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“I think God is angry at us, but I don’t know why.”
Makhabasha Ntaote, 70-year-old grandmother from Lesotho, South Africa

Introduction
The projected impacts of climate change (also called global warming) on Africa in this century would be challenging 
for a rich continent to cope with.  But Africa’s poverty and instability make it the continent that will be hit the 
hardest by climate change.  In case after case it could be the straw that breaks the camel’s back.

While parts of Africa are thriving, Africa is the world’s poorest continent, with 19 of the world’s 25 poorest 
countries.1 Using 12 social, economic, political, and military indicators, a recent study on “failed states” has 11 
African countries in the top 20.2  Nearly 200 million Africans are undernourished, and one third of African children 
are stunted or underweight.3  Sub-Saharan Africa has 10% of the world’s population, but 24% of the world’s disease 
burden.4

Because of its poverty, its dependence on locally grown food, recurrent droughts and floods, the civil unrest and 
political instability of failed states, and diseases like malaria and the AIDS pandemic, parts of Africa are in crisis or 
live on the edge of crisis.  Global warming will make coping with these problems worse, in some cases much worse. 

In general some of the major consequences of global warming around the world are a rise in the average 
temperature, more extreme weather events such as floods and droughts, a rise in sea level resulting in coastal 
flooding, and impacts on human health due to heat stroke and an increase in vector-borne diseases.  

While we do not know how much Africa’s current uncertain climate is due to global warming, scientific experts are 
confident that climate change will have harmful consequences. Below we highlight some of the important ways 
climate change will impact Africa specifically. 

Hunger and Drought
In sub-Saharan Africa over 90% of agriculture is rain-fed.5 About 300 million Africans currently live in a water-
scarce environment, and by 2025 an increasing population could boost this to 600 million.6  Approximately 70% of 
African employment is based on agriculture, and agriculture creates over 60% of the profits from international trade.7 

More than half of the population lives on food grown locally.  African food production overall has been declining 
over the last several decades, while the rest of the world has seen an increase.8  The poor in sub-Saharan Africa 
spend 60-80% of their income on food.9  These facts make it clear that any disruption in Africa’s ability to grow 
rain-fed crops will have serious consequences, especially for the poor.  This is exactly what climate change will 
do.  Rain-fed agriculture requires predictable rainfall in moderate amounts over time.  Floods and droughts devastate 
crops, and climate change will increase floods and droughts.  Across Africa, global warming is projected to reduce 
rainfall in water-scarce environments by 5% in some areas and up to 20% in others.10  In addition, climate change 
will impact agriculture by shifting the times seasons begin and end as well as by increasing agricultural pests.  But 
drought will not only impact crops.  Inland fisheries as well as livestock will also be severely impacted in some 
areas.  In sum, an additional 56-72 million poor people in Africa could be at risk of hunger and malnutrition in 
this century due to global warming.11 
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Health
A prime example of how climate change will impact human health is malaria.  Currently, 360-400 million people 
live in areas with malaria worldwide resulting in over one million deaths each year – with 90% of fatalities occurring 
in Africa.12  Ninety percent of malaria’s victims are children under five.13  Because climate change will help disease-
carrying agents such as mosquitoes move into new areas, millions of Africans could be exposed to malaria for the 
first time.14  Other vector-borne diseases such as dengue fever will also increase.  Besides these diseases, additional 
flooding from climate change will also exacerbate health threats resulting from poor sanitation such as cholera and 
diarrhea (one of the leading killers of children).  Finally, climate-exacerbated malnutrition will weaken bodily 
defenses and leave many Africans more susceptible to all types of diseases, including AIDS.

Sea Level Rise, Coastal Settlements, and Inland Flash Flooding
Over 25% of Africans live within 100 km of a sea coast.  Sea level rise could significantly increase the number of 
Africans impacted by coastal flooding, with a worst case being 70 million in this century.  Inland flash flooding due 
to heavy rains is also projected to increase in intensity and occurrences.15  Such inland flooding has devastating 
consequences.  For example, the 1997-98 floods in Kenya resulted in $1 billion in damage, and the floods in 
Mozambique in 2000 resulted in 2 million people being displaced,16 with 350,000 jobs lost impacting the livelihoods 
of up to 1.5 million people.17

Conclusion
Africans must cope with the synergistic impacts of all of their chronic problems simultaneously, including global 
warming.  An example of how other problems could interact with those caused by global warming in the future is the 
1994 Rwanda genocide.  It was preceded in the Fall of 1993 by an unusual drought that decreased crop production, 
as well as an influx of refugees escaping neighboring Burundi after a coup.  Food prices soared and famine ensued. 
Several months later the genocide began.18  AIDS is another example.  In one situation corn production on 
communal farms in Zimbabwe fell 54% between 1992-97 mainly due to adults dying from AIDS.19   In many cases 
today AIDS leaves the children and the grandparents trying to figure out how to grow crops in the unpredictable 
weather.  As a result of such weather, one grandmother left in charge of her extended family stated, “I think God is 
angry at us, but I don’t know why.”20

Christians in the U.S. have demonstrated they care deeply for Africa through their support for missionaries, relief 
and development workers, local African churches, and helpful government policies.  Global warming will make the 
efforts of Christians and others to help the poor and improve the lives of average Africans much more difficult. 
Hard-fought gains will be wiped out, successes turned to losses.  The conclusion is obvious: anyone concerned for 
the people of Africa should work now to reduce the impacts of climate change.

Contact EEN at een@creationcare.org or (202) 554-1955.  For more information on global warming, go to: 
www.christiansandclimate.org.
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