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Abstract: Anthropogenic climate change is one of the most pressing issues of our 
time. It will have profound changes not just on our natural environment, but also on 
human societies. In recent years, the academic community, political decision-makers 
and even the public is becoming more aware of the potential security connotations 
of global warming, which include existential threats to small island states, conflicts 
over vital natural resources (i.e. food, water, arable land), geostrategic rivalries 
and waves of climate refugees. Using the theoretical framework of securitization, 
this policy brief highlights some of the main dilemmas surrounding the framing 
of climate change as a security issue. It argues that while climate change clearly 
presents substantial security risks, traditional concepts of causality and of “hard 
security,” along with predominantly military-centered thinking are obsolete and of 
limited use in this regard. Instead, a truly comprehensive global response to climate-
related security concerns must adopt new ways of thinking about this fascinating 
and complex issue.

Összefoglaló: Az éghajlatváltozás kétségkívül korunk egyik legnagyobb kihívásá-
nak tekinthető, hiszen nemcsak a természeti környezetünkre, hanem az emberi 
társadalomra is óriási hatással lesz. Az elmúlt években a politikai döntéshozók, a 
tudományos közösség és a szélesebb közvélemény egyaránt felismerte a globális 
felmelegedés biztonságpolitikai következményeit. Ide sorolható egyebek mellett a 
kisebb szigetek eltűnése, a természeti erőforrások birtoklásáért kiéleződő küzde-
lem (legyen szó élelmiszerről, ivóvízről vagy termőföldről), a fokozott geostratégiai 
vetélkedés vagy a „klímamenekültek” tömege. Jelen elemzés a nemzetközi politika-
elméletből ismert „biztonságiasítás” (securitization) fogalom tükrében mutatja be a 
klímaváltozás biztonsági kockázatként való kezelésének a dilemmáit. A fő konklúzió 
az, hogy bár az éghajlatváltozás valóban komoly biztonsági kihívásokat vet fel, a 
hagyományos biztonságpolitikai gondolkodás eszköz- és fogalomtára sokszor al-
kalmatlan a jelenség megértésére és megoldására. Éppen ezért másfajta fogalmi 
és gondolkodási mintákra van szükség ahhoz, hogy nemzetközi szinten valóban 
átfogó választ tudjunk adni a klímaváltozás biztonsági vonatkozásaira.

IntroductIon

There is no doubt that climate change is one of, if not the single most pressing 
global challenge of our time. From higher average temperatures to rising 
sea levels and changing precipitation patterns, the transformation of Earth’s 

climate will fundamentally impact all aspects of the human and natural environment. 
In recent years, the focus of the academic and policy-making communities has 
shifted from a purely natural scientific perspective towards the potential societal 
and security-related consequences of anthropogenic global warming. This policy 
brief attempts to contribute to that ongoing debate in the social sciences through 
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exploring some possible implications of treating climate change as a security issue, 
and subsequently making a few policy suggestions in that regard.

Climate change presents unique and unprecedented risks on a global scale, 
and not just in the long-term. In certain cases, its effects can already be felt, be 
that in the increasing number of extreme weather events (such as the hurricanes 
and storms battering North America this summer), droughts, sea level rises, etc. 
According to data from the United Nations, over 200 million people were displaced 
by such natural disasters in the period between 2008 and 2015 alone. There are 
already signs of environmentally induced migration in Alaska, Papua New Guinea 
and the Lake Chad region, coupled with growing competition for access to natural 
resources. Over the coming decades, climate change will therefore alter not just the 
natural environment, but the ways in which we think about human security.

SecurIty rISkS PreSented by clImate change

So what particular security consequences could anthropogenic global warming 
pose over the coming years and decades? First it is important to highlight 
the significant degree of uncertainty in many of these forecasts; nonetheless, 

research over the past few years has attempted to identify some of the potential 
focal points of these challenges. Second, one must distinguish between the direct 
and indirect security implications of climate change. The direct consequences may 
include dangers to vital infrastructure (i.e. military bases, key energy facilities), crops 
or water supplies, or even threats to the mere existence of certain low-lying small 
island states. On the other hand, the indirect effects tend to appear on the medium- 
to long-term, and range widely from stress on natural resources to migration, unrest 
and social conflict as well as geopolitical rivalry in regions affected by climate 
change (i.e. the Arctic, the South China Sea, etc.).

Climate change is often said to work as a “threat multiplier” rather than as a 
threat in itself, meaning that the changing natural environment amplifies existing 
fragilities. Global warming is therefore unlikely to cause wars in itself, but can 
increase the probability of conflicts. The Washington-based Center for Climate 
and Security, leading a coalition of other renowned think tanks, identified 12 major 
climatic risks to global security. These are:

• disappearing (island) states;
• conflicts over fisheries;
• water insecurity;
• the melting Arctic and geostrategic rivalry;
• threats to global health (pandemics);
• disruption of coffee belts and their labor force;
• dangers to maritime straits;
• threats to coastal megacities (i.e. Karachi in Pakistan, Lagos in Nigeria);

http://time.com/4101903/climate-change-national-security/
http://newsroom.unfccc.int/unfccc-newsroom/patricia-espinosa-the-climate-change-story-is-a-security-story/
https://climatesecurity101.files.wordpress.com/2015/02/climate-security-101-2_21_15.pdf
https://climatesecurity101.files.wordpress.com/2015/02/climate-security-101-2_21_15.pdf
https://climateandsecurity.org/epicenters/
https://climateandsecurity.org/epicenters/
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• migration and displacement;
• the weaponization of water;
• the nuclear security-climate nexus; as well as
• the erosion of state sovereignty.

As can be seen from the above list, these potential security threats vary widely in 
terms of their location, likelihood and scale. Climate change is expected to have the 
most profound effect on fragile states, often in the developing world. The literature 
cites the Middle East and North Africa, Sub-Saharan Africa, as well as Central and 
South Asia as some of the major regions expected to be affected to the highest 
degree. These countries are often already suffering from poverty, social conflicts, 
weak governance structures, a strain on natural resources, disease, etc. In addition, 
the areas likely to be impacted most by climate change tend to also be ones with 
high fertility rates and expected demographic growth. (Nonetheless, it should be 
emphasized that not only poor countries are at risk: in an increasingly globalized 
world, climate change will have profound consequences for us all.)

To place the sheer scale of the challenge into perspective, the Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO) estimates that food production must rise by over 60% to meet 
growing demand by 2100, at a time when climate change will decimate crop yields 
and the quantity of available, arable land. Meanwhile, the International Organization 
for Migration’s (IOM) forecasts for the number of people potentially displaced by 
the effects of climate change range between 200 million to 1 billion by 2050. While 
there are hopes that innovation and the proliferation of technological solutions will 
help address these problems in the medium term, the societal repercussions of 
these changes will still be widely felt.

ShIftIng PublIc PercePtIonS

Over recent years, both the public as well as policy-makers seem to have woken 
up to the potential security consequences of climate change. From the policy 
side, this discussion has long dominated the ranks of the United Nations, 

but governments and regional integrations are also catching up. For instance, in its 
“Global Strategy for the European Union’s Foreign and Security Policy” published 
last year, the EU makes 26 references to climate change in a 60-page document. 
Meanwhile, the risks posed by anthropogenic global warming are also increasingly 
acknowledged in military strategies.

Public perceptions are also in tune with this shift. In its survey undertaken 
between February and May 2017, the Pew Research Center asked citizens of 38 
states to identify the major security threats to their respective countries. As can be 
seen below, global climate change ranked second on the list internationally, while 
fears of the terrorist group Islamic State came first.

http://www.fao.org/3/a-i5188e.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/a-i5188e.pdf
http://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/mrs42.pdf
http://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/mrs42.pdf
https://europa.eu/globalstrategy/sites/globalstrategy/files/regions/files/eugs_review_web_0.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2016/sep/14/military-experts-climate-change-significant-security-risk
http://www.pewglobal.org/2017/08/01/globally-people-point-to-isis-and-climate-change-as-leading-security-threats/
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Figure 1
Public Perceptions of the Top Global Security Threats

In a geographical comparison, concerns over climate change as a security 
threat were particularly high in Latin America and Sub-Saharan Africa. The highest 
proportion of those citing climate security fears was in Spain (89% of respondents 
mentioned it), while the lowest proportion was in the Russian Federation (only 35%). 
Interestingly, in most Western countries, judgments on climate change continue to 
be a politically charged issue: those on the left of the ideological spectrum tend 
to be more worried about global warming’s security consequences, whereas 
traditional, “hard” perceptions of security (fears of Islamic State, refugees, etc.) are 
more characteristic of the right.

http://www.pewglobal.org/2017/08/01/globally-people-point-to-isis-and-climate-change-as-leading-security-threats/
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Figure 2
A Geographic Distribution of Threat Perception

SecurItIzatIon

In order to understand how climate change came to be considered a security 
threat, it is useful to turn to the theoretical concept of securitization. In the field 
of international political theory, securitization can be defined as the process 

whereby a particular subject is reframed into a matter of security. This subjective, 
constructivist approach is closely linked to the Copenhagen School of international 
relations. Securitization is a form of strong politicization of a subject, potentially 
allowing for extreme measures to be taken. It essentially means that a subject 
outside the realm of traditional security is politicized to such a degree that the public 
may be convinced that this is indeed a genuine threat, and some form of prevention 
or intervention must be undertaken to combat it. In the view of the Copenhagen 
School, securitization may extend to five major fields of public life: the military, 

http://www.pewglobal.org/2017/08/01/globally-people-point-to-isis-and-climate-change-as-leading-security-threats/
http://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780199743292/obo-9780199743292-0091.xml
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politics, economics, society and the environment. This is particularly important 
given how the security implications of climate change affect all these dimensions.

This theoretical framework is helpful because it can be used to pinpoint some 
important questions about how anthropogenic global warming becomes treated as 
a security threat, such as:

• Who is securitizing the topic? (actor) – Who decides that climate change is 
a security issue? Is it the United Nations, governments, the military, think 
tanks, the public, or a combination of the above?

• What issues are being securitized? (subject) – With regards to climate change, 
migration is always high on the agenda, often leading to fearmongering, 
whereas more concrete, serious and immediate threats (i.e. the future of 
small island states) are often treated as being secondary.

• For whom is the issue a security threat? (referent object) – What is under 
threat? Is it humans, states, or the entire planet?

As can be seen above, the process of construing climate change as a security 
threat is in itself an interesting development raising many questions. Next, this paper 
will address the dilemmas of treating global warming as a security threat.

the ImPlIcatIonS of SecurItIzIng clImate change

First, one of the major difficulties of construing climate change as a threat 
to global or regional security lies in the sheer magnitude of the problem. 
According to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), climate 

change will likely have both global aggregate impacts as well as lead to large-scale 
individual events. Abrupt climatic changes (rapid and unexpected climatic shifts 
often referred to in the literature as “black swans”) cannot be ruled out either – the 
case of the melting Siberian permafrost is a typical example of this. Such large-
scale and complex processes mean that it is hard to even delineate the risk itself, 
which impedes efforts to find solutions to any potential threats that may arise. 
This is further compounded by the scientific uncertainty surrounding the effects 
of global warming. To illustrate the complexity of a single consequence of climate 
change, the figure below aims to show the intricate interplay of natural processes in 
the case of crop yields affected by global warming.

https://www.ipcc.ch/pdf/assessment-report/ar5/syr/SYR_AR5_FINAL_full_wcover.pdf


E-2017/22

 Weaponizing the Weather? 9

Figure 3
The Effects of Climate Change on the Water Cycle and Agricultural Output

Second, one could call into question whether climate change as such is a 
security risk in the first place. As previously discussed, it is generally referred to 
as a “threat multiplier”: climate change rarely causes new problems, but rather 
exacerbates existing fragilities and sources of conflict. It is therefore necessary to 
differentiate between specific threats (i.e. a terrorist attack, nuclear proliferation, 
etc.) and threat multipliers such as climate change. As a result, climate change 
should not be thought of as a separate security risk. Instead, it should be seen as 
one element in a matrix of security concerns.

A third problem is that climate change defies being interpreted within the 
constraints of traditional security policy, which tends to think in terms of easily 
identifiable threats, confrontation, and maximizing gains/minimizing losses. In the 
case of climate change, these categories are often ill-matched to describe the issue 
at hand. To assess this through the lens of a particular example, let’s take the case 
of environmentally induced migration (sometimes referred to as climate refugees). 
Migration in this sense could be interpreted as both a consequence of global 
warming as well as an adaptation/coping mechanism. This distinction is important 
because the two require profoundly different policy responses, and shows that the 
security challenges arising from climate change are often unorthodox and almost 
always multi-faceted.

A fourth important dilemma is what narrative should be used when addressing 
the security connotations of climate change. Should it be framed as a story about 
environmental change, or about shifting weather patterns, or one about human 
security? Would it be more beneficial to use a narrative where combating global 

http://www.fao.org/3/a-i5188e.pdf
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warming is presented as a moral (or religious) imperative? As scholars from 
the University of Tübingen have pointed out, there are already many different 
discourses on climate security in the international relations literature, including 
concepts such as the “resource curse,” neo-Malthusianism or discourses exploring 
the links between environmental change and human rights. This is a key question 
because the narrative surrounding climate security will fundamentally impact how 
we interpret and react to its potential dangers. Nevertheless, it would be ill-advised 
to see climate change as an exclusively security-related issue, since this could work 
as a self-fulfilling prophecy, with every major security challenge eventually being 
traced back to environmental change.

A fifth, and final consideration is how the academic community treats the links 
between climate and security phenomena. Even if we see anthropogenic global 
warming as a so-called “threat multiplier,” it is often difficult to attribute events 
directly to climate change, given the complex and multi-faceted nature of this 
correlation. For instance, one of the explanations for the outbreak of the Syrian 
civil war was the drought in the preceding years, which led to rapid urbanization 
and exacerbated social grievances. However, this is of course just one of the many 
possible causes of the violence; others include the regional context of the Arab 
Spring, revolt against the authoritarian Assad regime, ethnic and religious divisions, 
etc. Even if we were to accept the links between environmental change and social 
conflict in the Syrian example, extrapolating megatrends would still prove very 
problematic from a methodological point of view. No clear causality link could be 
drawn in this regard: the 2000s was the hottest decade recorded to date, but also 
the most peaceful one since the 1970s according to the database of the Uppsala 
Conflict Data Program. This illustrates that although climate security is a hot topic 
for the time being, much of it remains speculation and more research needs to 
yet be done. It would be premature to jump to conclusions about the role that 
environmental degradation plays in any given socioeconomic or political conflict.

PolIcy recommendatIonS

The various caveats explored above suggest that the link between anthropogenic 
global warming and security challenges is not always unilateral or easily 
discernable. Nonetheless, climate change is clearly a high probability, high 

consequence risk, one that requires a commensurate response from the international 
community, both in the cases of mitigating the impacts of environmental change as 
well as adapting to them if necessary.

Because of the unique nature of climate change as a security threat, most of the 
solutions suggested in the literature on the topic are therefore not the traditional, 
hardline military responses. Such suggestions include:

• better preparedness through infrastructural improvement;
• fostering water and food security;

http://www.eisa-net.org/be-bruga/eisa/files/events/warsaw2013/vonLucke_Wellmann_Diez_Whats at Stake in Securitizing Climate Change.pdf
https://www.vox.com/2015/11/15/9738342/climate-change-conflict-terrorism
https://www.vox.com/2015/11/15/9738342/climate-change-conflict-terrorism
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/capital-weather-gang/wp/2015/11/17/why-climate-change-shouldnt-be-named-the-top-threat-to-national-security/?utm_term=.5762b113457f
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/capital-weather-gang/wp/2015/11/17/why-climate-change-shouldnt-be-named-the-top-threat-to-national-security/?utm_term=.5762b113457f
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0022343313494396
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0022343313494396
https://climatesecurity101.files.wordpress.com/2015/02/climate-security-101-2_21_15.pdf
https://climatesecurity101.files.wordpress.com/2015/02/climate-security-101-2_21_15.pdf
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• developing legal frameworks to cope with new problems;
• policy integration and streamlining climate concerns into strategic thinking;
• enhancing global diplomatic involvement (i.e. through the United Nations, 

the G7, etc.);
• making global developmental aid more “climate sensitive”; and finally
• keeping climate change and its potential risks high on the global political 

agenda.

concluSIon

Addressing the potential security connotations of anthropogenic global 
warming is certainly no easy task. From a practical side, it will require a multi-
dimensional global effort both to mitigate its impacts, as well as to adapt to 

some of its inevitable consequences – be that stresses on vital natural resources 
(food, water, arable land), climate induced migration, or global pandemics. This 
policy brief has aimed to highlight some of the key dilemmas from the theoretical 
side of the issue. While climate change certainly presents major security risks, 
traditional concepts of causality, of “hard security” and of predominantly military-
based thinking are generally obsolete and of limited use. In this sense, a truly 
comprehensive international response to climate-related security concerns must 
adopt new ways of thinking about this fascinating and complex issue, so as to help 
“manage the unavoidable, and avoid the unmanageable.”

https://climatesecurity101.files.wordpress.com/2015/02/climate-security-101-2_21_15.pdf



