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Regional  Secur i ty  Impl icat ions of  C l imate  
Change:  A Synopsis 1 

This paper is a synopsis of a broad range of studies that have been conducted over the past 
years on the regional security implications of climate change. The synopsis has been 
commissioned by the Directorate-General External Relations of the European Commission 
and funded by the German Federal Ministry for the Environment, Nature Protection and 
Reactor Safety in the context of the EU Roadmap process on climate change and 
international security. The purpose of the synopsis is to summarise the findings of these 
studies in order to identify remaining knowledge gaps regarding the security implications of 
climate change on a regional level, which need to be filled in by additional regional scenarios 
and studies.  

This synopsis, along with the regional profiles on Africa, the Middle East and Central Asia 
produced by the Council Secretariat and submitted to the Policy and Security Committee in 
December 2008, will serve as input documents for the above-mentioned scenarios and the 
EU Roadmap as a whole. 

Among others, the following studies have featured prominently in the climate change and 
security discourse: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The overwhelming majority of the studies focused on developing countries. Their overall 
findings can be summarised as follows:  

• Existing conflict zones are likely to persist and to widen in geographic scope and 
intensity. This includes particularly the belt of fragility in the Sahel and Sub-Sahara 
Africa. Current efforts in peacekeeping, humanitarian relief and development work 
will likely continue or be up-scaled. 

                                                 
1  The authors would like to thank Irina Comardicea for editorial support.  
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• Social frictions will negatively impact state-society relations in Asia, the Middle East 
and North Africa (MENA) and Central Asia. Coupled with a likelihood of increasing 
shocks resulting from disasters, this could accelerate state failure processes, such as 
in Pakistan. Regional instability particularly in South and East Asia can have global 
repercussions due to the increasing role of Asian states in the global economy.  

• In the long run, even more stable states such as those in Latin America and the 
Caribbean (LAC) and Southern Africa can face difficulties from increasing local 
conflicts over natural resources, particular water. Coupled with converging 
development trends, this could significantly destabilize states over time.  

• Finally, MENA as well as the post-Soviet space (Central Asia, South Caucasus) are 
geopolitically charged regions. In addition, the increasingly ice-free Arctic is gaining 
more and more geostrategic importance due to so far large untapped hydrocarbon 
reserves and other natural resources. Instability and crisis in these regions can trigger 
interventions by regional and global powers who feel their interests threatened, 
further adding to the complexity of the situation. In turn, geopolitical conflicts can have 
negative impacts on almost all regions by impairing international efforts on adaptation 
and mitigation.  

Most of the studies that serve as background for this synopsis use the trends described in 
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 4th assessment report as a baseline. 
The IPCC outlines average or median trends in climate change and includes only limited 
potential future adaptation strategies. Even with these average trends, however, the security 
implications of climate change are significant.  

Most of the studies fall in one of the following two categories:  

First, global or regional studies: These studies are mostly desk-based and focus 
on outlining plausible, narrative scenarios for different regions in the world. Despite 
the variance, most studies come to similar conclusions: Climate change is likely to be 
a threat multiplier which – through repeated stresses – can erode socio-economic 
foundations, state institutions and finally stability. These studies are helpful in 
highlighting threatened regions and outlining the complexities, interactions and 
feedback loops of climate change and their general political ramifications. Also, they 
support keeping climate change high on the agenda and argue that climate change is 
a process where distant events can have local repercussions. However, for 
programming purposes, the scope of the studies is too wide to provide concrete 
activities and to operationalise them for country-level roadmap development.  

Second, sub-regional and national studies: A number of country-centred studies 
were published, many for them in Africa and particularly by development 
organisations such as CARE and Oxfam. This includes also a number of scientific 
studies, analysing for instance country rainfall patterns and occurrence of conflict. 
They are much more concrete and highlight country-specific risks and opportunities 
including potentials of key actors (e.g. ministries, civil society) to become involved. 
Also, they often include participatory elements such as community workshops and 
thereby contribute to awareness raising, ownership and empowerment of local people 
with regard to climate change. Many studies suggest that communities may be more 
adaptable than global studies suggest, as climate variability and extreme weather 
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events are already a fact of life in many areas of the world. Still, a lack of capacities to 
anticipate impacts of climate change and prepare for socio-economic consequences 
(changes in agricultural production, disaster preparedness, etc.) is still a major issue 
particularly in developing countries.  

The studies differ significantly in scope, methodology, geographical focus and target 
audience. Nevertheless, they agree that climate change in itself will not be a cause of 
conflict. Instead, climate change will likely produce knock-on effects, which may catalyse 
processes leading to tensions and eroding institutions. Additionally, unequal and inequitable 
distribution of opportunities to access and utilise natural resources between different social 
groups – which can become exacerbated by climate change – can be an important trigger 
and driving force of conflict.  

This synopsis does not aim to re-iterate the detailed assessments that have been conducted 
elsewhere, i.e. outlining in detail the estimated percent change in precipitation, change above 
or below global average temperature or sea-level rise. While such data will be provided were 
appropriate, overviews will be structured as follows:  

• Climate change trends: The basic general climate change trends for a region, with 
particular focus on water, agricultural production and natural disasters are 
summarized. Known regional deviations from main trends will be included where 
appropriate. However, many trends and impacts on national and sub-national levels 
are still unknown and can only be estimated based on observations for neighbouring 
regions.  

• Converging developments: Describes briefly the current socio-economic trends that 
converge with the impacts of climate change and that could exacerbate potential 
tensions further. These trends include among others population growth, urbanisation, 
and increasing resource demands.  

• Security implications: Climate change is first and foremost a challenge for 
development and individual or human security, which could halt or reverse 
developmental achievements and threaten livelihoods (United Nations Development 
Program, UNDP 2007). Going one step further, this section will describe potential 
impacts of climate change on the existing (armed) conflicts and unstable regions or 
the potential for emerging conflicts and zones of turmoil. It also highlights, where 
appropriate, a history of environmental conflicts: Conflicts over renewable resources 
that may be exacerbated either through natural processes of climate change and/or 
unsustainable management of natural resources (from Carius et al. 2006: 14, see 
Map 1).  
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Map 1: Environmental Conflicts 1980-2005 

Source: Wissenschaftlicher Beirat Globale Umweltverändung (WBGU) 2007 and Carius et al. 2006 

Middle East and North Africa2 
In the Middle East and North Africa, climate change impacts will converge with socio-
economic processes leading to water and food scarcity, resulting in decreasing employment 
opportunities and potential economic downturns. As a region already suffering from a 
number of geopolitical, international and internal conflicts, climate change is likely to worsen 
divisions, particularly those running along social divisions and unequal wealth distribution 
and resource access. Crisis events such as sudden food shortages may trigger violent riots 
and – if left unaddressed – could destabilise states and increase public support for extremist 
groups offering viable alternatives. Given the geopolitical currents in MENA, this could have 
global repercussions. 

Climate change trends: The Middle East and North Africa (MENA) is likely to be more 
heavily impacted by climate change trends than the global average, particularly in regional 
warming. The MENA region is already suffering from physical water scarcity. Climate change 
will further exacerbate this in the near future, with less precipitation and increased drought 
frequencies and heat waves. Agricultural productivity is likely to change and decrease 

                                                 
2  Defined here as including Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Libya, Egypt, Israel, the Palestinian territories, Lebanon, 

Syria, Jordan Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Yemen, Bahrain, Oman, Kuwait, Iraq and Iran.  
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significantly in most parts of the region, even in the case of carbon fertilisation3 (see Map 2). 
Populations are mostly concentrated in coastal regions, making them vulnerable to sea-level 
rise and storm surges. The Nile-delta is among the most threatened areas, with sea-level rise 
potentially displacing millions (Freimuth et al. 2007).  

Map 2: Change in Agricultural Productivity until 2080 

Source: http://maps.grida.no/go/graphic/projected-agriculture-in-2080-due-to-climate-change (10 December 2008). 

Converging developments: Both population and economic growth are occuring in the 
region and further exacerbate existing scarcities. Beyond this, the two major sources of 
wealth, income and employment in the MENA region, oil and agriculture, will diminish: On the 
one hand, oil revenues are likely to decrease and may in the long-term even cease sometime 
during this century. On the other hand and more in the short- to mid-term, climate change will 
likely decrease agricultural output due to heat stress and reduced available water. Agriculture 
is highly water-inefficient in the region, resulting in preventable scarcities (Carius et al. 2008). 
At the same time, MENA’s average population is young and will continue that trend for the 
next few decades. This will put substantial pressure on the labour market.  

Security implications: The expected conflict constellations for the MENA region are unlikely 
to be novel situations: The entire region has suffered from state fragility and civil conflict, in 
one form or another, over the past decades. Access to, and control of, natural resources, 
particularly water, has been a part of these conflicts. The question now asks when the 
combination of converging climate and socio-economic trends will reach critical thresholds, 
catalysing processes that lead to state fragility. The countries themselves are often run by 
authoritarian regimes with limited accountability, and suffer from deficits in delivering social 
services. The latter has, among others, resulted in increased sympathy for Islamist 

                                                 
3  Given that plants consume carbon dioxide, higher available concentrations of CO2 can actually increase 

agricultural production within certain limits (IPCC 2007:282).  
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organisations, which have stepped in where governments have failed – and which in turn has 
aroused suspicion of governments, leading in many instances to repressive actions. 

The global food crisis in 2008 witnessed riots in the Maghreb region. With agricultural 
production likely to decrease in the region, dependency on food imports will increase and the 
impact of price hikes will be felt more drastically. In the future, riots could increase in size and 
scope. Popular discontent could be channelled by extremist groups, which in turn could 
result in further repressive actions by governments.  

The MENA region is charged with geopolitical tensions. Through the Israel-Palestinian 
conflict, the lingering crisis in Iraq, the conflict over Iran’s nuclear program, active terrorist 
networks, and the legacy of the “war on terror”, a great variety of different actors are active in 
a region that is a close neighbour of the European Union. Violent escalations can thus 
quickly impact other regions as well.  

Furthermore, aside from localised water conflicts, water remains one of the key unresolved 
issues in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. While there have been efforts to use joint water 
management as a pathway for cooperation and peacebuilding, most successes were on the 
technical level, without much spill-over to the political level (Kramer 2008). The development 
of nuclear power in the region – potentially under the umbrella of climate change adaptation 
– could trigger a series of nuclear energy programs, significantly increasing threats of 
proliferation (National Intelligence Council, NIC 2008).  

Africa4 
Climate change will negatively impact Africa and will likely stall or reverse development 
progress made towards achieving the Millennium Development Goals. The belt of fragility 
running along the Sahel zone from West to East Africa will likely be re-enforced and 
potentially widened by climate change. It will continue to require significant international 
resources for humanitarian aid and peacekeeping. Additionally, at present relatively stable 
states such as South Africa may experience instability if the pressures induced by climate 
change are not managed adequately. 

Climate change trends: Overall, Africa will be negatively affected by climate change. Even 
with carbon fertilisation, increased heat and water stress will reduce agricultural productivity 
significantly. Additionally, aside from increasing water stress, the severity of droughts will 
increase all over Africa and in particular in west and southern Africa (UNDP 2007: 92).  

Regional variation of impacts is significant and current results contradict each other on 
occasion. Regarding rainfall patterns in the Sahel, for example, studies have come to very 
different, partly contradicting conclusions (see IPCC 2007; Carius et al. 2008). This makes it 
difficult to formulate concrete predictions for individual countries or identify potential (sub-) 
regional hot spots.  

For populations living in costal areas, sea-level rise combined with coastal erosion resulting 
from urbanisation, increases their short-term vulnerability for weather related disasters and 
may lead to displacement in the long-term, due to permanent flooding and ground water 

                                                 
4  Excluding MENA countries.  
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salinisation. Independent of the actual climate trends, human vulnerability towards hazards 
and related issues is particularly high in the Sahel and Sub-Sahel zones, creating a fragile 
belt stretching from Senegal in the west to Somalia in the east (see Map 3). Thus, even 
moderate or limited climate change can present a severe challenge for this area.  

Converging developments: The population of Africa is rapidly growing and urbanising for 
the foreseeable future. Its demand for resources will continue, and increase, as well. By and 
large, Africa is lagging behind Asian countries such as India and China regarding economic 
development. It is also significantly behind schedule regarding the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs) (see Martens 2007).   

Map 3: Global Human Vulnerability5  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Earhart and Thow 2008 

Most African states, however, already face difficulties or fail to deliver basic services, while 
economic development can hardly substitute by providing the necessary funds. External food 
aid is likely to continue or increase for the foreseeable future. The richness of Africa’s natural 
resources will continue to draw external attention. Thus, globally increasing resource 
demands could manifest themselves in a scramble for Africa as international powers and 
companies attempt to secure supplies. In addition, many countries have large parts of their 
population concentrated in coastal areas, e.g. Nigeria, Ghana, Kenya and Somalia, a trend 
that is likely to continue due to increasing urbanisation. 

                                                 
5  In this map, “human vulnerability [is defined as] a combination of natural, human, social, financial 

and physical factors. Areas shown in darkest blue are likely to be most at risk if exposed to 
extreme weather, such as floods, cyclones and droughts, or other impacts of climate change. They 
are also those areas most vulnerable if exposed to other humanitarian hazards – earthquakes for 
example.” (Earhart and Thow 2008: 5). 
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Security implications: Some of the most tragic events in recent history, such as the 
genocide in Rwanda, have been linked to questions of land. The conflicts in Darfur and 
Sudan also have a strong environmental element, with degradation and scarcity of resources 
as key underlying factors. This situation can be further exacerbated by climate change (see 
United Nations Environment Program, UNEP 2007). However, as West African examples 
show, such as Ghana and Burkina Faso, scarcity does not necessarily lead to violence. In 
fact, adaptation strategies to a changing climate have long been a part of life in Africa (Brown 
and Crawford 2008).  

The continent however, has experienced several major environmental conflicts in the past 
decades, particularly in the Sahel and Sub-Sahel belt stretching to the Horn of Africa (see 
Map 1). Strikingly, this belt coincides with the most vulnerable region in Africa (see Map 3), 
and is prone to a number of potential climate-induced conflict constellations (see Map 4). 

Map 4: Conflict Constellations induced by Climate Change 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: WBGU 2007 

Bearing these convergences in mind, it can be inferred that those regions currently suffering 
from chronic instability will do so also in the future, as climate change will diminish 
opportunities for pursuing a number of livelihood strategies, especially agriculture. Beyond 
continued instability, the Sahel region is likely to shift southwards due to desertification, thus 
placing increased pressures on adjacent countries, including those still in post-conflict stages 
or struggling with armed insurgencies (e.g. Sierra Leone, Liberia, Nigeria, Uganda, Central 
African Republic, the Democratic Republic of Congo). Finally, southern Africa faces specific 
waster-related challenges. Furthermore, the early 2008 riots in South Africa have shown that 
frustration can discharge violently even in more stable states. Increasing stress levels and 
inequalities of resource access could further exacerbate social tensions.  
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From a global perspective, the continuing instability in areas such as the Horn of Africa can 
continue to impact trade and shipping routes. Furthermore, out-migration from Africa toward 
other areas may become a concern, especially for host communities and the routes used for 
transit. The chronic instability in the Sahel belt will continue requiring international 
humanitarian assistance. And, as mentioned above, the resource richness of Africa provides 
continuous incentives for external powers to become involved in local affairs, complicating 
the political situation further.  

Militant stands against environmental degradation have already begun in Africa. Armed 
insurgencies in Nigeria, for example, are fighting governmental forces and attacking oil 
installations, among other reasons due to the environmental havoc oil drilling produces in the 
Niger delta. On the other side of the continent pirates along the Horn of Africa are justifying 
their attacks in part with preserving Somalia’s natural richness. While the extent to which this 
is truly a main driver behind their attacks is questionable, it has substance and justifies their 
actions at least partly in the eyes of their constituencies and sympathisers (see cf. Middleton 
2008). 

Latin America and the Caribbean 
Latin America and the Caribbean is as yet relatively stable and less vulnerable than other 
regions in the world. Still, climate change will likely have significant impacts particularly on 
agriculture and glacier melting rates will threaten the water supply for millions of people. 
Violence is likely to remain limited to the intra-state level, but disputes over land and wealth 
sharing will likely increase, triggering social unrest that may destabilise and possibly disable 
states. 

Climate change trends: Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC) will largely follow the global 
mean trends with regard to warming, but with strong regional variations. A warming of 1°C, 
which against current emission trends will be nearly impossible to avoid, will result in the 
disappearance of Andean glaciers, affecting the water supply of 50 million people, especially 
in Peru. Agricultural productivity is estimated to fall significantly in most parts of LAC, even 
taking into account carbon fertilisation (see Map 2). The Caribbean in particular will be 
vulnerable to extreme weather events increasing in frequency and size, coastal erosion and 
sea-level rise. Countries such as Haiti are already suffering from great environmental stress. 
Additionally, coastal megacities such as Sao Paolo and Rio de Janeiro will become more 
vulnerable to climate change. In contrast to other regions, however, LAC’s overall 
vulnerability to climate change is comparatively low (see Map 3). 

Converging developments: Similar to other regions, LAC’s population will continue to grow 
and rapidly urbanise, increasing the risks for infectious diseases and vulnerability to 
disasters. The recent years have seen an upsurge in biofuel production, which could worsen 
land-use competition, further exacerbated by climate change. Non-sustainable resource 
management, soil degradation and groundwater pollution may also add to the impacts of 
climate change (Wissenschaftlicher Beirat Globale Umweltveränderung, WBGU 2007).  

Security implications: Currently, the risk of large-scale armed violence prevails only in 
Colombia and Haiti. The latter, however, has an extremely degraded resource base that is 
further threatened by climate change and population growth. The inequitable distribution of 
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wealth and land has led to a number of environmental conflicts (see Map 1). The number, 
frequency and scope of such conflicts could increase due to climate change. Where states 
have lost control over some parts under their authority, especially city districts and urban 
sprawls, criminal gangs have attained de facto control (Carius et al. 2008). The culmination 
of social unrest triggering state fragility is the most likely cause of future insecurities. From a 
global perspective, however, potential climate-induced conflicts in LAC are likely to have 
more regional than global repercussions.   

Asia and the Pacific 
Climate change will impact, mostly negatively, the lives of several billion people in Asia and 
the Pacific within the next decades – a trend to which are added population growth, 
economic development, and urbanisation among others. Militarised international disputes, 
insurgencies, terrorist attacks and social protests are common throughout the region. 
Escalatory potential is high and could quickly reach the international level. Due to the 
increasingly important role that countries in the region, especially China and India, are 
playing globally, a major crisis would be disastrous on a global scale. 

Climate change trends: South and South East Asia are warming up faster than the global 
average, likely resulting in more frequent and powerful extreme weather events, fuelling 
salinisation particularly in low-lying coastal areas. Even moderate sea-level rise of 30 cm will 
adversely affect 40 percent of Asia’s population. Bangladesh’s coastal regions are ranked 
among the regions most vulnerable to climate change impacts. Additionally, tsunamis could 
have much more disastrous impacts due to sea-level rises. The small island states in the 
deep Pacific, and countries such as Indonesia will be particularly threatened and vulnerable. 
Evacuation programs to resettle affected populations have already begun (Luetz 2008). Food 
production is likely to decrease significantly over the coming decades, even in best-case 
scenarios, due to the exhaustion of available cropland already occurring. Finally, the melting 
of glaciers in the Himalaya will first result in a significant increase of water flows only to give 
rise to water scarcity subsequently, threatening the livelihoods of several hundred million 
people.  

Converging developments: Several countries in Asia are particularly vulnerable to climate 
change and related events, specifically Afghanistan, Myanmar and large parts of Pakistan 
and South West China (see Map 3). The majority of Asia’s population and economic centres 
– especially in India and China, as well as Pakistan, Thailand, Indonesia and the Philippines 
– are located close to coastal areas. Intra-national rural-urban migration towards these 
centres is likely to continue, increasing their vulnerability due to deficits in urban governance. 
Demand for resources and energy, stemming from economic development and changes in 
lifestyle (cf. WBGU 2007), will put further pressure not only on regional, but global markets. 
Despite rapid economic growth, agriculture is and will likely remain the major source of 
income and employment for the foreseeable future: In China 43 percent, and in India 60 
percent of the work force is active in the agricultural sector (Central Intelligence Agency, CIA 
2008). 

Security implications: While interstate war and state collapse is currently largely absent 
from Asia, militarised disputes and tensions persist. Key elements are the three active 
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nuclear weapon powers (Pakistan, India, and China), whose strategic considerations co-
evolve and are furthermore impacted by global dynamics stemming from rivalries with the 
USA and Russia (cf. Maas and Schirmbeck 2006). A major disaster in Pakistan, resulting for 
example from a Katrina-like event impacting its coastal regions, particularly Karachi, could 
trigger major internal upheaval and external interventions. Already, several Pakistani 
provinces are effectively outside of governmental control (cf. WBGU 2007; Smith and 
Vivekanada 2007; Carius et al. 2008). 

Armed conflict, insurgencies and terrorist activities are present in a variety of countries. In the 
case of Sri Lanka, the tsunami in 2004 and subsequently ill-executed humanitarian aid has 
fanned the ongoing armed conflict (Chafé and Renner 2007). The region has also been 
impacted by several environmental conflicts in the past two decades (Carius et al. 2006, see 
Map 1). Furthermore, China in particular has been home to numerous social protests, many 
relating to environmental degradation (WBGU 2007).  

From a global perspective, interstate escalations of tensions in the region would be 
disastrous: The use of a nuclear weapon could substantially reduce global moral thresholds 
against subsequent use and trigger global arms races (cf. NIC 2008, Campbell et al. 2007). 
Even without weapons of mass destruction, China, India and other states in the region have 
become corner stones of globalisation: Any serious destabilisation would have global 
repercussions. In case of China the relative stability is partly based on its continued 
economic growth; a combination of aftershocks of the world financial crisis coupled with 
economic loss induced by climate change – e.g. via disasters – and unequal access to 
resources could fuel domestic ethno-political conflicts and social strife (WBGU 2007).  

Finally, India, Pakistan and Bangladesh have been major troop suppliers of international 
peacekeeping forces over the past decades. As of October 2008, the three countries 
together contributed nearly 30,000 soldiers and police officers – a third of the forces currently 
employed as UN peacekeepers (Department of Peacekeeping Operations, DPKO 2008). 
Should this contingent substantially decrease, this could cause a major global blue helmet 
shortage. 

Central Asia and the South Caucasus6 
Both Central Asia and the South Caucasus are likely to be significantly impacted by 
climate change, resulting in socio-economic stresses. In Central Asia, this could result in 
strained state-society relations and more exacerbated regional and international tensions, 
particularly over water. In the South Caucasus it could negatively impact the resolution of 
existing conflicts. Both regions are of geo-strategic relevance for Russia, Europe, the USA 
(both) and China (Central Asia), thus escalations in either region could draw the involvement 
of major global powers. Global conflicts could, in turn, adversely affect the region as well, 
diminishing capacities for adapting to climate change. 

                                                 
6  In context of this paper, Central Asia includes Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and 

Uzbekistan and the South Caucasus includes Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia including the break-away 
regions (Abkhazia and South Ossetia in Georgia, Nagorny Karabakh in Azerbaijan). 
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Climate change trends: Central Asia will likely suffer from higher than global average 
temperature increase, resulting in water shortages and decreased food production. Glacier 
melting will further exacerbate this in the long-term. The decrease in available water will 
accelerate soil erosion and thus increase the amount and severity of sand storms. Due to soil 
pollution, the latter can adversely impact public health, in addition to infrastructure damage. 
In addition, decreasing water availability will also negatively affect the capacities for 
hydropower production in the long-term. 

On the South Caucasus, the IPCC remains largely silent: There is little concrete data 
available except for global studies addressing either (eastern) Europe or (western) Asia. 
However, it can be inferred that glacial melting will, in the long run, decrease water 
availability in the region and increase water stress. Furthermore, desertification and soil 
degradation will increase, reducing agricultural productivity in the region. Finally, sea-level 
rise and surge-driven flooding will be become substantial challenges for both Azerbaijan and 
Georgia.  

Converging developments: The Central Asian population is young and continues to grow 
rapidly in the region. A significant part of the population (32-67 percent) is employed in the 
agricultural sector in each country, with water-intensive cotton being one of the major goods 
produced (CIA 2008). Poverty remains widespread in the region and work-related migration 
to Russia is common, while wealth is mostly concentrated in small elites in all countries. 
Current and historical industrial pollution remains an environmental threat. The dried-up Aral 
Sea is a reminder for the consequences of severe transboundary environmental degradation 
(Carius et al. 2003). Additionally, hydropower is a key source of electricity in the region, and 
will continue to increase due to economic development. Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, in 
particular rely on hydropower and aim at expanding the capacities, while the downstream 
countries need the water for irrigation and argue against the building of new hydropower 
infrastructure.   

In the South Caucasus, economic development has soared in recent years, but has mostly 
been concentrated in a small number of areas, particularly the capitals. The vast majority of 
the population in the three countries is employed in the agricultural sector. Population, 
however, has experienced decreasing growth rates and is expected to shrink until 2050 by 
20-30 percent in Armenia and Georgia if present trends continue, while staying roughly 
stable in Azerbaijan (United Nations Population Database, UNPD 2008). Still, due to 
increasing living standards and still largely unsustainable development patterns (cf. Wittich 
and Maas forthcoming), resource pressures are likely to be only less pronounced but not 
entirely absent.  

Security implications: Central Asian countries have kept good relations or improved ties to 
a variety of global powers, including Russia, China, the USA and the European Union. On a 
regional level, however, countries are hesitant to cooperate, while tensions over access to 
water is simmering particular between up- and downstream countries.  

In addition the countries themselves are moreover ethnically highly diverse, and conflicts 
over water and land on a local level have occurred in the past (Giese and Sehring 2007). 
Grievances resulting from inequitable wealth sharing, corruption, governmental inefficiency 
and a lack of popular legitimacy have already spurned social protests. The inability to cope 
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with the challenges posed by climate change and resulting livelihood insecurity could fuel 
social protests turning into violent uprisings.  

In case of the South Caucasus, the situation is different. Against the background of the 
above-outlined trends, it is likely that pressures on natural resources may even decrease on 
the national level. On the international level, decreased run-off in the Kura-Araks river basin 
will mostly affect Azerbaijan as a downstream country. The pollution of the river is already 
straining the difficult relations between Azerbaijan and Armenia.  

A number or manifest and unresolved conflicts remain in the South Caucasus. As the war in 
Georgia in August 2008 has shown, escalation could happen quickly and draw in global 
powers. Finally, the South Caucasus could become a major transit corridor for environment-
related migrations from Asia to Europe (Wittich et al. 2008). However, regarding the 
unresolved conflicts, environmental change is less likely to become a direct factor of conflict; 
more likely, leaders may employ warmongering rhetoric to deflect attention from domestic 
tensions that could, in turn, result from the socio-economic impacts of climate change. 

From a global perspective, the role of Central Asia as energy supplier and the South 
Caucasus as transit corridor for goods and energy resources make both regions vital for 
Europe. Both are part of what Russia considers its ‘near abroad’, while the USA considers 
both of strategic importance. In addition, the neighbourhood to the prevailing conflict in 
Afghanistan contributes to the overall sensitivity of the region. Geopolitical conflicts between 
Russia, the EU and the USA could thus on the one hand adversely impact the region and its 
ability to adapt to climate change, if these priorities are forsaken in favour of other strategic 
interests such as energy security. On the other hand conflicts emerging in the region, over 
access to water for example, can impact strategic relations between great powers and trigger 
external intervention; in case of the non-violent and limited uprisings of March 2005 in 
Kyrgyzstan, members of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) already discussed 
militarily intervention (Haas 2007: 14).  

Arctic 
The thawing of the Arctic is creating a novel situation, as for the first time in modern history 
cargo shipping through the Artic becomes a viable option. The situation as well as the large 
untapped natural resources of the Artic, makes the region increasingly attractive for its 
immediate neighbours. As a result competing territorial claims are emerging. While overall 
relations between neighbours are relatively stable, they are not without tensions and 
disputes over use of the Arctic could ensue. 

Climate change trends: The Arctic is warming far quicker than the global average. Ice 
melting has accelerated and if current trends continue, the Arctic will allow shipping through 
summer months and soon maybe throughout the year. Simultaneously, the drastic change in 
the Arctic climate will have severe implications for its ecosystem, most likely leading to 
species extinction and other distortions. In addition, transport through an ice-free but 
nevertheless adverse Northwest Passage will increase the danger of accidents with 
catastrophic environmental impacts.  
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Converging developments: Reduced time and costs for shipping goods from Europe to 
Asia is making an ice-free Arctic attractive. The persisting threat of piracy in the Gulf of Aden 
and the Strait of Malacca provides additional reasons why shipping lanes from Europe to 
Asia should be shifted to the Arctic. Globally rising demands in natural resources, including 
fossil fuels for the foreseeable future, also point to the Arctic for resource exploitation. 
According to surveys, up to 25 percent of the planet's undiscovered oil and gas could be 
located in the Arctic. Furthermore, the Artic is estimated to hold significant amounts of gold, 
silver, diamonds and other precious resources (Crawford et al. 2008: 5). Finally, living 
conditions in the regions adjacent to the Arctic (northern Canada, Greenland, and northern 
Russia) will increase, thus making the region an attractive settlement area.  

Security implications: The number of states directly involved in Artic affairs is relatively 
small so far. The “Arctic region” includes the Arctic Ocean and territories of the eight Arctic 
states: Canada, Denmark (including Greenland), Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russia, Sweden 
and the United States. As all of them are relatively stable states, the warming of the Artic is 
unlikely to cause major social frictions. However, the warming climate will likely have far-
reaching consequences for the populations accustomed to the Artic, such as the indigenous 
populations of Greenland and Northern Canada. If their concerns are left unaddressed, 
grievances could develop and transform into organised protests. 

Interstate tensions, however, can not be ruled out. In the so-called “Turbot war” in 1996 
Canadian warships fired warning shots to Spanish trawlers fishing just outside of Canadian 
waters (Brown et al. 2008: 9). Canada already pointed out that an ice-free Northwest 
Passage as the shipping route through Canada’s Arctic represents internal waters. In 
contrast, other countries such as the United States argue that these waters constitute an 
international strait. In 2006 Canada announced the ordering of up to eight military icebreaker 
patrol ships as well as the intention to build a new naval base to defend sovereignty in the 
Arctic.  

A race for the Artic and its resources is therefore likely to cause tensions, particularly if 
political events and crises in other parts of the world spill over into Arctic relations (cf. 
Crawford et al. 2008). However, for the time being territorial claims of the Arctic countries 
beyond the continental shelf that goes out to 200 nautical miles will be determined under the 
International Convention on the Law of the Sea. While the risk of military escalations may be 
low, it would be all the more disastrous due to the destructive capacities of the states 
involved. The Ilulissat Summit of May 2008 aiming at strengthening regional cooperation and 
coordination between stakeholders in the Artic is a promising sign. However, by the invitation 
of Denmark, only Norway, Iceland, Russia and the USA attended the summit, leaving 
relevant actors such as EU and the local communities out (Crawford et al. 2008).    

Summary of Recommendations and Remaining Gaps 
While some studies focused on assessing the threats of climate change as such, and on 
developing scenarios, many also provide recommendations. While they differ in their level of 
detail and scope, those recommendations can be summarised along the following lines:  

• Awareness Raising: While climate change has featured prominently in the 
discourses of recent months, it is necessary to keep the topic high on the 
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international agenda to ensure follow-up action. To improve ownership and 
adaptation capacities, spreading knowledge and continued raising of awareness on 
all levels of society is necessary, particularly in those communities who will be 
affected first. 

• Further Research: Knowledge regarding climate change impacts is still very limited 
beyond the general global trends. Further research and analysis on regional and 
national levels, starting with pilot regions and countries, is necessary. Worst-case 
scenarios, including so-called tipping points resulting in rapid, non-linear climate 
change, must be further researched. Additionally, findings should be operationalised 
so as to (1) inform policy planning, (2) provide indicators for early warning systems, 
and (3) target key audiences.  

• Stakeholder Dialogue: Supporting regional cooperation, exchanging views and 
jointly developing plans and strategies is considered a priority. The group of 
stakeholders is not limited to governments, but includes also civil society and the 
private sector. Due to the transnational nature of climate change, enhancing 
transboundary cooperation should be a priority.  

• Capacity Building: Existing tools may be adapted, and new tools developed, to 
adequately cope with climate change. In addition, widening research competence and 
capacities for assessment and analysis on national and local levels around the world 
will be necessary.  

• Policy Priorities: Mainstreaming climate change into conventional policy should be a 
top priority. Both mitigation and adaptation strategies need to be boldly pursued and 
emphasized in all policy sectors. Preparing for adequate management of 
environment-induced migration and assessing the conflict sensitivity of such efforts to 
avoid unintended consequences should be of top priority.  

• Priority Regions: While priority regions are very much dependent on the regional 
focus of a study, two types of target countries emerge. First, already weak and fragile 
states that could be driven toward collapse if climate change issues remain 
unaddressed, and whose instability may pose significant risks for neighbouring 
countries. Second, so-called pivotal states (e.g. Halden 2007) that are regional 
powers capable of influencing their wider regions, and whose destabilisation would 
have severe repercussions for the entire region.  

• International System Development: The different international frameworks working 
on issues related to climate change – mitigation and adaptation, emission trading, 
food, water, energy, etc. – need to be linked and integrated to allow for a 
comprehensive approach. The international community should also reform existing 
institutions where necessary and appropriate, to cope with the challenges of climate 
change. This includes not only continuing the negotiations on climate change 
mitigation, but also developing global early warning and information networks on 
climate change and security. 

These recommendations are – with additional tailoring – applicable to every area of the 
world. However, knowledge gaps remain for a number of regions. While global or continental 
studies address many areas, they remain superficial and have a tendency to focus 
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repeatedly on ‘usual suspects’, i.e. countries where climate change is likely to have obvious 
impacts. Examples include, for instance, Bangladesh in Asia, the countries of the Nile river 
basin and North Africa within the MENA region, and the former Soviet republics in Central 
Asia. Other examples include areas that only limitedly engage with others – such as 
continental South East Asia or the Afghanistan/Iran/Western Pakistan triangle. As a 
consequence, this synopsis is no exception.  

At the time of writing, early 2009, additional studies are produced or prepared, including 
some that focus on the Levant region within MENA and Sub-Sahara Africa7, Uganda and 
(northern) India, Nepal8, and others. Based on these upcoming studies, and those already 
produced, our recommendation is to conduct additional studies and develop scenarios on the 
following regions:  

1) Continental South-East Asia, particularly Myanmar, Thailand, Vietnam, Laos, 
Cambodia; 

2) Indian-Pacific Ocean Island States, particularly Sri Lanka, Indonesia, the 
Philippines, Malaysia, Papua New Guinea and the small island states of the Indian 
and Pacific Ocean;  

3) South-West Asia, particularly the Arab Peninsula, Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan and 
(western) Pakistan;  

4) Middle America, particular Venezuela, Columbia, Mexico, (southern) USA and the 
Central American states.  

These regional studies will provide a broader picture and help to identify common regional 
challenges. However, further national studies will need to be carried out to collect more 
precise data, operationalise mitigation and adaptation interventions on concrete, sub-national 
activities, and improve awareness and ownership within the respective societies. The second 
type of studies mentioned in the introduction could serve as examples.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
7  Both carried out by the International Institute for Sustainable Development. Personal communication with Oli 

Brown, IISD.  
8  Within the context of the Conflict Prevention Network, which will be established in early 2009 under the 

Instrument for Stability (IfS). 
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