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ABSTRACT
Natural resource conflicts in Mali in the last decade represent an import-
ant case to visualise the interconnection between land and climate 
issues. The country has received significant international attention in 
recent years both due to the announcement of large-scale land deals 
and due to its perceived vulnerability to climate stress. At the same time, 
Malian peasant movements have formed important networks of resis-
tance and have been leading the pilot implementation of village land 
commissions to recognise and manage community resources, based 
on a new Agricultural Land Law. This paper explores emerging trends 
in natural resource politics through the lens of interactions between 
land and climate policies and discourses. We analyse the growing use 
of the frame of ‘climate security’ to associate climate change, conflict 
and migration in relation to countries such as Mali, by looking into the 
possibilities that this frame could shift focus and blame towards con-
flicts between marginalised groups and further close space for bot-
tom-up participation. As an alternative, we explore the relevance of a 
platform of agrarian climate justice and the possibilities and challenges 
of enacting some of its principles through the implementation of the 
village land commissions.

Natural resource grabbing at the crossroads

The constellation of critical research and activism of the last decade focussed on a new wave 
of global land grabbing has helped to highlight the continued relevance of agrarian politics 
in the current capitalist era. The denouncement of a ‘land grab rush’ around the world has 
not only spurred a wide range of critical scholarship but has also deeply influenced policies 
and political action on multiple scales (White et al. 2012). These accomplishments notwith-
standing, there has also been criticism of and within the ‘land grab literature’ to shift to a 
more complex understanding of the phenomenon and its relation to other trends in natural 
resource politics. Much of the initial land rush research focussed on large-scale land invest-
ments by foreign actors in the African continent and paid less attention to more piecemeal 
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processes, to national land grabbing, to other resources beyond land and to the multiple 
relations between agrarian and environmental struggles (Edelman, Oya, and Borras 2013; 
Franco and Borras 2019).

The global political landscape around natural resources has changed radically in the 
past few decades, with new transnational activist networks connecting and giving visibility 
to struggles around the world, and with growing political attention to climate change. 
The issue has become even more explosive in the past few years, as both climate denialism 
and more radical climate movements have been struggling for space and clashing with 
more mainstream proposed solutions for the climate crisis. Franco and Borras (2019, 197) 
have called attention to the inextricable linkages between the politics of land issues and 
the politics of climate change, defending the importance of a platform of agrarian climate 
justice. This platform represents the conjoint and interlinked pursuit of agrarian justice 
– defined by them as ‘the agenda of carrying out a sense of fairness for historically 
oppressed social classes and groups in agrarian societies’ – and climate justice, ‘an agenda 
of taking the climate crisis seriously and pursuing measures to actually tackle it, while 
being conscious of the role of social relations in the emergence and resolution of this 
crisis’ (Franco and Borras 2019, 197–98). In this paper, we argue not only that fighting 
against land grabbing key for achieving climate justice, but that attention to climate issues 
is also important for current agrarian movements to reach their specific goals. In this vein, 
the recent dynamics of natural resource grabbing and organised resistance to it by social 
movements in Mali, in West Africa, constitute an important case for exploring these inter-
connections and emerging trends.

First, Mali has received significant international attention as one of the countries most 
vulnerable to climate change in the past few years, and countries from the Global North 
have increasingly paid attention to how they could also be indirectly affected by potential 
climate stress in Mali and other Sahel countries. The alleged risks of more climate-related 
migration pressures and conflicts and potential responses are increasingly being organised 
under the frame of ‘climate security’ (UNEP 2011). Furthermore, Mali was also one of the 
countries that received a lot of attention in the initial period of land grab literature, with the 
announcement of large-scale foreign investments in the country in several reports (Oakland 
Institute/CNOP 2011; Friis and Reenberg 2010). While many of those land deals were not 
enacted as announced, other intense transformations have been happening in Mali in the 
last 10 years that do not necessarily fall into the mould of more ‘flashy’ large acquisitions. 
Finally, the country has also seen the emergence and strengthening of different networks 
of resistance to resource grabbing in the last decade, such as the formation of the Malian 
Convergence against Land Grabbing (CMAT1) in 2012 and the development of regional coa-
litions, often with support of international partnerships. Many of the peasant movements 
organised in CMAT contributed to the approval of a new national Agricultural Land Law in 
Mali in 2017, which recognises customary rights of agricultural communities to land and the 
formation of village land commissions to delimit and manage land rights as well as prevent 
conflicts.

This paper emerges from the traditions of scholar-activism, combining reflections of schol-
ar-activists primarily based in social movements with those engaged in academic institutions 
(Borras 2016). We build on the 10 years of experience of two of the authors (Jacovetti and Koné) 
as scholar-activists in the CMAT as well as their previous engagements in peasant movements. 
More specifically, this paper builds on observant participation of the three-year pilot 
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implementation (2018–2020) of village land commissions in the two rural communes of Mandé 
and Naréna, in the Cercle de Kati. This was enabled partly by a project of collaborative action- 
research with the human rights organisation FIAN International, in which the author based in 
an academic institute (Calmon) also joined. Additionally, this collaboration benefitted from a 
period of concentrated conjoint fieldwork in June 2018, which included additional unstruc-
tured and semi-structured interviews with other activists of Malian peasant movements and 
of non-governmental organisations (NGOs), participation in meetings with government offi-
cials and visits to the two communes. We also conducted a systematic literature review, with 
special attention to the academic and grey literature related to land and climate issues in Mali, 
including reports of NGOs, development agencies and international organisations, and Malian 
national policies and laws. Multiple reflexive movements and toing-and-froing between the 
theoretical and contextual literature, secondary data and empirical data have been needed 
to navigate the complicated but often productive tension of elaborating research that aims 
to be both academically rigorous and politically useful (Borras 2016, 25–26).

In this article, we explore multiple potential emerging relations of climate and land politics 
in Mali and argue that the pilot process of implementation of the village land commissions 
since 2018 is an important case in which peasant movements are trying to build agrarian 
climate justice from the ground. To do so, we first provide some brief relevant contextual 
information on recent transformations in Mali and then describe the broader dynamics of 
land grabbing and of climate politics in the country. We first present them separately, as 
they indeed are often treated. In the last section, we then analyse them together, exploring 
multiple possible relations between climate and land politics. We discuss the progressive 
potential of the ‘agrarian climate justice’ frame, relating it to the implementation of village 
land commissions in southern Mali, and especially contrast it to ‘climate security’ frames, 
which risk further stigmatising the region and closing space for democratic participation in 
climate policy.

Recent territorial and natural resource disputes in Mali

Mali is often described as having its economy rooted in the primary sector, with most Malian 
people sustaining themselves on subsistence agriculture and pastoralism (FAO 2017, 1). In 
official world development rankings, Mali has typically been portrayed by very critical num-
bers, with the human Development Index ranking Mali as 182nd out of 189 countries in 
2017 (UNDP 2018, 25).

The country has seen rapid shifts in the past few years, as the population was estimated 
to have doubled from around 10 million in 1997 to approximately 20 million in 2020 (FAOSTAT 
2020), and a few new export commodity sectors have quickly gained economic relevance, 
increasing the relevance of trade balance to Mali’s gross domestic product. Gold has quickly 
supplanted cotton as the largest export since the 1990s. Nonetheless, cotton remains a key 
crop, with the country remaining one of Africa’s largest cotton producers (Panara 2018). Mali 
is also a net exporter of livestock, whereas rice and coarse grains constitute much of the 
local food crops (FAO 2017).

Mali can only be understood as a place of complex flows, within the larger territorial 
interests around the Sahel. The lack of centralised state political control of the desert and 
Mali’s location between African countries on the Atlantic coast and northern countries bor-
dering the Mediterranean have translated in recent years also into flows of illegal trafficking 
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of arms and drugs, as well as human migration, especially with the destabilisation of the 
region following the fall of Gaddafi in Libya in 2011 and the conflict in Mali since 2012 (Oneko 
2017). This context of conflict and political instability can both hinder large-scale land deals –  
as the political and legal uncertainty can turn investments too risky for institutional investors –  
and facilitate them, as companies and groups take advantage precisely of the risk and insta-
bility to speculate and scramble for resources through unofficial channels. Following the 
coup d’état in Mali in 2012, different armed groups – some with connections to jihadist 
groups such as Al-Qaeda – vied for control of the north of the country, also using revenue 
from the trade in arms, drugs and human smuggling. New research has attempted to show 
how adherence to jihadism by Malian pastoralist groups should be understood not only 
as a spread of jihadist ideology from outside countries, but as resulting largely from  
local political ecology dynamics and disenfranchisement of pastoralist communities 
(Benjaminsen and Ba 2019).

In 2013, France and later a coalition of international forces under the integrated mission 
MINUSMA2 entered the conflict in Mali to regain control over the north of the country. While 
France continues to have important influence over its former colonies in West Africa, other 
rich nations have strategic interests there, including the significant involvement of Canadian 
companies in gold mining in the country. China has also greatly increased its government 
cooperation with Mali, and Chinese companies have expanded their participation in sugar-
cane plantation and refineries and in cotton (Chinese Embassy in Mali 2016).

Whereas companies based in richer countries are often involved in direct natural resource 
grabbing in Mali, it is important to remember that disputes over land control in the Sahel 
are also tied to more indirect interests over conflict and international security, labour mobility 
and migration and new consumer markets. Mali continues to be predominantly agricultural 
and rural, but it has also gone through rapid urbanisation in the last two decades, averaging 
an annual urban population growth rate of over 5% from 2000 to 2015 (United Nations 2018, 
10). When travelling through the capital of Bamako, one is struck by the quantity of billboards 
surrounding the busy streets announcing bottled water, infant formula, tea and many other 
products from foreign and national companies, showcasing the increasing commodification 
of subsistence that accompanies, is driven by and further spurs the migration to cities and 
erosion of rural livelihoods.

In the second half of 2020, Mali faced once more political instability, as a military junta 
ousted the national government and took over power, and a transition government was 
then formed with continued military influence (Sy 2021).

Mali in the global land grabbing lens

The Malian government has in the last decade taken up a stronger role to facilitate the entry 
of investors, offering large-scale land leases to foreign and national capital for agricultural 
projects. This has echoed broader trends of the global land grab rush since 2008 as well as 
earlier pushes for more foreign investment by the World Bank, which approved the Mali 
Growth Support Project in 2005. In 2009, the government launched a call to national and 
foreign investors to invest in land in Mali with irrigation potential and created the Agency 
for Promotion of Investments in Mali. The agency has promoted investments in projects with 
cotton, wheat, rice and biofuels such as jatropha, while claiming that only 7% of the almost 
7 million hectares of arable land in the country is being used to its potential (API 2018). Most 
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of the announced large-scale land deals have been in the region of the Office du Niger, 
managed by a semi-autonomous government agency, due to its water availability and fer-
tility compared to other regions. A 2011 report traced 20 large-scale land leases in Mali at 
the time, of which 16 were for foreign investors, totalling over 500,000 hectares (Oakland 
Institute/CNOP 2011). Another compilation of data by Friis and Reenberg (2010) pointed to 
13 large-scale land deals in Mali, potentially covering over 2.4 million hectares and position-
ing Mali as the fifth largest recipient in number of land deals at the time. These figures were 
then replicated in other widely cited land grab literature (eg Sassen 2013).

One of the cases in Mali that received the most international attention was the Malibya 
project: 100,000 hectares was leased for rice and cattle in the Office du Niger by the Malian 
state to Libya in 2008. While the associated Macina irrigation canal was completed, causing 
disruption to communities, the planned agribusiness projects did not come to fruition (Larder 
2015). Although the project was halted after the removal of the Libyan president from power 
in 2011, there is also evidence that the project had already slowed down beforehand due 
to a mismatch between the announced intentions for the project and actual capacities to 
enact it (Adamczewski et al. 2013). Nonetheless, there has also been speculation over the 
years about its possible revival, and in 2018 Malian politicians received a delegation from 
Libya and announced the intention to resume Malibya (ON 2018).

As in other African countries, many of the announced large-scale land deal projects did 
not actually come to fruition, due to changing economic scenarios, emerging contestations 
and the fact that many deals did not really consider the local conditions or were purposely 
inflated in association with publicity efforts and short-term speculative investments (Cotula 
2013). Authors have also pointed that there were multiple methodological issues in the 
aggregation of data of uneven quality in early land grab reports, with a tendency to focus 
on deals with large quantities of hectares (Edelman 2013).

In the case of Mali, the failure of agribusiness investments to come to fruition has also 
been associated with the destabilisation of the Sahel and the armed conflict in the country 
from 2012 onwards. Moreover, resistance set up by Malian peasant organisations and 
unions, forming alliances with transnational and regional agrarian movements, as well as 
with international NGOs, has helped to prevent the loss of land or to restore it to commu-
nities, as well as to develop new bottom-up accountability mechanisms (Adamczewski et al. 
2013; Jacovetti and Koné 2017). This has happened within a larger context of growing 
transnational connections between peasant movements across the world and of the con-
solidation of more regional networks specifically within West Africa (Edelman and Borras 
2016; McKeon 2018).

In early 2012, Malian organisations CNOP (Coordination Nationale des Organisations 
Paysannes), UACDDDD (Union des Associations et Coordinations d’Associations pour le 
Développement et la Défense des Droits des Démunis), AOPP (Association des Organisations 
Professionelles Paysannes), CAD (Coalition des Alternatives Africaines) and LJDh (Ligue des 
Jeunes Juristes pour le Développement Humain)3 formed a national platform against land 
grabbing: the aforementioned CMAT. These movements – in particular CNOP and UACDDDD –  
have also formed regional alliances through the Global Convergence of Land and Water 
Struggles of West Africa, which was propelled by the Africa Social Forum in Dakar in 2014. 
It was afterwards launched as a sub-regional platform in June 2015, with more than 40 
participant organisations from 11 African countries, and two regional mobilising caravans 
have been organised in 2016 and 2018.
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The Malian movements organised within CMAT have also been involved in the use of the 
Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of Tenure of Land, Fisheries and Forests –  
endorsed by the Committee on World Food Security (CFS) in 2012 – as an instrument to 
defend peasant rights (Franco and Monsalve Suárez 2018). The CFS Tenure Guidelines helped 
influence the provisions of Mali’s new Agricultural Land Law, approved in March of 2017 
(Jacovetti and Koné 2017). This law is considered to be the first in West Africa that recognises 
the customary collective land rights of communities and formalises management bodies 
from the villages themselves, through village land comissions. The law also establishes that 
at least 15% of land titling by the state or territorial collectivities must be attributed to col-
lectives or associations of women and youth of the zone and that these groups must be 
represented in the commissions.

CMAT has also followed up in the last years and worked with the communities in some 
recent emblematic cases of land grabbing involving foreign and national companies, such 
as sugarcane projects (SoSuMar and N’Sukala) affecting Sansanding communities, and des-
tination of traditional lands of seven villages of San to local authorities (FIAN and TNI 2014; 
Jacovetti and Koné 2017).

International reports and much of the land grab literature on Mali have tended to focus 
on large-scale land acquisitions for agribusiness projects, commonly involving foreign com-
panies. While these have been important trends, the experiences of Malian peasant move-
ments also reveal the importance of more piecemeal processes, which include or even centre 
on the mediation of local actors, but are nonetheless connected to global dynamics of socio-
economic change. Many of these grabs involve the appropriation of and real estate specu-
lation over peri-urban land, with the expanding capital of Bamako having quickly encroached 
on popular housing and on the surrounding ‘maraîchages’ (fields of horticulture) cultivated 
by small farmers. The UACDDDD resulted partly from the process of formation and consol-
idation of associations in the context of a series of revolts in response to urban and peri-urban 
land grabs and evictions in the 1990s, when over 5600 establishments were demolished for 
the airport zone – with the struggle for resettlement still ongoing.

Another element that comes to the fore is the importance of generational and diasporic 
conflicts in the dynamics of land grabbing. In many of the speeches by elder representatives 
in a 2018 assembly of villages of the communes of Mandé, they exhorted younger members 
of the community to value the land and not be deluded into selling it. Malian activists whom 
we interviewed also highlighted how rural youth sometimes participate in the sale of land 
to investors in order to finance their migration to urban spaces in or outside of Mali. In turn, 
emigrates who have managed to accumulate some wealth sometimes become investors in 
land in their country of origin and further spur land grabbing and real estate speculation. 

Finally, while the organisations in CMAT have also followed and reported on land conflicts 
driven by mining and afforestation projects, the connections between different types of 
land-based projects across landscapes in Mali are still underexplored. There have been 
human rights reports on the impacts of new gold mines in the 2000s (eg Gourmelon 2007), 
but more research on spillover effects of different forms of natural resource grabbing is 
needed. Interestingly, the government of Mali has proposed to create agribusiness centres 
in regions where mines have been closed due to mineral exhaustion, with the agropole 
project of Morila being planned as a pilot for Sikasso region (Bamada 2018). Moreover, 
resource-intensive projects often not only directly take up the land officially allocated for 
the projects, but can also contaminate surrounding land with chemical pollutants or divert 
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water from other regions, as has happened in conflicts in the Office du Niger involving irri-
gation channels. While tracing the multiple possible contradictions and relations between 
land-based projects is challenging, taking a more integrated landscape-based approach to 
natural resource conflicts can be an important methodological first step (hunsberger, Work, 
and herre 2018).

Actors coordinating and promoting land investments often plan regions in terms of devel-
opment corridors or special zones, with various institutional facilities for associated indus-
tries. Even as the grand visions announced by politicians are frequently not fully enacted 
– as seen in various examples of proposed growth corridors in East Africa – they create 
expectations and can galvanise new investments, new alliances and networks of alternative 
visions and more subtle forms of landscape change and control (Chome et al. 2020). In 2018, 
the governments of Burkina Faso, Côte d’Ivoire and Mali proposed to create a special eco-
nomic zone at the border of the three countries, nicknamed ‘Sikobo’, represented by the 
south-east region of Sikasso in the Mali border. According to the Government of Mali, the 
goals of this project include making Sikasso a great West African megapole, with a modern 
economy based on agroforestry (Primature 2018). They planned to capitalise on the existence 
of alleged six million hectares of arable land, forests and large mines, such as Morila and 
Kalana. The proposal of the zone has been framed by the governments as a project of sus-
tainable development and Sikasso has been considered the ‘lung’ of Mali, making it more 
essential to understand how ‘Sikobo’ and other potential projects in the region might inter-
sect with emerging climate politics.

Mali and climate change politics

Reports of intergovernmental organisations in the last few years have highlighted Mali as 
one of the countries particularly vulnerable to the effects of climate change, given the sus-
ceptibility of the Sahel region to droughts and considering estimates that the average tem-
perature in northern Mali has already risen by 1.5 to 2 °C from 1970 to 2006 (UNEP 2011, 30).

Mali has received technical and financial support from United Nations (UN) agencies and 
from European Union (EU) governments to develop a climate change framework, mostly 
focussed on climate change adaptation rather than mitigation, due to Mali’s vulnerability 
and relatively low contributions to greenhouse gas emissions. While there were early ideas 
to develop REDD4 projects there with jatropha and dry forests, there are currently no official 
submissions of REDD projects in Mali.

Especially from 2010 onwards, there has been stronger involvement of the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) and of the Global Climate Change Alliance of the EU to 
promote climate strategies and policies in Mali. Many of the climate change adaptation and 
mitigation projects have converged around the Mali Climate Fund (2016–2021) created in 
2012, which has received funding from Sweden and Norway. In 2018, it had six active projects, 
although new money was not sent to any project in that year and less than half of the avail-
able funds since the beginning had been disbursed (7.2 million of 15.7 million USD; AEDD 
2019). Another climate change fund under negotiation is the Mali Green Fund, with four 
approved projects in 2019. While it has a much larger approved funding (185 million USD), 
less than five million dollars had been requested and less than 500,000 had been disbursed 
by late 2019 (GCF 2019). There are several indications that implementation of many of the 
intended projects has been underwhelming so far. Interviews with representatives of 
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organisations, as well as participation in a meeting in Bamako in June 2018 of the Réseau 
Climat et Développement, a network that gathers over 80 organisations of francophone Africa 
around combatting and addressing climate change, highlighted that the reality on the 
ground can be very different from promises in official documents.5 One member of an envi-
ronmental organisation we interviewed emphasised the difficulty of gaining access to cli-
mate funds due to government corruption and disputes over who controls and accesses the 
funds. Moreover, the conflict in Mali in the last few years has also made the implementation 
of projects more difficult, associated also with transportation challenges to and within the 
country. The meeting also revealed the low participation of peasant organisations in official 
climate change institutional spaces in Mali so far – although small farmers are often the ones 
claimed to be the people of most concern for these projects.

The organisation AFAD (Association de Formation et d’Appui au Développement) that par-
ticipates in the network has stronger dialogue with peasant organisations and has promoted 
projects of conservation and promotion of food security with more active community par-
ticipation since its creation in 1996. Meanwhile, social movements in CMAT have often mir-
rored the views of the international peasant network Via Campesina on the importance of 
peasant agriculture and agroecology to cool the planet and of prioritising locally adapted 
peasant seeds for resilience, rather than proposals of corporate-based climate-smart agri-
culture. The construction of the Global Convergence of Land and Water Struggles of West 
Africa has also been a space to promote the connection between community control over 
resources and environmental issues. however, there is still a lack of penetration of these 
organisations in spaces for the formulation of climate policies, and some activists interviewed 
expressed concern that the current trend to focus on climate change might be a distraction 
from more urgent matters. In practice, there continues to be a frequent division between 
environmental organisations and peasant movements and between the institutional spaces 
dealing with these issues.

Moreover, as pointed out by Franco and Borras (2019, 192), climate change politics not 
only pertains to formally constituted policies, but encompasses multiple discourses that 
might vary from diffuse rumours to labels by powerful entities to legitimise their interests. 
While implementation of climate policies might still be significantly below the targets of 
major donors and cooperation agencies, effects of green neoliberal discourses have certainly 
already reached Mali, influencing the restructuring of fuelwood markets and new forest 
policy, especially since the 1990s (Gautier et al. 2013). Concerns over desertification in par-
ticular have been influencing policy in the Sahel already since the colonial period 
(Benjaminsen and hiernaux 2019). Even if there has been a gap between intended and 
enacted climate policies in Mali so far, the country is still at the nexus of powerful climate 
discourses, particularly in relation to climate security.

In the last few years, with the aggravation of conflict in the Sahel and Middle East, and 
with what was deemed a migration crisis in Europe, some intergovernmental agencies have 
increasingly connected the issue of climate change in the Sahel to global security and migra-
tion, within new cluster themes related to climate security, prompting the emergence of 
expressions such as ‘climate risk’ and ‘climate refugees’. After a UN Special Advisor mission 
to the Sahel in 2008 highlighted risks of climate change exacerbating migration pressure 
and conflict, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) commissioned a prelimi-
nary study analysing those relations in the region, including Mali among the analysed coun-
tries (UNEP 2011). Moreover, a report comissionned by the G76 countries on climate risks 
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also considered the north of Mali a climate vulnerability hotspot, arguing that the droughts 
in the last 20 years have potentially multiplied the threat of jihadist adhesion and armed 
conflict (Rüttinger et al. 2015). The 2019 Conference of the Planetary Security Initiative – a 
platform initially launched by the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs – included Mali as one 
of its focus regions and has produced a series of briefs relating climate change, resource 
stress and conflict risks in Mali (eg Van Schaik et al. 2018, Mitra 2017). Implications of these 
types of framings will be considered in the next section.

The promises and perils of convergence of climate and land issues

Webs of potential relations between climate policies and land grabbing

Franco and Borras (2019) have developed a framework of three possible relations between 
climate change politics and land grabs: (i) climate change politics potentially triggering or 
inspiring land grabs directly or indirectly (through spillover effects) – such as biofuel projects 
dispossessing communities or peasants losing land due to their practices being classified 
as ecologically inefficient; (ii) land grabs undermining actual climate change mitigation and 
adaptation, as grabs often block or outpace possibilities of ecological regeneration on a 
wider scale when they lead to highly extractive and destructive projects; and (iii) climate 
change politics used to cover and/or legitimise land grabs, through the deployment of envi-
ronmental justifications opportunistically, as in hydroelectric dams rebranded as mitigation 
initiatives. As a fourth alternative, they propose that ‘facilitating genuine climate change 
mitigation and adaptation strategies necessarily requires blocking and rolling back land 
grabs’ (Franco and Borras 2019, 197), a proposal tied to the notion of agrarian climate 
justice. Through this lens, we explore some of the the broader trends potentially emerging 
in Mali, before focussing in the last sections specifically on proposals of climate security 
and agrarian climate justice, and the latter’s relation to the implementation of village land 
committees.

While there have been relatively few enacted official projects of climate change mitigation 
in the country, the government has already leased hundreds of thousands of hectares of 
forest areas to private companies in regions of Kayes, Sikasso and yanfolila, as in the case of 
the Complexe Bougouni-yanfolila, appealing to varying discourses of environmental pro-
tection and poverty reduction (Maliweb 2014). These types of projects are at high risk of 
being rebranded as climate mitigation initiatives for an extra veneer of legitimacy – that is, 
as climate policies as cover for land grabs – potentially further reducing space for public 
accountability regarding land concessions by the state to private actors.

Moreover, not only can mitigation initiatives – or those dubbed as such – lead to dispos-
session, but projects of climate change adaptation claimed to be for the benefit of commu-
nities can also gradually lead to expulsion of populations. In the last few years, new climate 
change adaptation projects around the world, under the epithet of ‘climate-smart agriculture’, 
have often maintained the same features of industrial agriculture promoting land concen-
tration and high use of inputs that exclude the rural poor (Borras and Franco 2018). Recent 
work on Cambodia (hunsberger, Work, and herre 2018) has also shown that irrigation proj-
ects for climate change adaptation there, if considered from a landscape perspective, have 
ultimately degraded water and soil resources and limited access to natural resources by 
communities.
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Peasants cannot adapt to the effects of climate change if they are not also secure in their 
access to and control over natural resources; nor can environmental regeneration occur in 
the long term if those who work and care for the land are separated from it in favour of 
corporations. This does not mean, however, romanticising peasants as ‘guardians’ of nature, 
or ignoring that many of their customary environmental practices and knowledges have 
already been degraded over time, and need to be reconstituted in dialogue with scientific 
techniques – as social movements are already doing in sharing practices of agroecology, for 
instance. In a more recent paper, Borras, Franco, and Nam (2020) specify also the relation of 
regressive climate change politics potentially delegitimising relevant mitigation and adap-
tation practices of communities already in place, if they come to be arbitrarily classified as 
ecologically destructive or economically inefficient. The authors also present Myanmar as 
an example of country where there aren’t major official climate change policies in place yet, 
but that is already being indirectly affected by climate policies in other countries (such as 
variations in prices of crops increasingly used as biofuels) and where climate discourse has 
begun to subtly appear to rebrand older hydropower projects.

In addition, mitigation efforts will fall short if they are small and localised compensation 
measures, while vast tracts of land continue to be converted to extractive projects heavy in 
greenhouse gas emissions and energy use, such as the extraction of gold in the South of 
Mali or the expansion of sugarcane plantations in the Office du Niger.

Not only can climate stress render some areas more difficult for peoples to derive their 
livelihoods from, but another serious risk is that climate change in conjunction with global 
resource grabbing might also indirectly increase economic interest in less arid or cooler regions 
in Mali. With the changing climate in the north, the forests in the south of the country are 
particularly vulnerable both to land grabbing for economic and environmental projects – 
potentially implicating the special economic zone of  ‘Sikobo’ and the region of Sikasso.

International discourse on climate, conflict and migration

As noted above, international discourses on climate change in Mali have increasingly linked 
the country with notions of ‘climate risk’ and ‘climate security’, associating climate change, 
conflict and migration (UNEP 2011, Rüttinger et al. 2015). These reports also reveal the 
vested interests of countries from the Global North in considering how climate stress in 
poorer countries might also affect them, through associated migration pressure or terrorism.

Such formulations, while potentially opening up interesting discussions of ‘spillover 
effects’ of climate change, often risk de-politicising the issues at hand. Expressions such as 
‘climate refugees’ might obscure the multiple causes of migration, in particular the influence 
of economic and political oppression of peoples (Ribot, Faye, and Turner 2020). Much of 
the mainstream debate on migration from West Africa has already obfuscated long-term 
structural causes, such as agrarian export-oriented policies that undermine peasant agri-
culture and local food networks (McKeon 2018). The UNEP and G7 reports do recognise 
that there is not a direct causal link between climate change and migration or conflict and 
that these associations are interlinked with economic, social and political issues (UNEP 
2011), portraying climate change more as a ‘threat multiplier’ rather than a determinant of 
risk (Rüttinger et al. 2015). Nonetheless, notions such as ‘climate security’ and ‘climate risk’ 
might act as portmanteaus of complex relations without fully engaging in concerns for 
social justice.
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These types of formulations could reinforce the notion that the problems addressed stem 
from the ‘overcrowded’ Global South, re-editing versions of Malthusian concerns of rich 
countries over demographic expansion in poor countries, now reformulated as resource 
conflicts ‘multiplied’ by climate change (Benjaminsen et al. 2012, 98). These discourses risk 
naturalising increased competition over ‘scarce’ natural resources and emphasising conflicts 
between marginalised and impoverished groups, rather than considering the positioning 
of those conflicts within broader, highly unequal global scrambles for resources, in which 
richer countries have a disproportionate amount of responsibility for climate change and 
control over resources, including in Mali.

hayes (2016) traces the origins of these versions of discourses of climate change as a 
security risk to the 2000s, when different military institutions, Northern governments and 
think tanks started formulating strategies on these issues, revealing the growing involvement 
of military actors in climate politics. While recognising that there are varied theoretical lin-
eages and perspectives which see climate change as potentially fuelling conflict, he points 
to a trend of the language of ‘security’ substituting that of ‘justice’ and ‘rights’. This in turn 
could potentially lead to prioritising more regressive strategies of ‘risk management’ and 
‘containment of threats’, rather than addressing more deeply rooted social issues.

A line of literature in dialogue with the Copenhagen School of Security Studies argues 
that the ‘securitization’ of an issue or sector has, in itself, a normative effect, as what securi-
tisation discourse does is ultimately justify the use of extraordinary means (Von Lucke, 
Wellmann, and Diez 2014, 858). Von Lucke, Wellmann, and Diez (2014) reach a more nuanced 
argument, by proposing that security frames with different referent objects – planetary, 
individual or territorial security – and with emphases on ‘risks’ rather than ‘security’ can have 
varied normative and practical effects. For them, recent constructions on ‘planetary security’, 
for instance, do not necessarily come from the same neo-Malthusian lineage as territorial 
climate security discourses common among American state and military institutions. 
however, they also recognise that the focus on climate security, however conceptualised, 
could ultimately shift focus from the core issue of mitigating and preventing climate change 
and from the responsibility of richer countries for reducing their emissions, towards normal-
ising only adaptation and management interventions in the South. This shift of responsibility 
is also echoed in the concern that climate security discourses can ultimately portray groups 
that are vulnerable to climate change effects as dangers and sources of regional and global 
instability, as ‘at risk’ and ‘sources of risks’ can easily become conflated in these contexts (Von 
Lucke, Wellmann, and Diez 2014, 874).

In the broader international policy and research arena, Lamain (2021) notes that the 
growing presence of military actors is already visible and that there are significant prec-
edents of militarisation in conservation efforts, such as in anti-poaching efforts. More 
importantly, for Mali, militarisation and top-down interventions are not merely hypothet-
icals, with the continued presence of external armed forces and the ongoing influence of 
the national military in the new transitional government after the most recent coup. While 
climate politics within Mali might seem to be operating largely in a different arena from 
these military dynamics, it is also a space still refractory to democratisation and in which 
there has not yet been a significant opening for the participation of peasant or other 
grassroots organisations.

Specifically in regards to the Sahel, there is also a parallel and related debate emphasising 
the difficulty in establishing direct links between climate change and land-use conflicts – calling 
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more attention to other drivers of conflict such as agricultural encroachment and rent-seeking 
of government actors (Benjaminsen et al. 2012). Moreover, authors have also questioned the 
narrative of desertification itself, tracing its historical use to blame local populations and to 
justify increased control of resources by colonial forces and forestry services in West Africa 
(Benjaminsen et al. 2012; Benjaminsen and hiernaux 2019). Some researchers in fact argue 
that much of the alarmism over desertification of the Sahel is not properly scientifically 
based and that there has actually mostly been a re-greening of the Sahel rather than 
desertification since the droughts of the 1980s (Benjaminsen and hiernaux 2019, 228–32). 
Others have  challenged both the ‘desertification’ and ‘re-greening’ paradigms, calling 
attention to different and more complex trends according to regions, types of soils and 
plant species (Kusserow 2017).

The 5th Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report acknowledges more 
uncertainty and more spatial and seasonal variance in the different projections of precipi-
tation over the next century compared to projections of temperature change, and points to 
a very likely reduction of rainfall over northern Africa but less confidence in the projections 
for West Africa (Niang et al. 2014, 1210). The more recent Climate Change and Land IPCC 
special report has at the same time continued to call attention to possible effects of droughts 
in the circum-Sahara region, while also including more discussions of variability of projec-
tions and the low confidence in a causal link between climate change, desertification and 
violent conflicts (Mirzabaev et al. 2019, 263–75). It is nonetheless true that while prediction 
models of rainfall for West Africa in the next few decades are still more uncertain, there is 
more consensus on the projected rise in temperature in the region and that other forms of 
environmental change besides desertification are already starting to pose significant chal-
lenges for agricultural and pastoral groups, even if they have historically dealt with variance 
and seasonality through traditional resilience strategies.

Agrarian climate justice as a potential progressive alternative

While framing issues of climate in Mali under climate security risks justifying top-down inter-
ventions and further stigmatising local populations, the notion of agrarian climate justice, 
in turn, potentially opens space for alliances of different grassroots social and environmental 
movements and for more horizontal transnational partnerships.

Grassroots conceptions of climate justice developed by social movements, activists and 
scholars in recent years have often already incorporated concerns for land rights, people’s 
sovereignty over natural resources and the importance of sustainable farming, as seen in 
landmark documents of climate justice movements, such as the 2007 Bali Principles of 
Climate Justice and the 2010 People’s Agreement of Cochabamba. While plural and varied, 
prominent climate justice movements emerging since the 1990s have built on previous 
struggles of indigenous movements of both the Global North and the Global South, on 
experiences of direct action against fossil fuels and energy megaprojects on the ground, 
and have also benefitted greatly from traditions of environmental justice movements which 
already reconceptualise the ‘environment’ itself to include concerns for well-being and live-
lihoods of people (Bond 2012; Schlosberg and Collins 2014; Tokar 2019). These imbricated 
forms of thinking between environmental and social justice, which have long been ingrained 
in many practices and reflections of diverse rural and indigenous movements, have also 
been developed in notions such as ‘socio-environmental rights’ (Santilli 2005) and 
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‘environmentalism of the poor’ (Martinez-Alier et al. 2016, 732). Different environmental 
justice movements continue to often overlap with or run parallel to climate justice move-
ments, especially in the context of the possible emergence of a global environmental justice 
movement (Martinez-Alier et al. 2016).

With the ongoing encroachment of market-based climate solutions and even the recent 
appropriation of ‘climate justice’ language by more elite and mainstream actors (Bond 2012, 
196–97), the specification of ‘agrarian climate justice’ as a frame helps to clarify that so-called 
trade-offs that sacrifice rights of marginalised rural populations in the name of climate 
change mitigation or adaptation are unacceptable. It also signals to agrarian movements 
potential gains that can be made by engaging more directly in climate politics on multiple 
scales. In order to advance a clearer progressive agenda, Borras and Franco (2018) outlined 
five social reforms that are core to building agrarian climate justice: redistribution of access 
and control over means of production, recognition of discriminated and marginalised groups, 
restitution of robbed resources, ecological regeneration and resistance within and/or against 
capitalism.

More complicated, however, is pushing for these broader reforms by using or changing 
existing policies and instruments at different governance levels. In Mali, matters concerning 
agriculture and environment are often handled by different departments, policies and legal 
frameworks. The new Agricultural Land Law of Mali makes little mention of the environment 
or of resources such as water and forests, although it does recognise different modes of 
usage of resources by pastoralists and fisherpeople. As Mali has a separate National Forestry 
Policy that allows the leasing of forests under the domain of the Malian government (forêts 
classées), this potentially jeopardises village land rights established in the law.

In turn, possibilities for developing agrarian climate justice from the bottom up are cur-
rently being explored in Mali through the implementation of village land commissions.7 
After their struggles for recognition of community land rights and establishment of the 
commissions were officially recognised in the 2017 Agricultural Land Law and in a 2018 
Decree of Application, the peasant movements UACDDDD and CNOP worked throughout 
2019 and 2020 with rural communities on implementing the commissions. This pilot process 
has been initiated in 12 villages of the rural commune of Mandé – which borders the district 
of Bamako – and in six villages in the commune of Naréna – situated around 75 kilometres 
from the capital. Whereas many villages in the Mandé commune have experienced recent 
external and internal dynamics of land grabbing and land conflicts, associated with their 
close proximity to Bamako, those in Naréna have been less affected by these dynamics – but 
in turn have experienced internal conflicts related to management of water resources and 
the effects of small-scale gold mining, in which village youth often engage.

Across the two years, UACDDDD and CNOP organised multiple workshops and assemblies 
in the villages to explain the new legal provision for village land commissions, to help com-
munities take stock of their natural resources, to collectively discuss and establish local 
conventions of resource management, and to set up the commissions themselves with the 
appointment of the members and the creation of an internal charter. Peasant movements 
see the establishment of the land commissions as a participatory mobilisation process, which 
itself helps strengthen communities and increase discussions on land rights and collective 
natural resource management. In the experiences in the Mandé and Naréna, the processes 
so far have helped to collectively discuss environmental changes – such as reduction of local 
animal biodiversity or the pollution of waters due to gold mining – and debate more 
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contested management rules, such as restrictions on cutting trees and on sale of charcoal. 
It also allows seeking ways of restoring and renegotiating traditional sustainable practices 
which were previously often based on customary relations between ethnic groups, such as 
allowing livestock at the end of the year to graze stalks of crops after harvest and thus also 
fertilise the soils. The social movements involved also anticipate that the new institutions 
can help protect the communities more against land grabbing, not only through the pro-
posed legal recognition of customary land rights, but also with the implementation of par-
ticipatory procedures and conventions that can help prevent a few members from trying to 
sell land without community agreement.

The participatory implementation of the village land commissions have a dual character of 
both recognising existing village political structures – by including customary authorities and 
representatives in the committee – and of innovating, by establishing the need also for repre-
sentatives of youth and women. In some of the villages there were already stronger associations 
of women and youth due to past political engagements with social movements, while in others 
the process was a new opportunity for women to take up more public participation in land issues. 
The collective discussion of local conventions and addressing conflicts through the commissions 
are a form of renegotiating traditions and re-establishing dialogues between different ethnicities, 
social groups, families and villages which had often been frayed and disrupted by the rapid social 
and economic change of the past years. Even with these social changes, moral economies con-
tinue to have great importance in rural Mali, with complex relations regulating obligations and 
transmission of resources between family members and ethnic groups. In cases of droughts, 
Malians can often rely on family members or other kin who have obligations to them in the social 
structure to take them in or feed them. This moral economy should not be romanticised – it is 
also based on gender and generational hierarchies – but disrupting it without participation by 
communities can create strong vulnerability to shock, including to climate change.

Watts (2013) analysed how the penetration of capital in northern Nigeria throughout the 
twentieth century played an important role in the erosion of moral economies and of tradi-
tional communal adaptative strategies in response to climatic variance, with the resulting 
‘individuation [exposing] producers to both economic and environmental threats’ (Watts 
2013, 463). Land grabs and other top-down interventions, including misguided climate pol-
icies, can threaten livelihoods not only through direct constraint of access to natural 
resources, but also through the gradual disruption of these sociocultural support networks. 
Sekine (2021), in analysing agrarian climate justice struggles in Myanmar, noted that one of 
the bigger challenges is closing the gaps between actions happening on different scales, 
with the recognition of marginalised and oppressed social groups often being a pre-condi-
tion for other reforms. While Malian social movements work to advance the process of imple-
mentation of village land committees, it is vital for political actors working on different scales 
not only to include direct participation of movements in the formulation and implementation 
of climate and land policy, but also to recognise that these movements are already building 
agrarian climate justice from the ground.

Conclusions

In this paper we have explored interconnections between land and climate issues in Mali, 
arguing that the frame of ‘agrarian climate justice’ (Borras and Franco 2018) builds on a 
tradition of grassroots struggles for agrarian, environmental and climate justice across the 
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world and can continue to galvanise dialogues and trends of convergence between social 
movements. We present it as a progressive alternative, especially in the context of interna-
tional climate discourse pertaining to Mali and other countries in the Global South increas-
ingly adopting ‘climate security’ framings. These can ultimately legitimate the securitisation 
and militarisation of climate policy and the portrayal of populations vulnerable to climate 
change as sources of risk and danger, with an emphasis on conflicts visibily involving already 
marginalised groups. Whereas studies on climate security, for instance, often describe risks 
of more conflicts due to pastoral populations migrating southward in light of the more severe 
effects of climate change in northern Mali (Mitra 2017), we highlight other, less explored 
connections of climate and land politics. These include increased potential economic spec-
ulation by elite national and foreign actors in wetter and greener areas, possibly spurred by 
climatic concerns and/or under the guise of climate mitigation and adaptation policies.

This article also attempted to contribute to the scholar-activist literature, combining aca-
demic theorisations with the reflections of ongoing research-action within and across social 
movements. The implementation of village land commissions in Mali represents an important 
effort to build agrarian climate justice from the ground, not only enabling communities to 
better protect their territories against land grabs and manage their natural resources col-
lectively, but also to re-strengthen their moral economies and potentially renegotiate them 
on new terms. There are multiple challenges to consolidating this process and expanding it 
to more villages, including the continued fragmentation of environmental and land policy 
and the risk that the gains of the 2017 Agricultural Land Law will not be recognised and 
incorporated into other pieces of legislation. But, as this article has attempted to show, there 
are already important syntheses being built from these experiences on the ground and 
ongoing possibilities for more convergences and alliances between movements and 
across issues.
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