










environment series

21

lagoons could lead to a loss in biodiversity. The IUCN’s Red List currently 

estimates 723 endangered species30 in Africa. 

4.7 	Spatial Shifts in Diseases

Several vector-borne diseases prevail in West Africa, including malaria, 

Rift Valley fever (see Box 5), African trypanosomiasis (sleeping sickness), 

the almost eradicated onchocerciasis or even yellow fever. Rainfall, 

temperature and hygrometry play an important role in the occurrence 

of these vectors (see Map 11 on climate zones favourable to malaria 

transmission in West Africa).

Mosquitoes, the tsetse fly and the large majority of insects (including 

locusts) need wet and “green” areas to spread. Thus, decreasing rainfall 

and desertification can limit the development of these species. In Senegal, 

for instance, such phenomena have resulted in the near-disappearance 

of A. funestus mosquitoes, which has led to a more than 60% drop in the 

prevalence of malaria over the last thirty years. 

But a drier climate does not automatically lead to a decrease in these 

insects’ growth areas. For instance, mosquitoes can compensate for 

the areas lost through the drying up of marshland by moving to other 

‘habitats’, such as the swamps that form in river beds that are drying 

up or temporary rainwater ponds. Moreover, the increase in the number 

of extreme climatic events (irregular rains in particular) could increase 

these insects’ growth opportunities.

Apart from altering the insects’ distribution area, climate changes 

can lead to human and cattle migration towards areas where fodder is 

available. The risk of contact with other disease-carrying insects rises 

and new diseases may develop. Shepherds and farmer-shepherds who 

fled to the South following the 1970s drought lost a majority of their 

livestock through African trypanosomiasis – a disease which had not yet 

been encountered.

Table 4. Changes in Mangrove Swamps  
in West Africa

Ha 1980 1990 2000

Benin 4,400 1,400 1,080

Cameroon 267,000 248,000 229,000

Côte d’Ivoire 89,000 40,000 12,700

The Gambia 64,300 61,700 59,100

Ghana 12,000 11,000 9,000

Guinea 285,000 292,500 290,000

Guinea Bissau 245,000 245,000 245,000

Libéria 19,000 19,000 19,000

Mauritania 140 112 84

Nigeria 999,000 998,000 997,000

Senegal 175,000 175,800 176,700

Sierra Leone 165,600 150,500 135,300

Togo 1,500 1,300 960

Source: FAO (2003) Situation des forêts du monde 

Box 5. Rift Valley Fever

An infectious viral disease, Rift Valley fever affects domestic 
ruminants (cattle, sheep, goats, buffaloes, antelopes, etc.), 
camelidae and human beings. Originating in the valley from 
which it takes its name, it is found in Senegal, Mauritania, 
Nigeria and Cameroon in West Africa. The virus is usually 
transmitted through the infectious bite of mosquitoes 
belonging to different genuses (mostly Aedes and Culex, 
Anopheles, etc.) or ticks. If the emergence of the disease in 
the form of an epidemic coincides with high rainfall periods 
succeeding years of drought, the epidemics shift to the dry 
season in West Africa. 

30.	 Species classified under 
“critical”, “threatened” and 
“vulnerable” categories.
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The most striking effect of climate change on the transmission of 

vector-borne diseases will probably be witnessed at the extremes of the 

temperature range favourable to transmission31. Impacts will not be 

uniform: some regions will experience a rise in transmission risks, while 

certain diseases will disappear in others. Thus, it is probable that in a 

large part of Western Sahel and South-Central Africa, the climate would 

become unfavourable to the transmission of malaria by 2050 to 2080 

– the primary cause of mortality in tropical Africa32.

31.	 WHO (2001) World Health 
Organisation Bulletin, 
“Changements climatiques 
et maladies à transmission 
vectorielles, une analyse 
régionale”. Collection of 
articles no. 4, 2001.

	 http://whqlibdoc.who.
int/recueil_articles/2001/RA_
2001_4_62-72_fre.pdf 

32.	 IPCC (2007) Climate Change 
2007. Fourth Assessment 
Report (AR4).

 Map 11. Climatic Zones Favourable to Malaria in West Africa
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Conclusion

The IPCC’s work shows global warming trends with near certainty and 

the significant role played by human activities, although it may be based 

on imperfect assumptions and models. Their main advantage lies in the 

collective awareness of what is in the general interest. It is not in the 

general interest to accurately forecast or know the exact “share of human 

beings” in climate change. What is in the general interest is knowing that 

Man can do a great deal to mitigate its causes and impacts.

Like all other world regions, Africa and West Africa must take up this 

challenge – essentially that of vulnerability and uncertainty. Were the 

widespread 1973 and 1984 droughts a manifestation of climate change? 

What about the 2007 floods? As in the past, adaptation to climate 

variability remains a priority. 

Perhaps more than elsewhere, analyses of this region have remained 

inadequate and the conclusions arrived at by climate projections and 

their consequences are too uncertain for an effective anticipation of 

the risks and opportunities linked to climate change. At a time when 

the National Adaptation Programme of Action (NAPA) and the “regional 

plan of action for reducing vulnerability in the face of climate change 

in West Africa” are being formulated, the development of more reliable 

information systems adapted to local and regional contexts should be at 

the heart of the strategies adopted. Greater awareness and participation 

by local actors will also be necessary to formulate and implement these 

adaptation strategies.

At the international level, the post-Bali meetings as from 2008 and the 

Conference on food security, climate change and bio-energy in Rome in 

June 2008 are important events. A common stand on the issue of climate 

change and the ratification of the Kyoto or Post-Kyoto Protocol (“Bali 

Protocol”) in the African Union (AU) or Regional Economic Communities 

such as ECOWAS would give greater weight to African countries in 

negotiations. Funding opportunities associated for the most part with 

these negotiations would allow them to prepare better for the future. 
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