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THEMENSCHWERPUNKT

The securitization of climate change and the power of
conceptions of security

Michael Brzoska*

Abstract: This paper looks at recent studies that have addressed climate change as a security issue. Posing climate change as a pro-
blem for security has provided it with a major boost in attention. However, it raises the potential of ‘securitization’, i.e. that theissue
is primarily addressed via traditional means of security policy. The paper analyses how selected studies frame the issue of climate
change and security and considers what recommendations they make on dealing with the problem. Among its findings are that
the framing of climate change as a security issue is not based on well founded analysis but is rather largely driven by ad hoc theo-
ries on the links between environmental degradation and violent conflict. A second finding is that different conceptualisations of
security lead to different types of recommendation on how to deal with the consequences of climate change as they relate to peace
and security. Securitizing the issue therefore does not necessarily lead the authors of studies to prescribe predominantly traditional
security instruments for dealing with crises. However, although the authors reach different conclusions, their diagnosis of climate
change as a security issue is likely to push the climate change discourse towards the use of traditional security instruments. A third
finding of the paper is therefore that the mixing of different conceptions of security may increase the ‘attention grabbing’ power
of studies but also muddle their messages.

Keywords: Climate change, securitization, security, framing, security instruments
Klimawandel, Securitization - Versicherheitlichung, Sicherheit, framing, Sicherheitsinstrumente

1. Introduction

n 2007 climate change finally began to attain the public at-
tention it deserves. One key reason for this was the sugges-
tion that climate change, if not addressed forcefully, would
lead to wars, mass migration and terrorism. In short, climate

*  Prof. Dr. Michael Brzoska ist Wissenschaftlicher Direktor des Instituts fiir Frie-

densforschung und Sicherheitspolitik an der Universitit Hamburg (IFSH).

change was posed as a security issue. In this paper I seek to de-
construct the ways in which this was done in a select number of
major studies. In particular, I emphasize how the problem is ‘se-
curitized’. As what kind of security problem is climate change
portrayed? How is this portrayal justified? Which recommen-
dations are made to address the problem? The second objec-
tive of the paper, in addition to analysing the ‘securitization’
of climate change, is to see whether a key assumption of ‘secu-
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ritization’ analysis, namely that securitizing an issue fosters the
adoption of traditional security policy measures, is valid for the
current debate on climate change and security.

2. Climate change, a problem securitized?

Climate change, like any major change in the conditions of
human societies, will create and fuel conflicts, affecting the
living conditions of many people. In many cases, such change
will be for the worse. This may, in turn, lead to violent conflict.
The deterioration of the human environment and the resulting
violent conflict may induce large numbers of people to migrate,
thus also creating conflicts in areas less negatively affected by
climate change. Beyond local and regional effects, climate
change increases the global risk of violent conflict by adding
another element of contention to the competition among ma-
jor powers.

These dangers associated with climate change are by now quite
well rehearsed. But how high is the probability that they will
occur? How likely is it that climate change will lead to more
interstate wars, intrastate wars or terrorism? How much do we
know about the links between climate change and violence?
Are these dangers ‘real’ in the sense of having a high likelihood
of occurring or are they largely fictitious, edge-of-range possi-
bilities that are used to draw attention to climate change, a level
of attention that would not be attainable by stressing the more
likely, but less spectacular economic and social consequences
of the problem? The latter would be understandable but poten-
tially counterproductive.

In the literature on securitization it is implied that when a
problem is securitized it is difficult to limit this to an increase
in attention and resources devoted to mitigating the problem
(Brock 1997, Waever 1995). Securitization regularly leads to all-
round ‘exceptionalism’ in dealing with the issue as well as to
a shift in institutional localization towards ‘security experts’
(Bigot 2006), such as the military and police. Methods and in-
struments associated with these security organizations - such
as more use of arms, force and violence - will gain in impor-
tance in the discourse on ‘what to do’. A good example of se-
curitization was the period leading to the Cold War (Guzzini
2004 ). Originally a political conflict over the organization of
societies, in the late 1940s, the East-West confrontation became
an existential conflict that was overwhelmingly addressed
with military means, including the potential annihilation
of humankind. Efforts to alleviate the political conflict were,
throughout most of the Cold War, secondary to improving
military capabilities.

Climate change could meet a similar fate. An essentially politi-
cal problem concerning the distribution of the costs of preven-
tion and adaptation and the losses and gains in income arising
from change in the human environment might be perceived
as intractable, thus necessitating the build-up of military and
police forces to prevent it from becoming a major security
problem. The portrayal of climate change as a security prob-
lem could, in particular, cause the richer countries in the glob-
al North, which are less affected by it, to strengthen measures
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aimed at protecting them from the spillover of violent conflict
from the poorer countries in the global South that will be most
affected by climate change. It could also be used by major pow-
ers as a justification for improving their military preparedness
against the other major powers, thus leading to arms races.

This kind of reaction to climate change would be counterpro-
ductive in various ways. Firstly, since more border protection,
as well as more soldiers and arms, is expensive, the financial
means to compensate for the negative economic effects of
reducing greenhouse gas emission and adapting to climate
change will be reduced. Global military expenditure is again
at the level of the height of the Cold War in real terms, reaching
more than US $1,200 billion in 2006 or 3.5 percent of global
income. While any estimate of the costs of mitigation (e.g. of
restricting global warming to 2°C by 2050) and adaptation are
speculative at the moment,' they are likely to be substantial.
While there is no necessary link between higher military ex-
penditures and a lower willingness to spend on preventing and
preparing for climate change, both policy areas are in competi-
tion for scarce resources.

Secondly, the acceptance of the security consequences of cli-
mate change as an intractable problem could well reduce efforts
to find peaceful solutions to the conflicts that will inevitably
come with climate change. Climate change will have major
consequences, particularly in countries where living condi-
tions are already precarious (IPCC 2007, WBGU 2007). The con-
sequences of climate change on some basic foundations of life,
such as fresh water supplies, arable land and agricultural pro-
ductivity in various parts of the world can already be roughly
estimated for various global-warming scenarios. There are also
more or less well founded predictions of the consequences of
reduced availability of natural resources such as arable land and
water on hunger and disease, even though such consequences
are highly dependent on counter-measures and adaptation ef-
forts in affected regions. There is no inevitability about these
consequences.

This is even more the case for violent conflict of various types.
The links between reductions in resource availability and vio-
lent conflict are complex. A deterioration in human security
- threats to the ‘vital core of life’ (Commission on Human Se-
curity 2003, p. 4) does not necessarily imply an increase in vio-
lent conflict. To assume the opposite may lead to the neglect
of opportunities for conflict resolution and the prevention of
conflict from turning violent.

Those who do not accept the ‘securitization’ argument have ar-
gued that framing a problem as a security issue does not neces-
sarily have these consequences (Knudsen 2001; Jackson 2006).
While raising military preparedness and favouring military over
civilian approaches to dealing with conflicts may have been the
predominant reaction in the Cold War, this is supposedly not
the case any more. It is argued that the rethinking of the best
approach to security in the final phases of the Cold War - rel-
evant keywords include Common Security and Comprehensive
Security - as well as the expansion of the concept of security to
cover a wide range of issues, including the environment and

1 Oneexample of the difficulties is the discussion of the cost calculations in the
Stern Review, see e.g. Nordhaus 2007 and Tol 2006.
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economics and culminating in the concept of human security
already mentioned, decoupled ‘security talk’ from instruments
particularly connected to the military and the police.

The issue at stake here is whether the framing of an issue as
a security matter can have different outcomes depending on
the understanding of security used. Does it make a difference
whether those ‘securitizing’ an issue are arguing in terms of
‘hard’ security - of wars, weapons, and armies - or in terms of
‘human security’ - of hunger, disease and refugees? Or put dif-
ferently, can the ‘exceptionalism’ signified by use of the word
‘security’ have different configurations, for instance, can it be
limited to the application of greater attention and more finan-
cial resources than ‘normal’, or will it inevitable be linked to
the use of violence?

While often talking past each other, proponents and critics of
the ‘securitization’ argument have had major debates in the
past, on environmental security in the early to mid-1990s, and
on the development/security link, migration and terrorism in
the early 2000s. Neither of these debates has been conclusive.

Climate change offers another opportunity to investigate the
validity of the claims of the ‘securitization’ critique. In what
follows here, I will do this on the basis of four selected recent
studies, which all ‘securitize’ climate change, albeit with dif-
fering understandings of security. None is limited to a narrow
conception of ‘hard’ security, and all include ‘soft’ security
concerns. However, they differ in their emphasis, which rang-
es from a conception of human security that encompasses all
threats to human life and well-being, to national security. My
question in this paper is whether differences in understand-
ing lead to differences in the presentation of the problem, the
analytical instruments and the policy recommendations. These
three aspects structure the paper.

3. Climate change and the threat to security in
recent studies

In 2007 a number of studies were published on the links be-
tween climate change and security. The award of the Nobel
Peace Prize to Al Gore and the International Panel on Climate
Change illustrates the level of attention being given to climate
change as a problem for peace and security. But which threats
and dangers are these studies identifying and on what basis?
How likely are they judged to occur? What instruments for pre-
vention and countering consequences are proposed?

The four studies used for analysis in this paper come from four
different sources: the Scientific Advisory Council on Global En-
vironmental Change of the Federal Republic of Germany (WBGU
2007) a body consisting of nine eminent natural and social
scientists from Germany and Switzerland, International Alert
(Smith and Vivekananda 2007), an international NGO sup-
ported by the UK Department for International Development,
the CNA Corporation (Sullivan et al 2007), a think tank of the US
Navy, and a study group of the Center for a New American Security
(Campbell et al. 2007), which is primarily composed of former
high-ranking members of the Clinton Administration.

| THEMENSCHWERPUNKT

These four studies are remarkably similar in their diagnosis
of the main dangers of climate change for peace and security.
Climate change is seen as a great, if not the greatest danger for
international peace and security in the 21st century. A broad
variety of risks associated with climate change are discussed,
ranging from hunger to pandemics and massive population
movements. Authorts of all four studies see some of these con-
sequences as inevitable and others as dependent on the success
of measures to mitigate the extent of global warming.

Broad and narrow security conceptions are used in all four stud-
ies. Discussion typically starts off with descriptions of the most
proximate physical consequences of global warming, such as
changes in rainfall patterns, melting of glaciers, rising sea levels
and increasing extreme weather. Reports then turn to conse-
quences for resource availability, focusing on the most affected
regions, such as low-lying islands and coasts, and areas most
likely to be affected by future water shortages. Resulting societal
stresses, particularly in those regions, are described.

The authors of all four studies agree that ‘hardest hit by climate
change will be people living in poverty, in under-developed and
unstable states under poor governance [...] climate change will
add to the pressures under which those societies already live.’
(Smith and Vivekananda, 2007. p. 3) In all four studies, the au-
thors expect major consequences for human well-being in core
areas, or to put it differently, for human security.

All four studies also predict threats to security in the narrow
sense, unless major reductions in the emission of greenhouse
gases occur very rapidly, including:

- anincrease in the number of violent conflicts, including in-
terstate wars

- military interventions in poor countries by armed forces of
Western states, primarily to prevent humanitarian catastro-
phes but also further destabilization of states

- massive migration that risks bringing armed conflict to
neighbouring countries and terrorism to industrialized
countries

- new safe havens for terrorists

- deterioration of relations among major powers as a result of
a mixture of energy-supply and climate-change issues

- conflict over changing coast lines and resource exploitation
in the Arctic.

However, while all the studies have similar lists of dangers,
which span the full spectrum of security conceptions, there
are also important differences.

3.1 The WBGU study

This study is by far the most detailed and differentiated of the
four studies. It lists and discusses in detail the full range of
threats corresponding to narrow and wide conceptions of se-
curity threats. However, in the list of security threats that sum-
marizes the study, human security concerns dominate. These
dangers are (WBGU, p. 1):
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1. A possible increase in the number of weak and fragile states
due to climate change

2. Risks for global economic development

3. Risks of growing international distributional conflicts be-
tween the main drivers of climate change and those most
affected

4. The risk to human rights and the industrialized countries’
legitimacy as global governance actors

5. Triggering and intensification of migration
6. Overstretching of classical security policy

Points 1, 2 and 4 are closely linked to human security, while 6
addresses narrow security directly. The study also stresses hu-
man security in the broad sense of the Human Security Com-
mission (2004), often called the Japanese conception of Human
Security. The more narrow ‘Canadian’ conception of human se-
curity as the protection from all kinds of physical violence that,
for instance, underlies the Human Security Report (2006) is not
ignored but is given less weight. In point 5, human security and
more narrow security concerns, such as terrorism, are mixed.
Point 3 plays out as classical foreign policy/security issue.

3.2 The International Alert study

The authors of this study use narrowly conceived threats to
security instrumentally to push their preferred way of dealing
with the consequences of climate change, which is to strength-
en conflict prevention as a key means of reducing the negative
effects.

While their analysis lists the full spectrum of threats to security,
Smith and Vivekananda focus on violence against communi-
ties and individuals, emphasizing on the Canadian concept of
human security. They stress the importance of societies’ capaci-
ties to adapt to the consequences of climate change as well as
to manage conflicts non-violently. ‘Vulnerability to climate
change is the product of three factors - exposure, sensitiv-
ity and adaptive capacity. The first issue is whether a country
- or a city, or community, or region - is going to be exposed to
physical effects of climate change such as increased frequency
of extreme weather. The second issue is how sensitive it is to
that exposure - a storm may hit two cities but only cause floods
in one of them because it is low lying. And the third issue is
whether there is adaptive capacity which, for example, enables
city authorities to build flood defences and be ready with quick
and safe evacuation plans, while the national government has
prepared to care for those who are displaced and can swiftly
allocate resources for repair and rebuilding when the floods re-
cede.” (Smith and Vivekananda 2007, p. 10)

In the above analysis, climate change does not need to have
negative consequences for human security and security in the
narrow sense. Societal capacity to deal with the consequences
is decisive. However, in practice they see little of that capac-
ity in failing states, leading to dire predictions. ‘There are 46
countries - home to 2.7 billion people - in which the effects of
climate change interaction with economic, social and political
problems will create a high risk of violent conflict.” (Smith and
Vivekananda 2007, p. 3)
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3.3 The CNA study

The CNA study emphasizes national security, though human
security issues are not ignored. However, loss of arable land,
hunger and disease are largely seen as precursors of violence, in
turn being of impact on US national security. ‘Climate change
acts as a threat multiplier for instability in some of the most
volatile regions of the world [...] causing widespread politi-
cal instability and the likelihood of failed states|...] [C]limate
change has the potential to result in multiple chronic condi-
tions, occurring globally within the same time frame [...] Weak-
ened and failing governments, with an already thin margin for
survival, foster the conditions for internal conflicts, extremism,
and movement towards increased authoritarianism and radical
ideologies’ (Sullivan et al., p. 3). Little potential for avoiding
these consequences for security in the narrow sense are seen
through improvement of conflict-resolution techniques.

3.4 The Center for a New American Security
study

The study by Campbell et al. combines security concerns to
create an image of what can be termed ‘global security’. While
not ignoring the risks to individuals and communities, they
stress the dangers for all states and the need for international
co-operation.

Their severe scenario (average rise of global temperature of
2.6°C by 2040) predicts the following: ‘Nations around the
world will be overwhelmed by the scale of change and perni-
cious challenges, such as pandemic disease. The internal co-
hesion of nations will be under great stress, including in the
United States, both as a result of a dramatic rise in migration
and changes in agricultural patterns and water availability. The
flooding of coastal communities around the world, especially
in the Netherlands, the United States, South Asia, and China,
has the potential to challenge regional and even national iden-
tities. Armed conflict between nations over resources, such as
the Nile and its tributaries, is likely and nuclear war is possible.
The social consequences range from increased religious fervour
to outright chaos. In this scenario, climate change provokes a
permanent shift in the relationship of humankind to nature.’
(Campbell et al. 2007, p. 7) The primary risks emphasized in all
scenarios are large-scale migrations, competition, conflict and
wars over natural resources - both inside and among nations.
They also stress security problems associated with activities
against climate change, such as nuclear proliferation linked to
greater nuclear power, and overloading of the United Nations
(Campbell et al. 2007, p. 107). However, they do not see climate
change as a national security issue. They argue as follows: ‘At
a definitional level, a narrow interpretation of the term “na-
tional security” may be woefully inadequate to convey the ways
in which state authorities might break down in a worst case
climate change scenario. It is clearly the case that dramatic mi-
grations and movements of people (among other worrisome ef-
fects) will trigger deep insecurity in some communities, but it is
far from clear whether these anxieties will trigger a traditional
national security response.” (Campbell et al. 2007, p. 33)

73.218.20, am 21.03.2028, 15:43:49. © Inhak
r mit,

10r oder In



https://doi.org/10.5771%2F0175-274x-2009-3-137

Brzoska, The securitization of climate change

4. Instruments for predicting security pre-
dicaments

All four studies are faced with the dilemma that the current
state of research on the links between changes in the environ-
ment and various dimensions of insecurity described as future
security risks, such as hunger, human rights violations, migra-
tion, violence, armed conflict, international military interven-
tions and the overloading of international institutions, does
not allow for strong statements - but that the authors want to
make strong statements. This is true with regard to both the
existence of causal links between the phenomena and the pos-
sible extent of the effects of environmental change on these
risks.

All four studies take account of the latest conflict research.
Relevant literature is reported with different degrees of com-
prehensiveness - the WBGU study goes into great detail, while
the CNA study is somewhat cursory - but is mentioned in all
studies.

‘So far, there has been no evidence that environmental prob-
lems are the direct cause of war - that is, there have been no
“environmental wars” manifesting the most extreme form of
interstate conflict. At least, no evidence exists to date to suggest
any unambiguous causal links between environmental change
and violent interstate conflict. Indeed there are some striking
examples in which efforts to solve environmental problems
have led to constructive and cooperative engagement between
fundamentally hostile parties (e.g. water use between Israel
and Palestine or Egypt-Israeli cooperation in the context of the
Mediterranean Action Plan). However, it certainly cannot be
ruled out that environmental degradation can have destabiliz-
ing impacts that may lead to conflict - this remains a plausible
possibility, as can be seen from various conflicts in the recent
past.” (WBGU, p. 35)

The authors of all four studies, however, are rather unhappy
about this state of affairs. They do not want to get bogged down
by the lack of established causal links and the weakness of sta-
tistical estimations; they are keen on making predictions. So
they employ alternative means for predicting the effects of cli-
mate change on security.

One way of doing this is to make predictions without stating
probabilities. With few exceptions, the dangers discussed are
treated as ‘possible outcomes’ of climate change. They may oc-
cur, but there is no guarantee that they will. Such predictions
are almost impossible to contradict - no one knows the future
and there are few things that cannot happen.

Nor are these kind of predictions very helpful when it comes
to framing policies to address the future. The authors of the
four studies employ additional means to argue that despite the
lack of past empirical evidence of a strong direct connection
between climate change and indicators of insecurity, there is a
high probability that climate change will affect security nega-
tively. The three most important means by which they do so
are what I will call here ‘statehood’, ‘non-linearity’ and the
‘scenario technique’.

| THEMENSCHWERPUNKT

In all four studies, but most clearly in the one from Internation-
al Alert, the prognosis of the effects of climate change on indi-
cators of insecurity is differentiated by the degree of statehood
in the affected countries. Itis assumed, with some support from
earlier studies of the link between environmental change and
violent conflict (Homer-Dixon 1999, Baechler 2002), that the
capabilities of governmental institutions to manage conflict are
astrong intervening variable. Where such capabilities are weak
or non-existent, reductions in the availability of resources are
more likely to lead to violent conflict than in countries where
institutions are available for preventing, mediating, regulating
and suppressing conflict.

The authors of the studies use this conclusion to make prog-
noses of the effects of climate change on armed conflict based
on the classification of states by their capabilities to prevent
and regulate conflict, or ‘statehood’. For weak, failing and failed
states, it is assumed that even small degradations in the envi-
ronment will be the cause of violent conflict and migration.
By contrast, it is expected that climate change will have no
such direct effects on democratic states with a high national
income. However, these states are likely to be affected indirectly
by terrorism and migration originating from regions with low
degrees of statehood. In the study by International Alert, the
world is divided into three groups of states. The first group con-
sists of 46 weak and failing states with 2.7 billion inhabitants,
the second of 56 states with fragile statehood, and the third of
the rest of the world. Climate change is only expected to have
major consequences in terms of violent conflict and migra-
tion for the first group of states with a high level of confidence
(Smith and Vivekananda, p. 3).

While most of the conflict research literature confirms the link
between the capacities of conflict-solving institutions and the
effects of reductions in the availability of resources on armed
conflict, there is no automatic connection. In particular, it
seems too narrow to look at governmental institutions only.
Other means of conflict prevention and regulation, such as tra-
ditional institutions, are often also present in states with weak
governments.

A second means of making predictions is the claim that his-
torically unprecedented climate change will lead to histori-
cally unprecedented large-scale disruption in economic and
social activities, conflict, and finally, the use of violence. In the
WGBU study for instance, the historical record is said to be of
little relevance: ‘As yet, environmental changes have triggered
conflict and violence only in isolated cases. There is empirical
evidence, for example, of outbreaks of violence and anarchy
in the wake of storm and flood disasters. However, the man-
ner and rate of climate change today are without precedent in
the history of humankind. Fundamental changes in the bio-
sphere are confronting humanity with entirely new challenges.
Today’s civilization - with a population numbering some 6.5
thousand million, a finely woven global infrastructure, glob-
al flows of trade, information and transport, differentiation
among industrialized, newly industrializing and developing
countries, and disparate capacities for resolving problems and
conflicts - may be threatened by climate impacts for whose
management no historical models exist.” (WBGU 2007, p. 16)
The difference between the past and the future is declared not
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only to be quantitative - no such large change in the environ-
ment has happened so quickly in human history - but to be
qualitative, rendering earlier research irrelevant.

Finally, all four studies work with scenario techniques. Experts
were asked to develop their predictions of the future for dif-
fering assumptions of the extent of global warming. With one
exception - the WBGU study - the scenarios do not include
considerations of countermeasures taken to combat the effects
of climate change or efforts to adapt to changing conditions.
Changes in resource use or the strengthening of capacities to
regulate conflict or prevent violent conflict are not part of the
scenarios. On this basis, climate change is judged to directly
lead to security problems. Determinism dominates.

The techniques listed here are quite useful for raising the aware-
ness of possible future dangers of climate change. However,
they have a number of limitations:

* They do not allow for solid predictions of the likelihood of
effects of climate change occurring. They are either too im-
precise, such as the classification of states according to ‘state-
hood’, or subjective, such as the assumption of non-linearity
in the relationship between climate change and measures of
insecurity.

* As all four studies are about the effects of climate change
on peace and security, they tend to emphasize the dangers.
They have an inherent bias from the start, which they do not
compensate for in their analysis. This is particularly notice-
able in the scenarios. As is often the case with expert sce-
narios, those in the four studies are effectively examples of
worst-case thinking. While the possibility of adaptation to
the effects of climate change is mentioned in the literature
review section of all the studies, the scenarios rarely con-
sider deviations from the assumed direct effects of climate
change on indicators of insecurity. Co-operation, a reaction
that is found as often in studies of past cases of reductions in
resource availability is hardly mentioned in the scenarios.
Worst-case thinking, which dominated much of strategic
thinking during the Cold War, is of great use when the risks
described are very large, as this renders the probability of the
event’s occurring less relevant. However, it is not very useful
for deciding on the allocation of scarce resources to manage
risks, that all look to be of more or less similar - high - mag-
nitude.

* Both societal processes of transformation and adaptation
in response to the effects of climate change, and recursive
increases in environmental change as a result of violence
and migration are largely excluded from the generation of
prognoses. Interestingly enough, this is very different in
the recommendations sections of the WBGU and Interna-
tional Alert studies. Here adaptation and the development
of institutions to manage conflicts and prevent them from
becoming violent are at the centre. But not so in the prog-
nosis sections where effects of climate change on measures
of insecurity are seen as directly linked different classes of
‘statehood’.

In view of these problems, the four studies cannot make reliable
predictions about the future. They can well be seen as warnings
of the possible effects of climate change. However, all of them
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choose to emphasize the possible negative effects on peace and
security. Since they all list human security alongside traditional
national security concerns, they paint a grim picture - grimmer
than to be expected in reality as adaptation measures are highly
likely to be adopted, not least as a result of the recommenda-
tions made in the various studies.

All four studies present their own predictions as likely futures,
at least in some sections. The two US studies are particularly
adamant on this point, while the European reports more often
mention their worst-case nature. In the CNA study, its main
author, former U.S. Army Chief of Staff Gordon Sullivan, is
quoted as saying: ‘Military leaders see a range of estimates and
tend not to see the stark disagreements, but as evidence of vary-
ing degrees of risk. They don’t see the range of possibility as
justification for inaction.” This is followed by the statement:
‘Former U.S. Army Chief of Staff Gordon Sullivan enjoys a good
debate. But he also knows there are times when debate must
stop and action must begin. With respect to climate change, he
says that time has arrived.” (Sullivan et al. 2007, p. 11)

The authors of the WGBU study strongly distinguish between
short- and long-range predictions. For the next two decades
they expect climate change to have little effect on matters of
insecurity, while after that they foresee severe consequences
for peace and security unless global warming is kept to below
2°C.

5. Policy recommendations and conceptions of
security

Despite largely agreeing in their analysis of the problem, the
four studies only partly concur on policy recommendations.

All four stress mitigation as the most important policy objec-
tive. Limiting global warming is a common theme running
through all of them, and failing to achieve quick reductions in
greenhouse gas emissions is seen as leading directly to danger.
However, beyond the call for mitigation, the studies promote
differing agendas.

The CNA report emphasizes the importance of mitigation,
the need to improve energy efficiency, and calls for the US to
become a more constructive international partner to prevent
destabilizing effects of climate change (Sullivan 2007. p. 7). In
addition, it argues that the ‘US should commit to global part-
nerships that help less developed nations build the capacity
and resilience to better manage climate impacts’ (ibid). Given
the study’s origins, it is not surprising to read that US armed
forces regional commanders should be part of this effort.

While recommendations compare to those in the other stud-
ies, the CNA study goes further. It recommends that climate
change be made a national security issue by being addressed in
the US National Security Strategy and the US National Defense
Strategy. The goal should be to develop ‘appropriate guidance
to military planners to assess risks to current and future mis-
sions caused by projected CC’, for instance in the next Quad-
rennial Defense Review.
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These suggestions put climate change squarely into the field
of traditional security and defence policy. The authors of the
study are somewhat vague about the actual role of the mili-
tary in preventing or reducing the dangers of global warming,
so they emphasize preparedness, in particular preparedness
for ‘natural disasters from extreme weather events, pandemic
disease control and other related missions.” (ibid) The study
quotes one of its contributors, Admiral Bowman, who said:
‘[W]e should begin developing plans to shore up our own de-
fenses against the potentially serious effects of climate, regard-
less of the probability of that occurrence, while making more
resilient those countries ill-prepared today to deal with that
potential due to disease, poor sanitation, lack of clean water,
insufficient electricity, and large coastal populations. In doing
so, these plans must recognize the interdependency of energy
and security.” (Sullivan et al. 2007, p. 41) The Department of
Defense should also ‘conduct an assessment of the impact on
US military installations worldwide of rising sea levels, extreme
weather events and other projected climate change impacts
over the next 30 to 40 years.” (Sullivan et al. p. 7)

The Center for a New American Security study focuses almost
exclusively on climate change mitigation. It recommends, in
particular, the return of the US government to effective interna-
tional cooperation. With respect to adaptation or other forms
of reaction, few recommendations are made. However, some
warnings are given against reactions that might be problem-
atic. One of these is an increase in nuclear power production.
‘Climate change may well mean a global renaissance in nucle-
ar energy - driven partly by the expectation that its increased
production and consumption will reduce the use of carbon
emitting fossil fuels - which could worsen problems of nuclear
safety and proliferation.” (Campbell et al. 2007, p. 107) Another
is the recommendation to strengthen the United Nations. The
option of strengthening the military is briefly considered but
rejected: ‘It is clearly the case that migrations and movements
of people (among other worrisome effects) will trigger deep in-
security in some communities, but it is far from clear whether
these anxieties will trigger a traditional national security re-
sponse.” (Campbell et al. 2007, p. 107)

The authors of the International Alert study stress the use of their
predictions of violent conflict as wake-up calls for action, par-
ticularly the strengthening of the resilience of societies against
the effects of climate change. ‘What is required is international
cooperation to support local action, both as a way of strength-
ening international security and to achieve the goals of sustain-
able development. Without dropping or downplaying mitiga-
tion, the international policy agenda thus needs a significant
increase in the energy and resources that are focused on adap-
tation’ (Smith and Vivekananda 2007, p. 4). They argue that
more resources be made available for adaptation. However,
they see it as even more crucial that it is the right kind of adap-
tation: “To organise adaptation as top-down programmes will
alienate local communities because it will feel like a series of
external impositions, decided by government authorities from
which they feel distant and explained by outside experts with
whom they have nothing in common. A different approach is
possible, based on peacebuilding, engaging communities’ en-
ergies in a social process to work out how to adapt to climate
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change and how to handle conflicts as they arise, so that they
do not become violent [...]The double-headed problem of cli-
mate change and violent conflict thus has a unified solution
- peacebuilding and adaptation are effectively the same kind of
activity, involving the same kinds of methods of dialogue and
social engagement, requiring from governments the same val-
ues of inclusivity and transparency.’ (ibid, p. 4) They introduce
the concept of ‘social resilience’, understood as the ‘capacity to
absorb stress or destructive forces through resistance or adapta-
tion; the capacity to manage or maintain certain basic func-
tions and structures during disastrous events; and the capacity
to recover after the event.’ (ibid, p. 31) External actors should
strive to strengthen the key characteristics of a resilient soci-
ety, which are ‘that it is well governed, understands the risks
it faces, can manage those risks and minimise its vulnerability
to them, and that it is prepared to respond to unpreventable
disasters. Being well governed, the society has clear policies and
a strong framework of law and regulation, implemented by ca-
pable institutions’. (ibid)

The WBGU study is the most comprehensive in terms of analy-
sis and recommendations. As mentioned above, a strong em-
phasis is placed on development instruments, including those
for strengthening governments. But mitigation and adaptation
are also stressed. Based on their distinction between short-term
and long-term effects of climate change on security, authors
see a particular need to strengthen national and global insti-
tutions for conflict management with largely civilian crisis
management. In fact, they argue in favour of reduced military
spending. For Germany, they recommend the adoption of ‘an
integrated approach to the financing of crisis prevention, de-
velopment cooperation and military spending. Due to the clear
overlaps between civilian crisis prevention and development
cooperation, WBGU takes the view that there is no need for an
additional funding target for crisis prevention. Instead, the po-
litical focus should be geared entirely towards compliance with
the existing timetable for increasing ODA. WBGU proposes that
security spending be critically reviewed, especially as regards its
effectiveness for international peacebuilding, and adjusted ac-
cordingly. The German Government should drive forward the
international debate and negotiating processes within the EU,
NATO and beyond. Military budgets should be restructured in
favour of preventive measures in the field of development co-
operation. As military spending is realigned towards preventive
security policy, the need for funding in the “classic” areas of
military spending will be reduced.” (WBGU 2007, p. 13)

6. Conclusions

As the growth in attention to the possible effects of climate
change in 2007 has shown, warnings of the consequences of
global warning for peace and security have a strong influence
on public discussion und political opinion. They contribute to
the mobilization of measures for the reduction of greenhouse
gases and the reduction of the vulnerability and the strength-
ening of the resilience of societies. However, they also carry the
danger of securitizing the problem of climate change. This is
particularly problematic when the limitations of predictions
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of the security effects of climate change are ignored and the
social nature of conflict is downplayed. Similar to the warnings
of George Kennan at the beginnings of the Cold War, which
argued for vigilance but against a militarized response to the
danger of a totalitarian Soviet Union (Mayers 1998), the stud-
ies might have the effect of provoking a traditional security re-
sponse to the risks of climate change.?

The analysis of four recent studies on the links between climate
change and security gives a mixed result with respect to the
dynamics of securitization. On the one hand, different concep-
tions of security yield different policy recommendations. Tradi-
tional security conceptions are still around, but they have lost
their monopoly status both in discourse and in practice. They
have been supplemented and - at least in rhetoric and non-gov-
ernmental circles - replaced by wider conceptions of security.
Broadly speaking, the studies’ recommendations correspond
to the particular conception of security used by their authors.
Thus the CNA study, looking at US national security, ultimately
comes up with strengthening traditional security instruments,
particularly the military, while the Center for a New American
Security Study rejects both a national security perspective and
traditional security instruments. Its emphasis is on strengthen-
ing a global approach to managing climate change, in addition
to preventing it, reflecting its liberal orientation. The emphasis
on conflict in the International Alert study, which is linked to
an understanding of security as human security from violence
and the threat of violence, stresses conflict prevention and cri-
sis management. The comprehensive WBGU study, based on a
broad conception of human security, also comes up with a wide
range of recommendations including traditional development
concerns.

Security concept Study sponsor Emphasis in
policy recommen-
dations

Human Security WBGU Mitigation and

(Japanese concep- development

tion) instruments for
adaptation

Human Security International Strengthening ‘so-

(Japanese concep- | Alert cial resilience’ and

tion) institutions of
conflict resolution

Global security Center for a New |Mitigation

American Security
National security CNA Corporation |Mitigation and

traditional instru-

ments of security

So is ‘securitization’ an outdated concept? One that links the
language of security to a particular set of instruments of tradi-

2 The risks of climate change are frequently compared to the Cold War. For
instance, in a 2007 New York Times op-ed, Thomas Homer-Dixon argued that
“Climate stress may well represent a challenge to international security just
as dangerous - and more intractable - than the arms race between the United
States and the Soviet Union during the Cold War or the proliferation of nuc-
lear weapons among rogue states today.“ (New York Times, 24 April 2007).
The CNA study (Sullivan et al 2007, p. 7) includes the assessment that “The
Cold War was a specter, but climate change is inevitable. If we keep on with
business as usual, we will reach a point where some of the worst effects are
inevitable.”
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tional security policy that is no longer valid? The analysis pre-
sented here indicates that while there is indeed a spectrum of
recommendations linked to the use of the language of security
in the studies themselves, the analytical parts of these studies
give a somewhat different impression. The tools for predict-
ing the effects of climate change on peace and security, such
as worst-case analysis, and deterministic predictions of conse-
quences of changes in the environment on social phenomena
such as migration and violent conflict strengthen the impres-
sion that countermeasures are not likely to have much success.
In three of the studies, the one by the Center for a New Ameri-
can Security Study, which uses a global security framework, and
the two from Europe, the WBGU and International Alert stud-
ies, which focus on human security concerns, this impression
runs against these studies’ main recommendations. Contrary
to recommendations that would emphasize traditional security
instruments, the policy prescriptions actually found in these
studies have little basis in the reports’ analytical sections. With
a few exceptions in the two European studies, the analytical
sections of the four reports contain no examples of how the
negative security consequences of climate change have been
avoided through the appropriate non-military measures, or of
scenarios where such consequences are avoided through the
application of such measures. If conflict prevention and regula-
tion do not seem to be worth considering in the analytical parts
of the studies, it is hard to convince readers that they should be
at the heart of policy making in the future.

From here it is easy to conclude that other means need to be
developed to combat the outbreaks of violence that are pre-
dicted in all four studies. However, it has to be emphasized that
this conclusion is only drawn in the CNA study. It supports the
view that ‘we should begin developing plans to shore up our
own defences against the potentially serious effects of climate,
regardless of the probability of that occurrence, while making
more resilient those countries ill-prepared today to deal with
that potential due to disease, poor sanitation, lack of clean
water, insufficient electricity, and large coastal populations. In
doing so, these plans must recognize the interdependency of
energy and security.” (Sullivan et al. 2007, p. 41) The WBGU
study, on the other hand, explicitly recommends cuts in mili-
tary spending to free financial resources for adaptation, and
the other two studies warn against falling back towards the use
of traditional security policy. But looking at the traditional se-
curity discourse, fallouts from the climate change debate can
already be seen. In recent report on the future of NATO, seven
former Commanders in Chief list climate change as the most
important future threat (Henk van den Bremen et al. 2007). The
European Union intends to put climate change at the top of its
lists of threats to be addressed within its Security and Defence
Policy3. Here, ‘securitization’ seems to be at work in the way
predicted by ‘securitization’ analysis. In the end, however, the
discourse is not uniform yet, and may never be. But the framing
of climate change as a security carries the danger to strengthen
those who see the need to strengthen traditional security in-
struments to manage its consequences.

3 Tony Barber, Climate ‘threatens’ European security, Financial Times, March
11 2008,
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