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WHAT IS A WAR ECONOMY 
 
The term ‘war economy’ has been used to conceptualise the 
sustainability of an intractable conflict through the expropriation and 
exploitation of a country’s resources by the warring parties. The 
study of war economies is a recent development which attempts to 
provide an understanding and explanation of the political economy of 
protracted armed conflicts that are predominantly intra-state. Central 
to this study is the ability of the warring actors in developing 
countries, and especially those in Africa, to raise the required revenue 
to sustain a conflict following the decline of Cold War patronage. 
Belligerents have in turn become highly dependent on all forms of 
other external support and trade networks. Current trends and 
modalities of protracted conflict reflect transnational economic 
linkages which are heavily reliant on the smuggling of a state’s 
natural resources for the supply of military hardware required for 
sustaining a war. War economies are managed by both political elites 
as well as longstanding and burgeoning rebel movements. While the 
ruling elites have utilised national armies to foster business ventures 
for private financial gain, rebel movements have taken control of 
strategic sites with guaranteed commercial spin-offs. A classic 
example is the conflict in Angola. During the 1980s Jonas Savimbi’s 
UNITA rebels relied on Cold War support from the United States and 
South Africa. With the severing of such ties, UNITA took control of 
diamond fields and achieved its financial independence from the sale 
of the precious mineral. Savimbi is reputed to have accumulated over 
US$4bn in financial assets. On the other hand, the withdrawal of 
Soviet military aid has compelled the Angolan government to rely on 
the sale of oil to finance its war against UNITA. Other examples of 
the same phenomenon are the role of diamonds in the Democratic 
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Republic of Congo (DRC) 
and Sierra Leone and oil in 
Sudan. The dynamics of a 
war economy have therefore 
been able to provide analysts 

with useful insights as to why certain conflicts, in particular those in 
Africa, have dragged on despite the number of diplomatic initiatives 
and peace efforts. 
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THE GLOBAL CONTEXT 
 
The post-Cold War era has 
witnessed an escalation of 
civil wars that have become 
protracted in nature. There 
are two main reasons for this 
occurrence. 
 
Firstly, superpower rivalry 
during the Cold War created 
and maintained political 
alliances of patronage with 
warring parties in numerous 
countries around the world. 
With the cessation of the 
Cold War these linkages of 
external patronage and 
clientalism have dwindled, 
forcing warring parties to 
develop and seek alternative 
means of economic 
sustainability. This has 
meant establishing 
transnational economic 
networks in pursuit of all 
forms of external support 
and supplies that were once 
provided for by either the 
east or the west. 
Contemporary access to 
global markets has been 
based on transcontinental 
smuggling networks for the 
sale of highly valued 
commodities such as 
precious and strategic 
minerals, primary 
commodities like hardwoods 
and contraband drugs to 
secure the supply of arms, 

fuel, equipment, spare parts, clothing and food; and  
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