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Abstract 

Climate change is the new buzzword in international politics around which political, social and economic issues are framed 
and contested. The security agenda of countries is being broadened to include environmental concerns as environmental security is 
central to national security, defining the dynamics and inter-connections between the natural resource base, economic stability and 
regional stability. In the emerging new world order, nations are becoming increasingly concerned about the impact of climate change 
and taking steps to mitigate and adapt to it. This is reflected in the success of the Montreal Protocol and the signing of many other 
international agreements like the second commitment period of the Kyoto Protocol and the Paris Agreement. This paper explores the 
security implications of climate change and its impact on national security. It establishes a linkage between climate and security, 
discussing the effect of climate on environment and its consequences to security. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Since the early 1980’s climate change has moved from being a mere scientific problem of the States, to being the most talked 
about issue in the global environmental politics. Efforts to understand and combat the problem of climate change has come a long way 
from the First World Climate Conference 1979, where scientists gathered to discuss climate change and its relationship to human 
activities, to the Paris Agreement 2015, where nations agreed on their Intended Nationally Determined Contributions in the form of 
adaptation to climate change, mitigation, lowering carbon emissions, amongst others. The 1979, World Climate Conference led to the 
creation of intergovernmental panel on climate change which concluded with “very high confidence that the global average net effect 
of human activities since 1750 has been one of warming.” 1  Modern human lifestyles, our consumption patterns and rapid 
industrialization are the major factors behind global warming. Mostly everything that we do today leads to rise in greenhouse gas 
emissions, be it our mode of travelling, our consumption of material goods or something as minute as our eating habits. The IPCC 
report declared that “warming of the climate system is unequivocal, as is now evident from observations of increases in global average 
air and ocean temperatures, widespread melting of snow and ice and rising global average sea level.”2 

 
With the emergence of environmental problems like ozone depletion, global warming, climate change, attempts were made to 

securitise the environment. The Brundtland report titled, ‘Our Common Future’ stated that “few threats to peace and survival of the 
human community are greater than those posed by the prospects of cumulative and irreversible degradation of the biosphere on which 
human life depends.” 3  With the emergence of these new threats a need was felt to redefine the nature of security: What all 
encompasses State security? What are the factors that threaten it? and how can we combat it? Norman Myers was of a similar view 
and said that “National security is not just about fighting forces and weaponry. It relates to watersheds, croplands, forests, genetic 
resources, climatic and other factors that rarely figure in the minds of military experts and political leaders, but increasingly deserve, 
in their collectivity, to rank alongside military approaches as crucial to a Nation’s security.”4 In the 1988, United Nations General 
Assembly, Mikhail Gorbachev said that the relationship between man and environment is becoming menacing. The threat from the 
skies is no longer missiles but global warming.  

 
THE CLIMATE- SECURITY LINKAGE 

Climate change does not simply mean the depletion of the ozone layer due to human interventions. It also implies a 
destabilizing effect on the earth’s equilibrium which negatively effects the human society and may sometimes even lead to conflict. A 
changing climate acts as a driver of instability around the world, increasing tensions over shared use of resources, food scarcity, water 
shortage, migration, internal and external conflict and even terrorism. The scarcity of natural resources and increased competition for 
them complicated by an influx of refugees could create conditions of tensions leading to failed states and making the population 
vulnerable to radicalization. When people are not provided with human security by the state, their faith in the capabilities of the state 
declines. This leads to failure of political and social institutions. Political instability and weakened governments foster conditions for 

 
1 IPCC, Climate Change 2007: Synthesis Report (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2008): 37. 
2 Ibid: 30. 
3 Brauch Hans, Security and Environment in the Mediterranean: conceptualizing security and environmental conflicts (Berlin: Springer): 81. 
4 Norman Myers “The Environmental Dimension to Security Issues,” The Environmentalist 6 (1986): 251. 
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conflict and sometimes even extremism. Climate change is no longer an environmental issue as it affects all aspects of human lives 
acting as a threat multiplier, exacerbating existing marginal situations into a full-blown crisis. For example, with increase in 
temperatures conditions will be conducive for disease outbreaks which can spread across countries, threatening world health and 
economies. Thus, climate change has the ability to raise tensions over existing conflicts and pushing societies towards a catastrophe. 
Margaret Beckett, who served as Britain’s first woman foreign secretary in 2006, was one of the first to use the term ‘climate security’ 
and promoted an active campaign to prioritize climate change in the international security agenda. Climate security is all about the 
security of the climate and the people who depend on it. The whole discourse on climate security has two contrasting views. The first 
one is that it is impossible to be always prepared for all potential threats and so it is wise to deal with them as and when they occur. 
The second view holds that if we will wait for an event to occur then it will result in a catastrophe of huge proportions. The first view 
considers environmental policies as a threat while the latter identifies climate change as a threat. Both of these views can easily be 
seen in the US stance on climate change. When George Bush was the President of the United States, at the time of the Kyoto Protocol, 
he did not sign it saying that it threatened America’s developmental strategy. When Barack Obama became President, he not only 
signed the Paris Agreement but also listed climate change as a security threat in his 2015 National Security Strategy. But with the 
presidential term of Donald Trump a shift in US stance on climate change can be seen with US withdrawing from the Paris Agreement 
and Trump dropping climate change from the US National Security Strategy. 

 
When climates change significantly or environmental conditions deteriorate to the point that necessary resources are not 

available, societies can become stressed, sometimes to the point of collapse.5 Maintaining stability is the primary goal for those 
concerned with national security as it helps in averting conflict and the use of military options. It is the multiplier effect of climate 
change that exacerbates smaller state problems into a much larger national and international problem crossing borders of not only 
states but also countries. A changing climate can increase the incidence of floods, cyclones in an area, thereby uprooting the 
infrastructure and the people from their homelands. The people then migrate to other regions transcending national and international 
borders in search of livelihood. This exerts pressure upon the resources of the migrated region, thereby creation tensions upon the fight 
for resource use. These tensions may escalate quickly into conflicts that sometimes the governments are also unable to cope with. As a 
result, extremism may also gain a foothold in those areas. The present securitization of climate change is supported for the most part 
by anecdotal research into developing regions where conflict has been triggered by chronic scarcity caused by environmental change, 
over consumption of resources or the combination of both.6 In regions of scarcity of resources when the State machinery fails to 
resolve conflict over resources then violence may erupt amongst people, thereby creating conditions feasible for rise in rebel groups 
and extremism. So, the study of the link between climate change and national security threats has become important as a result of 
many civil strifes occurring in countries like Sudan and Nigeria often beset by environmental scarcity. 

 
IMPACT OF CLIMATE CHANGE 

The IPCC report 2018 had warned that if the present rise in temperatures continues unabated then there will be more adverse 
manifestations of climate change in this century than the last. Extreme weather events are becoming more frequent- melting of 
glaciers, infrequent rains, warming in cold areas etc. Climate change can have far reaching consequences from changing weather 
patterns, low agricultural productivity, increase in precipitation levels, floods, droughts, increase in incidents of diseases, forced 
migration, pressure on economy, failed governments, extremism and a threat to the very existence of island nations. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
5 Jared Diamond, Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed (New York: Viking Adult, 2004). 
6 T. Homer- Dixon, “Environmental Scarcities and Violent Conflict: Evidence from cases,” International Security 19 (1994): 5-40. 
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CLIMATE CHANGE 

 
 
 
     

EFFECT ON ENVIRONMENT                          CONSEQUENCES TO SECURITY 
 

Changing weather patterns leading to flood, drought             decline in agriculture productivity 
                                           leading to food insecurity. 

 
                                 Rising sea level                                                                      submergence of low lying areas 

 
                                 Changing precipitation patterns, retreating glaciers                reduced access to freshwater 

 
                                Rising temperatures, warming climate                                    increase in incidents of diseases 

 
 
 

ENVIRONMENTAL REFUGEES 
 
 
 Food Insecurity 

Maplecroft in its 7th annual “Climate Change and Environmental Risk Atlas” found that climate change is amplifying risks in 
32 countries, including India, Bangladesh, Nigeria, Ethiopia and Philippines, resulting in food insecurity, increasing the risk of 
conflict and civil unrest. A common underlying denominator of these countries is that they are heavily dependent on agriculture with 
65% of the workforce employed in this sector and 28% of their GDP coming from it. Crop ecologists estimate that for every 1.8°F rise 
in temperature above historical norms, grain production will drop 10 percent.7 Thus, a decline in food production due to climate 
change can have grave consequences for the security of the inhabitants of these countries. A case study can be seen in Bangladesh, 
where increase in the incidents of floods and drought led to decline in agricultural productivity, people getting displaced from their 
region, creating conditions of poverty, people losing their livelihood and migrating to India to earn a living. A lot of Bangladeshi 
migrants can be found in Assam, Orissa, West Bengal, Mumbai and Delhi. This extra population creates pressure upon the local 
resources, resulting in tensions and conflicts. 

 
Another example can be seen in the Darfur crisis in Sudan which arose as a result of economic and ethnic tensions. Drought 

and intensified desertification of Darfur led to disputes over land between Arabs and Non- Arab sedentary farmers. The fight over land 
and food led to an armed rebellion by the non- Arabs against the government. The government retaliated by a full-scale genocide for 
ethnic cleansing of non- Arabs. 

 
Climate change will also affect food prices around the world. Given the trans-boundary nature of food supply chains, a 

decline in food production will not only have implications at the local or national level, but also affect the availability and price of 
food in other regions of the world. Volatile food prices would have severe impacts on import-dependent developing countries, while 
consumers in large industrialized countries would be relatively unaffected.8 Food inequalities will increase, from local to global levels, 
because the degree of climate change and the extent of its effects on people will differ from one part of the world to another, from one 
community to the next, and between rural and urban areas.9 Inequalities in food availability and prices can lead to conflict. Some 
studies emphasize that it is mostly urban groups exposed to temporary food insecurity that engage in food riots, while the most 
politically marginalized groups that might be exposed to long-term and even chronic food insecurity are less inclined to protest.10 

 
 

 
7 Lester R. Brown, “World Grain Stocks Fall to 57 Days of Consumption,” Earth Policy Institute (June 2006) 
8 D. King. et al., Climate Change: A Risk Assessment (Centre for Science and Policy, Cambridge University: Cambridge, 2015). 
9 T. Wheeler and J. von Braun, “Climate change impacts on global food security,” Science 341 (2013): 512. 
10 C.B. Barrett, Food Security and Sociopolitical Stability (Oxford University Press: Oxford, 2013). 
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 Submergence of low-lying areas 
Climate change will result to an increase in the sea level, which can ultimately lead to the submergence of low-lying areas. 

As a consequence of this, many island nations and low-lying areas are facing a threat to their very existence. A rise in sea level will 
have a drastic effect on Maldives, submerging the atolls and forcing the people living there to migrate to other areas. People living in 
coastal areas are particularly vulnerable to a rise in sea level, cyclones which destroy the local infrastructure, displacing people and 
forcing them to flee and become environmental refugees. About 10% of Bangladesh is within three feet of mean sea level with almost 
half of the country lying at an elevation of less than 5 metres. A rise in sea level will increase shore line erosion with increased 
incidents of cyclones, thus forcing the local people to become environmental refugees. India has low lying densely populated coastal 
areas, susceptible to storm surges and cyclones. These cyclones destroy the local infrastructure, killing thousands and rendering 
thousands homeless and jobless. In December 2017, cyclone Ockhi disrupted the lives of many in India as well as in Sri Lanka. 

 
 Reduced access to Freshwater 

Water is a basic need and a necessary for survival as it has various uses from drinking, sanitation, irrigation to making power 
and electricity. Changes in the rainfall and precipitation pattern has a significant effect on availability of freshwater. Mountain glaciers 
are an especially threatened source of fresh water11. Rising temperatures can alter the precipitation patterns by increasing rainfall and 
decreasing snowfall. The result is more flooding during the rainy season, a shrinking snow/ice mass, and less snowmelt to feed rivers 
during the dry season12. Forty percent of the world’s population drinking water needs are derived from the melting of glaciers. So, if 
rise in temperatures continue unchecked then it can lead to a drastic reduction in the water supply, thereby threatening the very 
survival of the people.  

 
Most countries in the Middle East and northern Africa are already considered water scarce, and the International Water 

Resource Management Institute projects that by 2025, Pakistan, South Africa, and large parts of India and China will also be water 
scarce13. This scarcity of water will most likely lead to water wars within nations and with nations. In India itself many states are in a 
constant condition of conflict over the share of river water. For example, Godavari Water Dispute between Maharashtra, Karnataka, 
Andhra Pradesh, Telangana, Krishna Water Dispute between Maharashtra, Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh and the more recent 
Mahadayi Water Dispute between Karnataka, Maharashtra and Goa. These conflict over the share over river waters are likely to 
escalate with increased demand in water which is not met with a similar supply as a result of increased rainfall variability and frequent 
droughts. An international example of water dispute is between India and Pakistan over the share of water of the River Indus and its 
tributaries. The Indus Water Treaty brokered by the World Bank in 1960 gives the control of water from rivers Indus, Jhelum and 
Chenab to Pakistan while India got rivers Ravi, Sutlej and Beas. Water can be used as an effective tool of deterrence. After the Uri 
attack India threatened to withdraw from the Indus Water Treaty, thereby threatening Pakistan’s water needs and its very survival. 
“No army with bombs and shell fire could devastate a land so thoroughly as Pakistan could be devastated by a simple expedient of 
India’s permanently shutting off the sources of water that keep the fields and people of Pakistan alive”.14 

 
 Health Catastrophe 

Climate change will have serious impacts upon the health of the population. While some impacts, such as reduced deaths 
from cold temperatures in some areas, will be positive, the World Health Organization estimates that the overall impact will be 
negative15. An increase in temperature will lead to an increase in vector borne diseases like malaria and dengue. Such diseases can 
spread rapidly over large areas resulting in an epidemic of vast proportions. Due to global warming the Asia- Pacific region is likely to 
become warmer and wetter, thereby creating conditions conducive to the birth of vectors like mosquitoes. The IPCC report 2007 
warns that due to climate change the health of millions of people will be adversely affected, manifested in, for example, “increase in 
malnutrition, increased deaths, diseases and injuries due to extreme weather events, increased burden of diarrheal diseases, increased 
frequency of cardio respiratory diseases due to higher concentrations of ground level ozone in urban areas related to climate change 
and the altered spatial distribution of some infectious diseases”.16 
 

 
11 Anthony Janetos, Climate Change Impacts, Briefing to the Military Advisory Board, September 8, 2006. 
12 Lester Brown, Eco-Economy: Building an Economy for the Earth (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2001) 
13 “Projected Water Scarcity in 2025,” International Water Management Institute, http://www.iwmi.cgiar.org/home/wsmap.htm 
14 G.W. Choudhury, Pakistan’s Relation with India, 1947- 66 (London: Pall Mall Press, 1964): 15. 
15 “Global Climate Change and Health: An Old Story Writ Large,” World Health Organisation, http://www.who.int/globalchange 
/climate/summary/en 
16IPCC, Climate Change 2007: Synthesis Report (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2007) 
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With climate change indirectly affecting the security of Nations, it is high time that countries must come together and take 
steps for the protection of the environment. Various instruments and treaties for its protection like the Second Commitment period of 
the Kyoto Protocol and Paris Agreement on Climate Change must be signed and adhered to, by countries. Climate security can be 
used as a diplomatic tool with countries signing treaties over shared use of global commons, thereby making friendly relations and 
averting an environmental crisis of huge proportions. 

 
References 
 Barrett, C.B. Food Security and Sociopolitical Stability. Oxford University Press: Oxford, 2013. 
 Brainard,L., Jones, N. and Pervis, A. Climate Change and Global Poverty: A Billion Lives in the Balance?. Washington DC: 

Brookings Institution, 2009. 
 Brown, L., “World Grain Stocks Fall to 57 Days of Consumption.” Earth Policy Institute (June 2006). 
 Brown, L. Eco-Economy: Building an Economy for the Earth. New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2001. 
 Brown, O., Hammill, A. and Mcleman, R. “Climate Change as the new security threat: Implications for Africa.” International 

Affairs 83, No. 6 (Nov. 2007): 1141- 1154. 
 Choudhury, G.W. Pakistan’s Relation with India, 1947- 66. London: Pall Mall Press, 1964. 
 Diamond, J. Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed. New York: Viking Adult, 2004. 
 Gaan, N. Environment and National Security: The Case of South Asia. New Delhi: South Asian Publishers, 2000. 
 Hans, Brauch. Security and environment in the Mediterranean: conceptualizing security and environmental conflicts. Berlin: 

Springer, 2003. 
 Homer-Dixon, T. “Environmental Scarcities and Violent Conflict: Evidence from cases.” International Security 19 (1994): 5-

40. 
 International Water Management Institute. “Projected Water Scarcity in 2025.” http://www.iwmi.cgiar.org/home/wsmap.html. 
 IPCC, Climate Change 2007: Synthesis Report. Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2008. 
 Janetos, A. Climate Change Impacts, Briefing to the Military Advisory Board, September 8, 2006. 
 King, D. Climate Change: A Risk Assessment Centre for Science and Policy. Cambridge University: Cambridge, 2015. 
 Kutting, G. Global Environmental Politics: Concepts, Theories and Case Studies. New York: Routledge, 2011. 
 Myers N., “The Environmental Dimension to Security Issues.” The Environmentalist 6 (Winter 1986): 251. 
 Trombetta, M. “Environmental security and climate change: Analysing the discourse.” Cambridge Review of International 

Affairs 21, No. 4 (December 2008). 
 Wheeler, T. and Braun, J. “Climate change impacts on global food security.” Science 341 (2013). 
 World Health Organization, Global Climate Change and Health: An Old Story Writ Large. http://www.who.int/globalchange 

/climate/summary/en 
 


