he denounced the partiality of
the Dioros because of their collusion with the state in collecting fees
from pastoralists.2¢ The denouncement of these practices was very well
received by the herder community who saw in Amadou Kouffa and his
KM rebels an opportunity to restore a more impartial justice.2> These
rebel groups have been particularly successful in using existing cleavages,
conflict and partial institutions to ensure their power and control.26
Rebel groups have used this opportunity to increase their popularity and
to justify their attacks against the Dioros and the political elite that
display predatory behaviors through taxation and racketeering.?” Some
respondents said that ‘Since the arrival of KM, the Dioros and other
elites cannot do what they want with the herders. They are less
comfortable in imposing fees or arresting herders with the help of state
official because they might be attacked by the rebel group later.’2s

21 Local Leader 1, Bamako, 5 March 2019.

22 Local leader 4 (village chief), Tenenkou, 18 March 2019.

23 Military 2, Bamako, 24 January 2017.

24 Professor 3, Bamako, 22 January 2017.

25 Academic Researcher 3, Bamako, 21 March 2019.

26 UN agency 1, Bamako, 18 January 2017.

27 Local official 4, Tenenkou, 28 February 2019.

28 Herder 6, Youwarou, 20 May 2019; Herder 3, Tenenkou, 23 March 2019.
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Rebel groups clearly responded to the perceived lack of impartiality in
informal institutions, noticing that it was a particular source of
grievances for the herders. Peul communities have long complained
about the reduction of the grazing space, the high fees they have to pay
to the Dioros and local authorities, and the conflicts they have with
farming communities.2 While the state ignored these grievances, JSIM
(and particularly the KM) has addressed them by providing alternative
justice mechanisms and by targeting corrupt officials and Dioros. This
has led many Peuls to join the KM (ICG 2019). This rebel group plays a
role of fjusticier’ (righter of wrongs), which resonates well among
communities that feel neglected and unfairly treated by the state and
local elites (Sangare 2016).

Looking back, the rebel group’s control during 2012 was welcomed by
some of the Peul community. They particularly welcomed the fact that
the Dioros lost their rights in managing access to Bourgoutiere and other
status they may have in the society.3 Some people interviewed from the
Peul community argued that the security situation was better under
Jihadist control in 2012. During this period, however, it is worth noting
that the Bambara and the Dogons were particularly marginalised
compared to the Peul.3! The return of the state with the help of the
French military in 2013 brought back the Dioros system and further
increased the partiality of the institution who perceived the Peul
community as Jihadist supporters.32

In such contexts of failing institutions and communal violence, the
Jihadist rebel groups have gained popular support and new recruits (ICG
2019). Instead of trying to restore impartial institutions, the government
of Mali response to this increasing violence has been equally biased
against the Peul community, who are perceived as jihadist supporters,
resulting in abuses and exactions against this community (ICG 2019).
The government of Mali has tolerated and sometimes collaborated with
Dogon self-defense groups involved in indiscriminate killings of Peul
civilians (ICG 2019). A Peul village chief argues that his people are

29 Professor 5, Bamako, 27 January 2017.

30 Local Leader 1, Bamako, 5 March 2019.

31 Farmer 1, Tenenkou, 17 March 2019; Local official 2, Tenenkou, 20 March 2019.
32 School teacher 2, Youwarou, 17 April 2019.
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‘victims of mistaken affinity, because for the Malian security forces,
every Peul is a de facto jihadist. “They are killed and attacked for that.
Not only civilian Peul are targeted by the army, they are also the target of
militias close to the government, such as the Dogon hunter groups.®
The manipulation of the ethnic ties of the population by both state and
rebel groups has had a detrimental effect on communal dialogue and the
impartiality of institutions in the region (Sangare 2016). A local leader
from Tenenkou summarises the situation: ‘The ethnic aspect of the
conflict is used by the armed groups to confront people. For me, the real
problem is the lack of an impartial authority, formal or informal, that is
respected by the population and the armed groups.’3

6. Conclusion

This single case study has highlighted the importance of examining
informal institutions charged with conflict resolution to fully understand
the links between climate change, scarcity of resources, and increased
armed conflict. The role of informal institution is crucial given their
accessibility and presence in regions where the reach of formal
institutions is limited. However, the ability of informal institutions to
resolve conflict might not be taken as a given. Indeed, the paper indicates
that when informal institutions are co-opted by the state, they lose their
impartiality and ability to mediate conflict around resources and access
to land. Partial informal institutions can lead people to independently
impart justice and push individuals to join rebel groups that propose
more favourable options to redress their grievances, increasing
communal violence and prolonging civil conflict.

The vast majority of respondents mentioned that climate change is
increasing the stress on already dwindling grazing and agricultural lands.
While this increases poverty, the link with armed conflict is often
mediated by informal institutions. However, when informal institutions
do not function properly due to their partiality, an issue of resource or
land access that should be a minor complaint within the informal justice
system can escalate to violence involving entire communities. This
feeling of injustice has reinforced the will of communities to rely only on

33 Local leader 4 (village chief), Tenenkou, 18 March 2019.
34 Local leader 3, Tenenkou, 20 March 2019.
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themselves or on armed groups (rebel or self-defense militia) to seek
revenge or justice, thereby contributing to the vicious cycle of violence.
In such context, the best option to survive is often to join an armed

group.

By unpacking the relationship between climate-related scarcities, armed
conflict and the partiality of informal institutions, this paper makes
three main contributions to existing research. First, it provides new
insights into causal mechanisms between climate shocks and conflict.
While existing research has highlighted the importance of exploring
institutions (formal and informal) and actors (Buhaug 2015; Koubi
2018), few studies have actually provided an in-depth examination of
informal institutions and their actual (un)ability to resolve conflict.
By examining the (im)partiality of informal institutions, the paper
moves beyond black box approaches and specifies causal mechanisms
(Mach et al. 2019).

Second, this article contributes to the literature on institutions and civil
wars by showing how partial informal institutions can fuel existing
armed conflict. It provides additional evidence that when informal
institutions fail to provide impartial judgement in matters related to
justice, security and access to resources, rebel groups are likely to profit
from this partiality and weakness in institutions, capitalising on the
frustrations engendered among citizens (Wig and Tollefsen 2016). While
literature on formal institutions and good governance has highlighted
impartiality as an essential condition (Rothstein and Teorell 2008), the
article has found that it is equally as important for informal institutions.

Third, this article provides rich evidence of how communal violence
feeds into larger civil wars dynamics in the context of Mali. It also
indicates that communal conflicts, which in theory do not directly
challenge the national government, are not purely ‘ethnic’ and ‘apolitical’.
Such conflicts do not take place in isolation from national politics and
the article has shown that the central state and existing rebel groups play
an important role in these communal conflicts, by siding on the side of
the local elites (or fighting against them in the case of rebel groups). This
provides additional evidence that communal conflicts require a thorough
understanding of horizontal and vertical linkages between national and
local power arrangements and customary law (Krause 2019).
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The method of process-tracing used in this article has facilitated the
identification of alternative explanations, while keeping the focus of the
paper on the variables and factors derived from the theoretical argument.
Among these alternative explanations that future research could explore
is the behavior of the rebel groups and their objectives to disrupt
communities and informal institutions to impose new ideological and
political orders. In order words, these groups may have autonomous
imperatives and their presence or impact need not be seen as a mere by-
product of resource-driven conflict. Indeed, there is evidence that they
actively take advantage of climate change disruption on people’s
livelihood to recruit individuals.

Another alternative explanation is related to population growth,
particularly the youth aspect. There is an increasing youth population
who struggle to emancipate in rural societies in Mali, which are mostly
managed by elders and aristocratic families. Some interviewees felt that
the Dioros system restricts their ability to climb the ladder in rural areas
and leave them with few other opportunities than working the land of
their families. While this topic has been researched by several researchers
in Mali (c.f Arnaud 2016), this an important factor that was not
sufficiently explored in this study.

Climate change is one of the most pressing issues of our time (UN 2019)
and it has a tangible negative effect on people’s livelihoods and natural
resources. While the effects of climate change on conflict are mostly
indirect in this instance, the breakdown of informal conflict resolution
mechanisms is key for explaining the escalation of conflicts in central
Mali. In many countries, impartial institutions both formal and informal
can contemporaneously mitigate the negative effects of climate change
on populations, but if drastic global action is not taken to curb
greenhouse gases significantly, even functioning institutions may not be
able to manage its overwhelming and unpredictable impacts.
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