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1

I N T R O D U C T I O N

The Fundamentals of  
Climate Violence
Who, where, what, why, how

The old man took his time to respond. It was late 2014 and I 
had come to northeastern Syria with one burning question in mind: 
Was there any evidence that climate change had contributed to the 
start of that country’s civil war? Right from the get-go, reporting went 
lousily. With ISIS (also known as the ISIL, the Islamic State, or IS) 
then on the warpath, people were panicked, never more so than when 
a rumor spread that the jihadists had broken through Kurdish lines, 
and my colleague and I were roused in the middle of the night to flee. 
I felt faintly ridiculous asking about drought while fellow journalists 
reported on—and embedded with—desperately outgunned defend-
ers. Clearly, a few of my interviewees felt the same, and accordingly 
they fixed me with some very perplexed looks. Then there was the chal-
lenge of finding the right people from the right places. Like needles in 
a stack of needles, the villagers I sought were often indistinguishable 
from the hundreds of thousands of other refugees, all bundled into rain-
sodden camps and swollen towns across a narrow sliver of land along the  
Turkish border.
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But then I got lucky. After spotting a group of men ogling a herd of 
grazing cattle, we pulled to the side of the road and got talking. They 
were all farmers displaced from other parts of Syria, and they—or more 
particularly, Talal, the older statesman among them—were keen to tell 
their tale. For many years in the lead-up to the 2011 revolution against 
the regime of Bashar al-Assad, he and his family had grappled with gov-
ernmental corruption, as when officials laced state-provided fertilizers 
with sawdust and sold some of the genuine product on the private mar-
ket for personal profit rather than passing it on to the intended recipi-
ents. And for about three years preceding the uprising, they had reeled 
from weak rains, which were debilitating enough in themselves but 
utterly destructive when fused with regime larceny. The very idea, Talal 
said, that they were being sabotaged by an unscrupulous state when 
they most needed its help was a “final indignity.” So, when anti-regime 
protests began, he and his similarly outraged friends and relatives were 
among the first in their area to join—and a little later, in the case of a 
few of them, among the first to take up arms. The rest, as they say, is 
history. “Bad rains, bad government, bad times,” Talal told me, with-
holding his surname. “We could not continue.”*

This is the story of climate-related violence, and it is already far more 
common than you might imagine. In large chunks of Africa and Central 

* This is a much-simplified version of a complex tale. According to the dominant climate-
conflict narrative in Syria, years of drought in the run-up to 2011 had sparked a mass 
migration of battered villagers to cities, where they struggled to adapt and so were par-
ticularly inclined to join anti-regime protests. And that may be at least partly true. But in 
interviews across several trips to the country’s northeast, farmers gave me a slightly different 
account. That drought hit even harder than it otherwise might because of corruption and 
state incompetence. If only Damascus had not handicapped them so, perhaps they would 
have been better placed to cope with both poorly conceived subsidy reforms and a vicious 
array of climate shocks. Among many other grievances, farmers’ sense that the regime was 
undermining them amid unprecedented hardship was an insult too far.
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Asia, climate stresses are fueling fights between farmers and herders. In 
the Middle East, South Asia, Latin America, and beyond, these changes 
are intensifying everything from gang warfare in urban neighborhoods, 
to “old school” piracy in the coastal waters of Bangladesh. Across many 
of the world’s most vulnerable landscapes, climate change and other 
environmental furies are merging with other, better understood desta-
bilizers, such as corruption, to undermine dozens of countries that can 
ill-afford additional crises. And that is just the here and the now. As 
these stresses and shocks come thicker and faster, rapidly changing con-
ditions threaten to apply the kind of pressure that even the richest of 
places might struggle to withstand.

The Heat and the Fury is an attempt to unpack this “new” violence. 
Through a range of intensively reported examples, I will try to impress 
upon you that there are fewer and fewer forms of instability or out-and-
out violence that are not at least partly connected to climate or wider 
environmental woes—and relatively few communities that are not 
potentially susceptible to warming’s violent “entreaties.” Because, while 
climate-related violence is cutting deepest in poor countries, it will, in 
some form at least, come for “us.” As explored in the latter stages of 
this book, climate is already contributing to everything from increased 
aggression against women in Europe, to declining military readiness 
across much of the Western world.

Through an investigation of the muddled, under-the-hood mechan-
ics of this form of violence, I will try to show that climate’s contribu-
tion to instability can be considerably more complicated—and almost 
always more nebulous—than is popularly understood. Since the 1990s 
and especially since the early 2000s, scholars of climate security, as this 
field is called, have done extraordinary work illuminating the risks that 
a warming world poses for peace and stability. However, there is still a 
lot more to uncover.
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From chapter 1 onward, we will explore how climate and environ-
mental drivers can hurl extra fuel onto already-smoldering fires, as per 
the most widely accepted characterization of climate’s contribution to 
violence, but also how climate change is simultaneously burrowing, 
termite-like, through the supports that individuals, communities, and 
nations turn to in times of crisis. What happens, for instance, when 
drought hobbles a farming village, and its leaders—the ones who used 
to arbitrate disputes—head for the hills (or, more accurately, the city), 
leaving the poorest and most vulnerable residents to try and resolve their 
troubles among themselves? What happens when a person becomes so 
beaten down by his circumstances that he resorts to behavior that can 
only be described as wild or deranged?

Many of my interviewees have mused, in seemingly genuine bewil-
derment, as to why their farmer cousins or pastoralist neighbors took 
up arms in improbable circumstances. “It’s a form of insanity,” a young 
man in Burkina Faso suggested of a nearby village’s decision to pick a 
fight over farmland that it could not hope to win. Amid the dislocation, 
exhaustion, and sense of powerlessness that climate change can unleash, 
I think there is something to that.

Crucially, for a book that is meant to be constructive rather than 
voyeuristic, I will hint at what makes some places more vulnerable to 
violence than others. As climate security scholars frequently emphasize, 
climate change need not fuel instability, and in many of the hardest-hit 
areas it has not. Why, for example, has climate contributed to conflict 
in Somalia but so far mostly spared the similarly afflicted Somali region 
of Ethiopia next door?1 Hint: It has a lot do with governance. Though 
I yo-yo in my personal assessment of our prospects for avoiding intense 
climate-related violence, I am heartened by how much can be done to 
prevent these shocks from spilling into bloodshed, even as temperatures 
continue to climb. For all its focus on the messy present and potentially 
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much messier future, I—and I hope you, too—see this book more as a 
call to arms than a cheerless requiem for our planet.

***
The Heat and the Fury is grounded in a decade of environmental report-
ing from over thirty countries, including frequent visits to every place 
that figures prominently in the book, and countless hours being bounced 
around the back roads of four continents. The scores of dirt- and sweat-
stained notepads that emerged from that work tell the stories of sol-
diers, scientists, spies, farmers, government officials, and many others 
who have been kind enough to share their insights over the years. It is 
through their often-bitter experiences that I have come to understand 
climate’s capacity to wreak havoc. It is largely through them that I will 
tell this tale.

But throughout this period, I have also depended on the scholars 
who have cut a long and, until recently, relatively lonely furrow develop-
ing the climate security field. Although I like to think that I am on top 
of my beat now, I did not come to it as a committed, or even half-in-
formed, environmentalist. I grew up between Washington, DC, and the 
UK and had a love of wilderness, but no more than a superficial interest 
in its upkeep. It was not until I moved to Egypt at the beginning of 
2013 and began to clock both the scale of environmental and climate 
trouble and how little political or media energy was being devoted to 
covering (or stifling) the story that I really became invested in the field. 
Out of an instinct for self-preservation as much as a sense of journalistic 
fascination, I have been motivated to try to articulate the severity of the 
climate crisis ever since. And what tells that story most forcefully than 
the violence it is leaving in its wake?

The journey to produce this book has not always been smooth. Along 
the way, there have been more bouts of food poisoning than I care to 
remember—or than you surely would care to hear about—as well as 
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frequent games of cat and mouse with authorities, and a number of the 
sort of security scares that one might expect of a hands-on exploration of 
violence. In one instance, while returning from an interview in one of the 
fast-expanding slum districts of Basra in southern Iraq in 2015, I noticed 
that the taxi driver whom I had engaged to drive me between meetings 
that day was behaving oddly. First, he began to nervously finger the gun 
that he kept lodged by the gearbox. Then he obsessively scanned his wing 
mirrors. After two men—“cousins who needed a ride,” he insisted—
jumped into the back seats, I understood what he had in mind. Leaping 
out of the car at the next traffic jam, I weaved through the backstreets, 
the “cousins” trailing for the first bit, and sprinted as quickly as I ever did 
through school and college track and field. That evening, in an interview 
with the police chief, I learned that a local militia, one that was fittingly 
chock-full of recent migrants from the countryside, had noted my pres-
ence. “They’re desperate,” he said. “They saw you as money.”

Yet through it all, I have had constant reminders of the importance of 
this subject. One of the most pointed came the day before that terrify-
ing Basra incident. I had traveled about an hour north of the city to one 
of the region’s fast-crumbling farming villages. There, I met an old man, 
Abu Mohammed, who lay in bed, struggling to breathe. He had no more 
than a sputtering fan to cool him, despite the humid 110-degree-Fahr-
enheit heat. Iraq’s severe year-round electricity outages are even more 
pronounced in the summer when air-conditioning demand overloads 
the grid. And he had had no functioning refrigerator for his many med-
icines since the family’s harvest had failed the previous year, depriving 
them of the funds to pay for generator fuel. After a brief, uncomfortable 
chat, I left him in peace. About an hour later, while conducting inter-
views next door, I heard a great wail from his daughter. He had had a 
massive, fatal heart attack that the doctor was adamant could have been 
avoided had he been living in more hospitable conditions.
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***
On some level, it could be tempting to question what is new about 
climate- and environment-related violence. After all, conflict connected 
to water is as old as civilization itself, with some of the first recorded 
clashes fought between Sumerian city-states around 4,500 years ago, 
only miles from where Abu Mohammed took his last breath. I read a 
lot of environmental history, and natural landscapes have figured prom-
inently as drivers, as victims, and as weapons of war over the millennia. 
According to one prominent theory, ancient Rome’s rise owed a lot to a 
centuries-long period of warmer, rainier, and hence prime crop-growing 
conditions, which allowed the empire to produce much more food for 
its tens of millions of people than the period’s farming techniques would 
otherwise have allowed. The violent famine- and plague-ridden fall of 
the empire’s western portion may have turned in part on the end of that 
climactic idyll a few hundred years later.2 According to another, rich 
rains may have facilitated the advance of Genghis Khan’s Mongol horde 
across the steppe to Europe in the thirteenth century, the pasture lush 
enough to support unprecedented numbers of horses and the troops 
they carried.3

But while the parallels with past perils are clear, I hope readers will 
emerge with the sense that we are now up against a different beast, or 
at least one that is striking in different ways with more complex rami-
fications across a more challenging political landscape. Decades of pro-
gressively fiercer warming means that more people have less access to 
resources, or at least less consistent access to them, while at the same 
time they must confront rampant extreme weather-fueled disasters, 
such as floods and fires. These cascading risks are merging with other 
day-to-day challenges to overtax coping mechanisms and fuel poverty of 
a sort that is hardly conducive to happy, well-ordered societies. “In the 
past, summer was summer, and winter was winter, but now everything’s 
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mixed up,” said Awad Hawran, who grows mangoes, sugarcane, dates, 
and watermelons on a one-and-a-half-acre plot alongside the Nile in 
Sudan. “It’s hard to continue farming when even the desert and weather 
are against you.”4

None of that immiseration necessarily leads to violence, but climate 
change is desperately unequal in its application of pressure. In my expe-
rience, troubles are more likely to emerge in places where some people 
are suffering mightily from climate-related stress, such as farmers or vil-
lagers in general, at the same time as others are getting by just fine or 
even prospering. It is that relative disparity in fortunes and government 
responses, a mirror of wider inequalities, that, much more than the 
poverty itself, can fuel dangerous degrees of resentment. “We suffer the 
most. They get all the help,” I have frequently heard communities and 
individuals say of another. Mohammed Atiyeh, a farmer and activist in 
a dangerously parched part of Jordan, perhaps put it best. “In a country 
that might run out of water,” he said, “there is regulation only for the 
weak and poor.” His own crops, already ailing from weak rains and fee-
ble river flow, had been withered by the water hoarding of a politically 
connected neighbor.5

All the while, a half century or more of intense environmental degra-
dation has combined with prolific population growth to maximize the 
impacts of these stresses. Climate-induced drought is a challenge. Cli-
mate-induced drought is significantly more challenging when it strikes 
communities that are already reeling from pollution, groundwater 
depletion, and other very “prosaic” ills. In these instances, minor man-
ifestations of climate change can be enough to pitch struggling people 
into violence—particularly if they feel that corruption or other forms 
of state action or inaction are hobbling them at their time of greatest 
need, à la Syria. “Even a mosquito can make a lion’s eye bleed,” an Arab 
proverb goes.



	 t h e  f u n d a m e n ta l s  o f  c l i m at e  v i o l e n c e 	 9

It is no coincidence that many of the worst climate-related security 
crises are unfolding in precisely the places that are also battling severe 
non-climate-related environmental woes. Nor is it an accident that I 
have chosen to mention plenty of the latter in this book, many of which 
are either overlooked despite their often greater significance, or incor-
rectly lumped under the banner of climate change. Climate change is 
often considered “sexier” by donors and hence talked up by aid recipi-
ents too. Sometimes, the distinction between the two is seemingly lost 
on scientifically illiterate elites.

(Though not necessarily a challenge in absolute “Malthusian” terms, 
given that we seemingly do have the capacity to provide for eight billion 
people and counting, booming populations are reducing many commu-
nities’ and states’ margin for error—and sometimes sparking aggressive 
or erratic behavior from authoritarian governments who fear that cli-
mate change could compromise their sourcing of sufficient food and 
water in the future. As a measure of just how swiftly the global popula-
tion has mushroomed, the number of people who could be displaced by 
climate change by 2050 is roughly equal to the total who lived on Earth 
around the time of Jesus’ birth—about 200 million.)

Vitally, climate change is not playing out in a political vacuum, and 
the world that spawned it and that is, in turn, now suffering from its 
fallout is arguably more geopolitically complex than at any time in 
recent history. After a peaceful-ish hiatus through the 1990s and early 
2000s, the number of armed conflicts of any sort is at its highest since 
the Cold War and the number of intra-state conflicts in particular is 
possibly at its highest since World War II, while the quantity and quality 
of democracies has wavered badly across the board.6,7 There are more 
displaced and hungry people now than at any time since 1945. There is 
more state mismanagement, or more accurately perhaps, there are more 
complex issues for more states to mismanage. Almost like a faceless, 
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nameless cartoon villain, climate change is stealing into communities 
where people are already divided, institutions weak and discredited, and 
officials reviled, and stomping its metaphorical boot on wounds that 
often need little encouragement to widen or reopen.

***
There is a good deal new about this book too. Because while The Heat 
and the Fury owes an enormous debt to the academic and security 
communities that have dominated the climate security space since its 
inception, it is also written as something of a reaction to the not-always-
accessible fare they have often produced over the years. At the same 
time, some media have been guilty of hyper-sensationalizing accounts 
of budding water wars and other supposedly inevitable disasters. In 
attempting to walk the line between the scholarly and the simplistic, I 
have put together something that I hope will appeal to a wider audience 
than the climate security field has previously enjoyed.

I have also heard frequent suggestions that we need more real-world 
illustrations of how you go from X climate stress or shock to Y violence. 
By writing a book based almost entirely on original reporting, I have 
tried to fill part of that gap. And by venturing into places and subjects 
that are less frequently covered, I have sought to expand the web of 
climate-conflict examples beyond the most-documented. Through the 
so-called Streetlight Effect, there can be a tendency for researchers to 
focus on the safest, most accessible, and linguistically familiar locations.8 
In this regard, I hope there is still plenty to interest those who have been 
in this field for significantly longer than I have.

Above all, this is one of the first books of its kind—if not the first—to 
explain on a very granular level how climate change interacts with and 
sometimes intensifies other drivers of conflict. Indeed, if you are new 
to this subject but have already heard about climate and conflict, your 
knowledge is likely related to Syria—and the discussion with which 
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I began this introduction. Almost since that conflict began, there has 
been an energetic back-and-forth in academia about the precise nature 
of climate’s role in triggering the initial revolution. That is all highly 
worthy in light of the policy implications, and important, given the 
tendency of leaders from Assad himself to former Nigerian president 
Muhammadu Buhari to use climate change as a convenient means of 
explaining away violence that is often of their own creation. But, to 
my mind, the “death by a thousand cuts” nature of climate change and 
the overlapping “polycrises” with which so many communities are now 
wrestling renders that something of a red herring.

For example, climate can help push long-standing public anger over 
issues such as state brutality or inequality and corruption into vio-
lence—and all in ways that can make it impossible to gauge where one 
stressor ends and another begins. To that end, The Heat and the Fury 
does not attempt to quantify the magnitude of climate change’s con-
tribution to violence (nor, of course, to attribute to climate shocks all, 
or even most, of the chaos described in this book), but merely to show 
that it is almost always part of the mix. Again, I feel that a decade-
plus of relevant ground-based reporting has given me the capacity 
to do just that. Ultimately, this book is as much about poor gover-
nance and the messy mosaic of other destabilizers as it is about climate  
change itself.

***
Climate security can seem like the most intractably insoluble—and 
hence depressing—of topics. For one, we know that good governance 
is pivotal in preventing climate stresses from spilling into bloodshed, as 
you will read throughout the book. Yet those very same stresses are also 
kneecapping governments’ capacity to govern well, thereby reducing 
states’ ability to act when their services are most desperately required. 
You want to help the victims of widespread flooding in Pakistan—and 
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ignore mounting popular fury in the process? Try doing that when those 
waters have also washed away the very roads and bridges that you need 
in order to distribute aid, as happened when up to a third of that coun-
try was inundated in late 2022.

You want to “climate-proof” farming communities, whose livelihoods 
are among the most vulnerable to climate change and whose prevalence 
can be one of the clearest markers of possible climate-related violence?* 
Good luck with that when technical innovations tend to kill farm jobs 
and accelerate migration to the cities, which can itself unleash new secu-
rity challenges. For example, police in Kathmandu already report more 
frequent fistfights among competing day laborers on construction sites. 
Officers do not relish the prospect of more turmoil as displaced rural 
Nepalis continue to pour into the city.

Even well-intentioned attempts to address climate change can prompt 
as much trouble than the initial challenges, if not more—a concept 
called backdraft. It is clear that large-scale electrification will be pivotal 
to weaning our economies off oil and gas. But that will require an awful 
lot of new mining for battery components in troubled countries such 
as the Democratic Republic of the Congo, which is tricky to envisage 
without considerable violence. It is possible, too, that we will eventually 
need to turn to exciting, if still very unproven, carbon-capture tech-
nologies to rein in warming. Can we do that without opening a whole 
new Pandora’s box of trouble? At a TED climate summit in Scotland in 
2021, an exercise dedicated to gaming out the possible ramifications of 

* Scholars Josh Busby and Nina Von Uexkull have identified three characteristics that 
they deem particularly likely to contribute to climate-related conflict. In addition to 
a large percentage of the population engaged in agriculture, they noted that places with 
histories of recent or ongoing conflict (and so with plenty of existing cleavages for cli-
mate stresses to exacerbate) and exclusive political systems (which are frequently unre-
sponsive to climate-related crises) are uniquely vulnerable to this form of violence.
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countries using cloud seeding and other forms of geoengineering rap-
idly descended into war.

There is a deep unfairness to much of this as well, one that goes 
beyond the fact that it is those who contributed least to climate change 
who are most vulnerable to its violence. In the long run, some of the 
most significant climate chaos might emerge from climate-battered 
states failing to meet citizens’ expectations. Those mismatches can 
undermine authorities’ perceived legitimacy and fuel anti-statism, even 
if the lost or reduced services—regular water supply, superior roads, and 
so on—are largely a product of recent developmental advances. In other 
words, climate might punish with violence states that have enjoyed 
some success in raising living standards, while sparing those that have 
failed to progress.

Nevertheless, there is still a big question mark as to how much vio-
lence climate change will eventually fuel. And a lot of that, beyond 
issues of governance, boils down to the as-yet-unknowable extent to 
which the planet actually warms. For every incremental shift toward 
higher temperatures or more extreme rainfall, some regions could see a 
14 percent increase in group-on-group violence, according to one (very 
contested) study.9 The amount of warming will determine whether one 
billion or possibly even three billion people live outside the “human cli-
mate niche,” the range of conditions that have served us so well, accord-
ing to another.10 For all the complications inherent in decarbonization 
(which I will also get into), there is little doubt that meaningful climate 
action—and meaningful climate action alone—can stifle the worst of 
this form of violence. As faint a hopeful note as that might initially 
seem, the grand reality is that most of this remains in our hands.

***
The Heat and the Fury is ambitious and wide-ranging and, I hope, very 
readable. But there are plenty of things it is not. For one, this book is 
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more a series of snapshots of the violence that climate change is leav-
ing in its wake than a systematic exploration of the climate security 
field—and most certainly not of the climate domain in general. There 
are plenty of key stories that are not told or not told in any depth, 
such as the instability that could emerge from the prolific mining of 
rare-earth elements, or the tussle for resources and strategic position-
ing in a thawing Arctic. There are plenty that are overrepresented. You 
will read a lot about water, which, as scientist Jay Famiglietti says, “is 
the stealthy messenger that delivers the bad news about climate change 
to your town, to your neighborhood, and to your front door.”11 Since 
2001, about three-quarters of all natural hazards have been water-relat-
ed.12 I will repeatedly revisit the uncertainty that climate change brings, 
a complication that may be generating more violence than does absolute 
scarcity, despite the latter’s greater celebrity.

You may note a limit to the geographic range of these stories. Having 
been based in Cairo for almost six years and then Athens, Greece, for six 
and counting, my reporting has naturally been centered on the Middle 
East as well as North, East, and West Africa, with frequent forays into 
South Asia and Eastern Europe. I have not worked in other current 
or potentially climate-violence-heavy hotspots, such as Latin America, 
Southeast Asia, and Southern and Central Africa. Adamant as I have 
been about basing everything on my own research, these other regions 
remain largely untouched in this book. Fortunately, in reporting terms, 
climate-related violence is even less equitably distributed than “regular” 
climate change impacts. In their grimly perfect marriage of severe cli-
mate stresses and dreadful governance, I have had a lot to work with on 
my doorstep.

Progressing through these chapters, you may also perceive an occa-
sionally blinkered-looking focus on physical security at the expense of 
other, arguably more-serious forms of climate-related fallout—that is, 
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spotlighting violence among some Sahelian herders and pastoralists at 
a time when many more people there are going without sufficient food 
for similarly climate-related reasons. But there are two explanations for 
that. The first is that this book would have bloated into an unman-
ageable mess without a relatively tight focal point. The second is that 
most books about climate change have explored the subject through 
the prism of food access, justice, human rights, migration, and so on. 
And so they should. (Insofar as those subjects relate to security, they 
come up plenty.) However, I am trying to tell a slightly different kind of 
story that may appeal to a slightly different readership, which requires 
a slightly different framing. As Jonathan Franzen writes, “The paradox 
of nature writing is that to succeed as evangelism, it can’t only be about 
nature.”13 Sometimes it has got to be about violence and war.

Finally, in an attempt to produce something that is compelling for a 
wide audience, I have also excised a lot of jargon and alphabet-soup-like 
acronyms, kept statistics to a relative minimum, and trimmed a bunch 
of country-level context. In doing so while simultaneously deploying fre-
quent anecdotal evidence rather than important contextual studies, this 
book could come across as somewhat lightweight. The plural of anecdote 
is not data, after all. But I have almost always taken whatever studies exist 
into account. Owing to my fixation on un- or under-covered research 
angles, there often have not been any to cite. Additionally, I argue that 
the messy interplay between climate change and other drivers of conflict 
is generally impervious to quantitative study, requiring instead the kind 
of very “human” stories that I have tried to deploy throughout. For more- 
detailed, nuts-and-bolts descriptions of climate security, I have provided 
a list of relevant books and papers in a bibliography at the end.

***
This brings us to the journey that you are about to begin! These chapters 
could be read in isolation, each effectively a standalone investigation 
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with its own “cast of characters” and plot, but there is a narrative arc 
throughout, and I would love for you to follow it. Just as climate change 
builds on other challenges to complicate the lives of millions, so I have 
tried to sequence these chapters in such a way as to show the cascading 
nature of climate-related security risks. For lack of a better, less-grim 
way of putting it, I want the sense of violence to close in on you. Each 
chapter explains how varying manifestations of climate change are com-
bining with very different socio-economic-political contexts to fuel dif-
ferent forms of violence. More practically, I have tried to fold in relevant 
science along the way—and generally try not to repeat myself.

Chapter 1 is a years-long investigation in Iraq, where water short-
ages formed a rich backdrop for ISIS to recruit and conduct its terror 
operations. Chapter 2 takes you to Bangladesh. There, merciless pirates 
are making fat profits by kidnapping displaced farmers and holding 
them for ransom—or worse. Then on to the Nile basin (chapter 3), the 
scene of a possible conflict between Egypt and Ethiopia centered on a 
mega-dam, and Nepal (chapter 4), where the state’s inability to keep 
the taps flowing in a water-rich nation may spell its downfall. Chapter 
5 is set in Africa’s Sahel. Based on reporting across a half-dozen coun-
tries, this chapter delves into violence between farmers and herders, 
who are attacking one another across a drier, less predictable landscape. 
From there, we will begin to explore some of the violence arising out of 
responses to climate change.

Struggling villagers in Jordan have traditionally leaned on the govern-
ment for army jobs during lean farming times. But as conditions worsen 
and public coffers empty, that quick fix is crumbling, with dangers big 
and small for the country (chapter 6). Chapter 7 is located in Sudan, 
where drought-wary foreign nations are buying up farmland to secure 
their food future—at local people’s expense. Chapter 8 makes clear that 
the West is neither safe from direct climate violence, particularly against 
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women, nor invulnerable to the possible fallout from our attempts to 
mitigate and adapt to warming temperatures. Finally, this book will cul-
minate with a hopeful chapter 9. Because even though climate change 
is tearing plenty of states and communities apart, it can also in certain 
circumstances help bring them back together. Through a whirlwind 
tour of environmental peacebuilding successes, many in the countries 
that we will have visited beforehand, I will emphasize that there is some 
reason for optimism.
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C H A P T E R  1

Cultivating Terror1

How did water crises fuel ISIS? A years-long investigation 
reveals the environmental roots of Iraqi extremism.

When Iraqi security forces finally routed ISIS from the west 
bank of the Tigris near Samarra in the early months of 2015, advanc-
ing troops were stunned by how little the jihadists had left for them 
to liberate.

In the riverside village of Huiesh, ISIS had stolen every single water 
pump, leaving the village—some three thousand people and more than 
two thousand animals—high and dry for perhaps the first time in its 
history. Just to its west, beyond a now bombed-out military installation, 
they punctured the country’s main north–south oil pipeline, coating 
acres of farmland in sticky black crude in their zeal to tap its contents. 
Throughout the area, ISIS fighters had unearthed dozens of painstak-
ingly laid farm watering grids. That, an army explosives expert explained, 
was a trick the group sometimes pulled to mold makeshift projectiles 
from pipes and compensate for a shortage of munitions when cut off 
from reinforcements. But in other instances, where the jihadists had also 
pockmarked the pipes with bullet holes, this sabotage seemingly served 
no purpose other than to impoverish returnees. “What dogs,” the expert 
said of the culprits as he levered a defused device into a flatbed truck.
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The rot only intensified along the Watban Way, the road that extends 
out into the desert from Huiesh and which was named after Saddam 
Hussein’s half-brother. ISIS (the Islamic State) had not been in quite as 
much of a hurry to retreat here, which meant more time to empty the 
two dozen or so roadside agricultural goods shops of their fertilizer—and 
more time to repurpose that explosive mix into a web of booby traps 
across the army’s line of advance. In this at least, they would eventually 
grant de-miners an accidental assist. By the time the area was fully secured, 
many of these farming products had seeped out of their equally make-do 
canisters, sprouting vegetation in neat, easily identifiable patterns. 

Worse was to come, though. Progressing a few more miles into the 
arid periphery of the Tigris valley, Iraqi troops encountered barely any-
one living or anything intact. The jihadists had killed whatever livestock 
they had not been able to cart away, throwing at least one sheep down 
a well. They had cannibalized the area’s all-important mechanized irri-
gation systems for anything of value, committing the owners to pay-
ing their monthly installments for years after the costly equipment had 
rusted into unusable hulks. With few people and no means of making 
the land grow, it did not seem like it would be long before this area 
returned to the desert from which it had been painstakingly carved. 
Indeed, a thin layer of sand had already begun to settle across fields that 
had been almost impossibly lush only a year earlier. 

“They have sent us back to the stone age,” said my companion, a man 
who I will call Abbas and who accompanied me throughout the first few 
of a number of visits to the area between 2015 and 2017. “They have 
killed our communities.”

With Us or Against Us

A paunchy, chain-smoking parody of a mid-level career policeman, 
Abbas had worked across the Samarra area of central Iraq for seven 
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years before ISIS arrived in the summer of 2014. He had been proud 
of his role in helping to restore a veneer of calm to an area that had 
been roiled by sectarian Sunni–Shia violence in the years following the 
US-led invasion in 2003. And so, when the order came for some state 
employees to return to the west bank of the Tigris after its liberation, 
Abbas was among the first to heed the call. Initially, he seemed delighted 
by the opportunity to reconnect with the agrarian communities he had 
come to know and like—and whose troubles he could well appreciate. 
Coming from a farming family himself, he certainly seemed to have a 
more natural rapport with the locals than did his more urban peers, 
some of whom saw handling rural grievances as practically a punish-
ment posting.

But as Abbas began to piece together what had happened before and 
during the jihadi surge, his warmth for the area slowly began to ebb. 
These villages had bowed far too meekly to ISIS, he soon concluded. 
Many of their residents were more accessories to the destruction than 
victims of it. Now, in tandem with district agricultural officials and an 
internal security agent dispatched from Baghdad, he resolved to help 
identify which locals had sided with the jihadists.  “They fucked us,” he 
said, momentarily losing his poise. “Our approach was: We’re going to 
find out who was with us and who was against us.”

Over the following months, Abbas and his colleagues sifted through 
whatever records had not been torched or stolen during the fighting. 
They questioned many of those who had stayed behind after the ISIS 
occupation began, and—though he never explicitly said so—forcibly 
interrogated others with the assistance of Saraya al-Salam, one of the 
largest of the pro-government militias and the dominant security force 
in the Samarra area. (I was pretty sure I heard muffled screams coming 
from the basement on a visit to one of the group’s bases.) Through dis-
cussions with community leaders, many of whom knew which of their 
kin had displayed extremist sympathies in the past, and the examination 



	 22	 t h e  h e at  a n d  t h e  f u r y

of scarce and dangerously shot bits of cellphone footage from within the 
“caliphate,” they soon formed a partial picture of which locals had most 
enthusiastically abetted ISIS.

What they concluded largely matched my own reporting both there 
and in other parts of Iraq and neighboring Syria. In the villages close 
to the river, like Huiesh, where most farmers had regular access to the 
Tigris waters and hence tolerably strong crop yields, few residents had 
thrown in their lot with the jihadists. “They had good irrigation. They 
got good harvests,” Abbas said. But in the more peripheral commu-
nities beyond the river—and the canals that emanated from it, it was 
a very different story. For the farmers and pastoralists here, almost all 
of whom shared the same Sunni Arab ethno-religious profile as their 
riverside peers, the past decade had been one of bitter financial and 
emotional struggle.

The rains on which they partly relied to sustain their crops had repeat-
edly failed, shrinking or sometimes wholly extinguishing their harvests. 
The groundwater that they usually turned to as a substitute at times of 
drought was disappearing because of the frequency with which they 
were now having to exploit it—and moreover was often prohibitively 
expensive to access because of the amount of diesel required to power 
their generators and extract groundwater from the depths. On one trip, 
Abbas waxed so enthusiastically about how green these wastelands once 
were that he completely missed spotting the IED trip wires that jihadist 
remnants had run across the road the previous night. We later found out 
that the explosives had already been defused, but we resolved to drive in 
silence from there on out.

Most infuriatingly, as far as residents were concerned, big Bagh-
dad and Samarra businessmen had snapped up swathes of communal 
land and then enclosed it with fences to guard their quarter-mile-wide, 
water-guzzling irrigation pivots. That had put further strain on the aqui-
fer, while simultaneously reducing the space available for grazing the 
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livestock that many locals had acquired to pad their incomes. “Life was 
hard. People were angry,” said a local tribal leader. He, like many others, 
preferred to speak anonymously for fear of being deemed an ISIS sym-
pathizer, a charge that was thrown around willy-nilly during and after 
the war. “And angry people can do crazy things.” It is no coincidence, 
several interviewees suggested, that those mechanized irrigation systems 
were singled out for particularly rigorous jihadi sabotage. 

As the drought dragged on longer than locals had ever experienced 
before, their meager savings vanished, to be replaced, in many instances, 
by fierce resentment. And, by this time, outsiders were paying atten-
tion. Al-Qaeda had previously lavished attention on this area, enticing 
to them in part by its proximity to Baghdad, some seventy miles to the 
south, and Samarra, a city with sites holy to Shiite Muslims and one 
that the Sunni extremist group had successfully attacked on a number of 
occasions. Now, as ISIS set about trying to build something significantly 
bigger and more ambitious than its jihadi forebear, the group’s recruiters 
began to pull out all the stops. 

Swooping into these villages in the winter of 2013–14, they dan-
gled salaries—of up to $1,000 a month—that broke, desperate resi-
dents could otherwise only imagine. Recruiters most energetically 
targeted families who had lost the most to drought—and those whose 
small, unproductive fields bordered some of the bigger, more bountiful 
ones. There is nothing quite like desperation and envy to arouse the 
worst demons of our nature, the extremists seemingly reasoned. Seizing 
upon the sectarianism that had flourished after the US-led invasion, 
they pointed out how little the Shia-led government was doing to help 
Sunni farmers at their time of greatest need. That was only partly true, 
with few Shia farmers any better off, but for people who had had less 
inclination and capacity to visit Shia majority villages since 2003, this 
narrative resonated. “Farmers are suffering everywhere, but these people 
were clever,” Abbas said of ISIS. “They preyed on the ignorance.”
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Though relevant statistics are few and inexact, pastoralists and farm-
ers within semiarid tracts of Tharthar district seemingly joined ISIS at 
roughly three times the rate of their riparian counterparts, according to 
Abbas and the local tribal leader. A full two-thirds of those held as sus-
pected jihadists in Saraya al-Salem’s Samarra jail were farmers, a media 
officer for the militia said, a cohort so big that discussion of cattle breeds 
and seed types reportedly rivaled professions of innocence as cellblock 
conversation topics. Initially skeptical of my climate-conflict fixation, 
Abbas too came to accept the link. “The less the water, the more the 
jihadists. And the countryside is dying,” he said. “This is a security 
nightmare.”

Weaponizing Misery

You may well know the meat and potatoes of ISIS’s emergence: The 
seizure and occupation of a chunk of Iraq and Syria the size of Great 
Britain for varying periods between 2013 and 2019. The group’s almost 
cartoonishly graphic, made-for-camera brutality—and success in 
recruiting into terrorism misfit youngsters from London to Los Ange-
les and across the Middle East itself. You may even have read up on 
the toxic combination of religious fanaticism, avarice, and grievances 
of various stripes that underlay its triumphant exploitation of preexist-
ing chaos, first in civil-war-ridden Syria, and then across the border in 
post-invasion Iraq.

But you are unlikely to have heard much about the bleak environ-
mental circumstances that turbocharged ISIS’s rise and, arguably, aided 
in its initial success against the anti-jihadi coalition. Many years of 
accumulating climate and other environmental woes had thrust both 
countries’ agricultural heartlands into deep economic downturns. Even 
longer periods of mismanagement and marginalization had fueled tre-
mendous rural fury against the Iraqi and Syrian states, which many 
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villagers held responsible for their reduced circumstances. Like hyenas 
feasting on a sickly zebra, the jihadists expertly took advantage of that 
poverty and pent-up rancor to swell their ranks into a force of roughly 
sixty-thousand fighters at one point.*

National data about ISIS’s composition are as limited as those avail-
able around Samarra. But what we do know is telling. In Tel Afar, a 
northern Iraqi town notorious for its vastly disproportionate cohort of 
native-born ISIS sons, almost a third of respondents in a UN study 
reported knowing someone who had a joined an armed group for rea-
sons related to climate changes over the war—likely the jihadists, in 
most instances.2 In northeastern Syria, ISIS attracted at least a third 
of its local recruits from pastoralist communities, which accounted for 
no more than 2 or 3 percent of the country’s prewar population and 
whose already difficult lives had deteriorated in lockstep with the quan-
tity of vegetation in the semiarid badia, a Syrian Kurdish security source 
told me. Over seven years of intermittent reporting across afflicted parts 
of both countries, I found that the path from water-deprived farming 
community to armed-group recruitment frequently resembled a well-
greased conveyor belt, a highway to hell transporting a frankly stunning 
number of resentful rural left-behinds.

“These kinds of countryside people ticked all the boxes,” Husham 
al-Hashimi, a top scholar of terrorism, told me over tea in a chic Bagh-
dad hotel a few years ago. “They were poor, they felt they had less power 
than they deserved, they felt that they were forgotten, they felt that 
they had all these rich resources that Baghdad was stealing. That was 
a bad mixture.” Having rubbed shoulders with plenty of these men 

* Unhelpfully, estimates of ISIS’s peak fighting strength in Iraq and Syria ranged from 9,000 
to 200,000. The latter number seems improbably high (unless one considers all of its “sup-
port staff” and assorted hangers-on). The former is certainly far too low, with an estimated 
six to seven thousand ISIS militants killed or captured in the Syrian town of Baghouz alone, 
where the group made its final stand as a coherent military force in 2019.
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during his own youthful flirtation with jihadism, Hashimi had a better 
understanding of what propelled people into extremism than most of 
his peers. That might have contributed to his undoing too, as he soon 
focused his fine mind and deep connections on the influence of Iraq’s 
powerful Iran-aligned militia groups, at least one of which was seem-
ingly responsible for his assassination in 2020.

In some ways, the black-flag-waving jihadists were in good historic 
and contemporary company in appealing to the poor and prospectless. 
Through the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, European com-
manders ransacked villages for “sluggards, rakes, debauchees, rioters, 
undutiful sons, and the like,” as the Prussian king, Frederick the Great, 
referred to his men.3 A little later on, in the immediate aftermath of 
World War II, the French Foreign Legion took on an inordinately 
large number of battered-looking men with strong German accents 
and suspiciously impressive aptitudes for fighting. Modern militaries 
from Jordan (which, as we will explore in chapter 6, enlists villagers 
as something of a safety valve at a time of climate-induced job losses) 
to the US (which has at times concentrated recruitment in deprived 
urban areas) have stacked their forces with men who often lack attrac-
tive alternatives. In pursuit of cannon fodder for its war in Ukraine, 
Moscow has partly relied on the most “old school” of tactics, forci-
bly snaffling poorer, unempowered ethnic minorities like a latter-day 
Royal Navy pressgang.4 

I found that this dependence on the poorest of the rural poor is also 
partly true of the anti-ISIS coalition. The largely Shiite militias, like 
Saraya al-Salam, that assembled across Iraq to defend Baghdad and 
other areas as the hollowed out Iraqi army collapsed in the face of the 
jihadi charge, drew an inordinate share of their men from impoverished, 
waterless stretches of the southern marshes.5 So, too, Iraq’s Federal 
Police and the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), the umbrella grouping 
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of mostly Kurdish fighters that controls the northeast of that country. 
These forces have enlisted many villagers whose lands have been lost to 
drought—or the oil industry. 

In Suwaydiyah, a small Syrian village that is surrounded by leaky, 
crop-killing refineries, some 40 percent of its young men and women 
joined the SDF, the mayor told me, a figure many times that of more 
agriculturally viable communities in the area.6 In Turk Alan, just out-
side the Iraqi city of Kirkuk, a tribal leader disclosed that no fewer than 
four hundred of the community’s roughly six thousand inhabitants had 
found work with the police or militias after the jihadi surge. At the 
entrance to the village, pictures of the roughly twenty of them who 
had died in combat stare out against a backdrop of flaring oil wells and 
crude-pocked fields. 

Yet there the comparison ends. For, in its weaponization of rural mis-
ery and repurposing of it to the grimmest of ends, ISIS transformed 
common recruiting practices into a dark, hideously effective art. They 
targeted the most destitute farmers and pastoralists, who were often at 
their drought-hobbled nadir. They harnessed long-standing political 
and social grievances to present environmental and climate ills as signs 
of a government that was out to get them, rather than the unfortunate 
byproduct of extreme mismanagement and increasingly inhospitable 
global conditions. With a bevy of former intelligence operatives from 
Saddam Hussein’s notoriously effective security apparatus among its 
senior leadership, ISIS knew a thing or two about manipulating weak-
ness. A fast-deteriorating natural landscape gave them an ideal setting 
to do just that. 

“This beast [ISIS] has many causes,” said Omar, a former agriculture 
ministry administrator from Mosul, who fled as the jihadists seized his 
city and who wished to withhold his surname for security reasons. “But 
in the countryside these new problems just pushed people over the edge.”
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A Countryside Primed to Blow

In retrospect, we could—or perhaps should—have seen some sort of 
trouble brewing. Over the past half century, rural Iraq has been trapped 
in a long, sad decline that still shows few signs of reversing. Beginning 
with the surge in global oil prices from the early 1970s, Baghdad slowly 
lost interest in agriculture, the source of most village livelihoods and 
previously a nationally significant economic sector. In the fifty years 
until 2022, farming’s share of national GDP fell sixfold to about 3 per-
cent.7 With that drop went much of the interest of a state now flush 
with tens of billions of dollars of monthly fossil fuel revenues. 

Then came conflict. Following his seizure of power in 1979, Saddam 
Hussein quickly sucked Iraq into a number of wars—both abroad 

Dotted with date palms, the Balad area, just north of Baghdad, was once a rich 
agricultural area. But as water access deteriorates, many farmers from families like 
this one have traded in their hoes for assault rifles in the service of militias. (Photo 
by Emily Garthwaite)
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against Iran and Kuwait, and at home versus his own people in Kurdis-
tan and the far south—that struck farmers particularly hard. During the 
eight-year Iran–Iraq War, the dictator forced tens of thousands of them 
into uniform. He trashed tracts of prime farmland, even destroying mil-
lions of southern Iraq’s prized date palms for fear that Iranian saboteurs 
might use them as cover to attack oil facilities. In doing so, he trans-
formed once idyllic stretches of river valley into uncultivable and, on 
the Faw Peninsula where the far south meets the sea, near-uninhabitable 
badlands. And not just there. Abbas was always at pains to point out 
the tree stumps along the road from Baghdad to Kirkuk, victims of 
Saddam’s fear of assassination as he motored between his many palaces.

In the meantime, Iraq launched a series of ill-starred agricultural ini-
tiatives, all part of its drive for regime-buffering food self-sufficiency, 
which were abandoned after the dictator’s toppling. Under international 
sanctions after invading Kuwait in 1990, the state granted farmers most 
of their seeds and fertilizer for free or at discounted rates in a bid to 
drive up grain production. In turn, it then purchased much of their crop 
for up to three times the international price. But that costly system has 
wobbled badly since 2003, with inputs erratically distributed or of poor 
quality, and payments for crops often delayed. Having been reared on 
this “cradle-to-grave” support system, many rural Iraqis have struggled 
as it has waned. By 2007, some 39 percent of people in rural areas were 
living in poverty, two and a half times the country’s urban rate.8 Hun-
dreds of thousands of villagers had abandoned their fields altogether, 
turning instead to the slum districts of Baghdad and other cities. 

Yet still the blows kept coming, and off the back of worsening inse-
curity, rural discontent was starting to crest in the years prior to ISIS’s 
surge. Water shortages, seldom previously a problem in the Fertile Cres-
cent, began to bite due to deepening droughts—and upstream dam 
construction. Since World War II, Turkey has built dozens of large dams 
within the Tigris and Euphrates basins, the two river systems on which 
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Iraq has historically relied, while Iran has dammed, diverted, or cut off 
every one of the roughly thirty Tigris tributaries that flow west from its 
territory. Officials have been either powerless, or in the eyes of experts, 
too incompetent and focused on lining their pockets to stymie the dam-
age. “The only thing ministers care about water is the water they put 
into their whiskey,” said Talib Murad Elam, at the time an adviser to 
the prime minister of the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) in 
northern Iraq, smiling the smile of a man who knows he has just said 
something eminently quotable.9 

Infrastructural neglect, which had already begun under the sanctions, 
worsened. What water Iraqi farmers did receive was so tainted with pol-
lution as to be unusable, or so salty from backwashed agricultural waste-
water as to corrode water-treatment plants faster than their operators 
could source spare parts.10 The system, leaky and susceptible to evapora-
tion, also loses Iraq billions of cubic meters of water that it can no longer 
afford to squander. In this unvirtuous circle, Iraq may lack the personnel 
to right these wrongs, even though it once produced perhaps the region’s 
largest class of capable professionals. “We used to produce scientists like 
they grow on trees. But now they’ve fled,” Jafar Dia Jafar, the father of 
Iraq’s nuclear program, told me from the foreign city that he, too, now 
calls home. “We don’t have the people to fix our problems anymore.” 
Irrespective of whether his take is wholly fair, Iraq has indeed bled tal-
ent, the venal political class that US administrators promoted following 
the toppling of Saddam’s Baath regime frittering away the skills of the 
brilliant individuals that it does still have at its disposal.

Enter more intense climate change stage right. Creeping into this 
already noxious mix like a vengeful ex-lover, both rapid and slow-mov-
ing stresses have barreled across Iraq, imposing an additional challenge 
that citizens feel woefully ill-placed to handle. Over the past few years, 
the country has experienced what can feel like an elaborate laundry list 
of climate disasters. There is that ever-intensifying drought, felt both 
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