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Evidently, the enormous ethnic, social and cultural complexity of African populations is hardly 

reducible to the idea of a nation-state inherited from colonial history. This means that the intrinsic 

intra-regional and intra-state heterogeneity, arbitrarily imposed by colonialism, has on the one side 

illegitimately fragmented and on the other unjustly put together several geographical and 

anthropological incommensurability that are potentially forerunner of conflicts. 

The intensity of conflicts can be measured according to different criteria. In this sense, it may 

be useful to differentiate it from the lower level, that of dispute or controversy, by those of non-violent 

crisis and low-intensity violent ones, through the limited medium-intensity conflict, until that of high-

intensity war. 

In 2016, conflicts in Sub-Saharan Africa were less than a hundred, subdivided by intensity level 

according to the following scheme: 

 Low intensity conflicts: about twenty 

 Medium intensity conflicts: about fifty 

 High intensity conflicts: about ten 

The major intensity conflicts are articulated as follows: 

1. Great Lakes Region: 

1.1. Central African Republic (CAR): Anti-Balaka vs. ex-Séléka 

1.2. Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC): 

1.2.1. ADF 

1.2.2. Mayi-Mayi and other minor groups 

1.2.3. FDLR 

2. Sahel (Mali Burkina Faso, Niger in particular): Al Qaeda Associated Movements (AQAM) and 

Daesh Associated Movements (DAM). 

3. Nigeria: 

3.1. Northerners vs. southerners 

3.2. Farmers vs. pastoralists 

4. Nigeria, Cameroon, Chad, Niger: Boko Haram 

5. Somalia: Al-Shabaab 

6. South Sudan: SPLA-IO 

7. Sudan:  

7.1. Darfur 

7.2. SPLM/A-North / Southern Kordofan, Blue Nile 
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Map of African Conflicts (2016)1 

 
 

 

                                                        
1  Source: www.hiik.de  

http://www.hiik.de/
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For the first time ever, the battle between the Anti-Balaka (Christians) and the ex-Séléka 

(Muslims) groups in the Central African Republic (CAR) has slightly de-escalated, even though 

armed groups are killing many civilians and causing widespread displacement within the country. 

Another concern is the permanence in the central African bush of the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA), 

a Ugandan Non-State Actor that for two decades has been enflaming the Central African territories, 

against which a specific Regional Task Force is operational. 

In the Great Lakes Region, as far as the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) is 

concerned, the postponement to April 2018 of presidential elections, scheduled for November 2016, 

has been inflaming violent protests against the Government. Yet, some limited wars continue in the 

eastern Congolese Provinces. It is worth noting that Kata-Katanga2 rebel leader Gédeon Kyungu 

Mutanga surrendered with almost all of his fighters, while, in Goma, Kinshasa authorities arrested 

Léopold Mujyambere, the deputy commander of the Democratic Forces for the Liberation of Rwanda 

(FDLR), a violent rebel Rwandese group active in Congolese territory. Moreover, the Islamist Allied 

Democratic Forces (ADF)3 fighters were accused of being responsible for most of the killings of 

civilians in the Beni territory. The conflict between various opposition groups and the government of 

President Pierre Nkurunziza in Burundi de-escalated to a violent crisis after the flare-up in 2015. 

Throughout the year, numerous mass graves were discovered. Moreover, grenade attacks, politically 

motivated killings, and abductions continued, leaving dozens dead. The African Union (AU) and 

United Nations repeatedly suggested the deployment of a stabilizing mission, which was always 

rejected by the Burundian authorities. 

In Mali, the conflict between the Coordination of Movements of Azawad (CMA) and the 

Bamako’s government de-escalated to a non-violent crisis. Although both sides repeatedly held 

talks, yet the implementation of the June 2015 peace agreement advances slowly, due to CMA’s 

inter-militant rivalries. Moreover, an escalation of attacks is recorded across the Sahel, due to the 

activities of two main opposing Non-State Armed Actors (NSAAs): Al Qaeda Associated Movements 

(AQAM) and the Daesh Associated Movements (DAM). Thus, the United Nations Security Council 

(UNSC) authorized the deployment of 2,500 additional troops to MINUSMA, thereby increasing its 

strength to more than 10,000.  

The war between Boko Haram and the Multi-National Joint Task-Force (MNJTF) set up by 

Nigeria, Cameroon, Chad, and Niger continues for the sixth consecutive year, while compared to 

2015, the number of conflict-related deaths declined by 75 percent to three thousand casualties. 

Especially in Nigeria’s neighbouring countries, a relative decline in the activities of the Islamist sect 

has been observed, which has continued to lead large-scale attacks in any case. Also, the farmers 

versus pastoralists confrontation over arable land in Nigeria’s Middle Belt – between the 

predominantly Christian farmers of Berom4 and Tiv tribes5 on the one hand and the mainly Muslim 

Fulani nomads on the other – is likely to deteriorate. Because of desertification and consequent loss 

of suitable grassland, the Fulani are forced to migrate to the south, straightforwardly competing with 

local farmers to exploit their land. 

Persisting high levels of violence do affect both Sudan and South Sudan, which is why the 

three UN-led missions were extended and continued to operate in the two countries: the United 

Nations Mission in South Sudan (UNMISS), the United Nations Interim Security Force for Abyei 

(UNISFA), and the African Union/United Nations Hybrid Mission in Darfur (UNAMID).  

                                                        
2  Mai-Mai Kata Katanga is a Congolese rebel group for the secession of Katanga Province. 
3  Actually, ADF activities are concentrated in the northern Beni territory, North Kivu province, and Irumu territory, Ituri 

province, across the border with Uganda, were they originated in the Nineties as an opposition force, with the ultimate 
goal to establish the Sharia law. 

4  Berom or Birom: is a major Nigerian ethnic group across the Plateau State and the Southern part of Kaduna State. 
5  Tiv: native farmers living in central Nigeria along the banks of the Benue river. 
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In Sudan, the wars in Darfur and that of the so-called “Two Areas” of Blue Nile State (particularly the 

Nuba Mountains) and the Southern Kordofan State is constant and large-scale military operations 

against the armed groups in those peripheral regions, also targeting civilian areas with alleged used 

of chemical weapons, are being reported. The war in South Sudan has intensified: the two warring 

factions, despite a non-observed peace agreement, are the Sudan People’s Liberation Army (SPLA), 

or the regular armed forces of the Juba National Unity Transitional Government of President Salva 

Kiir – belonging to the Dinka ethnic group – on the one hand, and the opposing forces, those of the 

Sudan People’s Liberation Army in Opposition (SPLA-IO), loyal to the former South-Sudanese Vice 

President, Riek Machar, belonging to the Nuer ethnic group. 

As was the case in other parts of the globe, in the post-independence period (i.e. from the 

Sixties to the end of the Cold War), Sub-Saharan Africa was the preferred battleground for numerous 

proxy wars between Soviet and Western-blocs, despite a number of African states being neutral as 

they belonged to the Non-Aligned Countries Movement. In that phase, continual coups of state, often 

orchestrated abroad, holding most African nations in a state of underdevelopment. 

Since the Nineties, the new world order has allowed the transition from autocracies to 

democracies through the opening to multi-party system along with the democratic alternating of the 

ruling classes by means of free and fair elections, triggering a clear improvement of national political 

institutions, which before that had been anchored to the deep-seated resistance to any political 

change typical of the previous one-party system. 

According to the Governance indicators measured from the Seventies till today, there has been 

a significant increase of African countries where regular multiparty elections respecting international 

standards and procedures are held, being at least 4/5 of all 55 African Union’s Member States. 

The ending of the long-lasting conflicts, as legacy of the Cold War period – such as 

Mozambique, Angola, Ethiopia and Eritrea, or Sudan – has contributed to the drop of violent political 

transitions, because of the shrinking of the number of coups, which in any case have become less 

cruel than in the previous period. 

With the new Millennium, the nature of African conflicts has also been transforming, leaving 

behind the framework of inter-state wars to that of intra-state conflicts, mostly confined to certain 

territories often controlled by non-state armed groups, claiming the exploitation of local resources or 

greater autonomy or independence, such as across the Sahel or in the Great Lakes Region. 

A new and particularly worrying phenomenon is the spread of African jihadism both pro-Daesh 

and pro-Al Qaeda all along a wide arch of instability, initially emerging by the Sahelian belt, which, 

starting from the Atlantic Ocean, passes through Central Africa and the Gulf of Guinea up to the 

Great Horn of Africa or the Indian Ocean almost uninterruptedly. 

The expansion of African Islamic terrorism southwards far beyond the Sahel up to the tropical 

savannah, while partly being an expression of jihadism globalization, still maintains its own domestic 

goals. 

In Africa, in addition to the well-known phenomenon of disputes’ and litigations’ chronicization, 

in the last fifteen years, that of the regionalization of conflicts can be observed; a conflict arising in a 

given country, coupled with both African borders permeability and the authorities’ inability to tackle 

it in time, tends to spread to neighbouring states, thus requiring a more complex response that 

involves the Armed Forces in joint multinational counter-operations. Besides, today, notwithstanding 

the decline in armed conflict in Africa, yet there is an increase in political violence. 

Furthermore, in recent years, the number of authoritarian regimes has also decreased, even 

though some heads of state and government are trying to remain in power by unilaterally amending 

the constitutional limits of their respective mandates, though it is a phenomenon that in the short-

medium term is about to fall, therefore improving the on-going overall continental democratization 

processes outlook.  
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In fact, African political crises are increasingly addressed at the African Union or at the Regional 

Organizations levels, with a greater degree of shared empowerment, albeit with alternate outcomes. 

Unlike to what is generally perceived, above all because of the superficial reports portrayed by 

the media, stability in Africa is steadily increasing, mainly thanks to the role played by the African 

Union (UA)6 at continental level and by the Regional Economic Communities (RECs)7 at regional or 

sub-regional level, concerning conflict management and crisis areas stabilization. However, except 

some criticalities as well as some chronic outbreaks, the overall continental picture leads to some 

optimism. The African Union has for many years set up the African Peace and Security Architecture 

(APSA), yet without being able to complete it. For this reason the APSA will no longer be formed by 

five regional, independent African Standby Forces (ASF), rather by the African Capacity of 

Immediate Response to Crisis (ACIRC), a single capacity made available on a case-by-case basis 

by spontaneous coalitions of the willing, thus reflecting variable-geometry and inherent political 

weight of various African contributing countries with reference to a given crisis of an AU member 

state. 

Besides, the main challenge for the African Union is the financial independence of resources 

to be allocated to conflict management in the coming years. 

 

Analysis, assessments, and forecasts 

The number of conflicts in Sub-Saharan Africa accounts for nearly a quarter of those in the 

world. More than one third of the world’s highly violent conflicts took place in Sub-Saharan Africa. 

The number of limited wars considerably decreased, while the number of full-scale wars slightly did.  

In general, although quite frequently structural issues as well as triggering causes of conflicts 

are not fully addressed by the stakeholders, however such assessment is to be brought into being 

at least at the very beginning of the post-conflict phase, in order to avoid any potential escalation in 

the future. In addition to it, because of the war fatigue and devastation in both physical and 

psychological terms, the desire for peace anyway tends to prevail in the majority of long-lasting 

ended conflicts cases in Africa.  

Misinformation by national media about Africa results in an inadequate perception of real 

internal power relations on all sides, primarily political, military and economic. The long-term prospect 

for Africa sees economic growth and the strengthening of political institutions proportional to a 

diminution of military conflicts.  

                                                        
6  The African Union (UA), based in Addis Ababa (Ethiopia), was established July the 9th 2002 at the Durban Summit of 

Heads of State and Government that replaced the former Organization of African Unity (OAU), which was born May 
the 25th 1963, with the aim of strengthening political unity and co-operation among member countries and free the 
Continent from colonial domination. The UA is the main and most comprehensive platform for inter-African political 
dialogue and the privileged interlocutor to analogous institutions and third countries, thus capable of dialogue with 
emerged and emerging global powers. Italy is a firm supporter of the need for the UA to gain more and more 
responsibility and expertise in crisis management and peace and security. 

7  The Regional Economic Communities (RECs) collect individual Member States in sub-regions, with the aim of favouring 
greater and better economic integration specifically at the regional level. RECs represent the so-called African Union 
building blocks and are the core of the AU’s development programme strategy, the New Partnership for Africa’s 
Development (NePAD). Indeed, the process of African integration is taking place through a political level, interpreted 
by the UA and an operational level expressed by the RECs, which are the true engine of African integration with regard 
to both the economy and peace and security. Although there are several sub-regional African bodies, however, the 
RECs, with which the UA has integrated and structured relationships, are eight: 
1. COMESA: Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa. 
2. CEN-SAD: Community of Sahel and Sahara States. 
3. ECOWAS: Economic Community of West African States. 
4. AMU: Arab Maghreb Union. 
5. IGAD: Intergovernmental Authority for Development. 
6. EAC: East African Community. 
7. ECCAS: Economic Community of Central African States. 
8. SADC: Southern Africa Development Community. 
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Nevertheless, independence of Eritrea in 1993 and of South Sudan in 2011 set a precedent, shaping 

the background to potential future secessions. In this sense, the role of the AUs and of RECs in 

stabilization, peacebuilding and conflict prevention is decisive, having the African continental 

institutions shifted from the principle of non-interference that had characterized the past few decades 

to that of the non-indifference, when it comes to managing new African crises. 


