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Since the publication of 
our last issue in December 
2016, exciting changes 

have taken place. I am delighted 
to be able to inform readers 
and subscribers that I am now 
one of the owners of CRJ. 

Supported by new business partners 
and co-owners, David Stewart and Kirsty 
McKinlay-Stewart, CRJ is now part of a new 
parent company, Crisis Management Ltd.

The new ownership of CRJ brings a 
fresh dynamism and outlook, ensuring that 
we maintain our position as the foremost 
international, multidisciplinary platform 
for practitioners, academics and all other 
individuals and organisations that are involved 
in crisis preparedness, planning and response. 

We have ambitious plans for the future and 
there will be constant updates on what we 
are doing via the CRJ website, Twitter feed, 
Linkedin Group and our monthly e-newsletter.

In addition to publishing CRJ, Crisis 
Management Ltd provides a wide range 
of services across the crisis management 
and resilience arena, including consultancy 
and training services – bringing the talents 
of some of the finest and most respected 
experts across the globe to this endeavour.

The future for CRJ is a positive evolution 
rather than a dramatic change, and we 
want our community to help shape that 
change. We have started this process 
with a slight tweak in terms of the 
publication’s format and size, which have 
been redesigned so that we can include 
even more information within our pages. 

You will find the content and scope are 
as wide-ranging as ever – from reports on 
the avalanche tragedy in Italy (p12) and the 
London terrorist attack (p16), to horizon-
scanning articles on the threat landscape 
(p48) and climate change and security 
(p44). We discuss technology innovations 
in the form of virtual reality (pages 30, 
34 and 68) and look at resilience more 
generally with a host of other articles.

The most vital element of the CRJ 
remains its community – our global readers, 
advertisers, authors and Editorial Advisory 
Panel – and we are committed to making sure 
that the quality and relevance of our content 
are maintained and developed even further. 

The new team has already been out and 
about at various shows and events around 
the world and hope to meet many, many 
more of you over the coming months. 

Emily Hough
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In March 2017, US Secretary of Defense James Mattis, 
in his response to questions posed by members of 
the Senate Armed Services Committee, stated: “I 

agree that the e� ects of a changing climate – such as 
increased maritime access to the Arctic, rising sea levels, 
deserti� cation, among others – impact our security situation. 
I will ensure that the department continues to be prepared 
to conduct operations today and in the future, and that we 
are prepared to address the e� ects of a changing climate 
on our threat assessments, resources, and readiness.”

Why would the Secretary of Defense, with so 
many other pressing national security issues on his 
plate, be concerned about what has been traditionally 
considered a manageable environmental issue? 

� e simple answer is that the national security 
establishment in the US, including the military and 
intelligence communities, has long understood the national 
security risks posed by climate change, as well as the 
responsibility to prepare for them. � is is down to the nature 
of climate change as a threat multiplier, which exacerbates 
existing and prospective risks in the security landscape. 

� e security community has been planning for these risks 
since the � rst term of the George W Bush Administration. 
� is includes the integration of climate change risks 
into close to 70 unclassi� ed defence, intelligence and 
homeland security assessments, strategies and plans 
since 2003. Today, the assessment of climate change as 
a security threat enjoys strong bipartisan support in the 
broader US national security community, both inside 
and outside government. In 2016, for example, a group 
of senior retired US military and national security leaders 
convened by the Center for Climate and Security (CCS), 
many of whom served under both Bush Administrations 
and the Reagan Administration, determined that climate 
change presents a ‘strategically-signi� cant risk’ to national 
security, and requires a commensurate level of response. 

� e US national security community is not alone, 
however. One study found that about 70 per cent of nations 
have included climate change in their national security 
policies in one form or another. � e truth is that for national 
security thinkers, planners and implementers, changes in 

Climate change 
and security
Caitlin E Werrell and Francesco Femia highlight 
just how seriously the threat that climate 
change poses to national security communities 
is being taken, given that it acts as a threat 
multiplier within the geostrategic environment

The threat to critical 
infrastructure and entire 

populations is direct, 
overwhelming and 
potentially existential
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the climate present problems worthy of attention by those 
whose primary job it is to protect their nation from harm. 

While there is no single accepted de� nition of a 
national security threat, national security communities 
generally consider threats as either direct or indirect. In 
this context, many national security communities consider 
climate change a threat multiplier  – a term � rst coined 
by CNA’s Military Advisory Board and now broadly 
used by the US Department of Defense (DoD) – or an 
accelerant of instability, as characterised in the FY2010 
Quadrennial Defense Review conducted by the DoD. 
� is means that climate change exacerbates or heightens 
other threats, both directly and indirectly. Indeed, the 
cumulative impact of a changing climate alters the 
security landscape itself. It does so in two main ways: 
multiplying threats to critical infrastructure, and acting 
as a threat multiplier in the geostrategic environment. 

Numerous climate change projections highlight a future 
of increased extreme weather events, such as droughts, 
� oods, storms, and sea level rise, which could devastate 
communities in some areas of the world. � is puts critical 
infrastructure in these places at signi� cant risk, including 
military installations and the civilian infrastructure and 
logistical chains that support them. As such, climate-related 
threats have become a major concern for many national 
security planners and militaries, including the DoD. 

For example, the DoD has determined that drought, 
dust storms, forest � res, and rising temperatures are 
physically a� ecting military bases and training ranges across 
the American Southwest. � e DoD has also examined 
the impact of sea level rise on its numerous coastal 
military installations (including the highly vulnerable 

area of critical geostrategic importance where ships carry 
$1.2 billion in US trade annually. On top of this, sovereignty 
over parts of this sea is contested; the US, China and other 
nations of the region have perennially competed over its 
control, with the US viewing Chinese expansionism in the 
sea as a threat to freedom of navigation, national security, 
and the security of key allies. As the ocean warms and 
� sh stocks move northward, tensions between the � shing 
� eets of China and other nations in the region are likely to 
increase, potentially heightening the possibility of con� ict. 

During his tour of duty as the Commander of US Paci� c 
Command, Admiral Samuel J Locklear III identi� ed 
climate change as potentially the most disruptive long-term 
security threat facing the Asia-Paci� c region. As Admiral 
Locklear stated, in reference to the climate change threat 
to growing coastal populations in the Asia-Paci� c region: 
“If it goes bad, you could have hundreds of thousands or 
millions of people displaced and then security will start 
to crumble pretty quickly.” A security breakdown in such 
a strategically signi� cant part of the world would have 
a considerable e� ect on regional and global security. 

Climate change may also place stresses on food security 
by increasing the severity, frequency and variability of crop-
damaging events like droughts and � oods. Owing to the 
nature of the global food market, this can sometimes result 
in spikes in world food prices, increasing the likelihood of 
instability in places that depend on a� ordable imported 
food, such as most of the Middle East and North Africa. 
� ere is also high con� dence that this region will continue 
to get drier, losing more and more of its winter precipitation, 
placing additional stress on a region plagued by con� ict. 

� is is part of a larger phenomenon Dr Troy 
Sternberg calls: “� e globalisation of hazards,” where 
natural hazards in one region can have a signi� cant 
impact on regions halfway across the globe. In the case 
of countries such as Egypt, that are of such strategic 
signi� cance to the US and the region, such chronic 
instability – due in part to severe food insecurity – can 
fundamentally change the global security architecture.

� ere is also high con� dence that the Arctic will continue 
to melt at a rate and a magnitude that is unprecedented in 
human history (see article by Lina Kolesnikova in CRJ 9:1). 
Dramatic changes to Arctic sea ice cover, driven in large 
part by climate change, may have a signi� cant impact on 
resource disputes, particularly given a petroleum-rich sea 
bed and hazy territorial boundaries. � e expected increase 
in commercial activities in the Arctic may also lead to 
security complications – as nations attempt to manage large 
stretches of open ocean that were previously inaccessible.

Lastly, climate change can exacerbate the social, 
economic and environmental stresses that plague fragile 
states, thus heightening the probability of massive 
population displacements and chronic instability.  

� e wicked problems that already exist in fragile 
states will have to contend with the new risks of a 
changing climate, which will complicate post-con� ict 
reconstruction even further. Take the example of Syria. 
A severe drought from 2006-2011, coupled with natural 
resource mismanagement by the Assad regime and other 
stresses, led to the displacement of around 1.5 million 
farmers and herders. As noted in a CCS report, � e 
Arab Spring and Climate Change, this drought was part 
of a pattern of increased drying in the Mediterranean 
and Middle East that began in 1973 and which was 

Hampton Roads region, which includes 29 military 
sites that are critical for overall US military readiness), 
concluding that these risks are real and increasing. 

An independent review by a Military Expert Panel 
convened by the Center for Climate and Security 
corroborated this assessment, concluding that sea level rise 
presents: “Serious risks to military readiness, operations and 
strategy,” based on existing and projected impacts of sea level 
rise and storm surge on critical military and civilian support 
infrastructure, including access roads and energy grids.

Internationally, the picture is also stark. A 2016 DoD 
Strategic Environmental Research and Development 
Program report ran sea level rise scenarios for 1,774 coastal 
US military bases worldwide, and found signi� cant risks 
at all times scales examined (2035, 2065, and 2100). � is 
includes critical low-lying coastal installations, such as 
Diego Garcia, which is shared by US and UK military 
forces. Overall, these conditions limit or complicate the 
ability of militaries to respond internationally to increasing 
demands, whether they are interventions in con� icts, or 
humanitarian assistance and disaster relief missions. 

Certain low-lying nations, such as Bangladesh and the 
Maldives, face the possibility of large percentages of their 
landmass being submerged by a rising sea. In such cases, 
the threat to critical infrastructure and entire populations 
is direct, overwhelming and potentially existential.

Much of the national security community’s 
concern about climate change revolves around its 
capacity to multiply threats, particularly in regions 
of the world seen as key, strategic environments.

For example, climate change could indirectly upset the 
balance of competing interests in the South China Sea, an 

strongly associated with climate change in a 2011 NOAA 
report. � ough it would be folly to argue that climate 
change ‘caused’ the Syrian civil war, it is clear that the 
region’s plummeting winter precipitation levels were 
one of the drivers of massive population displacements 
in Syria, and that the inadequacy of the government’s 
response to that displacement contributed to popular 
dissatisfaction with the Assad regime. In short, climate 
change threatens to make fragile states even more fragile 
or chronically unstable, which can present serious 
national, regional and international security challenges. 

Do these security threats warrant serious attention in light 
of the plethora of other transnational security threats, such 
as the proliferation of nuclear weapons and materials? From 
a national security perspective, the answer is yes – not least 
because climate stresses on food, water and energy systems 
can make other security threats worse, particularly in fragile 
and climate vulnerable regions, such as the Middle East and 
North Africa, Central and South Asia. In this context, it is 
not useful to separate climate risks from other risks, or to 
attempt to rank it against other threats. It is, as mentioned 
previously, a threat multiplier. Furthermore, climate change 
is what risk analysts would call a high probability, high 
impact risk, meaning that e� ects associated with it are 
very likely to occur (between 90 and 97 per cent), and will 
have a very large and widespread impact on security (for 
example, the 2014 Global Risks Report ranked climate change 
highest, next to � scal crises; see p48 for 2017 report). 

Nuclear risk
It is useful to compare climate change to another 
transnational risk – the proliferation of nuclear weapons. A 
study commissioned in 2005 by US Senator Richard Lugar 
produced a median response of a 10 per cent likelihood of: 
“An attack involving a nuclear explosion,” in � ve years and 
a 20 per cent likelihood in 10 years. Of course, in the case 
of a nuclear detonation, the price of that 10 or 20 per cent 
likelihood materialising is devastating and unacceptable, so 
preventing it is considered a vital priority. � e same goes for 
a changing climate, given the high degree of certainty about 
its occurrence, and the likely scale of its impact over time.

� e national security community does not have 
the luxury of waiting for 100 per cent certainty about 
the scope, scale or causation of climate change before 
addressing the associated risks, any more that it can wait 
for such certainty with any other national security risk. 
� ere is already a su�  ciently high degree of certainty that 
climate change is, and has the capacity to be, a multiplier 
of direct and indirect threats to nations, and that steps 
to address that risk are warranted. � at is why national 
security planners in the US have put time, personnel and 
resources into addressing its e� ects, and have done so 
across both Republican and Democratic administrations. 

As US Secretary of Defense James Mattis stated in his 
written testimony to the Senate: “…climate change is a 
challenge that requires a broader, whole-of government 
response.” In this context, national security communities 
have an obligation to be prepared for (and work to 
shape) the geostrategic security environment, and cannot 
a� ord blind spots in that picture. � at is what grounds 
the: ‘responsibility to prepare’ for climate change risks 
enshrined in Secretary Mattis’s statements, the actions of 
his predecessors, and the approaches of national security 
communities across the world. 

US Marines unload food and 
supplies in support of the flood 
relief effort in Pano Aqil, Pakistan. 
The effects of climate change 
could limit or complicate the 
ability of militaries to respond 
internationally to increasing 
demands, whether they are 
interventions in conflicts, or 
humanitarian assistance and 
disaster relief missions

US Army photo by Sgt 

Jason Bushong
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