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In July 2011, the UN Security Council met to debate the risks of climate change to global peace and security. Now is
the time to shift our focus from direct environmental impacts to broader threats at a local level.

Policy inertia

The issue of climate change as a priority security risk was first put to the United Nations Security Council in a
landmark step by the United Kingdom in March 2007. Germany, as the rotating president of the UN Security Council,
reignited the debate, placing global warming and security back on the council’s agenda at a meeting on 20th July
2011. After a fierce discussion on the question of whether or not climate change poses a direct threat to international
peace and security, the council issued a statement expressing concern over the “possible adverse effects”.

In the four year since climate change and security was first put to the Security Council, the debate and policy has
stood still on this pressing issue. And what debate, research and policy attention there is focuses disproportionately
on international and transboundary security risks posed by climate change, as opposed to understanding the
implications climate change will have on sub-national, community level security.

Understanding the linkages

The nature of the relationship between climate change and conflict is interlinked and complex. The negative impacts
of climate change are already being felt around the world – most strongly in already poor communities in unstable
states, threatening to simultaneously reverse development gains and to amplify existing social, economic and
political stresses. In certain conditions, where there is poor governance and low institutional capacity, these climate
impacts could interact with pre-existing vulnerabilities and grievances to contribute to political instability and conflict.

The basic trajectory by which climate change could combine with other variables and increase the risk of instability or
violent conflict is determined by the role of governance. The impact of climate change will reduce the resilience of
people and communities to varying degrees. In some situations it will cause extreme disruption with which people
simply cannot cope as it overwhelms them and renders their homes and livelihoods unviable. If the governance
structures that the community looks to as safeguards are not up to the task, climate change will weaken confidence
in the social order and its institutions and damage the glue that holds societies together. In some contexts, this can
increase the risk of instability or violence. This is a particular problem in fragile states where governance structures
and institutions are often weak, regardless of climate change.

Sectors such as water, agriculture, energy, health and trade will be especially affected by climate change and this
could have a destabilising impact on a state’s ability to provide people with basic services. As climate change
impacts interact with features of the social, economic and political landscape, countries with weak governance
systems will become overwhelmed, and face a high risk of falling into political instability and violent conflict. The risk
of instability both adds to the burdens faced by vulnerable communities, and makes it harder for them to adapt to
climate change.

E-International Relations ISSN 2053-8626 Page 1/4



The Linked Challenges of Global Climate Change and Local Peace 
Written by Janani Vivekananda

 

There is also another area of potential security risk for aid actors working to respond to development and climate
change challenges: namely, that development and climate-related financing, policies, and programs which have not
adequately considered local conflict dynamics and context could produce serious unintended negative
consequences.

The flip side of this is that responding to the root causes of vulnerability to climate change impacts in a context-
sensitive way can yield great conflict prevention and peacebuilding dividends.

Trouble in Nepal

In the Terai in southern Nepal, for example, when the Koshi River burst its banks in the summer of 2008, 240 people
were killed, crops and infrastructure destroyed and 60,000 people displaced in the worst flooding in five decades.
These people were resettled amongst communities who were themselves struggling to survive. Tensions between
the host communities and flood victims quickly escalated and were further fuelled by political groups who used flood-
victims’ unmet expectations for clean water and shelter to feed anti-government sentiments. The situation became
violent and 200 policemen were called in to maintain order in the camps.

Fisher feuds in Mali

In another example, along the banks of the Niger River in Mali, relations between fishermen and ‘pêcheurs de sable’
or sand-miners are becoming increasingly strained, and in cases have become violent. The practice of extracting
sand and gravel from the banks of the river is growing exponentially to satisfy the mushrooming market to service the
construction boom in urban centers such as Bamako. More and more traditional fishermen, attracted by the higher
prices commanded by sand compared with fish, and the greater year-round predictability offered by sand as
opposed to the seasonal availability of fish, are switching from fishing carpe and Nile perch to ‘fishing’ sand and
gravel. The process of extracting sand disrupts the river bed and is highly disruptive to what remains of the local
fishing, significantly depleting yields. The process of unregulated extraction of sand from flood-prone river banks also
diminishes natural flood defenses and leaves riverside communities more exposed to floods. Anecdotal accounts
from community members tell of violence erupting between sand-extractors and local communities who resent the
phenomenon’s negative impacts on the villages, grazing lands and roads. Yet members of the same communities
also see the benefits in switching from fishing or herding livestock to the more predictable and profitable livelihood of
sand and gravel extraction. The grievances lie not so much in a problem with the act of sand extraction itself, but the
lack of regulation of the process and absence of governance and dispute resolution mechanisms at the community or
state level where conflicts of interest arise.

Clearly, responding climate change related security risks is not a climate issue alone. Furthermore, it is evident that
the security implications of climate change are first felt at the local level, and this is where they need to be
understood.

Climatic Power Shifts

Climate change creates risks and opportunities, winners and losers. Efforts to respond to climate challenges must
therefore understand these challenges not as single issue threats but instead as a complex mix interacting of social,
political, economic and environmental factors. Peace-positive responses to climate change must not only consider
the immediate natural impacts of climate change, but also the broader dimensions of resilience such as political
power, livelihoods and access to justice. It is the interaction between the physical consequences of climate change
and the social and political realities of people’s lives that will determine how effectively and peacefully they can adapt
to climate change.

This is even more important in fragile contexts. Fragile states are characterised by very limited governance capacity
where the government is barely capable of performing key functions, such as protecting citizens and property rights,
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enabling a functioning market, and providing social services, particularly education, health and sanitation. States
which have recently emerged from conflict, as well as those facing economic instability or political unrest are also
particularly vulnerable.

The uncertainties surrounding the impacts of climate change also hinder effective action, particularly with the
vagaries of rainfall patterns and unpredictable feedback loops. Given the political contestation that accompanies
uncertainty, and the complex social landscapes within which these impacts will play out, the most productive way of
addressing the issue is to focus on “resilience”: that is, the capacity of a system to withstand shocks and respond to
change – including unexpected change.

Focus on Resilience

“Resilience” is a broader, more flexible, and therefore a more useful approach to climate change than “adaptation’.
The latter tends to focus on specific anticipated climate effects, while resilience focuses on the capacity of people to
act; for example their education, family networks, or access to markets.

Resilience, however, is most difficult to achieve where it is most needed –in places where states fail to meet people’s
basic needs. States recovering from conflict such as Nepal, politically unstable countries like Pakistan, or
environmentally vulnerable areas like Bangladesh may lack the capacity to adequately respond to environment
shocks. Furthermore, where governance is already weak and the relations between citizens and the authorities are
stretched, inappropriate responses to climate change may inadvertently cause further harm.

Policy discussions about the consequences of climate change are beginning to acknowledge the conflict, security
and governance implications. These concerns however focus on trans-boundary and international security
implications, rather than local-level realities. They neglect the strong linkages between vulnerability to climate
change, poverty and conflict. They pay scant attention to the complex vulnerabilities of households and communities.
And they fail to acknowledge that the first trembles of climate-related insecurity will manifest at the local level before
they threaten to escalate to the national or transnational level. It is at the local level that these vulnerabilities can most
effectively be addressed.

In fragile contexts more than anywhere else, it is essential to realise how climate impacts – such as changing rainfall
patterns, increased natural disasters and constraints to carbon-based economic growth – will have knock-on
consequences on the national economy, trade, development, equity, governance and political stability. For example,
the rapid growth in use of crops for biofuels to ensure energy security in the face of soaring petrol prices, not only
reduced food availability, but also drove millions of people off the land and contributed to food riots in 30 countries
around the world. Such consequences affect the ability of people and governments to respond constructively to the
challenges of climate change. The devastating floods that ravaged Pakistan last year fuelled widespread political
unrest due to the perceived inability of the national government to adequately respond to people’s needs.

One characteristic of both understanding the problems and proposing solutions in this context is to focus on the
linkages between development, peace, and climate resilience. For example, it would be impossible to address food
insecurity without also thinking about land degradation and biodiversity, water management and biofuel production. It
is not possible to address any one issue in isolation without understanding how they interact with each other, and
how they interact will uniquely depend on the particular local dynamics at play.

Whilst there is increasing acknowledgement of the links between climate change, development and security within
policy circles, beyond the rhetoric, practical measures to address these linked goals remain superficial, off-target and
isolated. Most of the energy devoted to discussing climate-change adaptation focuses on responding to the direct
environmental risks of climate change, for example by switching crops, building flood defences, moving homes and
building dwellings differently. Important as it is to address the direct impacts, it is the knock-on social consequences
– such as conflicts between displaced flood victims and host communities – that ultimately require more attention and
resources. These knock-on consequences will be the most far reaching, yet remain the least understood.
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So with Germany reigniting the debate on climate change and security on the UN stage this week, a window of
opportunity opens to consider the complex and interlinked risks posed by climate change to local-level security.
Policy responses to climate change and security must take account of the broad dimensions of resilience – not just
drought-resistant crops and embankments to protect people from floods, but also: access to early warning
information and the capacity to interpret and act on it; relationships of trust between citizens and authorities; viable
livelihoods options, rule of law and efforts to combat corruption.

If these issues are taken on board, there is a good chance that adaptation efforts could yield a double dividend:
increasing resilience to climate change and developing new approaches to poverty reduction. Failure to take account
of the linkages however will result in widespread mal-adaptation and a monumental wasted opportunity.

Janani Vivekananda is senior climate change and security adviser in International Alert’s Security and
Peacebuilding Programme and co-author of “A Climate of Conflict: The links between climate change, peace and
war”, published by International Alert in 2007, and “Climate Change, Conflict and Fragility: Understanding the
linkages, shaping effective responses”, published by International Alert in 2009.
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