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Peacebuilding 
and Natural 
Resources

Post-conflict diplomacy and international 
environmental law have developed 

independently and differently. Experiences 
in managing natural resources to support 

reconciliation in dozens of countries over the 
past 20 years, however, highlight the critical 

role that the environment can play

T
he end of the Cold War was momentous 
both for environmental cooperation and 
for peacebuilding. Presidents George H. 
W. Bush and Mikhail Gorbachev identified 
cooperation around the environment — in-

cluding the possible negotiation of a treaty to address 
climate change — as an opportunity for the former 
adversaries to work together. Often considered the 
unofficial end of the Cold War, the Malta Summit in 
December 1989 enabled an unprecedented flourish-
ing of international environmental cooperation that 
led two and a half years later to the adoption of the 
Rio Declaration,1 the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change,2 the Convention 
on Biological Diversity,3 Agenda 21,4 and (eventually) 
the Convention to Combat Desertification,5 as well as 
the establishment of the Global Environment Facility. 
Other environmental treaties, protocols, and institu-
tions have followed.

The end of the Cold War also saw a change 
in how wars were fought and financed, as well as 
the emergence of peacebuilding. Three days af-
ter the close of the Rio Earth Summit, UN Sec-
retary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali published  
“An Agenda for Peace,”6 which laid the conceptual 
foundation for peacebuilding. In the two decades 
since then, the UN regional bodies, countries, and 
civil society have embarked on dozens of efforts to 
help countries rebuild after conflict. Some of these ef-
forts have been successful, others have not, and most 
remain works in progress. Peacebuilding is an impre-
cise art: an estimated 25–50 percent of post-conflict 
countries suffer a relapse to conflict in the first 10 
years.7 

Peacebuilding efforts and international environ-
mental law have developed independently and in very 
different manners. Peacebuilding approaches were 
often ad hoc efforts rooted in mandates provided 
by UN Security Council resolutions and guided by 
the exigencies on the ground, but there has been no 
meaningful treaty or other generally applicable inter-
national legal instrument devoted to peacebuilding. 
In fact, peacebuilding does not explicitly appear in the 
UN Charter. In contrast, international environmen-
tal law has seen the development and application of 
numerous treaties and protocols. Peace and security 
have historically been the province of the Security 
Council, with environment and development falling 
within the ambit of other UN bodies, in particular 
the General Assembly. But peacebuilding has blurred 
this line. Increasingly, scholars, practitioners, and po-
litical leaders are starting to recognize the importance 
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of sound management of the environment and natu-
ral resources to post-conflict peacebuilding and the 
need to address environmental and natural resource 
challenges as fundamental aspects of peace, stability, 
and security.8 

The process leading up to the UN Conference 
on Sustainable Development held in June — the so-
called Rio+20 conference — represents an important 
opportunity to take stock of lessons over the past 20 
years in managing natural resources and the environ-
ment to lay the economic, social, and political foun-
dations for peace in countries emerging from armed 
conflict. Over the past two decades, peacebuilding 
has grown from a series of ad hoc undertakings and 
is coalescing into a body of 
practice with an emerging 
policy framework, but with 
little organic law to guide it. 

Although peacebuilding 
efforts are key to a country’s 
recovery and reconstruction 
as it emerges from conflict, 
to date there is no univer-
sally accepted conceptual or 
operational framework for 
post-conflict peacebuilding. 
There have been efforts to 
develop common approach-
es and standardize proce-
dures, but organizations 
and individuals seeking to 
build the foundations for a 
durable peace still operate under a variety of guiding 
frameworks.9

As the body of post-conflict experiences grows, 
however, it is possible to discern an emerging frame-
work that is structured around the areas in which 
peacebuilding activities tend to occur. Following that 
pragmatic approach, we adopt a framework that fo-
cuses on four post-conflict objectives: establishing 
security, restoring basic services, revitalizing the econ-
omy and enhancing livelihoods, and rebuilding gov-
ernance and inclusive political processes.10 Further-
more, both peacemaking and humanitarian assistance 
are relevant to post-conflict peacebuilding as they can 
profoundly influence the options for post-conflict 
programming and often have substantial natural re-
source dimensions.

Each of these four peacebuilding areas comprises a 
range of activities. Establishing security entails peace-
keeping, sanctions, security sector reform, disarma-
ment, demobilization, and reintegration, demining, 

and basic safety and civilian protection, including 
against disasters and environmental risks. Restor-
ing basic services encompasses water and sanitation, 
waste disposal, energy, health, and primary education. 
Revitalizing the economy and enhancing livelihoods 
involves measures to rebuild economically, develop al-
ternative livelihoods where necessary, and rehabilitate 
infrastructure to facilitate production and trade of 
goods. Rebuilding governance and political processes 
includes reestablishing electoral processes, developing 
conflict-management capacity, restoring government 
functions, establishing the rule of law, and support-
ing the return of displaced persons and transitional 
justice. All of these activities occur nationally, subna-

tionally, and even regionally 
and internationally to build 
capacity across all levels of 
government. 

Together, these objectives 
and activities constitute an 
emerging framework for 
post-conflict peacebuilding. 
This framework is based 
largely on the UN’s 2009 
“Report of the Secretary-
General on Peacebuilding in 
the Immediate Aftermath of 
Conflict” and its 2010 up-
date, as well as other promi-
nent frameworks, includ-
ing those proposed by the 
Organisation for Economic 

Co-operation and Development and the United 
States Institute of Peace.11

Managing Natural Resources

Historically, natural resources have not been an 
explicit consideration in peacebuilding activities. In-
creasingly, though, natural resources are recognized as 
crucial to establishing a lasting settlement, as they can 
both unite and divide post-conflict societies. Effec-
tive use of natural resources is key to achieving most 
peacebuilding objectives. Livelihood revitalization is 
perhaps the peacebuilding activity that is most heav-
ily rooted in natural resource use, yet macroeconomic 
development, energy, resettlement, reconciliation, 
governance, and rule of law also have strong natural 
resource dimensions. 

The natural resources that are relevant to post-
conflict peacebuilding fall into four broad categories: 
extractive natural resources (such as oil, gas, gold, and 
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diamonds), land, water, and renewable resources oth-
er than land and water (such as timber, fisheries, and 
agriculture). 

The value of extractive resources can be substan-
tial, creating crucial opportunities to collect govern-
ment revenues while a country rebuilds — but also 
creating governance and security risks. For example, 
oil dominates Sudan’s exports: when northern and 
southern Sudan concluded their comprehensive peace 
agreement in 2005,12 oil constituted 83 percent of the 
value of the country’s exports, and five years later it 
had risen to more than 95 percent.13 The fragile peace 
between Sudan and South Sudan is already threat-
ened over disputes between the two countries in late 
2011 and early 2012 over how to share oil revenues.14 
In Angola, whose conflict ended in 2002, oil and gas 
represented 96.4 percent of exports in 2005 and 97.9 
percent the following year, with diamonds account-
ing for 3.0 and 1.7 percent of exports in those two 
years — all other exports totaled less than 0.5 per-
cent of the total value.15 As such, extractive resources 
can be central to rebuilding the post-war economy by 
providing employment opportunities and generating 
tax revenues to finance the government. At the same 
time, if high-value minerals are located in only some 
parts of a country, tensions can arise over whether and 
how to share the resource revenues with the produc-
ing region.16 Moreover, the lootability of some miner-
als, such as coltan and alluvial diamonds, may make 
them both difficult to regulate and susceptible to ille-
gal exploitation. In such instances, extractive resourc-
es present security threats that need to be addressed, 
typically through securing the resources or the routes 
through which they are transported.

Land is essential to the revitalization of livelihoods, 
the return of refugees and displaced persons, and the 
reintegration of former combatants.17 Many post-
conflict countries are heavily agrarian — for example, 
approximately 66 percent of the labor force in both 
Nepal and Sierra Leone is agricultural, as is 68 percent 
in Uganda18 — and effective use of land is a key part 
of the national economy. Land can also be important 
to economic development, for example through con-
cessions for agricultural plantations, as seen in Sierra 
Leone, Mozambique, Mindanao (Philippines), Co-
lombia, and elsewhere.19 These large-scale land acqui-
sitions, however, often create conflicts with local com-
munities who commonly hold land under customary 
tenure, leading to accusations of land grabbing and 
localized conflict. And in the post-conflict period, 
the challenge of addressing hundreds of thousands of 
competing claims to land — as occurred in Cambo-
dia, Bosnia, and other countries — can overwhelm a 
fragile government.21 Access to basic services, such as 
water and sanitation, is one of the top priorities for 

post-conflict populations and offers opportunities for 
both quick peace dividends and long-term benefits.22 
For example, after the 2003 Iraq war, between 54 and 
59 percent of the populace placed water and other 
basic services as their highest priority.23 Too often, 
post-conflict agrarian reforms focus on land and fail 
to address water reforms necessary to provide the ir-
rigation that is required to make the land productive. 
Given the tendency of water to flow between users, 
sustainable water management provides a frequent 
means for cooperation and dialogue that can support 
post-conflict reconciliation and confidence building. 

Other renewable resources such as timber, other 
forest products, crops, livestock, and fisheries are im-
portant for livelihoods, including for former combat-
ants, and they can be a backbone of the national econ-
omy (for example, cacao in Côte d’Ivoire and timber 
in Liberia).24 Biofuel plantations are a growing source 
of revenue for many post-conflict countries, and bio-
mass provides household energy and construction 
needs. Orchards, farmland, and forests may have been 
damaged during conflict, and restoration of the re-
sources may be a priority for post-conflict livelihoods, 
economic recovery, and emergency employment.25 Ef-
forts to combat corruption and improve governance 
often focus on procedures and institutions for grant-
ing concessions for minerals, forests, and other natu-
ral resources, as well as for managing the revenues.26 
In addition to raw natural resources, which are often 
exported as commodities, post-conflict countries are 
increasingly exploring ways to improve value, for ex-
ample through the development of in-country pro-
cessing and manufacturing industries.27 By increasing 
value throughout the chain, such efforts can generate 
jobs, diversify livelihoods, and grow and diversify the 
national economy.

Renewable resources can also be sources of tensions, 
with conflicts arising over livestock in the Karimo-
jong cluster (Uganda and Kenya) and grazing rights 
in Afghanistan.28 Timber, bananas, charcoal, fisher-
ies, coca, poppies, and other renewable resources have 
financed conflict in many countries, including Libe-
ria, Somalia, Afghanistan, and Cambodia, creating 
security challenges that threaten long-term peace.29 
Illicit agricultural crops, including opium poppies in 
Afghanistan, and coca in Peru and Colombia, present 
particular governance and security challenges in post-
conflict countries, and efforts to promote alternative 
livelihoods can be problematic if the other crops do 
not provide the same economic opportunities.30 

Peacebuilding entails varying objectives, programs, 
actors, and conceptual and operational frameworks. 
Despite the complexity of the peacebuilding process, 
our analysis of experiences in managing natural re-
sources after conflict in more than 60 conflict-affect-
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ed countries and territories yields four broad lessons.31 
First, it is impossible to successfully build long-term 
peace without effectively integrating natural resources 
into peacebuilding programs. Second, not all natural 
resources are equal: different resources are impor-
tant for different objectives, and certain high-profile 
resources can be important to many peacebuilding 
activities. Third, effectively managing resources in 
post-conflict countries requires an understanding of 
international and regional demand, as well as other 
transnational pressures placed on the resources by 
criminal networks and other actors. It also means 
that coordinated international approaches are often 
necessary to effectively manage natural resources for 
security, basic services, macroeconomic development, 
livelihood, and governance objectives. Fourth, con-
text is crucial: there is no one-size-fits-all approach to 
managing natural resources to support post-conflict 
peacebuilding. However, there are many common 
building blocks and tools that can be adapted, and 
utilized in ways that are tailored to the specific con-
text. 

Progress to Date

Given the lack of a coherent legal framework gov-
erning peacebuilding, we examine the intersection be-
tween international environmental law and post-con-
flict resolution. (Other bodies of international law are 
also relevant, but this article focuses on international 
environmental law.) Focus is placed on provisions of 
international environmental law that affect natural 
resource management.32 While not developed to ac-
count for peacebuilding, international environmental 
law plays a variety of roles in post-conflict countries. 

There are a number of incentives for post-conflict 
states to become party to Multilateral Environmental 
Agreements, even in the face of the numerous other 
priorities.33 The first reason is to establish or regain 
international legitimacy. New states (such as Timor-
Leste) are trying to establish themselves in the inter-
national community of nations, and joining MEAs is 
one way of doing that. States that had been in conflict 
or ostracized for many years (such as Afghanistan and 
Iraq) use MEAs as an opportunity for reengaging with 
the international community. Where there is broad 
membership in an MEA, there can be strong pres-
sure on a state to not be one of the few non-parties. 
A second and related reason is international coopera-
tion. Some post-conflict countries start to reengage 
with neighboring states through dialogue and coop-
eration around water (Afghanistan/Iran; Jordan/Is-
rael) and protected areas (Peru/Ecuador; Democratic 
Republic of the Congo/Rwanda/Uganda).Becoming 
party to an MEA can mobilize scarce financial and 

technical resources that are only available to parties. 
Accessing grants from the Global Environment Facil-
ity frequently requires a country to be party to the 
relevant MEA. Moreover, bilateral agencies may make 
funding available to a country if it joins a particular 
agreement. MEA secretariats often provide technical 
assistance, build capacity, support networking and ex-
change, and facilitate technology transfer to promote 
implementation. Moreover, failure to participate in 
an MEA can have implications for international trade 
(e.g., under the Montreal Protocol governing ozone-
depleting substances). 

In addition, there are the customary reasons that 
countries generally participate in MEAs — and not 
just post-conflict countries. These include protect-
ing public health, improving governance (including 
support of domestic environmental law), and provid-
ing long-term economic benefits. Moreover, interna-
tional environmental law and institutions can help to 
remediate and restore natural resources that have been 
degraded during conflict.

The substantial body of norms, standards, proce-
dures, and institutions developed under international 
environmental law can provide a foundation for vari-
ous peacebuilding efforts. The 2009 Environmental 
Policy for UN Field Missions states that UN-spon-
sored environmental treaties, norms, and standards 
“will provide practical information for the mission 
to establish minimum standards to achieve its envi-
ronmental objectives.”34 The United Nations Com-
pensation Commission, established to process claims 
against Iraq arising from its invasion and occupation 
of Kuwait in the Gulf War — including substantial 
claims for depletion of natural resources and environ-
mental damage — relied on modalities and standards 
developed under peacetime international and domes-
tic environmental law.35

After Rio+20

Rio+20 could be a once-in-a-decade opportunity 
to capture post-conflict peacebuilding and natural re-
source lessons to date, to make policy statements, and 
to shape the future political agenda. It could affirm 
the important links between natural resources and 
post-conflict peacebuilding and be an opportunity to 
move toward a legal landscape that gives practitioners 
a comprehensive framework that allows for flexible, 
context-specific decisionmaking. 

Rio+20 could be all these, but it has yet to live up 
to its potential. The first draft of the Rio+20 outcome 
document — “The Future We Want” — failed to 
mention peacebuilding.36 What might be the reasons 
for its exclusion from the document? What does it 
mean for the future of peacebuilding and post-con-
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flict natural resource management? 
The 1972 UN Conference on the Human Envi-

ronment, held in Stockholm, occurred in the midst 
of the Vietnam War, which was characterized by 
Agent Orange, weather modification, carpet bomb-
ing, and other horrors. Wars of independence were 
ongoing, and the UN had started engaging in peace-
keeping operations. The world was in the midst of 
a nuclear arms race. While the U.S. government 
was successful at keeping wartime defoliation and 
related concerns off the agenda,37 the Stockholm 
Declaration broadly affirmed that “states have . . .  
the responsibility to ensure that activities within 
their jurisdiction or control do not cause damage 
to the environment of other states or of areas be-
yond the limits of national jurisdiction”38 and called 
for the “elimination and complete destruction” of  
“nuclear weapons and all other means of mass de-
struction.”39 The failure of the Stockholm Conference 
to squarely address the protection of the environment 
during armed conflict was not significant, as negotia-
tions in other forums led to the adoption of the 1976 
Environmental Modification Convention,40 and the 
1977 Additional Protocols I and II to the Geneva 
Conventions of 1949.41

The 1992 UN Conference on Environment and 
Development in Rio de Janeiro followed both the 
end of the Cold War and another high-profile con-
flict characterized by environmental devastation, the 
1990–91 Gulf War. The Gulf War led to calls for a 
Fifth Geneva Convention to more clearly protect 
the environment during armed conflict, and for a  
Green Cross that could provide environmental relief 
in an analogous manner to the humanitarian assis-
tance provided by the Red Cross and Crescent.42 The 
end of the Cold War resulted in expectations of peace 
dividends, as military funding could be reallocated to 
humanitarian and environmental causes. Principle 
21 from the Stockholm Declaration was elevated to 
Principle 2 in the Rio Declaration, highlighting both 
the importance of sovereignty, and the limitations of 
sovereignty reiterating the injunction that states have 
the responsibility not to damage the environment 
of other states.43 The end of the Cold War and the 
prosecution of the Gulf War also contributed to three 
principles of the 1992 Rio Declaration44:

• Principle 24 states that warfare is inherently 
destructive of sustainable development. States shall 
therefore respect international law providing protec-
tion for the environment in times of armed conflict 
and cooperate in its further development, as neces-
sary. 

• Principle 25 affirms that peace, development, 
and environmental protection are interdependent 
and indivisible. 

• Principle 26 says that states shall resolve all their 
environmental disputes peacefully and by appropriate 
means in accordance with the Charter of the United 
Nations.45 

And Principle 25 is particularly relevant, as it ex-
plicitly linked peace, development, and environmen-
tal protection at the same time that peacebuilding was 
starting to take root. 

In the 20 years since the original Rio Summit, 
public discourse around natural resources, conflict, 
and peace has continued to evolve. In the 40 years 
from 1948 to 1988, the Security Council authorized 
13 peacekeeping missions; since the end of the Cold 
War, the Security Council has authorized 53 missions 
(including 20 new operations from 1989 to 1994).46 
Global Witness and other activist organizations have 
brought conflict resources into the public conscious-
ness. Public concern about buying “blood diamonds” 
from Sierra Leone, Liberia, and elsewhere led to the 
establishment of the Kimberley Process, with the ac-
tive involvement of the diamond industry.47 Efforts to 
fight conflict timber in Liberia and Cambodia led to 
the development of the European Union’s Forest Law 
Enforcement, Governance, and Trade Initiative.48 The 
2010 Dodd-Frank Wall Street Reform and Consumer 
Protection Act included provisions on corporate due 
diligence to stem the flow of conflict minerals.49 

Climate change has been increasingly viewed as a 
threat to national security and international peace.50 
With growing awareness of the public and decision-
makers about climate change and other environmen-
tal threats, humanitarian and security organizations 
are increasingly seeing environmental considerations 
as important to their effectiveness.51 And while there 
is growing concern about so-called water wars, there 
is also growing awareness regarding the opportunities 
for cooperation around water and the peacebuilding 
opportunities.52 

The past decade saw an increased institutional fo-
cus on peacebuilding. In 2005, the Security Coun-
cil established the UN Peacebuilding Commission, 
which has worked with post-conflict countries to 
develop and implement peacebuilding strategies and 
foster learning within the UN system regarding effec-
tive approaches to peacebuilding.53 UNEP conducted 
more than 20 post-conflict environmental assess-
ments.54 Between 2009 and 2011, the UN and the 
World Bank produced four high-profile publications 
on post-conflict peacebuilding, often highlighting the 
role of natural resources in the process.55 

The Future We Want

To develop the Zero Draft of the Rio+20 outcome 
document — “The Future We Want” — the Pre-
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paratory Committee requested input from member 
states, UN organizations, and stakeholders. Of a to-
tal of 677 submissions, 11 mentioned post-conflict 
situations and three mentioned peacebuilding.56 Not-
withstanding the generally recognized importance of 
peacebuilding and the role of natural resources, the 
Zero Draft contained not a single reference to “peace-
building,” “peace,” “war,” “conflict,” or “fragile states.” 

The omission in the Zero Draft may be for histori-
cal and political reasons. To date, security has been the 
exclusive domain of the Security Council, and other 
UN bodies (such as UNEP, the Food and Agricul-
ture Organization, the UN Development Program, 
and UN-HABITAT) have had the responsibility for 
various environmental issues. Where issues bridge se-
curity and environmental objectives, the delineation 
can be both complicated and sensitive. The Security 
Council has only twice placed on its agenda the is-
sue of climate change. The most recent was in July 
2011, but climate change was discussed only under 
the condition that no action points would result from 
the discussion and that climate change would not be-
come a regular issue for the Security Council.57 Since 
post-conflict peacebuilding is clearly tied to security, 
the complete omission of conflict, peace, and peace-
building in the Zero Draft has prompted some criti-
cism from member states and civil society.58 

The division between security and environment is 
an artificial one, as the practice of post-conflict peace-
building proves. Numerous UN agencies are engaged 
in aspects of post-conflict peacebuilding from re-
integration of former combatants (e.g., UNDP) to 
livelihoods and economic development (e.g., FAO, 
UN-HABITAT, and UNEP). At the same time, the 
Security Council is becoming so involved in creating 
the foundation for long-term peace that it has been 
referred to as an “economic peacekeeper.”59

One strong reason for including conflict and 
peacebuilding issues in the Rio+20 discussions is the 
cost of conflict and post-conflict peacebuilding to 
sustainable development. The World Bank noted in 
its 2011 “World Development Report”: “Poverty re-
duction in countries affected by major violence is on 
average nearly a percentage point slower per year than 
in countries not affected by violence.”60 This can be 
seen when looking at the success rate of reaching the 
Millennium Development Goals: “No low-income, 
fragile state has achieved a single MDG, and few are 
expected to meet targets by 2015.”61 

At a minimum, Rio+20 should broadly acknowl-
edge the connections between sustainable develop-
ment, conflict, and the environment. It should also 
note the importance of peacebuilding for sustain-
able development, and the critical role that natural 
resources often play in peacebuilding. Whether this 

will happen depends in large part on UN politics, but 
regardless, peacebuilding will continue to develop, 
with growing recognition given to the role of natural 
resources. 

•
This article is adapted from Bruch, C., M. Bouli-

cault, S. Talati, and D. Jensen, 2012, “International 
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