


ÔWith our politicians refusing to confront the climate crisis, some are looking with hope to 
the increasingly in!uential role being played by military planners and corporate titans. If you 
want to understand why we canÕt leave it to the Pentagon to shape our response to climate 
change, then you need to read this book.Õ

Naomi Klein, author of !is Changes Everything and !e Shock Doctrine

ÔWill climate change prove the downfall of capitalism? Or can the corporate world harness 
even the threat of ecological meltdown to its advantage? Do the security risks it will unleash 
undermine conventional geopolitics, or enhance their hold on us all? As this riveting analysis 
makes clear, climate change will have winners as well as losers. "is is far too important to be 
le# to the scientists.Õ

Fred Pearce, environment consultant, New Scientist

Ô"e compelling arguments in this volume show very clearly that linking climate change to 
security is not the simple ma$er political elites now so frequently assume. As these chapters 
show in detail it may perpetuate precisely the dangers that we need to confront. Unless, that 
is, much more a$ention is paid to who precisely is deciding what kind of future we need to 
secure for which parts of humanity in a very unequal world. "is book is a Òmust readÓ for 
anyone concerned to secure ecological futures for more than just the rich and powerful few 
in the global system.Õ 

Simon Dalby, CIGI Chair in the Political Economy of Climate Change,  
Balsillie School of International A%airs

ÔWeÕre at a crucial moment. We can deal with the climate crisis either as a moment to build 
new global unity, or to further divide the planet between wealthy pro&teering elites and 
everyone else. "is book will help you understand the possibilities, and hopefully move you 
to join the &ght for justice.Õ 

Bill McKibben, Environmental journalist and co-founder of 350.org

ÔA tremendous book that shows how the few intend to pro&t from climate change and how the 
many can stop it happening.Õ

John Vidal, Guardian

ÔResponding to climate change is increasingly seen as a security issue not a ma$er of human 
rights and justice. As long as elite communities are protected Ð the proper job of the military - 
then security professionals are doing what they should, with the control paradigm the only way 
forward. !e Secure and the Dispossessed challenges that head-on, bringing together a series of 
excellent contributions to take apart the dangers and short-sightedness of securitising climate 
change. "is is a badly needed book and a hugely important contribution to one of the most 
signi&cant issues of our age.Õ

Paul Rogers, Professor of Peace Studies at University of Bradford
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ÔAmong the books that a$empt to model the coming century, this one stands out for its sense of 
plausibility and danger. It examines several current trends in our responses to climate change, 
which if combined would result in a kind of oligarchic police state dedicated to extending 
capitalist hegemony. "is will not work, and yet powerful forces are advocating for it rather 
than imagining and working for a more just, resilient, and democratic way forward. All the 
processes analysed here are already happening now, making this book a crucial contribution 
to our cognitive mapping and our ability to form a be$er plan.Õ

Kim Stanley Robinson, Award-winning science &ction writer

ÔBuxton and Hayes make clear that climate justice activists must be careful about making 
alliances with strange bedfellows such as the military in the &ght for climate justice. While the 
military does recognise climate change as a threat, their solutions o#en create new dangers for 
the most vulnerable, by curtailing civil liberties and democratic space. It is the task of climate 
justice activists to seize the crisis as an opportunity for building a more just world Ð a job that 
is made more di'cult by partnerships with repressive institutions.Õ

Payal Parekh, Global Campaigns Director, 350.org

ÔA brilliantly conceived and edited volume that warns us of the dire political and ecological 
consequences of accepting a security rationale for the control of climate change policy 
that entrusts the human future to the main culprits of our era: corporate neoliberalism and 
geopolitical militarism.Õ

Richard Falk, American Professor Emeritus of  
International Law at Princeton University

Ô"is book provides a deep and wide-ranging analysis of the securitization of climate change 
and its military and corporate sponsors and bene&ciaries. It is must reading for activists, 
scholars, researchers and policymakers working to build a di%erent kind of present and 
future, where peace, equality and justice are at the center of responses to climate change Ð not 
men with guns or corporate balance sheets. "e authors mount an important challenge to 
environmentalists willing to play the national security card in order to get more a$ention to 
climate change at the highest levels of government. "e risks of such framings far outweigh 
the bene&ts.Õ

Betsy Hartmann, Professor Emerita of Development Studies and  
Senior Policy Analyst of the Population and Development Program,  

Hampshire College, Amherst, MA

ÔWe already see the climate crisis unfolding worldwide. How we react will be the challenge 
of our age. Will we respond with the politics of fear and business as usual Ð and in so doing 
condemn millions? Or will we wrest power from the corporations and the military in order 
to develop the radical just solutions we need? "is book is an indispensable guide to the 
dystopian forces we must confront and the alternative just solutions we will need to advance.Õ 

Pablo Sol—n, Former Ambassador to the Plurinational Government  
of Bolivia and lead climate negotiator to the UN
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Ô"is book shows that preventing worsening climate change in the face of business-as-usual is 
more urgent than ever. More importantly, it shows that the struggles for environmental justice 
and civil liberties, for refugee rights and #blacklivesma$er, will only be won if we unite together 
against a system that preserves the privileges of the few against the rights of the many.Õ

Asad Rehman, Head of International Climate, Friends of the Earth

ÔWhile millions of people, in Transition groups, community energy groups, and many others, 
are looking at the climate crisis and seeing opportunity amidst the crisis, so, sadly, are other 
less altruistic forces. Familiarising ourselves with the madness that sees retreating ice as 
potential oil &elds, and a warming world as a business opportunity, is vital. !e Secure and 
the Dispossessed shines a bright light into corners weÕd rather avoid, and in doing so, does us a 
huge service.Õ

Rob Hopkins, Transition Network and author of !e Power of Just Doing Stu"

Ô"e war business is constantly on the hunt for new opportunities to pro&t from death. 
"is illuminating book unveils how military and corporate planners are capitalising on the 
climate crisis to introduce new deadly technologies to police our borders, repress peaceful 
protestors and undermine human rights. But it also shows how Ð just as in the movement 
to ban landmines Ð ordinary people everywhere are standing up to reject violence and to 
propose real lasting peaceful and just solutions to the climate crisis.Õ

Jody Williams, Nobel Peace Prize winner, awarded for her work to ban landmines

Ò"is is a great contribution to the much-needed connection between war and climate chaos.Ó 
Medea Benjamin, award winning peace activist, founder of Code Pink  

and author of Drone Warfare: Killing by Remote Control 

Ô"e link between security and climate change has long been regarded by the global security 
status quo as a pretext for hardening security measures on local, national and international 
scales. Buxton and Hayes have cra#ed an important book that both acknowledges the climate 
crisis and takes a critical approach toward managing its human consequences. Climate change 
Ð like many of the new insecurities in the news today Ð &rst and foremost reveals the social 
and political inequalities of our time. !e Secure and the Dispossessed documents and analyses 
the multiple facets of the new Ð but perhaps actually very old Ð con&guration of power, 
economic resources, social standing and political access that have shaped the most recent 
climate-change events. It is the &rst work of its kind that undertakes such a critical mapping, 
culminating in a set of recommendations, both wise and sharp, for addressing climate-based 
crises in the age of the security-industrial-media-entertainment complex.Õ

J. Peter Burgess, Professor of Philosophy, Vrije Universiteit Brussel

Ô!e Secure and the Dispossessed warns of the looming Òperfect stormÓ of climate chaos, global 
inequality, and mass dispossession of vulnerable people Ð but above all exposes a growing 
corporate military and security complex determined to protect the worst of the status quo. 
"ankfully the authors also o%er us a very di%erent future rooted in justice, community rights 
to land, water and energy, and a sustainable peace. A powerful collection.Õ

Maude Barlow, National Chair of the Council of Canadians and author of Blue Future
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ÔAt a time when too many in the climate movement are quick to celebrate military and 
corporate forces acknowledging the reality of climate change, !e Secure and the Dispossessed 
asks the critical questions about the fundamental di%erence between climate security and 
climate justice. "is is an important reminder that we need to change not just our energy 
system, but our power structures as well.Õ

Tim DeChristopher, Fossil fuel abolition activist,  
founder of the Climate Disobedience Center

Ô"is excellent and powerful book explores the rise of Òclimate securityÓ Ð a state and corporate-
led reframing of climate change from a predominantly environmental and social justice 
paradigm into one de&ned primarily by military security. We should all be deeply concerned 
by the rise of Òclimate securityÓ and this important collection of essays from scholars and 
activists explains in graphic detail why. Buxton and Hayes have curated a deeply disturbing and 
compelling analysis in which environmental crisis, unbridled neoliberalism and militarism 
are converging to ignite global con!icts and normalise exceptional security(regimes.Õ

Penny Green, Professor of Law and Globalisation at Queen Mary  
University of London and Director of the International State Crime Initiative

ÔIn responding to climate change, not all actors are equal: while most of us (and especially 
the poor) will su%er egregiously, many corporations and military organizations will seek to 
bene&t from the devastation. "ereÕs no be$er guide to these di%erentiated responses than 
!e Secure and the Dispossessed. Each chapter provides valuable insights into the social and 
economic dimensions of the unfolding climate catastrophe.Õ

Michael Klare, author of !e Race for WhatÕs Le#

Ô"is is the missing link the climate justice movement has needed, mainly without knowing 
it: the corporatisation and militarisation of our changing weather. Given how much the 
Pentagon and &rms like Shell are investing in their own secretive research, and given the free-
to-pollute pass that the worldÕs militaries get during UN climate summits, it is vital for us all 
to learn what Buxton and Hayes eloquently explain in this excellent book.Õ

Patrick Bond, Professor of Political Economy, University of the Witwatersrand, 
Johannesburg and author of Politics of Climate Justice
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FOREWORD
Susan George

As I read the chapters of this book commissioned by editors Nick Buxton and Ben Hayes, 
I had a nagging feeling of dŽjˆ vu, even dŽjˆ su [known]. Not because the contributions 
were unoriginal Ð to the contrary, they were full of new, often scary information and 
written by people I seldom encounter in the vicinity of ÔmyÕ subjects. But they were all, 
each in its own way, facing the reader with a sort of existential contradiction and hard, 
borderline impossible, choices that go to the roots of who we are, individually and 
collectively; who we want to remain or to become as Ð if the term is still valid Ð the 
human family.

We know that no single factor is ever the single cause of a complex phenomenon, but 
as the military say, climate change is, at the very least, a Ôthreat multiplierÕ and seems now 
also to be a human disaster multiplier in both frequency and intensity. The tension that 
lies between the threats and the human disasters is at the nexus of the hard choices and 
the contradictions. 

An example: How can one possibly condone what is happening to migrants, to poor 
people, to unnumbered innocents as their livelihoods are destroyed by flood or erosion 
augmented by war and their place in the world becomes unliveable? But how can one not 
simultaneously agree with the famous remark by former French Prime Minister Michel 
Rocard, justifying the reinforcement of his immigration policy in 1989: ÔFrance cannot 
welcome the whole worldÕs misery.Õ

Twenty-five years later, Kos, Kalymnos, Samos, Chios and Lesbos Ð the Greek islands 
closest to the Turkish border Ð in June 2015 were trying to cope with about 3,500 new 
arrivals landing their sputtering Zodiacs on the Greek beaches every 48 hours. The 
European Union with its rule of first European touchdown point apparently considers 
that austerity-stricken Greece by itself should manage to care for these people who have 
lost everything. Climate change and failed crops are recognised as one of the causes of 
the huge inflows of desperate Syrians, Eritreans and Somalis who are also fleeing war 
and inter-religious and ethnic strife. The populations of these Greek islands range from 
10,000-33,000 people, except for Lesbos (86,000). But as first stop in the EU, it falls to 
them to manage sharing resources with an extra 10,000 destitute people each week. Is it 
just? Could I? Could you? ItÕs out of sight and of mind for most Europeans.1

How can one not feel pity for the people in some neighbouring European country 
whose houses have been flooded and their automobiles washed away? They generally 
emerge alive; help arrives more quickly. Seeing their plight on television, doesnÕt one 
also feel a sort of guilty relief? ÔItÕs awful, but this time it wasnÕt for me or my children 
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and grandchildren. Maybe our turn wonÕt come after all.Õ I cannot say IÕve never had that 
reflex. Can you? ItÕs human to want to be protected from the elements and, if need be, 
from other people. And it works both ways. A young Syrian refugee on Kos told a reporter, 
ÔMy parents brought me up to be a good man. I had everything to be a good person 
but this war makes us do things you canÕt even imagine.Õ And who can protect you from 
yourself and from others and from the elements if not the government? The government 
hasnÕt saved us from increasing inequality, financial crisis and joblessness, but they seem 
to know what theyÕre doing in protecting us from natureÕs backlash. And if for that theyÕre 
making full use of the military, then we assume the military must be(necessary.

The ravages and unexpected perils of climate change provide a dress rehearsal for 
acting out the Hobbesian scenario and we know how that play ends. In the state of Nature 
to which climate change threatens to reduce us Ð first locally, then perhaps universally Ð 
and the war of all against all, the Leviathan demands a sovereign who may be despotic but 
shields us from the war in which, otherwise, everyone is a loser.

So whence came the sense of dŽjˆ vu, dŽjˆ su I referred to at the beginning? It took 
me a while to realise it came from a well-documented but fake narrative I had written in 
1999 as my contribution to the Millennium. I ask the reader to forgive me this brief foray 
into my own work. The title of this book was The Lugano Report, which I called a Ôfactual 
fictionÕ, because all the facts were seriously sourced but the context, the scenario was my 
own. Ten experts in as many disciplines are recruited by a factotum and commissioned 
by mysterious but clearly extremely powerful decision makers to provide a report on a 
matter of paramount importance to the Commissioners: ÔPreserving capitalism in the 
21st centuryÕ. In their comfortable villa in Lugano, the experts first establish the baseline 
of potential factors that will threaten capitalism in the twenty-first century: these naturally 
include climate change. They establish the basic equation I = C x T x P, which stands for 
Impact (on the earth) equals Consumption x Technology x Population. Since capitalism 
is a subsystem operating within, and not outside of or beyond a finite biosphere whose 
capacity cannot be increased; protection of this total natural system Ð and thus of its 
economic capitalist subsystem Ð depends upon 1) the number of people in the world, 2) 
the quantity, quality and nature of their consumption, and 3) the technology employed 
to produce and distribute what they consume and to dispose of the waste they engender.

These experts have been selected because they are trustworthy neoliberals and can be 
counted on to be sympathetic to the CommissionersÕ aims. In solving their equation, they 
quickly eliminate the notion that consumption can somehow be made fairer, transferred 
from North to South, or from Haves to Have-nots to any significant degree. They note 
that choices dictated by morality and more generally ethical behaviour in all circum-
stances have never, and will never become mass phenomena. Meanwhile, numbers of 
new, more affluent consumers are rising (for example, China) and under such circum-
stances, the two products for which demand immediately increases are energy and meat. 
This has proven true regardless of culture: richer people invariably place more demands 
on their Ð and the worldÕs Ð environment.
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As for technology, although it may be constantly improved, this will not guarantee a 
smaller impact on the planet since increased efficiency is continually cancelled out by 
the sheer numbers of, say, automobiles or airplanes. With these and other arguments, 
the experts establish that the solution to the equation depends crucially on the ÔPÕ factor, 
or Population, which is overwhelmingly located in the poorer countries where peopleÕs 
consumption may be less high-tech but where anything seemingly ÔfreeÕ, such as trees 
or soil will fall victim to deforestation or erosion. Furthermore, these people usually 
have several children for reasons which may be perfectly valid in their individual circum-
stances but are not collectively justifiable.

IÕm drastically summarising here much longer and entirely logical arguments. The 
upshot is that Malthus is not dead, population will outrun resource capacity, a smoothly 
functioning capitalist system cannot coexist with 8 billion people in the world and since 
these experts explicitly decline to belong to the caste of Ôcoopted thinkers É whose 
livelihoods chiefly depend on maintaining the illusions that the (ruling) class holds about 
itselfÕ, they go straight to the solutions.2 Whatever you may have guessed, these solutions 
do not include Hitlerian methods, which the experts gathered in Lugano deem primitive 
and unsophisticated but none the less costly and resource-intensive. Drastic population 
reduction can, however, be achieved, mostly by allowing, or encouraging, nature to take 
its course, in the personae of the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse: Conquest (or War), 
Pestilence, Famine and Death.

And this is why, patient reader, I had the eerie feeling that todayÕs neoliberal 
politicians, corporate brass and military strategists had literally taken a leaf from my 
book, as recounted in this one. I meant my book as a biting, dystopian satire and had 
to recognise that something much more sinister, such as a serious, realistic scenario is 
under construction and is literally documented here in The Secure and the Dispossessed. 
And as Marx observed, todayÕs co-opted thinkers, both military and civilian, are still 
telling the ruling class exactly what it wants to hear. It wants to hear that the planet can 
no longer tolerate hundreds of millions Ð perhaps billions Ð of unnecessary, superfluous, 
useless, unwelcome and disposable people who cannot be permitted to burden the earth. 
Therefore it is morally permissible to maintain order, discipline and manageable human 
societies by whatever means reveal themselves as necessary.

Climate change is the backdrop and the proximate cause of this offensive, as well as its 
justification. It will require rationalisation with new rhetoric and soothing language, but 
the neoliberals have been nurturing experts in such matters in innumerable think tanks.

Fortunately, the on-the-ground reality of climate changeÕs impact can be counted upon 
to produce, spontaneously or with a little help from its friends, any number of mostly 
internecine conflicts, many of which will produce significant fatalities. The producers of 
higher-tech walls, barriers, fences and related impediments to free movement will flourish 
as will other branches of capitalist endeavour such as communications equipment, 
surveillance gear, or crowd-control equipment. Capitalism will continue to prosper Ð at 
least until New York is submerged Ð and by then, the present politicians will be out of 
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office. With many foreign destinations newly off-limits, internal tourism will grow. The 
Fortress State will have its charms for many. People will, for a time, feel safe.

Naturally, citizens of Northern countries will have to suffer part of the impact, but only 
in rare cases will it be fatal and even then, unattributable to forces other than natural ones. 
And lest we forget, the rich countries, too, have their share of the useless and disposable. 
The military will find a new lease on life after myriad failures in its more classic conflicts 
of the Middle East.

Where the Southern, poorer countries are concerned, studies also show that in many 
cases, no outside agency will be necessary for assisting millions of the unnecessary and 
unwelcome to annihilate each other. After severe droughts, for example, new conflicts 
emerge, or old ones rise from their ashes and once more claim many lives.

What I am trying to say is that the ice-cold logic of the ruling class isnÕt going to change 
course. The world-as-we-know-it will henceforth be plunged into a situation in which 
climate change is at the centre but engulfs us also in the certainty that capitalism will 
not give up, and not just the fossil-fuel corporations. Contrary to ordinary people, the 
masters of the universe will not be ordered to ÔadaptÕ or to become more ÔresilientÕ. We, 
not they, are the adjustable variable. It may not be exactly apr•s nous le dŽluge, but neither 
the US nor China nor any other rich, greenhouse gas-emitting country is going to cancel 
their subsidies to the major polluters or stop making policy in their favour, at least not 
spontaneously or voluntarily.

I wonÕt go so far as to say that unless we can get rid of capitalism we canÕt win on 
keeping global warming under 2¡C. I will say that we must recognise that relocalisation 
and local action, however essential, cannot replace the state. Only the state can force 
capitalism to comply with the laws of survival and only the people can force the state to 
force the companies to obey. 

This means that the people must bond and consciously, purposefully merge their 
individual struggles under the banner of compassion. The hopeful pages in this book 
show us people reacting with spontaneous altruism to relieve distress and intervening 
with ordinary kindness, where the authorities can think only of sending in the troops.

Climate change has got to be on the hymn sheet or manifesto or charter of every citizen 
effort from now on and it doesnÕt matter if itÕs the local football club or the movement to 
separate banks and close down tax havens or promote human (gay, womenÕs, minority) 
rights or save the whales or anything else you care to name. Find the angle and include 
it in your struggle. Ignore the constant diet of fear which Power feeds us to make us 
quiescent and frozen. Tell the shameful little voice within to shut up when it murmurs in 
the face of tragedy, ÔThank God it wasnÕt me this timeÕ, or ÔWe canÕt afford to share with 
these outsidersÕ. Join with others, place the accent on what unites you, not what separates 
you. Time is short.

Auden said it best: ÔWe must love one another or die.Õ3
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Notes

1. Kourounis, A. and Jacobi, T. (11 June 2015). ÔKos, l)autre porte de l)Europe), Politis. Politis is a 
smallish left French weekly.

2. Marx, K. and Engels, F. (1970). The German Ideology, Vol. 1, Materialist Theory, Dominant 
Classes and Ideas. New York: International Publishers Co.

3. From ÔSeptember 1, 1939Õ (the day Germany invaded Poland and started the Second World 
War). Later, Auden disavowed the line, said the poem was ÔtrashÕ and everyone was going to die 
anyway. Yet somehow I feel he would not object to its use here in the radically new context this 
book reveals. Retrieved from http://www.poets.org/poetsorg/poem/september-1-1939.
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INTRODUCTION: 
SECURITY FOR WHOM IN 

A TIME OF CLIMATE CRISIS?
Nick Buxton and Ben Hayes

Our challenge has changed. It is no longer about just reducing emissions. We have to work 
out how to hold on to our humanity as we head to increasingly difficult times.

Tim DeChristopher, environmental activist arrested and imprisoned  
for disrupting an auction of oil and gas leases in Utah in 2008

The year 2008 will go down in history as the year that the Lehman Brothers filed for 
bankruptcy, bringing the world within a breath of a global banking meltdown and 
prompting the worldÕs most serious economic crisis since the 1930s. It was also the 
year in which two of the worldÕs most powerful forces started planning for a dystopian 
future in a time of climate crisis. On one side of the Atlantic, in The Hague and London, 
the oil giant ShellÕs internal Ôscenarios teamÕ were asked to look into their crystal ball 
to see how their business model would fare in a climate-changed world. On the other 
side of the Atlantic, in Washington, DC, a powerful group of political elites including 
former US assistant defence secretaries, the ex-chief of the CIA and a leading Democrat 
policy advisor gathered to assess the likely impacts of climate change for US national 
security!interests.

Neither group would be considered prime candidates for environmental leadership. 
The positions adopted by the oil industry and the US military have hitherto been 
associated with the diversionary tactics of the deniers and gas-guzzling warmongers. Yet 
here they were taking climate change very seriously and in ShellÕs case tacitly acknowl-
edging the cost of the worldÕs fossil-fuel addiction.

ShellÕs team, led by Jeremy Bentham, forecast two scenarios: ÔScrambleÕ and ÔBlueprintÕ.1 
Scramble envisages a future where the growing demand for energy, fuelled by India and 
ChinaÕs rapid growth, leads to increasing competition, rivalry and tensions between 
states, and ensuing conflicts and social and environmental crises. Blueprint imagines 
that public concern about the environment and the rise of renewable energy leads to 
significant reduction of carbon emissions, leading by 2050 to a Ôworld of electrons rather 
than moleculesÕ. In other words, a world fuelled largely by renewable sources, rather than 
fossil fuels.

Unusually, Shell, which has published global forecasts for more than forty years 
without ever publicly stating its energy policy preferences, declared this time that it was 
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in favour of Blueprint. This was heralded at the time as a sign that oil companies could be 
part of the solution to climate change rather than the principal cause.

However, a closer look at the BlueprintÕs small print showed that Shell did not envisage 
that this scenario would involve curtailing their own fossil fuel production. Instead, their 
scenario relies heavily on two policy sleights-of-hand: first a cap-and-trade scheme that 
in 2013 had all but collapsed in ignominy, having both failed to reduce emissions and 
rewarded the worldÕs worst polluters. Second, it depends on a huge increase in Carbon 
Capture and Storage technologies that have yet to be proven to work and are unlikely to 
do so anytime soon. In other words, Shell believed that a renewable world would come 
into being without requiring any fundamental change in ShellÕs operations; instead, 
the problem of carbon dioxide would be magically resolved with the help of a few 
technofixes and the use of carbon credits to get others to reduce their emissions. Given 
that the International Energy Agency states that two-thirds of existing fossil fuel reserves 
will need to stay in the ground to have a chance to keep global temperature rises below 
the internationally agreed goal of 2¡C, ShellÕs so-called Blueprint was in fact a plan for 
continuing business-as-usual Ð even if it leads to a world considered dangerous by many 
climate!scientists.

As if to prove ShellÕs underlying cynicism, within two years Ð and in the wake of the 
collapsed UN climate talks in Copenhagen Ð Shell admitted that it had effectively joined 
the ÔScrambleÕ for the resources that could be accessed thanks to the melting ice in the 
Arctic. Any pretence that the company cared about anything other than profit was laid 
bare for all to see.2

The military strategists, meanwhile, published their scenarios for the future in a 
book, Climate Cataclysm: The Foreign Policy and National Security Implications of Climate 
Change. The research built on a study released a year before that warned that humankind 
had now entered the ÔAge of ConsequencesÕ that would Ôincreasingly be defined by the 
intersection of climate change and the security of nations.Õ3 In that report (see further 
Chapter 2), the researchers sketched out three scenarios of possible climate impacts: 
an ÔexpectedÕ one based on temperature rise of 1.3¡C (2.3¡F) by 2040, a ÔsevereÕ one 
(2.6¡C/4.7¡F) and a ÔcatastrophicÕ oneÕ (5.6¡C/10.1¡F) by 2100.

The authors issued stark warnings about entire populations fleeing or perishing, 
particularly across Africa, South and Central Asia, Central America, the Caribbean, 
South America and South East Asia. The report forecast civil unrest, conflicts, millions 
of migrants on the move, and the growing use of martial law to control unrest. ÔAs first 
thousands and then millions and then hundreds of millions of starving people begin 
flooding toward Europe,Õ warns the book, Ôthe EU will try to retreat behind high walls 
and naval blockades, a containment strategy that will be seen as morally indefensible 
and will provoke tremendous internal unrest and impoverishment, but also will be seen 
as a matter of survival.Õ It concluded laconically, ÔAltruism and generosity would likely 
be blunted.Õ (Disturbingly the path we are currently on in terms of emissions growth lies 
closer to the ÔsevereÕ than ÔexpectedÕ scenarios.)
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Their report does not provide concrete recommendations for US military responses, 
but the authors were clear that this posed an unprecedented security threat, in their 
words, to Ôour society, our way of life, and our libertyÕ. They explained that ÔIn national 
security planning, it generally can take about 30 years to design a weapons system and 
bring it to the battlefield, so it is important to anticipate future threat environments. It is 
no less important to anticipate and prepare for the challenges we may face in the future 
as a result of climate change.Õ

This report is now but one of many we could have chosen to introduce this book. And 
the messages in each of them are being repeated ever more widely in the media and in 
the corridors of power: that climate change is a Ôthreat multiplierÕ that will make current 
global conflicts and social tensions far worse, leading to a far more insecure world. The 
immediate call is for more urgent action to tackle climate change, but the obvious subtext 
is that the military better get ready and be given the resources to deal with a messier 
and more conflict-ridden world. In the words of a US Department of Defense report, 
ÔWe have entered an era of persistent conflict É a security environment much more 
ambiguous and unpredictable than that faced during the Cold War.Õ4

We believe that when the worldÕs foremost military power and one of the worldÕs most 
powerful corporations start predicting the future in ways that dovetail, it is worthwhile 
listening to what they say. For the way they forecast the future also influences how these 
powerful institutions are now shaping policies to deal with climate impacts, which has 
huge and still largely undiscussed consequences for the rest of us.

The genesis of this book emerged from our own experiences, working in social 
movements fighting for justice on issues related to climate change and civil liberties 
respectively. We are linked to the Transnational Institute (TNI), a progressive interna-
tional institute based in Amsterdam that has, for four decades, provided research and 
logistical support for struggles for social and environmental justice. For the past decade, 
TNI has worked to confront the corporate interests that have sought to stall effective 
action on climate change by blocking progress or diverting energies into false, ineffective 
and unjust solutions such as carbon trading.

After the collapse of the Copenhagen talks in 2009, when it became obvious that there 
was little political will to take the bold steps needed to tackle climate change, we were 
struck by the potential implications of parallel attempts to recast climate change as a 
security issue. Clearly this new ÔsecurityÕ agenda will have a growing impact Ð not just 
for people involved in environmental or peace and civil liberty movements Ð but also for 
everyone concerned with maintaining or creating a livable future. In December 2011, 
coinciding with the UN climate talks in Durban, South Africa, we convened a workshop 
bringing together climate scientists, security scholars, social and political scientists and 
activists. Out of that seminar, a series of working papers were developed and the proposal 
for a book emerged. In autumn 2013, we organised a crowdfunding campaign5 that 
successfully raised "10,000 to fund the production of this book. We have also produced 
online chapters and a living website to accompany this book (www.climatesecuritya-
genda.org).
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This book poses the same fundamental question that we asked at the seminar in 
Durban: What are the implications of institutions such as the Pentagon or corporations 
such as Shell re-framing climate change from an environmental and social justice issue 
to a security one?

This begs several related questions of a Ôwhat ifÕ nature. First, what does a climate-
changed world look like, and what are the social, political and economic implications of 
Ôbusiness as usualÕ? Second, who are the winners and losers of the new Ôclimate securityÕ 
strategies Ð or, put another way, what is being secured, for whom, from whom, and at 
what cost?

A small collection like this cannot, of course, hope to provide comprehensive answers 
to questions that many scholars and researchers have long been asking. What we hope 
it can do is provide food for thought about how these new security strategies relate to 
existing concerns about the environment, social justice, adaptation and resilience, 
and the implications of failing to prevent runaway climate change. We also hope the 
accompanying website can be a place where this discussion can continue and be enriched.

It is important to stress that this is not a book about how to stop climate change. 
Climate change is already happening, having an impact particularly on the vulnerable, 
and it is going to worsen. This does not mean we have given up hope that concerted 
action can still avert a worsening catastrophe; in fact we believe the opposite. We are 
actively engaged and fully in support of all movements and communities taking direct 
action against fossil fuel interests and working to create alternative low-carbon futures. 
Our actions can still affect how bad climate change will be. However, we think it is crucial 
to cast a critical eye on the climate change and international security discourse, because 
we believe that progressives need to engage in these debates and articulate the necessary 
alternatives. Leaving the planning of a climate-changed future in the hands of corporate 
and military elites has far too dangerous implications for all of us, as subsequent chapters 
will testify.

In turning the spotlight on climate-change impacts, the book exposes more clearly the 
agents that are both causing the climate crisis and seeking to benefit from its consequences 
Ð be they states, corporations, or private security companies. It is no coincidence that 
many of these same entities are engaged in the subversion or repression of precisely the 
kinds of activism and ideas that are necessary to avert any future climate chaos. Exposing 
the veil of legitimacy that ÔsecurityÕ can give these efforts is one of the key motivations 
for our work.

One issue we have constantly had to grapple with, as editors, is that the subject matter 
in this book can at times be dispiriting. At a time when concerted action to combat 
climate change is needed more than ever, it may appear counter-intuitive to produce 
a book that could compound the sense of relative powerlessness that many believe 
underpins contemporary apathy.

We certainly do not wish to add to the sense of doom, nor give dystopian and 
catastrophic narratives a legitimacy or sense of inevitability they do not deserve. But 
we do not wish to self-censor the dangers, either. For if we donÕt engage critically with 
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these state-corporate narratives in order to understand how this fear is being exploited 
to perpetuate injustice, we are not going to be in a position to challenge, confront, or 
reshape the future as we want it to be.

We therefore asked two things of the contributors to this collection. First, to make these 
trends and power-plays visible by carefully analysing the political and economic forces 
that make a militarised and corporatised future possible. Second, to inspire resistance by 
exposing the cracks in the system, giving voice to progressive alternatives and experiences 
and recounting the stories of hope and self-determination that are so often overlooked 
by media commentators. Interestingly, many of the alternatives to a security narrative, 
outlined in each chapter, provide not only a more just response to climate change impacts 
but are also solutions that can help to prevent further climate!change.

Heating up and no end in sight

If we are to look at how we respond to climate impacts, we need first to look at what the 
best consensus of science says are the likely consequences of our current trajectory of 
carbon emissions. We also need to understand why the international community has so 
far failed to act to curtail emissions and the way this has bolstered a security-led response. 

The evidence of rising emissions shows that we are currently on a treacherous one-way 
slope. Moreover, there is little sign that we are even heading in the right direction. 
Greenhouse gas emissions grew nearly twice as fast from 2000 to 2010 as in the previous 
thirty years, and in 2013, they grew at their fastest rate since 1984.6 As carbon dioxide 
stays in the atmosphere for hundreds of years, every increase locks in an increase in 
global warming, which means that even if we stopped carbon emissions tomorrow, we 
would still continue to see increases in global warming for decades to come. UK climate 
scientists Kevin Anderson and Alice Bows say that the only way to keep temperatures 
within the globally agreed target of 2¡C of warming will be for industrialised countries 
to peak their emissions soon after 2015 and then enforce a 10 per cent cut in emissions 
year after year, starting in 2020.7 They admit this kind of cut is unprecedented in human 
history; it is a target that even the most praised ÔgreenÕ economies such as Germany have 
failed to achieve.

This means that whatever we do Ð and must do Ð to end the fossil-fuel economy, we 
are still going to be living in a climate-changed world, so we must simultaneously prepare 
for its consequences.

The rapid degradation of our planetary home is not just an issue of carbon emissions. 
A team of 28 scientists in 2009 identified nine separate biophysical systems crucial to 
humanityÕs flourishing, and marked out boundaries within which we must remain in 
order to prevent Ôirreversible and in some cases abrupt environmental changeÕ.8 We have 
already crossed the boundaries for climate change, biodiversity loss, and interference with 
the nitrogen cycle; we are fast approaching the boundaries for freshwater use, land-use 
changes, ocean acidification, and interference with the global phosphorus cycle. In fact, 
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humans are having such a significant impact on the planet that some geologists are now 
saying we have moved into a new epoch Ð the ÔAnthropoceneÕ Ð marked by the fact that 
humans are now shaping the entire planetÕs ecosystem, oceans and atmosphere, leaving 
nothing untouched. We agree that it would be better called the ÔCapitaloceneÕ, given that 
the responsibility for continued destruction lies with contemporary alignments of power 
and capital, rather than humanity as a whole.9

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report is the most widely 
acknowledged reflection of consensus among scientists, even though its statements 
and predictions are frequently on the conservative side, given the difficulty in reaching 
consensus among 195 countries. Nevertheless, their report released in March 2014 
starkly chronicled some of the changes scientists across the world are reporting Ð and the 
likely impacts as these trends continue. These include extreme weather, rising sea levels 
that will flood many coastal cities, food insecurity and Ôthe breakdown of food systemsÕ, 
declining water supplies, increases in Ôill-health in many regions,Õ and ongoing collapse 
of!biodiversity.10 

The report notes that climate impacts will be not be evenly spread, hitting those in 
the Global South and vulnerable populations the hardest. This points to the profound 
injustice at the heart of the climate crisis: that those who played the least role in causing 
the crisis will feel its impact hardest. People living at the edge of subsistence have few 
resources to deal with additional stresses caused by climate change. Frank Rijsberman, 
head of the international Consultative Group for International Agricultural Research 
(CGIAR) 15 crop-research centres, explains how it will impact food production:

The annual production gains we have come to expect É will be taken away by climate 
change. We are not so worried about the total amount of food produced so much as 
the vulnerability of the one billion people who are without food already and who will 
be hit hardest by climate change. They have no capacity to adapt.11

The financial capacity to respond to climate change impacts is also starkly different 
between North and South. The US government spent $68 billion on the aftermath of 
Hurricane Sandy, but all the richest countries together have barely raised $30 billion a 
year to help the poorest countries cope with climate change impacts, despite a pledge 
to raise $100 billion in 2009.12 Former Filipino climate negotiator Yeb Sano despairs 
when he thinks of how much money and resources it will take to prepare his country for 
climate impacts:

The fact is we are not ready. We have a coastline of 37,000 miles. How can we possibly 
defend that from sea level rise? Sixty per cent of our people live in low-lying areas 
which may flood. It will be probably be 4C warmer Ð that will seriously impact on our 
fisheries, our cities, our coral reefs, our food supplies, our economy. Everything we 
know will be compromised.13
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Planning for the future is not made any easier by the fact that understanding our climate 
is still, in the words of environmental policy professor Joseph DiMento, Ôa film with many 
blurry images and empty framesÕ.14 We know it will lead to increased extreme weather, 
heatwaves, flooding and rising seas, but predicting where and when is an elusive science. 
The most disturbing scientific predictions now suggest that as climate change accelerates, 
it could prompt self-reinforcing feedback loops that would create a tipping point and 
lead to a sudden surge in emissions. There is particular concern at the speed of melting 
permafrost in the Arctic and Northern Siberia, which could cause a major and sudden 
release of methane, one of the most powerful greenhouse gases.

In spite of impressive innovation and take-up of renewable energy production, our 
current trajectory, if not altered, could see temperature increases of up to 4 degrees 
Celsius, which, according to the World Bank, would mean that by 2080, the coolest 
months of the year would be substantially warmer than the warmest months now, and 
we would experience Ôa completely new class of heat waves, with magnitudes never 
experienced before in the 20th centuryÕ.15 As Australian scholar Clive Hamilton argues, 
these kind of scenarios force us to consider the ability of humanity to adapt, even with all 
the financial resources in the world.16 

Hot air and no action

The big question is why Ð given the alarm bells sounded by the worldÕs science 
community and the acceptance of the facts by most politicians Ð there has been so 
little action commensurate with the threat. In an online chapter that accompanies this 
book, Nick Buxton and Pablo Solon explore the reasons in more depth.17 To summarise 
their arguments, rising corporate power, the constant drive for capital expansion, and a 
mistaken focus on emissions rather than extraction and production of fossil fuels have 
blocked an effective dismantling of a deeply embedded fossil fuel economy. Interna-
tional governance, weakened by years of US unilateralism, has spectacularly failed to 
rise to the challenge. Annual UN climate conferences have become an abysmal charade. 
Behind the grand speeches and posturing, it is clear that the whole point of the annual 
spectacle is cosmetic; the decision to avoid any commitment that could possibly put a 
country and its national and corporate interest at an economic disadvantage has already 
been taken.

The result of these systemic failures has been a catastrophic political stasis, that allows 
the current fossil fuel complex to run amok. The dangerous impacts of inaction play out 
in the context of growing corporate power and diminishing popular accountability while 
the same forces that caused the crisis are also looking to shape its impact, increasingly 
behind the barrel of a gun. It means for concerned citizens that the struggles to combat 
climate change and to address its impacts are no longer separate issues but need to be 
addressed together.
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The new security agenda

The first part of this book examines the way in which states and corporations are seeking 
to leverage climate change to their own ends. Chapter 1 is abridged from Christian 
ParentiÕs book, The Tropic of Chaos,18 and explores these Ônew geographies of violenceÕ 
and the links between climate, conflict and insecurity. A US journalist and scholar, 
Parenti argues that climate change has been an overlooked factor in a whole range of 
conflicts, particularly in the worldÕs central latitudes, which are affected most by changes 
in weather patterns.

To his evidence gathered in Afghanistan, Kenya and India, one can also add recent 
research that suggests that the civil war in Syria was also fuelled, at least in part, by an 
extreme drought that affected the country from 2006 to 2009, most likely due to climate 
change. Rising food prices linked to climate change are also seen as a significant source of 
the mass frustrations that boiled over into the so-called ÔArab SpringÕ.

ParentiÕs chapter demonstrates how the environmental crisis is colliding with the 
twin legacies of Cold War militarism and unbridled free market economics to inflame 
existing conflicts and create new patterns of violence Ð and how countries of the Global 
North and others in the South are responding with greater repression, surveillance and a 
program of permanent counter-insurgency.

Much of the violence that Parenti describes also has roots in the conflicts embedded 
within the global fossil fuel economy: violence has consistently followed extraction of 
oil, ranging from repression of residents in extraction zones to the giant geopolitical 
conflicts that have devastated and distorted politics in the Middle East.

In a powerful online chapter that accompanies this book,19 Nigerian environmental 
campaigner Nnimmo Bassey explores how militarisation has accompanied oil extraction 
in Nigeria, causing devastation to the environment and local communities. The chapter 
provides an insight into the dynamics of resource wars in the twenty-first century 
and shows how militarisation in distressed regions is becoming the given geopolitical 
backdrop for our times.20 At the same time, Bassey also draws attention to the creative and 
powerful resistance that has emerged and against the odds has won significant victories.

In Chapter 2, security researcher Ben Hayes examines the security strategies seeking to 
address the impacts of climate change. He unpicks the Ôthreat multiplierÕ doctrine adopted 
by NATO, the Pentagon, the EU and the UN and others that frame climate change as a 
security issue in order to cement their role in managing its impacts. Long-term threat 
assessment is something that military and security agencies claim they are mandated to 
do in the public interest, however, there is an inherent danger to liberty and democracy 
in letting these agencies play a leading role in this area, because they are structurally and 
ideologically predisposed to a limited set of hard security responses. These are based on 
a Ôparadigm that seeks to maintain control rather than address the underlying problemsÕ.21

This ideology and practice also serves the interests of those who have power and 
resources; by its very nature, it militates against actions that would seek to redistribute 
power and wealth and thereby address the inequities that are at the heart of the climate 
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crisis. This can be seen most obviously in the detail of military security strategies that 
focus on how to protect assets, resources and supply chains against the social instability 
caused by climate change. What unites all these strategies is their externalisation of threat. 
As scholar Robyn Eckersley notes, Ôenvironmental threats are something that foreigners 
do to Americans or to American territoryÕ, and they are never something caused by US 
or Western domestic policies.22 By its very nature, then, the military/security approach 
disregards the systemic causes of climate change and therefore the changes that need to 
be made in US and Western institutions, structures and policies. As usual, the enemy 
is!elsewhere.

The chapter also explores the relationship between the politics of security and the 
politics of scarcity, which have together spawned a whole set of sub-narratives Ð food 
security, water security, energy security, and so on. These narratives largely persist with 
the military ÔcontrolÕ paradigm, ignoring issues of justice and equity, and seeking to ensure 
that those with resources, no matter how, why, and at what cost, continue to keep them.

While many people still view ÔsecurityÕ in benign terms Ð being able to walk safely at 
night or having the security of a job or income Ð the term has been co-opted radically 
since 9/11 and is increasingly deployed to justify coercive measures against people. As 
later chapters explore, we are starting to see, for example, the notion of Ôfood securityÕ 
being used to justify land grabbing, or Ôenergy securityÕ used as a reason to take 
pre-emptive action against environmental campaigners. Cornerhouse research group 
suggest a useful distinction between ÔUpper-CaseÕ Security which secures property and 
privilege, and Ôlower-caseÕ security, which is the right to have the means to survive and to 
defend territory and livelihoods. Not only has Upper-Case Security been used to Ôsubdue 
recalcitrant or colonised peoples, to provide physical and political infrastructure, to 
assure the flow of raw materials, [and] to break apart old social relationships in order to 
lubricate increasingly global channels of commerce,Õ it has also become a Ôscarce, global 
commodity É of which there can never be enoughÕ.23 Given the application of ÔsecurityÕ 
measures usually ends up creating further insecurity, security rapidly becomes a panoptic 
vision covering everything and everywhere. This much is now patently clear thanks to 
Edward Snowden.

Chapter 3 by climate scholar and activist Oscar Reyes takes up the corporate side of 
the new security agenda through the lens of managing ÔriskÕ and promoting corporate 
ÔresilienceÕ, in other words, continued profit making. Reyes explains how the narrative of 
security has been usurped by corporate elites to defend the status quo and consolidate 
their power. Climate change brings both risks to corporations such as flooding of 
warehouses or disruption of trade routes Ð to be addressed through corporate resilience 
Ð and opportunities Ð expressed in terms of new markets, new supply routes and changes 
in patterns of consumption. Resilience accepts worsening climate change as fact and, 
rather than seeking to take the radical actions to prevent it, seeks to adapt to it. Used 
with equal vigour in the military-industrial complex, it embraces Ôdisequilibrium as a 
point of organisationÕ, in which populations are helped to ÔsurviveÕ while corporations 
and capitalism are supported to ÔthriveÕ.24
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Corporations are also hedging their bets on climate change, promoting a number 
of ÔsustainableÕ activities to attempt to appease consumer concerns and protecting 
themselves from specific threats such as rising sea levels. Yet in financial terms, these 
same corporations continue to invest in deeply unsustainable activities and in political 
terms exercise their influence to prevent radical dirigiste climate interventions, promoting 
their technocratic expertise as the solution to any problem that emerges.

Walmart is a typical example of this corporate greenwashing. The retail giant received 
plaudits for setting a goal of being Ôsupplied by 100 percent renewable energyÕ, before an 
investigation by Grist magazine found that at its current pace of converting to renewables 
the company would take about 300 years to achieve this.25 Similarly, divestment 
campaigners forced Exxon Mobil to analyse its climate-change risk exposure, given 
that burning all of its reserves would undermine internationally agreed climate goals 
and therefore risked their becoming Ôstranded assetsÕ. Exxon MobilÕs report concluded 
that government action forcing Exxon to keep any of its oil reserves in the ground was 
Ôhighly unlikelyÕ, and argued that it could therefore continue to search for more oil and 
gas without restraint. Reyes concludes:

That type of response represents a complacent Ð indeed, arrogant Ð disregard for the 
planet. But it is based on a confident bet that transnational corporations will continue 
to have significant influence on public policy-making, both through their lobbying, 
and as a result of the anti-regulatory neoliberalism shared by politicians of both the 
centre-left and centre-right in most industrialised countries.

Meanwhile, other companies are lining up to profit from the impacts of climate change. 
One such company is Arcadis, a Dutch engineering firm that offers flood-protection 
services. The company has embarked on a buying spree, snapping up ETEP, a Brazilian 
water-engineering and consulting firm, winning contracts in New York to bring water-
treatment facilities online after Hurricane Sandy, and working with New Orleans and 
San Francisco to raise levees and plan for rising sea levels. ArcadisÕs revenue rose 26 per 
cent in 2012 to "2.5 billion ($3.25 billion). Services such as flood protection will be 
critical, but the rise of these new climate-change profiteers does reflect an economic 
model in which corporations and elites are best placed to prosper from climate change 
while the vast majority of the planet will have no such protection. As explored later in 
the book, some of the solutions that corporations provide to address climate change 
end up intensifying the dispossession of peasants and marginalized communities. When 
Michael Richardson, head of business development at Land Commodities, who advises 
rich investors and sovereign wealth funds, says that Ôthere is an overemphasis of its [global 
warmingÕs] negative impactsÕ and celebrates its potential to increase the value of land and 
create new markets, you can be sure that he is not thinking about the impacts of climate 
change on peasant farmers.

The corporate capacity to shape our climate-changed world reflects the growing 
power that corporate elites have accumulated in the past two decades. A report by TNI 
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in 2014 showed that the worldÕs wealth is concentrated to an even greater extent than is 
popularly understood: not in the hands of the 1 per cent but the 0.001 per cent, that is, 
the 111,000 people who control $16.3 trillion. This is equivalent to a fifth of the worldÕs 
GDP. Moreover, 37 of the worldÕs largest economies are corporations, not nations. But 
the concentration of power goes deeper still: in a study of 43,000 corporations, math-
ematicians at the Zurich Polytechnic Institute found just 147 companies control 40 per 
cent of the economic value of the entire sample. Most of these are banks, hedge funds, 
or other financial services corporations. Even an advisor to Deutsche Bank, George 
Sugihara, admitted that ÔItÕs disconcerting to see how connected things really are.Õ26

The unprecedented concentration of economic and military power is not only an 
indication of the forces that will seek to dominate a climate-changed world, it is also an 
indication of systemic vulnerabilities in our globalised world. Geographer Mazen Labban 
explains: ÔThe vulnerability of the network derives not only from its vastness É of the 
(physical) concentration of the infrastructure, but also from its connectivity: disruption 
of supply in one place might create shocks at the regional, or even global scale.Õ27 On the 
flip side, though, these vulnerabilities are also opening new spaces for social innovation 
and challenges to corporate power.

Adaptation and security for whom?

The second part of this book examines four specific features of the state-corporate 
climate-change agenda as they relate to adaptation to climate change. Climate adaptation 
is understood as efforts made to reduce the vulnerability of human, natural and social 
systems to the impacts of climate change. Cities, institutions, governments clearly need 
to invest in adaptation efforts to protect people from negative climate impacts. However, 
as environment and security scholar Geoff Dabelko and others have argued, both 
mitigation and adaptation efforts handled badly are likely to aggravate social unrest and 
conflict.28 While climatic events may be the catalyst for future conflicts, ham-fisted elite 
adaptations are likely to make them even worse. An EU-funded study of conflicts in the 
Mediterranean, Sahel and Middle East showed, for example, that the principal causes 
of conflict in these countries was not hydro-climatic conditions, but rather democratic 
deficits, distorted and unjust economic development and poor adaptation efforts to 
climate change that end up worsening the situation.29 A militarised response is Ð as we 
have already seen all too clearly Ð only likely to make this situation worse.

Many people watched in horror as 58,000 troops were deployed to New Orleans 
in the wake of Hurricane Katrina, together with privatised security forces such as the 
notorious Blackwater commandos. While many civilians were rescued, others found 
themselves shot at and arrested. Seven police were eventually indicted for killing two 
African Americans and wounding four others. Many more killings by the military, 
security guards and vigilantes still await justice. Rebecca Solnit, who has analysed many 
disasters, including New Orleans, notes that militarisation normally occurs because of 
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what she calls Ôelite panicÕ Ð the fear of social disorder and fear of the poor, minorities 
and immigrants. This fear prompts police and military to prioritise protecting property 
over human lives. The US military continues to see potential disorder where others see 
injustice, suggesting New Orleans is not an unusual one-off case: a US Army Strategic 
Studies Institute report in 2008 said that in the wake of civil unrest caused by climate 
change, the ÔDoD would be, by necessity, an essential enabling hub for the continuity of 
political authority in a multi-state or nationwide civil conflict or disturbance.Õ30

In Chapter 4, writer and journalist Nafeez Ahmed (writing with Nick Buxton and 
Ben Hayes) looks at how governments are preparing for ÔnaturalÕ disasters with Ôcivil 
contingenciesÕ and Ôdisaster preparednessÕ. Across the world, states have added new 
statutes to their books that provide for the suspension of democratic institutions and 
the restriction of civil liberties in times of crisis. In many cases, this legislation builds 
upon and even extends powers previously adopted in wartime. At the same time, the 
standard for invoking those powers has slipped from state of emergency to any time of 
ÔcrisisÕ. While it is both legitimate and desirable for governments to plan for the worst, it 
is clear that a significant part of this planning is concerned with the ÔthreatÕ that citizens 
are seen to pose to governments. Ahmed shows how these ÔemergencyÕ powers build 
upon the exceptional and now permanent measures introduced under the Ôwar on terrorÕ. 
In a post-Occupy, post-Arab Spring world, security agencies have become increasingly 
preoccupied with managing and anticipating social unrest, which inevitably rests on 
targeting ÔradicalÕ social activism. One example is the Pentagon Minerva initiative, which 
is funding researchers to develop advanced data-mining tools that can automatically 
categorise activist groups and rank them on a threat-scale and determine their alleged 
propensity for violence or terrorism by automatically tracking and analysing their social 
media posts. Within these models, the threat comes not from climate change or the 
iniquities of the neoliberal system, but now from those who oppose it. There is of course 
nothing new in states casting ÔradicalsÕ as a threat, but the threat is now green as well 
as!red.31

These tendencies have put environmental activists in particular on the front line 
of state repression, as one of the online chapters that accompany this book explores.32 
Global Witness reports in 2014 and 2015 indicated that there has been a dramatic rise in 
killings of people protecting the environment and defending land rights, as competition 
for natural resources intensifies.33 Around three-quarters of these deaths took place in 
Central and South America, often during the repression of resistance to hydropower 
projects, mining, agribusiness and logging. Meanwhile in the US and UK, climate-change 
activists have been defined along with terrorist suspects and armed militias as Ôdomestic 
extremistsÕ, or Ôeco-terroristsÕ, with enormous resources now devoted to identifying, 
tracking and spying on them.

Meanwhile, those who flee their countries due to climate disruption confront even 
bigger military obstacles and dangers, as many nations follow the lead of Europe and 
the US in building ever-stronger fences to keep refugees at bay. Journalist Todd Miller 
calls the borderlands of the US Ôconstitution-free zonesÕ and says the borderlands are 
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providing a useful Ôon-the-ground laboratory for the development of a surveillance state 
É one of the police and the policedÕ.34 The disturbing militarisation of borders, using 
ever more dangerous technologies to ward off those forced to migrate from climate 
instability, is explored by security scholar Steve Wright, border security expert April 
Humble and co-editor Ben Hayes in Chapter 5. They argue that what is needed is less 
a new legal category of Ôenvironmental refugeeÕ than sustained resistance to the Ôborder 
industrial!complexÕ.

In Chapter 6, Kathy Jo Wetter and Sylvia Ribeiro of ETC group examine the 
corporate and military interests that promote geo-engineering of the climate to reduce 
temperatures and prevent their damaging impacts. The fact that these proposals are 
gathering momentum is a reflection of both the support of Big Oil and the influence of 
those in power who believe that bizarre experiments with sunshades in space is a more 
sensible course of action than confrontation of the fossil-fuel industry.

Wetter and Ribeiro explain how geo-engineering advocates Ð or, as they prefer to call 
them, ÔgeopiratesÕ Ð are backed in the US and Europe by some of the same conservative 
institutes and politicians that are sceptical about climate change. Perhaps that explains 
why geo-engineeringÕs impact is perversely the same or worse than climate change, 
legitimising further human meddling with the climate, creating profits for a small few and 
leaving those most affected out of the discussions. Despite its dangers, geo-engineering 
is gaining ever more traction and government support. The Central Intelligence Agency 
funded a 21-month $630,000 scientific study in 2013 to analyse the prospects for and 
potential impacts of geo-engineering.35

The final chapter in this part of the book, by Dutch peace activist Mark Akkerman, 
looks at some of the broader responses of the global military-industrial complex to 
climate change. In the wake of 9/11, what is more accurately described as the military-
security industrial complex has become extraordinarily powerful. In 2013, global military 
spending reached about $1.7 trillion dollars, 130 times that of planned humanitarian 
spending and dwarfing any investment in climate change. US military spending is roughly 
equal to the next nine top global spenders combined, with ever more corporations seeking 
to grab a slice of the pie.36 A Washington Post investigation in 2010 revealed the existence 
of 1,931 private companies benefiting from a $75 million government intelligence budget 
that had more than doubled since 9/11.37 Corporations reaping handsome rewards from 
this burgeoning fear-based industry clearly have a vested interest in fuelling a media and 
political debate that forecast an insecure dangerous future in order to promote their 
ÔsecurityÕ solutions.

Europe is involved in a similar security-industrial arms race. TNIÕs report Neoconop-
ticon revealed, for example, that arms manufacturers are benefiting from "1.4 billion 
of EU largesse to develop research into how to integrate land, air, maritime, space and 
cyber-surveillance systems. As the report noted, we are not just Ôsleepwalking into É a 
surveillance societyÕ, but also Ôturning a blind eye to the start of a new kind of arms race, 
one in which all the weapons are pointing inwardsÕ.38
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Despite the interests at stake, the military embrace of climate change as a new raison 
dÕ•tre has been warmly welcomed by some in the environmentalist community. Climate 
scientist John Schellnhuber,39 for example, expresses his relief that Ôthe military do not 
deal with ideology. They cannot afford to: They are responsible for the lives of people 
and billions of pounds of investment in equipment.Õ Certainly in the US, the military is 
seen as one of the few possible voices that could get a hearing by Republican climate 
sceptics. Nick Mabey, formerly of World Wildlife Fund, has urged military officials to 
become louder Ôcommunicating the security implications and costs of uncontrolled and 
extreme climate change to political leaders and the publicÕ, saying it would protect their 
interests, open up new markets, and drive technological innovation.40 Others point to the 
potential role for the military in dealing with climate disasters, with the US Operation 
Damayan in the aftermath of the Typhoon Haiyan in the Philippines in 2012, as one 
recent example.

We see the unfolding love affair between some environmentalists and the military as 
deeply problematic. AkkermanÕs closer look at the militaryÕs Ôgreen pivotÕ shows that it is 
mainly driven by energy, not environmental concerns Ð and the need to identify a new 
ÔthreatÕ that will fill army coffers in case the threat of terrorism no longer suffices. The 
military have also welcomed new allies from the environmental movement and efforts 
to paint themselves ÔgreenÕ, as it helps detract attention from the deeply unpopular wars 
in Afghanistan and Iraq and the much less publicised, but constant, public opposition to 
their vast global infrastructure of military bases.

Acquisition through dispossession

The third part of the book casts a critical eye on the new state-corporate discourses on 
food, water and energy security. The common theme is a Malthusian vision of scarcity 
that predicts shortages in the future due to population growth combined with climate 
constraints. The dominant proposed solution to these ÔInSecuritiesÕ is always the same: 
expand production, encourage more private investment and participation and use new 
technologies to overcome obstacles. Issues of distribution, injustice and environmental 
exploitation or the values of self-reliance or local control, where considered at all, are 
dismissed as unfeasible or irrelevant.

Yet the scarcity most describe is not an absolute scarcity Ð there continues to be enough 
food and water for everyone Ð but is mainly created by how these resources are shared. 
In our global food system, 30Ð50 per cent of food produced globally is wasted; moreover 
while an estimated 1 billion people today suffer from hunger, 500 million people in both 
the Global North and South are obese. Despite this chronic mal-distribution of resources, 
the bulk of research and investment continues to go into production and technological 
development. The result is that real-life experiences of present injustices in our energy, 
food and water systems are ignored, not learnt from. As research group Cornerhouse 
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point out, this also means we are doomed to repeat and deepen the problems with our 
current systems of food, water and energy:

As the future will grow out of the present, a better way of dealing with Ôfuture 
[resource] crisisÕ is not imagining a future Malthusian world that bears no relationship 
to what exists now or ever has existed, and then imagining how to stave off that 
hypothetical Malthusian destiny, but rather dealing with current scarcities now on the 
realistic assumption that what causes scarcity today is going to go on causing scarcity 
in the!future.41

The advocacy and implementation of plans for food security, water security and energy 
security in the name of climate change has also in many cases perversely accelerated 
climate change. In Chapter 8, Zoe Brent and Annie Shattuck of the think tank Food First, 
together with co-editor Nick Buxton, note that the World BankÕs and othersÕ calls for 
Ôsustainable intensificationÕ of agriculture in future decades will consolidate an industrial 
agricultural model that is decidedly unsustainable in its dependence on cheap fossil fuels 
and global transportation. Moreover, peasants are having their land grabbed in the name 
of Ôfood securityÕ at an unprecedented rate. 

In Chapter 9, researcher and activist Mary Ann Manahan of Focus on the Global South 
reveals how water scarcity has become a major driver in corporations and banks securing 
water rights in order to lock-in guaranteed profits as the precious resource becomes 
scarce. This leads to situations where companies like Pepsi have glossy brochures about 
reducing their water footprint, yet have quietly secured rights to water in water-stressed 
regions of India. ÔWater securityÕ is also invoked in California to back Ôclimate-friendlyÕ 
water infrastructure that will mainly benefit agribusiness and fracking firms.

Meanwhile in the world of energy, dwindling resources have fuelled a calamitous 
Ôrace for whatÕs leftÕ,42 as companies enter regions like the Arctic, Amazonian rainforests, 
protected national parks and often indigenous territories to extract the very last drop of 
oil and gas. In Chapter 10, UK oil campaigner Emma Hughes and the Platform research 
collective show how, despite the obvious role our energy system has played in causing 
climate change, most government and corporate energy planners have used energy 
security to justify ongoing fossil-fuel exploitation, to legitimise military intervention 
in defence of supply, to repress environmental activists and to prioritise energy for 
corporations rather than people.

From security to justice

The final chapter in the book asks what our response to climate-change impacts should 
be once we reject the notion of security. After critically examining two popular concepts 
of ÔadaptationÕ and ÔresilienceÕ, the last chapter outlines some of the driving principles 
and practices that could embody a peopleÕs just response to climate change. Many of 
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the alternatives are described in each of the preceding chapters and have arisen out 
of resistance to corporate and security-led strategies as well as through attempts by 
communities to take back control of key resources in a way that embodies principles 
of justice, democracy and sustainability. Two accompanying online chapters explore 
these themes further Ð one by labour scholars Hilary Wainwright and Jacklyn Cock 
points to the importance and potential of trade unions to address climate change and its 
impacts, the other by Justin Kenrick and Tom Henfrey who have been deeply involved in 
the Transition Town movement draws out the lessons for commons-based movements 
worldwide.43 The book ends on a note of hope, drawing on the inspiration from the way 
people throughout history in times of disaster have more often responded with creativity 
and in defence of justice than with repression and violence.

For a long time, environmental advocates have ducked the issue of how we should 
respond to the impact of climate change because it was seen as a tacit admission of defeat, 
an admission that we had failed. But as climate impacts become increasingly obvious, 
that is ever more a self-defeating strategy. When it becomes clear that this void has been 
filled mainly by the military and corporations seeking to cash in on catastrophe, it is even 
more short-sighted.

We hope this book, which analyses those forces, and points to the dangers of viewing 
all our basic necessities such as food and water through the lens of ÔsecurityÕ will build 
support for alternative approaches. These alternatives already exist as many of this bookÕs 
authors makes clear. Indeed, climate disruption may well provide the opportunities to 
put them on the table as never before. The key will be to connect them from the bottom 
up and build the inclusive local, regional and global movements that can tackle systemic 
injustice. We need to ensure that as difficult times emerge, our societies respond with 
justice and compassion, rather than fear and repression.
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1

THE CATASTROPHIC CONVERGENCE: 
MILITARISM, NEOLIBERALISM  

AND CLIMATE CHANGE
Christian Parenti

Water flows or blood.
  Slogan of the banned Pakistani political party Jamaat-u-Dawa

Introduction

Climate change arrives in a world primed for crisis.1 And the political responses to 
climate change increasingly take the form of ethnic, religious, or class violence in the 
form of banditry, rebellion, warfare, state repression and general militarisation. This 
is because the current and impending dislocations of climate change intersect with 
the already existing crises of poverty and inequality left by thirty years of neoliberal-
ism, and the violence and tattered social fabric left by Cold War-era military conflicts. 
I call this collision of political, economic and environmental disasters the Ôcatastrophic 
convergenceÕ. By catastrophic convergence, I do not merely mean that several disasters 
happen simultaneously, one problem atop another. Rather, I am arguing that problems 
compound and amplify each other, one expressing itself through another.

Societies, like people, deal with new challenges in ways that are conditioned by the 
traumas of their past. Thus damaged societies, like damaged people, often respond to 
new crises in ways that are irrational, short-sighted and self-destructive. In the case of 
climate change, the past traumas that set the stage for bad adaptation Ð a destructive 
social response Ð are Cold War-era militarism and the economic pathologies of 
neoliberal capitalism. Over the last forty years, both these forces have distorted the stateÕs 
relationship to society Ð removing and undermining the stateÕs collectivist, regulatory 
and redistributive functions Ð while overdeveloping its repressive and military capacities. 
And this, I contend, seriously challenges societyÕs ability to avoid violent dislocations as 
climate change kicks in.
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Climate crisis

The scientific consensus about climate takes institutional form in the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). The IPCC does not conduct independent research 
but is instead a government- and UN-supported international clearinghouse. It collects 
and summarises all published scientific literature on climatology and related issues in 
biology, hydrology and glaciology to facilitate governmentsÕ response to climate issues 
based on fully vetted research.

The IPCC has been attacked by climate denialists as alarmist and wrong, due to 
several minor errors in its 2007 Fourth Assessment Report. But correcting these minor 
errors did not change the reportÕs overall conclusions. In fact, because the IPCC operates 
on the basis of consensus, its conclusions are quite conservative and its reports lag years 
behind the latest scientific developments. The IPCC represents the lowest-common-
denominator, fully accepted conclusions of the scientific mainstream.

The IPCC has concluded that our civilisationÕs dependence on burning fossil fuels 
has boosted atmospheric concentrations of carbon dioxide from around 280 parts per 
million (ppm) before the Industrial Revolution to 400 ppm today. Analyses of ancient ice 
cores show 400 ppm to be the highest that atmospheric CO2 has been for 10,000!years.

Atmospheric CO2 functions like the glass in a greenhouse, allowing the sunÕs heat in 
but preventing much of it from radiating back out to space. We need atmospheric CO2 Ð 
without it, the earth would be an ice-cold lifeless rock. However, over the last 150 years, 
we have been loading the sky with far too much CO2, and the planet is heating up.

As the Center for Climate and Energy Solutions explains, ÔThe EarthÕs average surface 
temperature has increased by 1.4¡F (0.8¡C) since the early years of the 20th century. The 
10 warmest years on record (since 1850) have all occurred since 1998, and all but one 
have happened since 2000.Õ2

Less than 1 degree Celsius warmer over a hundred years? That may not sound 
like much, but scientists believe it is enough to begin disrupting the climate systemÕs 
equilibrium. The negative feedback loops that keep the earthÕs climate stable are 
increasingly giving way to destabilising positive feedback loops, in which departures 
from the norm build on themselves instead of diminishing over time. As a result, climate 
change is happening faster than initially predicted and its impacts are already upon us in 
the form of more extreme weather events, desertification, ocean acidification, melting 
glaciers and incrementally rising sea levels. The scientists who construct the computer 
models that analyse climate data agree that even if we stop dumping greenhouse gases 
into the atmosphere, CO2 levels are already so high that we are locked into a significant 
increase in global temperatures. Disruptive climate change is a certainty even if we make 
the economic shift away from fossil fuels.

Incipient climate change is already starting to express itself in the realm of politics. 
Extreme weather events and off-kilter weather patterns are causing more humanitarian 
crises. The UN estimates that 70 per cent of humanitarian disasters are climate related, up 
from 50 per cent two decades ago. Already climate change adversely affects 300 million 

Buxton TSATD 01 text.indd   24 01/10/2015   10:46



THE CATASTROPHIC CONVERGENCE | 25

people a year, killing 300,000 of them. By 2030 Ð as floods, drought, forest fires and 
new diseases grow worse Ð as many as 500,000 people a year could be killed by climate 
change, and the economic cost of these disruptions could reach $600 billion annually.3

This dangerous mix of extreme weather and water scarcity could inflame and escalate 
already existing social conflicts. Columbia University Earth InstituteÕs Center for Interna-
tional Earth Science Information Network (CIESIN) and the International Crisis Group 
combined databases on civil wars and water availability, and found that ÔWhen rainfall is 
significantly below normal, the risk of a low-level conflict escalating to a full-scale civil 
war approximately doubles the following year.Õ4 The project cites the example of Nepal, 
where the Maoist insurgency was most severe after droughts and almost nonexistent in 
areas that had normal rainfall. In some cases, when the rains were late or light, or came 
all at once, or at the wrong time, Ôsemi-retiredÕ armed groups often re-emerged to start 
fighting again.

Between the Tropic of Capricorn and the Tropic of Cancer lies what I have called 
the ÔTropic of ChaosÕ, a belt of economically and politically battered post-colonial states 
girding the planetÕs equatorial latitudes. In this band around the tropics, climate change 
is beginning to hit hardest. The societies in this belt are heavily dependent on agriculture 
and fishing, thus very vulnerable to shifts in weather patterns. According to a Swedish 
government study, ÔThere are 46 countries Ð home to 2.7 billion people Ð in which the 
effects of climate change interacting with economic, social and political problems will 
create a high risk of violent conflict.Õ5 Their list covers that same terrain. These latitudes 
are now being most affected by the onset of anthropocentric climate!change.

In my book, Tropic of Chaos, I described numerous conflicts that are being exacerbated 
by climate change, beginning with the escalation of violence among East African 
pastoralists, most specifically the Turkana. Moving farther eastward, Afghanistan is 
facing the worst drought conditions in a hundred years. On to India, where a map of 
Naxalite guerrilla activity correlates almost perfectly with the most drought-affected 
districts. More recently, other climate conflicts have become well known: SyriaÕs civil war 
in 2011, for example, was precipitated in part by a horrific drought from 2006 to 2009.

Rising sea levels provide another major challenge for our capacity to adapt. In 2007, 
the IPCC projected sea levels could rise by an average of 7Ð23 inches this century. These 
numbers were soon amended and scientists now believe that sea levels could rise by an 
average of five feet over the next ninety years. Such sea-level rises will lead to massive 
dislocations. One 2014 study from ColumbiaÕs CIESIN projects that 700 million Ôclimate 
refugeesÕ will be on the move by 2050, although most of these will not cross borders and 
will move within their country of birth (see Chapter 5).6

Perhaps the modern eraÕs first Ôclimate refugeesÕ were the 500,000 Bangladeshis left 
homeless when half of Bhola Island flooded in 2005. In Bangladesh, 22 million people 
could be forced from their homes by 2050 because of climate change. India is already 
building a militarised border fence along its 2,500-mile frontier with Bangladesh.7 
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And the student activists of IndiaÕs Hindu Right are pushing vigorously for the mass 
deportation of (Muslim) Bangladeshi immigrants.

Meanwhile, 22 Pacific island nations, home to 7 million people, are planning for 
relocation as rising seas threaten them with national annihilation. What will happen 
when ChinaÕs cities begin to flood? When the eastern seaboard of the US starts to flood, 
how will people and institutions respond?

Military legacy of the Cold War

The vulnerability of the Global South to climate change cannot be fully understood 
without noting that this region was also the frontline of the Cold WarÕs hot proxy battles 
and the laboratory for neoliberal, violent economic restructuring. The main pre-existing 
crisis of the catastrophic convergence is the legacy of Cold War militarism. In the Global 
South, the Cold War was hot. Revolution and counter-insurgency were its methods. 
Conventional warfare in which the military and infrastructures are targeted is, despite all 
its horrors, often associated with increased social solidarity, as witnessed in Britain during 
the Second World War, where Nazi bombardment was met with evacuation, rationing, 
conscription and an unprecedented levelling of class differences. Asymmetrical socio-
military conflicts, such as those waged across the Global South at the height of the Cold 
War were quite different, eroding and destroying the social fabric.

For the most part, the rebellion in the Global South was a home-grown affair, and the 
reaction from the US was Ð in the eyes of US planners Ð defensive. As a doctrine, counter-
insurgency is the theory of internal warfare; it is the strategy of suppressing rebellions 
and revolution. Counter-insurgency mimics revolution: Its object is civilian society as a 
whole, and the social fabric of everyday life. Whereas traditional aerial bombing (which 
is notoriously ineffective) targets bridges, factories and command centres, counter-insur-
gency targets Ð pace Foucault Ð the ÔcapillaryÕ level of social relations. It ruptures and tears 
(but rarely re-makes) the intimate social relations among people, the ability to cooperate, 
the lived texture of solidarity Ð in other words, the bonds that are societyÕs sinews.

Conventional warfare seeks to control territory and destroy the opposing military, but 
counter-insurgency seeks to control society. In an insurgency, the military force Ð the 
state or the occupying power Ð already has (at least nominal) control of the battle space, 
but it lacks control of the population. Guerrillas, irregular forces, even small unpopular 
terrorist groups all rely on the populace, or parts of it, for recruits, food, shelter, medical 
care, intelligence and, if nothing else, simple cover. Mao Zedong summed it up: ÔThe 
guerrilla must move amongst the people as a fish swims in the sea.Õ Thus, the counter-
insurgentÕs task is to isolate and destroy the guerrillas by gaining control of the population 
through violence as well as psychological and ideological control. Society is the target, 
and as such, society is damaged.

Irregular, proxy conflicts Ð insurgency and counter-insurgency in the Third World Ð 
defined the American and Soviet methods during the Cold War. Those methods primed 
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many areas of the world for serious instability. The UN documented around 150 armed 
conflicts in the Third World between 1945 and 1990. In these Ôsmall warsÕ, 20 million 
people died, 60 million were injured, and 15 million were deracinated as refugees by 
1991. Derek Summerfield, a psychiatrist and academic who specialises in the mental-
health effects of modern war, described the situation as follows:

Five percent of all casualties in the First World War were civilians; the figure for the 
Second World War was 50 percent, and that for the Vietnam War was over 80 percent. 
In current armed conflicts over 90 percent of all casualties are civilians, usually from 
poor rural families. This is the result of deliberate and systematic violence deployed 
to terrorize whole populations É Population, not territory, is the target, and through 
terror the aim is to penetrate into homes, families, and the entire fabric of grassroots 
social relations, producing demoralization and paralysis. To this end terror is sown 
not just randomly, but also through targeted assaults on health workers, teachers and 
co-operative leaders, those whose work symbolizes shared values and aspirations. 
Torture, mutilation, and summary execution in front of family members have 
become!routine.8

Nowhere saw a more devastating counter insurgency than Guatemala. Beginning in 
1981, the military government of General Rios Mont combined a genocidal scorched-
earth campaign against civilians with a classic Ôsecure and holdÕ development strategy. 
The strategy was called Ôfrijoles y fusilesÕ (kidney beans and guns). After destroying 
Indian villages and massacring many of their inhabitants, the military would gather the 
surviving civilians and concentrate them in Ômodel villagesÕ. Male survivors were forced to 
participate in civil patrols, lightly armed vigilante forces that were the eyes and ears of the 
military Ð and often their human shield. An estimated 100,000 civilians were murdered 
during the Guatemalan civil war, the vast majority of them by government forces.

I had an opportunity to see this war first-hand, in 1988, when I hiked across the Ixill 
Triangle in the highlands war zone. The trails were littered with government and guerrilla 
propaganda Ð small handbills exhorting the people to join one side or the other. The area 
was still at war but the guerrillas were in retreat. Everywhere we saw the methods of counter-
insurgency: trails cleared of trees on all sides, air patrols, civilian militia checkpoints, burnt 
villages, and newly constructed ones under strict government control. Later, in 1991, I 
travelled with and reported on the Resistencia Nacional, part of the FMLN, in the hills of 
Caba–as, El Salvador; similar physical and social scars were evident.

Today, the Guatemalan highlands and the small towns of El Salvador are still violent, 
but instead of guerrilla operations and counter-insurgency, crime is the plague. The 
global average homicide rate is less than eight per 100,000. But the 2012 UN Office 
on Drugs and Crime report on Central America cites the rates that murder increased 
between 2000 and 2011: from 51 to 92 per 100,000 in Honduras; from 60 to 69 per 
100,000 in El Salvador; and from 26 to 39 per 100,000 in Guatemala, with a spike to 46 
per 100,000 in 2008 and 2009.9
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All three of those countries were sites of intense counter-insurgency from the late 
1970s to early 1990s, and the legacy of that is a society weakened, social fabric frayed: 
gun culture; large populations of unemployed men trained and habituated to violence, 
discipline, secrecy, pack loyalty, brutality, and the arts of smuggling, extortion, robbery 
and assassination. The political class is also steeped in violence, and much of it sees 
society as warfare: enemies must be destroyed, social problems eliminated by force. 
Walls and armed guards define the landscape. The police are steeped in traditions of 
torture, disappearance and drug running.10

Relative deprivation defines the psychological terrain: these societies are more 
unequal than ever, but the revolutionaries and progressive social movements, in raising 
class-consciousness, have made the masses aware of the inherent unfairness of the 
situation.11 The spectacle of modern media, in advertising riches and fame, make them 
aware of what they lack Ð all of which now feed criminogenic relative depravation.

Post-Cold War

Famously, the US defeat in Vietnam turned the US military away from the study of 
counter-insurgency, though the methods of irregular warfare were still part of the 
instruction for US proxy forces in El Salvador, the Philippines, Colombia and elsewhere. 
Counter-insurgency doctrine began to make a return after US Army Rangers got into 
trouble in Mogadishu, Somalia, in 1993, during a botched raid on the compound of 
Somali warlord Mohamed Farrah Aidid. A Black Hawk helicopter was shot down in the 
city and a seat-of-the pants rescue mission eventually shot its way in and then back out of 
the city, but not without considerable loss of life Ð particularly for the Somali militiamen, 
800Ð1,300 of whom were killed Ð and a spectacular humiliation for the US Army.12

After that, the Pentagon began to think more seriously about how to fight irregulars 
in cities and failed states. Soon the RAND corporation put out a study called The 
Urbanization of Insurgency, and a December 1997, National Defense Panel review

É castigated the Army as unprepared for protracted combat in the near impassable, 
maze-like streets of the poverty-stricken cities of the Third World. As a result, the four 
armed services, coordinated by the Joint Staff Urban Working Group, launched crash 
programs to master street-fighting under realistic third-world conditions.13

Greg GrandinÕs EmpireÕs Workshop: Latin America, the United States, and the rise of the new 
imperialism made clear the links between counter-insurgency in Iraq and its antecedents 
in Central America. Grandin quotes an American counter-insurgency expert, who 
described the ferocity of US-funded and trained forces in Central America as Ôgoing 
primitiveÕ. 
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As Grandin explains: 

With the United States failing to defeat the rebels [in Iraq] on its own, the Pentagon 
came to debate the ÔSalvadorian optionÕ, that is the use of local paramilitary forces 
otherwise known as death squads, to do the kind of dirty work that it was either 
unwilling or unable to do. It turned to men like James Steele, who in the 1980s led the 
Special Forces mission in El Salvador and worked with Oliver North to run weapons 
and supplies to the Nicaraguan Contras É .14

The Shiite death squads of IraqÕs Maliki government were the result. They were also a 
disturbing harbinger of a world wracked by climate insecurity, as we will explore later.

In the meantime, let us now turn to the other great crisis: the rise of neoliberalism.

The political economy of neoliberalism

From the 1930s until the 1980s, many developing economies in the Global South 
followed a model of state-directed import-substitution industrialisation, or ISI. This 
form of capitalist development involved an uneasy compact between business and labour, 
brokered by an interventionist state. The rise of Communism in the USSR, the spread 
of radical left movements, and the collapse of markets for traditional exports during the 
Great Depression, all encouraged an embrace of the model. In exchange for discipline on 
the shop floor, the state created social security programmes and allowed rising wages for 
the aristocracy of labour. Investment and finance were regulated, and banks were often 
state owned. Examples of this mix are found from Brazil to Mexico to Morocco to South 
Africa to India. Overall Ð and contrary to the assertions of todayÕs economic orthodoxy Ð 
labour productivity, living standards and the economy as a whole increased under ISI.15

By the mid-1960s, however, signs of trouble emerged. There started to be too much 
stuff and not enough demand.16 By 1970, 99 per cent of American homes had refrig-
erators, electric irons and radios. More than 90 per cent had washing machines, vacuum 
cleaners and toasters. As one economist put it:

Saturation in one market led to saturation in others as producers looked abroad when 
the possibilities for domestic expansion were exhausted. The results were simultaneous 
export drives by companies in all advanced countries, with similar, technologically 
sophisticated products going into one anotherÕs markets É Increasing exports É 
from developing countries such as Taiwan, Korea, Mexico and Brazil further increased 
the congestion of mass markets in the advanced economies.17

By the early 1970s, capitalism was suffocating from industrial success.18 In 1973, the 
other shoe dropped: Arab defeat in the Yom Kippur War led to an oil boycott by many 
key exporters. The price of oil quadrupled in less than a year. That hit countries like 
Brazil hard. Though it is now a major oil producer, it was then importing 80 per cent of 
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its petroleum. Before prices could subside, the Shah of Iran fell to a revolution and there 
was a second oil shock in 1979. Prices nearly doubled again.

These petrodollars flooded the world financial markets and were lent out to anyone 
who would borrow at very low, but variable interest rates. In Latin America, this translated 
into mounting debt. Overcapacity and a collapse in the rate of return on investment 
prompted Paul Volker, the chairman of the US Federal Reserve, to begin a dramatic rise 
in interest rates from 7.9 per cent in 1979, to 16.4 per cent in 1981. This had the effect 
of cutting borrowing throughout the economy; with that, investment and consumer 
spending also ratcheted down abruptly. Unemployment in the US reached 10.8 per cent 
by December 1982.19 At the same time, both Reagan and Thatcher launched offensives 
against the power of organised labour, cut social spending and slashed taxes on the 
wealthy.

In Latin America, the new monetary policy also meant that interest payments on 
existing debt soared. Thus began the Latin American debt crisis. From 1978 to the 
end of 1982, total Latin American debt more than doubled, from $159 billion to $327 
billion. Debt servicing Ð that is, paying the interest Ð grew even faster: The average Latin 
American country was using more than 30 per cent of its export earnings just to service 
its debts Ð Brazil paid nearly 60 per cent.20

É Austerity

The solution to the debt crisis came in the form of IMF- and World Bank-enforced 
austerity. Though the pattern played out differently in each affected country, I will focus 
on the paradigmatic examples of Brazil and Mexico.

In 1983, Brazil had the largest foreign debt of the developing world Ð $83.8 billion. Just 
to service its debts, it had to borrow more and more in a downward spiral. In early 1983, 
Brazil went to the IMF for $6 billion, which was then the single largest loan in the FundÕs 
history. But in return, Brazil agreed to a brutal austerity program: To cut inflation, growth 
was strangled, public spending was cut, the currency devalued, imports restricted, public 
assets privatised, exports boosted.21 In Sao Paulo, workers were soon rioting.22

Unfortunately, BrazilÕs export drive took place amidst falling commodity prices. 
Two factors contributed to this. The Bretton Woods institutions were simultaneously 
pressuring other Third World debtors to export more; meanwhile, deep recessions and 
high interest rates in the richer countries held down consumption. Increased supply plus 
reduced demand meant plummeting prices. Sugar, copper, aluminium and other raw 
materials all hit deep lows.

The IMFÕs structural adjustment programme resulted in higher unemployment, rising 
poverty and growing urbanisation Ð as the rural poor went to cities in search of work. 
From 1980 to 1990, RioÕs overall population growth rate was 8 per cent, but the favela 
(slum) population surged by 41 per cent. As economist and Latin America expert Mark 
Weisbrot explained, ÔFrom 1960 to 1980, income per person Ð the most basic measure 
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that economists have of economic progress Ð in Brazil grew by about 123 per cent. From 
1980 to 2000, it grew by less than 4 per cent.Õ Weisbrot estimates that had Brazil not 
embraced neoliberalism, Ôthe country would have European living standards today. 
Instead of about 50 million poor people as there are today, there would be very few. And 
almost everyone would today enjoy vastly higher living standards, educational levels, and 
better health care.Õ23

In Mexico, the debt crisis played a similar role, but was exacerbated by trade policies. 
MexicoÕs crisis broke on 12 August 1982, when Mexico announced that it could not 
pay its bills and took the first steps towards default, declaring a 90-day moratorium on 
repayment. The peso was devalued 30 per cent and before the yearÕs end would drop 
another 53 per cent.24 The crisis was prompted a year earlier though, when the effect 
of VolkerÕs monetarist squeeze went international: oil prices began to slide and Mexico 
faced badly diminished revenues and the worldÕs largest foreign debt: $70 billion. 
Mexican economists had projected the country would have oil revenues of $20 billion in 
1981 and $27 billion in 1982, but in 1981 oil brought in a mere $14 billion and the next 
year was also below target.25 The cost of debt servicing now consumed most of MexicoÕs 
projected petroleum sales, and thus most of its foreign earnings. By the summer of 1982, 
Mexico owed almost $81 billion to foreign banks, and that sum was rising. To avoid 
default, the peso was devalued and the government imposed limited capital controls. It 
was the second devaluation of the year. Rich individuals and private firms began to panic 
and shift their wealth out of the country, prompting a default and the fear that it would 
clearly spread to the US banking system and worldwide.

Bailout Õ82

A deal between the US Federal Reserve, the IMF and most of the eight hundred banks 
to which Mexico owed money led that country to be granted $12 billion in credit, in 
exchange for a programme of economic liberalisation and imposed austerity. Out went 
Keynes; in came Hayek. The government sold 106 state-owned companies and agencies. 
These included sugar mills, shipyards, textile plants and power plants, as well as the 
parastatal processing plants and the export-marketing firms.26

Privatisation brought new owners, who broke unions, fired workers and drove down 
wages. By decadeÕs end, MexicoÕs 1,155 state businesses had shrunk to only 400. The 
government earned less than $2 billion from these privatisations, which went to service 
debts.27 At the same time, food subsidies were slashed; those for eggs, milk, cooking oil, 
sugar, beans and rice were eliminated completely. The retail price of gasoline and natural 
gas doubled.28 By 1986, the purchasing power of the average Mexican was about half of 
what it had been in 1982.29

MexicoÕs trial by debt began the long march to the North American Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA) that came into effect on 1 January 1994. At the same time, in the 
southern Mexican state of Chiapas, the Zapatista National Liberation Army Ð a group of 
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mostly indigenous peasants Ð rose up against the government, calling NAFTA a death 
sentence for Indians.30

What did Ôfree tradeÕ really do for Mexico? An almost quizzical article published in the 
New York Times in 2009 answered this as follows:

In some cases, NAFTA produced results that were exactly the opposite of what 
was promised. For instance, domestic industries were dismantled as multinationals 
imported parts from their own suppliers. Local farmers were priced out of the market 
by food imported tariff-free. Many Mexican farmers simply abandoned their land and 
headed north.31

The piece went on to note that although the value of MexicoÕs exports had quintupled in 
15 years, almost half a million people each year were migrating in search of work, a dis-
proportionate number of them from the countryside. With only one-quarter of MexicoÕs 
total population, the countryside accounts for 44 per cent of all Mexican immigrants 
moving to the United States.32

Under NAFTA, the government dismantled most of the agencies that offered assistance 
and administered subsidies to small farmers: ÔLending by both government and private-
sector rural credit programs declined 75 per cent after 1994, when NAFTA took effect, 
while rural bankruptcies increased six-fold.Õ33 The reformed Article 27 now allows the 
sale of ejido (common) lands, which has increased landlessness.34 According to a 2010 
report by Oxfam, Mexico has spent $80 billion on food imports and now has a deficit 
in food trade of $435 million.35 Mexican agricultural production has turned away from 
food for people and internal markets toward animal feed for export.36 Markets for corn, 
the staple food, protected by government policy until NAFTA, have been completely 
opened.37 Peasant organisations have demanded a renegotiation of the treaty.38

Since 1994, MexicoÕs economic growth has slowed. It now averages only about 3 per 
cent. From 1921 to 1967, annual growth averaged 5.2 per cent, and for much of that 
period it was over 6 per cent.39 According to World Bank figures, Ôin 2004, 28 per cent of 
rural dwellers were extremely poor and 57 per cent moderately poor.Õ40

By the late 1980s and early 1990s, the neoliberal model imposed on Brazil and 
Mexico was enforced all over the planet. Sometimes it was associated with a high rate of 
growth, as in India, sometimes with stagnation, as in Latin America, but it always created 
increased inequality.

The suffering and social polarisation produced by neoliberalism has fostered 
corruption and exacerbated relative deprivation. This is the stage, pre-set, onto which 
now enters the issue of climate change to converge with the economic crises and the 
legacy of political repression. In combination, all of these factors help drive migration 
to the United States and to northern Mexico, where the chaotic drug war now eats away 
at!society.
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Militarised adaptation

The anticipation of increased conflict in a world remade by climate change has led the 
militaries of the Global North toward an embrace of militarised adaptation.

Military planning is conceived of as a response to events, but it also shapes events. 
Planning too diligently for war can preclude peace. The USÕs overdeveloped military 
capacity Ð its military-industrial complex Ð has created powerful interests that are 
dependent on war and therefore promote it. Today, the old military-industrial complex 
Ð companies such as General Electric, Lockheed and Raytheon, with their fabulously 
expensive weapons systems Ð are joined by a swarm of smaller security firms offering 
hybrid services. Blackwater, DynCorp and Global come to mind, but private prison 
companies such as Corrections Corporation of America, Management and Training 
Corporation and the Geo Group are also involved. This new security-industrial complex 
offers an array of services for home and abroad: surveillance, intelligence, border security, 
detention, facility and base construction, anti-terrorism consulting, military and police 
logistics, analysis, planning, training and, of course, personal security.

Their operations are found wherever the US projects power: in Afghanistan, running 
supply convoys, serving food and providing translators; in Colombia, spraying coca fields 
and training the military; in the Philippines, training the police; in Mexico, guarding 
businesspeople; and all along the US-Mexico border, processing immigrant detainees. 
This new economy of repression helps promulgate a xenophobic and bellicose ideology. 
For example, private prison companies lobbied hard for passage of SB1070, ArizonaÕs 
tough anti-immigration law, in 2010.41

As a politics of climate change begins to develop, this matrix of parasitic interests has 
begun to shape adaptation to the militarised management of civilizationÕs violent dis-
integration. Returning to the brutal legacy of the Cold War, they also have revived US 
commitment to strategies of counterinsurgency.

The apocalypse on paper

One of the first government investigations on the security impacts of climate change to 
make news was a 2004 Pentagon-commissioned study titled An abrupt climate change 
scenario and its implications for United States national security.42 It was authored by Peter 
Schwartz, a CIA consultant and former head of planning at Royal Dutch Shell, and Doug 
Randall of the California-based Global Business Network. Schwartz and Randall forecast 
a new Dark Ages:

Nations with the resources to do so may build virtual fortresses around their 
countries, preserving resources for themselves É As famine, disease, and weather-
related disasters strike due to the abrupt climate change, many countriesÕ needs will 
exceed their carrying capacity. This will create a sense of desperation, which is likely 
to lead to offensive aggression in order to reclaim balance É Europe will be struggling 
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internally, large numbers of refugees washing up on its shores and Asia in serious crisis 
over food and water. Disruption and conflict will be endemic features of life. Once 
again, warfare would define human life.43

A 2007 report by the Pentagon-connected think tank CNA Corporation envisioned 
permanent counter-insurgency on a global scale. Here is a salient excerpt:

Climate change acts as a threat multiplier for instability in some of the most volatile 
regions of the world. Many governments in Asia, Africa and the Middle East are 
already on edge in terms of their ability to provide basic needs: food, water, shelter 
and stability. Projected climate change will exacerbate the problems in these regions 
and add to the problems of effective governance. Unlike most conventional security 
threats that involve a single entity acting in specific ways at different points in time, 
climate change has the potential to result in multiple chronic conditions, occurring 
globally within the same time frame. Economic and environmental conditions in 
these already fragile areas will further erode as food production declines, diseases 
increase, clean water becomes increasingly scarce and populations migrate in search of 
resources. Weakened and failing governments, with an already thin margin for survival, 
foster the conditions for internal conflict, extremism and movement toward increased 
authoritarianism and radical ideologies. The US may be drawn more frequently into 
these situations to help to provide relief, rescue and logistics, or to stabilize conditions 
before conflicts arise.44

Other developed states have conducted similar studies, most of them classified. The 
European CouncilÕs report in 2008 noted, in familiar language, that Ôclimate change 
threatens to overburden states and regions which are already fragile and conflict prone.Õ 
And this leads to Ôpolitical and security risks that directly affect European interestsÕ. 45 
It also noted the likelihood of conflict over resources due to reduction of arable land 
and water shortages; economic damage to coastal cities and critical infrastructure, 
particularly Third World megacities; environmentally induced migration; religious and 
political radicalisation, and tension over energy supply.46

Western military planners, and growing numbers of political leaders, are speaking out 
about the dangers in the convergence of political disorder and climate change. Instead of 
worrying about conventional wars over food and water, they see an emerging geography 
of climatologically driven civil war, migration, pogroms and social breakdown. In 
response, they envision a project of open-ended counter-insurgency on a global scale.47

Mitigation and adaptation

The watchwords of the climate discussion are mitigation and adaptation. We must 
mitigate the causes of climate change, while adapting to its effects. Mitigation means 
drastically cutting our production of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases Ð such 
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as methane and chlorofluorocarbons Ð that prevent the sunÕs heat from radiating back 
out to space. Mitigation means moving towards clean energy sources such as wind, solar 
power, geothermal and tidal kinetics. It means closing coal-fired power plants, weaning 
our economy off oil and building a smart electrical grid.

Adaptation, on the other hand, means preparing to live with the effects of climatologi-
cal changes, some of which are already underway, and some of which are inevitable, that 
is, Ôin the pipelineÕ. Adaptation is both a technical and a political challenge.

Technical adaptation means transforming our relationship to nature as nature 
transforms: learning to live with the damage we have wrought by building seawalls around 
vulnerable coastal cities, giving land back to mangroves and everglades so they may act 
to break tidal surges during giant storms, opening wildlife migration corridors so species 
can move north as the climate warms and developing sustainable forms of agriculture 
that can function on an industrial scale, even as weather patterns gyrate wildly.

Political adaptation, on the other hand, means transforming humanityÕs relationship 
to itself, transforming social relations among people. Successful political adaptation to 
climate change will mean developing new ways of containing, avoiding and de-escalating 
the violence that climate change fuels. That will require economic redistribution and 
development. It will also require a new diplomacy of peace building.

But the military-led strategy for dealing with climate change suggests another type of 
political adaptation is already under way, which might be called the Ôpolitics of the armed 
lifeboatÕ: responding to climate change by arming, excluding, forgetting, repressing, 
policing and killing. One can imagine a green authoritarianism emerging in rich 
countries, while the climate crisis pushes the Third World into chaos. Already, as climate 
change fuels violence in the form of crime, repression, civil unrest, war and even state 
collapse in the Global South, the North is responding with a new authoritarianism. The 
Pentagon and its European allies are actively planning a militarised adaptation, which 
emphasises the long-term, open-ended containment of failed or failing states Ð counter-
insurgency forever.

This sort of Ôclimate fascismÕ Ð a politics based on exclusion, segregation and repression 
Ð is horrific and bound to fail. The struggling states of the Global South cannot collapse 
without eventually taking down wealthy economies with them. If climate change is 
allowed to destroy whole economies and nations, no amount of walls, guns, barbed wire, 
armed aerial drones and permanently deployed mercenaries can save elites from a planet 
in collapse.

Conclusion

The catastrophic convergence offers a way to think about climate change that can 
help reveal its more obscured political impacts. The catastrophic convergence also 
has implications for how we should adapt and mitigate. If climate change acts through 
and by exacerbating pre-existing crises, then it is imperative that climate adaptation 
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and mitigation act upon those same crises. Proper adaptation requires addressing the 
pre-existing crises Ð militarism and neoliberalism Ð through planning and socially 
necessary investment. 

Societies suffering from continued neoliberal austerity measures, and a new round of 
counter-insurgency now delivered under the framework of the war on terror, cannot be 
expected to address the implications of climate change. Real mitigation likewise requires 
moving away from an unbridled free market economic orthodoxy that is only hindering 
our attempts to cope with climate change.
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COLONISING THE FUTURE:  
CLIMATE CHANGE AND INTERNATIONAL 

SECURITY STRATEGIES
Ben Hayes

Imagining the unthinkable

The two most likely reactions to a sudden drop in carrying capacity due to climate change 
are defensive and offensive.

The United States and Australia are likely to build defensive fortresses around their 
countries because they have the resources and reserves to achieve self-sufficiency. 
With diverse growing climates, wealth, technology, and abundant resources, the United 
States could likely survive shortened growing cycles and harsh weather conditions 
without catastrophic losses. Borders will be strengthened around the country to hold 
back unwanted starving immigrants from the Caribbean islands (an especially severe 
problem), Mexico, and South America. Energy supply will be shored up through expensive 
(economically, politically, and morally) alternatives such as nuclear, renewables, 
hydrogen, and Middle Eastern contracts. Pesky skirmishes over fishing rights, agricultural 
support, and disaster relief will be commonplace. Tension between the U.S. and Mexico will 
rise as the U.S. reneges on the 1944 treaty that guarantees water flow from the Colorado 
River. Relief workers will be commissioned to respond to flooding along the southern part 
of the east coast and much drier conditions inland. Yet, even in this continuous state of 
emergency the U.S. will be positioned well compared to others. The intractable problem 
facing the nation will be calming the mounting military tension around the world.

As famine, disease, and weather-related disasters strike due to the abrupt climate 
change, many countriesÕ needs will exceed their carrying capacity. This will create a sense 
of desperation, which is likely to lead to offensive aggression in order to reclaim balanceÉ

In that event the United States will need to take urgent action to prevent and mitigate 
some of the most significant impacts. Diplomatic action will be needed to minimize the 
likelihood of conflict in the most impacted areas, especially in the Caribbean and Asia. 
However, large population movements in this scenario are inevitable. Learning how to 
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manage those populations, border tensions that arise and the resulting refugees will be 
critical. New forms of security agreements dealing specifically with energy, food and water 
will also be needed. In short, while the U.S. itself will be relatively better off and with more 
adaptive capacity, it will find itself in a world where Europe will be struggling internally, 
large numbers of refugees washing up on its shores and Asia in serious crisis over food 
and water. Disruption and conflict will be endemic features of life.

P. Schwartz, and D. Randall (2003). An Abrupt Climate Change Scenario  
and Its Implications for United States National Security1

From environmental security to secure environments

The idea of Ôenvironmental securityÕ emerged in the 1980s. It was consolidated in the 
1990s as the United Nations (UN) and others incorporated the adverse impacts of envi-
ronmental degradation into its Ôhuman securityÕ agenda.2 More recently, over the past 
decade or so, climate change has been cast as an international and national security issue 
in its own right. While this discourse shares some basic theoretical assumptions with 
the concepts of environmental and human security, it differs markedly in its prognosis 
and!remedy.

From the crude projections in the early Pentagon climate-security scenarios (above) 
Ð in which some rich countries can adapt while those on the periphery of the global 
economy buckle under the weight of climate change, resource wars and failed states, 
imperilling the Western way of life with their uncivilised and refugee-producing ways 
Ð a new political discourse that takes conflict for granted and places self-preservation 
and risk management ahead of measures to address the root causes of environmental 
insecurity has emerged.

Because aspects of the climate-security agenda appear to dovetail with the envi-
ronmental justice movementÕs demands for mitigation, adaptation and transition, 
many social justice activists have welcomed the military and security establishmentÕs 
new-found concern for the environment Ð either as a victory for common sense, a fillip 
for campaigns to limit emissions (including by the military, famously the ÔworldÕs biggest 
polluterÕ), and/or as necessary planning for a climate-changed world. This is particularly 
the case in the US, where progressives have tried (and largely failed) to use the re-framing 
of climate change as a security issue to by-pass the deniers in the Republican Party and 
gain traction on other climate-change issues.

Climate considerations are now firmly embedded in a much wider set of security 
imperatives that have taken hold of public policy in the Global North. As noted in the 
introduction to this book, some of the security threats now typically associated with 
climate change have spawned their own sub-narratives Ð including those explored in 
chapters 8Ð10 on Ôenergy securityÕ, Ôfood securityÕ, Ôwater securityÕ Ð while the language 
of rights (the right to food, to water, etc.) and sovereignty (for example, food sovereignty, 
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energy sovereignty and other struggles for democratic control over critical resources) is 
being usurped by the logic of ÔsecurityÕ, and more recently, ÔresilienceÕ.

This language brings its own seductive logic: who doesnÕt want to be more secure or 
resilient in the face of heightened insecurity or devastating climate change, which, left 
unchecked, is by any measure indeed the biggest security threat our species faces? But 
this logic also comprises a particular way of mitigating threats and managing risk that 
inevitably prioritises the resilience of the system Ð that is, business as usual; the market 
supported by the state Ð ahead of other human and environmental security concerns. 
In this model, poverty, injustice and the protests and resistance this causes are seen not 
as fundamental social-policy failures, but as a source of potential social unrest to be 
predicted, managed and countered.

While there are perfectly sound and welcome reasons for states to think critically 
about how to ensure the continued supply of public goods and the protection of critical 
infrastructure from a security perspective, there are good reasons to be wary of national 
security establishments appearing to bear gifts for climate-change campaigners.

This chapter attempts to unpick the climate-security agenda. First, by exploring the 
framing of climate change as a security issue: who is doing it and why? What do climate 
change and inter/national security strategies say? Second, by looking critically at the 
kind of security that is envisaged through the transformation of security apparatuses 
since 9/11. Third, by looking at the ways in which the new climate-security narratives are 
related to wider processes of securitisation under neoliberalism; this is really a question 
of how the new security-scarcity nexus benefits elites. The issue of what kind of strategy 
is needed to challenge securitisation and militarisation in the name of climate change is 
deferred to the conclusion to this collection.

The ÔAge of ConsequencesÕ

The discourse on climate change as a security threat has emerged from various quarters: 
social, political and environmental scientists looking at the implications of climate change; 
national and international security agencies tasked with identifying and mitigating future 
threats; a growing interest in issues related to climate change on the part of the military; 
journalists reporting (and sensationalising) these issues, and a growing number of think 
tanks and NGOs.

The idea of climate change as a Ôthreat multiplierÕ appeared briefly in a 2004 report 
by a UN High-level Panel on Threats, Challenges and Change,3 but it wasnÕt until 2007 
Ð just as emphasis on the Ôwar on terrorÕ was receding Ð that influential security actors 
in Europe and the US began to outline foreign policy options for addressing climate 
change as a security threat. From here, the idea was steadily written into the national and 
international security strategies of nation states and intergovernmental organisations.
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Age of Consequences: The Foreign Policy and National Security Implications of Global 
Climate Change, produced by two influential US think tanks in 2007, is typical of these 
climate-security briefings.4 The report begins by citing potential conflict over newly 
accessible resources in the Arctic, floods in Bangladesh, and the genocide in Darfur as 
examples of climate change-fuelled conflict. An expert panel is then asked to consider the 
national security implications for the US of three climate-change scenarios.

The first scenario, entitled Ôexpected climate changeÕ envisages an average global 
temperature increase of 1.3¡C by 2040 and is described as Ôthe least we ought to prepare 
forÕ. It brings the prospect of 

É heightened internal and cross-border tensions caused by large-scale migrations; 
conflict sparked by resource scarcity, particularly in the weak and failing states of 
Africa; increased disease proliferation, which will have economic consequences; and 
some geopolitical reordering as nations adjust to shifts in resources and prevalence of 
disease.

The second scenario, Ôsevere climate changeÕ, brings a 2.6¡C temperature rise by 2040, 
which sees 

É nations around the world É overwhelmed by the scale of change and pernicious 
challenges, such as pandemic disease É Armed conflict between nations over 
resources, such as the Nile and its tributaries, is likely and nuclear war is possible. The 
social consequences range from increased religious fervor to outright chaos.

The third, Ôcatastrophic scenarioÕ is a 5.6¡C temperature rise by 2100. Unsurprising as 
it may be to seasoned observers of US foreign policy, the world is now characterised 
by Ôstrong and surprising intersections between the two great security threats of the day 
Ð global climate change and international terrorism waged by Islamist extremistsÕ. This 
scenario Ôwould pose almost inconceivable challenges as human society struggled to 
adaptÕ.

For what itÕs worth, the last report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) suggests that in terms of expected temperature rises, we are still closer to the 
first scenario (a 1.3¡C rise,5 although less conservative and more recent assessments, 
particularly those concerned with the potential effect of feedback loops, suggest that we 
are more likely to be on track for the second ÔsevereÕ scenario. But in climate-security 
thinking, the scientific prognosis is far less important than the geopolitical one, and the 
defining feature of the ÔAge of ConsequencesÕ and its ilk is that the worldÕs underdevel-
oped areas are most vulnerable Ð and hence most threatening Ð because climate change 
can be expected to exacerbate existing international crises and problems.

All of this is couched in neo-Malthusian scares Ð too many people, not enough to go 
around Ð about disaster-induced migration: Ôthe most worrisome problems associated 
with rising temperatures and sea levels are from large-scale migrations of people.Õ The 
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report finishes with the stark warning that ÔÒnational securityÓ may be woefully inadequate 
to convey the ways in which state authorities might break down in a worst-case climate 
change scenario.Õ For all intents and purposes, this is the Ôfailed stateÕ narrative, which 
serves primarily to legitimise Western and now other military interventions in sovereign 
states, transplanted onto the entire Global South.

The threat multiplies

It was summer 2007 when the Council of the European Union (EU) invited the 
High Representative for EU Common Foreign and Security Policy and the European 
Commissioner for External Relations to jointly assess the potential security implications 
of climate change from an EU perspective. Their joint paper, Climate Change and Inter-
national Security, published in March 2008, picks up the themes of Age of Consequences: 
conflict over resources, economic damage and risk to coastal cities and critical infra-
structure, loss of territory and border disputes, environmentally induced migration, 
situations of fragility and radicalisation, tension over energy supply, and pressure on 
international governance.6 Although the paper stops well short of Age of ConsequencesÕ 
hyperbolic predictions about nuclear war and civilisational collapse, it confirms the 
view that climate change is Ôbest viewed as a threat multiplierÕ, which carries Ôpolitical 
and security risks that directly affect European interestsÕ. The paper was thin on detail in 
terms of how best to protect ÔEuropean interestsÕ beyond the strengthening of existing 
EU development, security and climate-change policies. It has since been integrated into 
the wider ÔEuropean Security Strategy.Õ7

While the Pentagon took an early interest in climate change, it wasnÕt until Barack 
ObamaÕs administration took office that the national security establishment could attach 
significant importance to climate-related issues. In his December 2009 Nobel Prize 
acceptance speech, Obama called on the world to Ôcome togetherÕ to confront climate 
change. ÔThere is little scientific dispute that if we do nothing, we will face more drought, 
more famine, more mass displacement Ð all of which will fuel more conflict for decadesÕ, 
he said. ÔFor this reason, it is not merely scientists and environmental activists who call 
for swift and forceful action Ð itÕs military leaders in my own country and others who 
understand our common security hangs in the balance.Õ8 Two months earlier, Obama had 
issued Executive Order 13514, mandating all federal agencies to establish greenhouse 
gas emission reduction plans and meet energy, water and waste targets.

The Department of DefenseÕs 2010 Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR) then 
identified Ôenergy security and climate changeÕ as one of four issues requiring imperative 
reform.9 On the one hand, US energy security would serve as a Ôforce multiplierÕ, 
increasing Ôthe range and endurance of forces in the fieldÕ and reducing Ôthe number 
of combat forces diverted to protect energy supply linesÕ;10 on the other hand, climate 
change would act as Ôan accelerant of instability or conflict, placing a burden to respond 
on civilian institutions and militaries around the worldÕ.11 Four years later, the QDR 
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states that climate change Ôwill aggravate stressors abroad such as poverty, environmental 
degradation, political instability, and social tensions Ð conditions that can enable terrorist 
activity and other forms of violenceÕ.12 Later in 2014, a Department of Defense ÔReport on 
Climate Change ReadinessÕ categorised climate conflict as a near-term strategic challenge 
for the first time.13

The US NavyÕs Military Advisory Board also concluded that climate change was a 
Ôthreat multiplierÕ in 2007.14 By 2013, Admiral Samuel J. Locklear III, head of US Pacific 
Command (PACOM), had identified climate change as the biggest security threat facing 
the Asia-Pacific region. ÔWe have interjected into our multilateral dialogue Ð even with 
China and India Ð the imperative to kind of get military capabilities aligned [for] when 
the effects of climate change start to impact these massive populations,Õ he explained.15 
Other senior PACOM officials have been more candid about their motivations: Ôclimate 
change is a great soft power engagement tool Ð just like medical is, just like logistics is. 
ThatÕs why we are embracing this so wholeheartedly right now.Õ16 In its latest report, 
the NavyÕs Advisory Board has upgraded climate change from a Ôthreat multiplierÕ to a 
Ôcatalyst for conflictÕ,17 to reflect a slightly more nuanced approach to climate security.

The US intelligence community has also embraced climate change. Global Trends 
2025: A Transformed World, published by the Director of National Intelligence (DNI) 
and National Intelligence Council (NIC) in 2008, included a chapter entitled ÔScarcity 
in the Midst of PlentyÕ, which predicted that Ôglobal inattention to climate change leads 
to major unexpected impacts, thrusting the world into a new level of vulnerability.Õ18 
Of course it would be the banking crisis and not climate change that would reveal the 
fragility of this Ôworld of plentyÕ a few months later.

Subsequent DNI and NIC reports have included The Impact of Climate Change to 
2030 (2009),19 Global Water Security (2012),20 and Natural Resources in 2020, 2030, and 
2040: Implications for the United States (2013).21 The CIA has also commissioned several 
reports into the security implications of climate change,22 and in 2014, the US National 
Intelligence Strategy addressed the issue for the first time.23 ÔMany countries important 
to the United States are vulnerable to natural resource shocks that degrade economic 
development, frustrate attempts to democratize, raise the risk of regime-threatening 
instability, and aggravate regional tensionsÕ, said former Director of National Intelligence, 
James Clapper, in subsequent testimony to a Senate Committee on Intelligence.24

The USÕs allies have adopted their national security strategies along similar lines. 
In the UK, the 2006 review of the ÔEconomics of Climate ChangeÕ, led by Lord Stern, 
famously put the cost of adaptation to climate change at 1 per cent of GDP (as compared 
to potential losses of 5 and even 20 per cent for failing to adapt).25 The ÔStern ReviewÕ also 
raised the spectre of 200 million climate refugees for the UK to help deal with. In 2008, 
the UKÕs first ever National Security Strategy described climate change as Ôpotentially the 
greatest challenge to global stability and security, and therefore to national securityÕ. The 
premise that climate change is a threat multiplier that will exacerbate all major existing 
insecurities has also been incorporated into the national security strategies of France, 
Germany, Denmark, Sweden, and other EU member states as well as Australia. The 
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German Advisory Council on Global ChangeÕs 2007 report was noteworthy for stressing 
that while climate change carried the threat of destabilisation and violence, it Ôcould also 
unite the international community, provided that it recognizes climate change as a threat 
to humankind and soon sets the course for the avoidance of dangerous anthropogenic 
climate change by adopting a dynamic and globally coordinated climate policyÕ.26

Most of the major Western foreign-policy think tanks, with the exception of the climate 
sceptical organisations in the US, have embraced this agenda as well, spawning dedicated 
climate-security programmes and organisations.27 In 2009, for example, the Institute for 
Environmental Security established the Global Military Advisory Council on Climate 
Change (GMACCC) in order to engage international policy makers, environmental 
decision makers and military strategists globally on climate change and security, and to 
foster increased interest in the role the military can play in humanityÕs effort to surmount 
abrupt climate change.

ÔWhen I meet with my colleagues at the GMACC Ð generals and admirals from 
around the world, all with career-long experience in military planning and operations Ð I 
am struck by the similarity of our concernsÕ, said A.N.M. Muniruzzaman, the CouncilÕs 
chairman.28 ÔAll countries of the world are experiencing changes that are destabilizing 
communities and increasing security concerns. Diseases are spreading, wells are drying 
up, storms are smashing cities and destroying crops, and rain is either a distant memory 
or an acute danger.Õ The first GMACCC public statement called on all governments to 
ensure that security implications of climate change are integrated into their respective 
military strategies, and on the military to reduce its own carbon ÔbootprintÕ.

Despite the hype, the climate-security discourse has been less well received at the 
United Nations Security Council (UNSC), though not for the want of trying on the 
part of its advocates. In 2007, at the request of the UK, a discussion on ÔClimate, energy 
and securityÕ took place in the Security Council. In 2009, the Brookings Institution, 
Chatham House and the Institute for Environmental Security organised a special session 
on ÔClimate change and the militaryÕ at the COP15 proceedings of the UN Framework 
Convention on Climate Change in Copenhagen (UNFCCC). In 2011, the UN Security 
Council (UNSC) recorded its concern that Ôpossible adverse effects of climate change 
may, in the long run, aggravate certain existing threats to international peace and 
security.Õ29 But in 2013, China and Russia rejected a concerted attempt to have climate 
change recognised as an international security threat by the UNSC. Together with India 
and many other developing countries, they fundamentally object to climate change 
becoming a UNSC issue because the Council does not operate under the principle of 
Common But Differentiated Responsibility which underpins the UNFCCC (this is 
the principle that recognises that those who have contributed more to greenhouse gas 
emissions (that is, developed and industrialised states) have a greater role to play in terms 
of mitigation efforts). While acknowledging that Ôclimate change is one of the greatest 
challenges facing humankindÕ, the BRICS dialogue has spurned the climate-security 
agenda for the same reasons.30
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Moreover, when the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change last reported, the 
2014 reports of Working Group II on ÔImpacts, adaptation, and vulnerabilityÕ (AR5) 
focused not on national security or defence concerns about international conflict, but 
local and regional threats to food production, human security, health and livelihoods.31 
The GMACC put its own spin of the report, however, ÔtranslatingÕ the IPCCÕs Ôkey 
findingsÕ as recognising that climate change:

i) Ôposes an increasing threat to peace and security in the worldÕ,
ii)  Ôacts as a Òthreat multiplierÓÕ,
iii)  threatens to overwhelm the Ôglobal or regional capacity to manage [the] responses 

peacefullyÕ,
iv) challenges statesÕ ability to share resources and provide human security, and
v) Ôdirectly affects É military forcesÕ.32

However, although the IPCC did acknowledge a threat to peace and security, the military 
was not even mentioned in the AR5 reports.

A threat to whom?

With varying emphasis on the national, military, or human security implications of 
climate change, the G7/G8, G20, OECD, OSCE, NATO, the World Bank and the Davos 
Forum have also embraced key elements of the climate-security agenda. But why does 
all of this matter? Before attempting to answer that question, it is important to point 
out that the arguments put forward by the security and military strategists are neither 
homogeneous nor universally accepted. As noted earlier, there are various perspectives 
on environmental security and the potential for climate change to fuel violent conflict 
and instability. What they share is a belief that climate change will have Ð or is already 
having Ð an impact on peace and security, and that these issues must be addressed by 
policy makers. And it is not just the ÔsecurocratsÕ who are making these arguments: critical 
security scholars such as Michael Klare, Christian Parenti (see Chapter 1) and Nafeez 
Ahmed (see Chapter 4) strongly endorse a realist interpretation of Ôthreat multiplierÕ 
theory. Where their analyses strongly diverge from those of the ÔsecurocratsÕ, however, is 
on the fundamental causes of contemporary insecurity and what should be done in terms 
of adaptation and mitigation.

That rising temperatures, sea levels, food prices and all the rest pose a genuine threat 
to basic human security (as defined by the UN as Ôfreedom from fear, freedom from 
wantÕ) may not be in dispute, but the core belief that climate change will lead inevitably 
to chaos and conflict is contested. Leading environmental security scholar Simon Dalby 
has consistently pointed out that many of the security forecasts, that posit scarcity as 
a cause of conflict, are not supported by social-scientific evidence. Similarly, the fact 
that environmental change may lead to forms of conflict does not necessarily imply 
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they are threats to national or global security.33 While some evidence of a correlation 
between temperature variation and civil conflict in specific regions has been produced, 
the issue remains hotly disputed.34 But there is certainly no evidence base to support 
the Malthusian hypotheses in the likes of Age of Consequences which sees climate change 
leading to mass international migration and war in the next couple of decades.

On the contrary, a majority of scholars argue that governance and policy failure are, 
and will remain, far more important drivers of conflict than climate change. Similarly, in 
respect to international migration, which is the focus of Chapter 5, it is suggested that 
not only have fears about environmental migration been massively overblown and sensa-
tionalised, it is in practice very difficult to discern a Ôclimate refugeeÕ or Ôclimate-induced 
migrantÕ from any other kind, because the reasons people move around are much more 
complex and based on multiple factors. And what research has been produced to date 
suggests that most migration that can be plausibly related to climate change occurs, at 
least so far, mostly within states.35

Critics of climate-security narratives have also pointed out that the discourse is in hock 
with a range of questionable military, authoritarian and developmental agendas, and 
consistently misrepresents the causes of contemporary violence.36 Others have linked it 
to a more Ôradical interventionist agenda Ð first and foremost carried out by the West 
in the Global SouthÕ.37 But whereas critical scholars and activists have sown the seeds 
of resistance to the framing of climate change as a national security and defence issue, 
Ômost Northern governments, militaries, think tanks and NGOs continue to believe 
that climate change will worsen existing social stresses and either directly or indirectly 
advocate for appropriate security-centred responses to those problemsÕ.38

These perspectives are inexorably related to the failure of the international community 
to agree upon a significant curbing of CO2 emissions. As long as this hiatus continues, it 
must be assumed that in these paranoid times, the very insecurity created by the failure 
to tackle climate change will continue to drive the institutional framing of climate change 
as a security issue. Put another way: absent radical action to combat climate change, the 
realist take on climate insecurity could become something of a self-fulfilling prophecy.

What kind of security?

In addressing these insecurities, what kind of ÔsecurityÕ should we expect? The concepts 
and practices associated with inter/national security have changed markedly since the 
end of the Cold War and especially since the terrorist attacks in the United States on 9/11, 
so it is in this context that new climate-security strategies should be critically appraised. 
This period has been characterised by the growing reach of internal and external security 
mandates, the blurring of the traditional boundaries between security and defence, and 
an obsession with new security technologies.

In terms of external security, policy makers in the Global North have come to believe 
that they are embroiled in some kind of Ôlong warÕ to contain the threat of terrorism, failing 
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states and now climate change. This kind of thinking grew out of NATOÕs intervention in 
the Balkans and the neo-conservative Project for a New American Century; it took hold 
as the neo-cons then kicked off the very wars they had dreamed of, dragging their NATO 
allies and client states with them. Most now share the conviction that the US-led alliance 
has a mandate to intervene, militarily if necessary, anywhere on the globe, in the name of 
combating those threats to Ôinternational securityÕ.

In terms of internal security, it is the twin development of frameworks for mass 
surveillance Ð revealed so strikingly by Edward Snowden in 2013 Ð and an ever greater 
emphasis on public order and civil unrest that have characterised the post-9/11 period. 
In terms of information technology, security agencies, empowered by battlefield 
developments, ubiquitous surveillance and Ôbig dataÕ analytics, are now firmly in the 
business of trying to predict and act against threats before they materialise, be they 
terrorist attacks, food price riots or popular uprisings.

These features are by no means limited to their spiritual homeland in the US; the 
constant refining of internal and external security to encompass more and more ÔthreatsÕ 
have gripped democratic and authoritarian regimes alike. A new mantra of Ôcrisis 
managementÕ and Ôinter-operabilityÕ throughout the Ôcrisis cycleÕ is integrating previously 
disparate state functions such as public order and Ôsocial unrestÕ (the police), Ôsituational 
awarenessÕ (intelligence gathering), resilience/preparedness (civil planning) and 
emergency response (including first responders, counter-terrorism; chemical, biological, 
radiological and nuclear defence; critical infrastructure protection, military planning, 
and so on) under new Ôcommand-and-controlÕ structures (see further Chapter 4).

The emergence of Islamic State out of the ruins of the disastrous invasion of Iraq and 
the flawed intervention in the Syria crisis has discredited both Ôneo-conÕ foreign policy 
and Ôliberal interventionalismÕ Ð while severely undermining the UNÕs ÔResponsibility to 
ProtectÕ doctrine.39 But this has not reduced the appetite for intervention per se. Bush and 
BlairÕs promises of spreading democracy and human rights have simply been replaced by 
a narrative of containment and risk management. The goal has essentially been reduced 
to what security scholar Paul Rogers has long called ÔliddismÕ (that is, keeping the lid on 
things), a strategy that is Ôboth pervasive and accumulative, involving an intense effort 
to develop new tactics and technologies that can avert problems and suppress them 
should they ariseÕ.40 In practice, this has included, inter alia, the violent repression of 
political Islam, support for dictators, fuelling civil wars, engaging in covert operations 
and conducting the kinds of ÔDirty WarsÕ exposed by journalist Jeremy Scahill.41

In terms of keeping the lid on the fallout from climate change, as one military man put 
it, ÔitÕs like getting embroiled in a war that lasts 100 years. ThatÕs the scariest thing for us. 
There is no exit strategy that is available for many of the problems.Õ42 ItÕs also a scary thing 
for the rest of us. As Rolling Stone was moved to ponder: 

É the U.S. military is the only force on Earth with the ability to police, process, house, 
feed and move refugees on a mass scale. But you can see how this picture could turn 
dark fast Ð one of the biggest long-term threats climate change poses could be to 
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civil liberties and freedom. ÔItÕs not a question of what the military can do for climate 
change,Õ says one former Pentagon official. ÔItÕs what climate change will do to the 
military and its mission.Õ ItÕs a scary notion, but thatÕs where we are headed.43

There are good reasons to fear the growing involvement of the military in disaster relief. 
After Hurricane Katrina overwhelmed New Orleans in 2005, the world witnessed how 
quickly a democratic superpower could to turn to military force in the face of domestic 
disaster, as impoverished black communities were treated like aggressors by their own 
government.44 Following the earthquake in Haiti in 2010 Ð which the UN described 
as the worst it had ever faced Ð police opened fire on people taking provisions from 
supermarkets and other stocks of food and water. In the Philippines in 2013, after the 
devastation of Typhoon Haiyan (aka Yolanda), one of the strongest tropical cyclones 
ever recorded, the authorities imposed de facto martial law.

One must be careful to stress that state responses to disaster do not always bring out 
the worst in the authorities and emergency services. On the contrary, much disaster 
response clearly brings out the best in humanity. As writers like Rebecca Solnit have 
explained, while government responses may at times be characterised by Ôelite panicÕ,

[m]ost people behave beautifully in disasters É The majority in Katrina took care of 
each other, went to great lengths to rescue each other Ð including the Ôcajun navyÕ of 
white guys with boats who entered the flooded city the day after the levees broke Ð and 
were generally humane and resourceful. A minority that included the most powerful 
believed they were preventing barbarism while they embodied it.45

Nevertheless, for journalist Richard Seymour, the tale of disaster response has become

É depressingly familiar. The agonisingly slow delivery of aid. Desperate survivors 
scratching out messages pleading for help, seemingly getting none. Soon, the panic 
about social breakdown provides a justification for militarising the disaster zones. And 
at the centre of it all, a morally loaded narrative about ÔlootersÕ.46

These narratives, he argues, Ôtap into animating myths about human civilisation being 
only a few hot meals away from total breakdown. By mobilising that common sense, 
often in a racialised way, they exert real effects in organising violent interventions into 
disaster zones.Õ

As Simon Dalby has explained, Ôconsideration of ways of adapting without inducing 
conflict is now part of the environmental-security agenda.Õ47 But disaster response 
is only half the story of a growing Ôensemble of techniques for taking control of crisis 
situationsÕ, which serves primarily to maintain Ôexisting authority structures and 
property arrangementsÕ and render people Ôpassive, dependent and thus governableÕ.48 
The global mania for all things ÔHomeland SecurityÕ that has gripped the world since 
9/11 corresponds with increasingly frequent and repressive clampdowns on freedom of 
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expression and association across the world. While ostensibly democratic governments 
in the West now publicly lament the Ôclosing of political spaceÕ for civil society, and 
wonder how to create an Ôenabling environmentÕ in the rest of the world,49 many are as 
embroiled in the systematic undermining of activism and repression of political protest 
as the authoritarian regimes they bemoan.

Public order

In Take Back the Streets, the International Network of Civil Liberties Organisations 
concludes that ÔGovernments all around the world too often treat protest as at best an 
inconvenience to be controlled or discouraged, and at worst a threat to be extinguished.Õ50 
The policing in Ferguson, Missouri and Baltimore, Maryland, which exposed the high 
levels of deaths of black men at the hands of the police and led to widespread ÔBlack Lives 
MatterÕ protests throughout 2015, is rightly seen as a fundamental issue of racial injustice, 
but it is also intimately connected to the Ômilitarization of AmericaÕs police forcesÕ and 
Ôthe blurring distinctions between the police and military institutions and between war 
and law enforcementÕ.51 This is blamed in no small part on the obsession with security 
and Ôfederal programs that create incentives for state and local police to use unnecessarily 
aggressive weapons and tactics designed for the battlefieldÕ.52 Although research is sorely 
lacking, the same process can be observed in security-obsessed states the world over.53

The policy and practice of militarisation has profound implications for Ôcrisis 
managementÕ, particularly the development of so-called Ôless lethal weaponsÕ. Justified 
on the grounds that these devices provide the police with an ÔalternativeÕ to lethal 
force, they have merely added new tools of political and social control to the stateÕs 
still-lethal armoury. Crowd-control technologies and directed/acoustic energy weapons 
may provide the authorities with a less lethal way of Ôtaking back the streetsÕ than the 
slaughter witnessed in the squares of Tiananmen, Andijan and Rabaa, but the goal is 
every bit the same. US police forces have thus been using military-grade Ôsonic weaponsÕ 
(long-range acoustic devices) to disperse crowds since the protests in Ferguson against 
police violence in 2014Ð15.54 These technologies are already touted by the companies 
that developed them for everything from crisis management to border control.

Two years after US intelligence operative Edward Snowden laid bare the mass 
surveillance capabilities of the US and its closest allies in mid-2013, there has been no 
significant intelligence or surveillance reform anywhere outside of the US itself (which 
has only moved to limit spying on US citizens by US agencies Ð the rest of the world 
remains fair game).55 Snowden unveiled how intelligence agencies now operate on the 
principles of collecting Ôall of the signals, all of the timeÕ, Ôby any means necessaryÕ Ð or 
what former National Security Agency (NSA) Director James Clapper acknowledged 
as the capacity to search the Ôhaystack of global telecommunicationsÕ, including retro-
spectively. Yet across the world, an entire political generation, with a few honourable 
exceptions, has effectively acquiesced to everything Snowden revealed, as national 
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security trumped human rights concerns for the umpteenth time since 9/11. That 
includes the surveillance of NGOs and activists Ð including people campaigning for 
action to prevent climate change Ð who, according to the Snowden documents, were 
routinely targeted.

Paralleling developments in government, corporate security is now characterised by 
corporate espionage, thanks to a revolving door between state-security agencies and the 
private sector. In Secret Manoeuvres in the Dark, Eveline Lubbers has begun to document 
the way in which corporations are undermining legitimate actions and investigations 
by activists using tactics such as spying and infiltration, pursuing injunctions, damages 
claims and manifestly unfounded court cases, disinformation, Ôstakeholder dialogueÕ and 
bogus Ôcorporate social responsibilityÕ.56 She argues that corporate intelligence gathering 
Ð like that done by the state Ð has shifted from being reactive to pro-active, and shows 
how companies like NestlŽ, Shell and McDonaldÕs use covert methods to evade scrutiny 
and accountability.

Terrorism laws have also been used against environmental change activists, and 
Ôeco-terrorismÕ has entered the threat lexicon (to describe activists, not environmental 
destruction). In ÔSeeing red: state responses to environmental protestsÕ, published online 
to accompany this book,57 Chris Jones shows how internal security structures developed 
in the name of counter-terrorism have increasingly been deployed against those opposed 
to destructive attempts to extract new and more traditional fossil fuels. Indeed, the two 
things most likely to get you an intelligence record in democratic countries is being 
deemed an ÔIslamistÕ or participating in environmental direct action.

These are worldwide trends. According to Global Witness, 116 environmental 
activists were murdered in 2014 Ð almost double the number of journalists reported 
killed in the same period.58 Forty per cent of these victims were indigenous peoples, 
Ôwith most people dying amid disputes over hydropower, mining and agri-businessÕ, 
and nearly three-quarters of the deaths were in Central and South America. In India, 
often lauded as the biggest democracy on earth, Prime Minister Modi froze GreenpeaceÕs 
bank accounts in 2015 on the grounds that their Ôanti-developmentÕ agenda is contrary 
to the public good, and the organisation has threatened to quit the country. Add to this 
repressive picture the gusto with which the Occupy movement was removed from streets 
and squares across the world and what emerges since 9/11 is an increasingly fine-tuned 
system of repression and control that views all citizens as suspects to be monitored, and 
all activists as threats to be countered. As Heidi Boghosian has explained, it is inevitable 
that such systems come to be used Ôto suppress the most essential tools of democracy: the 
press, political activists, civil rights advocates and conscientious insiders who blow the 
whistle on corporate malfeasance and government abuseÕ.59

It is this backdrop to preparations for more frequent disasters that should concern us. 
But in climate change and national security strategies, the widespread restriction of civil 
rights is something that happens in the future, when climate change gets out of hand and 
civilisation starts to crumble. Of course, they are very much part of the status quo; the 
very same organisations warning about the security implications of climate change are 
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also spying on perfectly legitimate and democratic activity to make sure that it doesnÕt get 
in the way of business as usual. Philosophers have long identified this as a fundamental 
problem with ÔsecurityÕ: at its core is the essentially repressive goal of making things stay 
the same Ð no matter how unjust they may be.

Security through ÔresilienceÕ

Discussions about preparations for a climate-changed world seldom pass without 
demands for society to become more ÔresilientÕ Ð particularly in national security 
contexts. The concept of ÔresilienceÕ was marshalled in the wake of terrorist attacks 
in the US, and subsequent attacks in Europe, but since climate change appeared on 
the threat horizon, it has taken on epic proportions. Now the concept of ÔresilienceÕ is 
everywhere: President ObamaÕs newly inaugurated Council on Climate Preparedness 
and Resilience (co-chaired by the Assistant to the President for Homeland Security and 
Counterterrorism); the UKÕs National Resilience Capabilities Programme (a sub-project 
of the National Security Council); the UN Plan of action on disaster risk reduction for 
resilience; and the EU Secure societies programme, which is Ôprotecting freedom and 
security of Europe and its citizensÕ by Ôenhancing the resilience of our society against 
natural and man-made disastersÕ.60 

The basic premise of resilience is to better prepare for, respond to, and recover from 
disasters, which in the context of climate change sounds like a very sensible idea. But like 
being Ômore secureÕ, the new resilience does not occur in a vacuum. Rather, it is as if Ôthe 
demand of security and for security is somehow no longer enough É It is as though the 
state is fast becoming exhausted by its own logic of security and wants a newer concept, 
something better and bolderÕ, writes Mark Neocleous in the Journal of Radical Philosophy.

Neocleous explains that:

The state now assumes that one of its key tasks is to imagine the worst-case scenario, 
the coming catastrophe, the crisis-to-come, the looming attack, the emergency that 
could happen, might happen and probably will happen, all in order to be better 
prepared É In this task resilience plays heavily on its origins in systems thinking, 
explicitly linking security with urban planning, civil contingency measures, public 
health, financial institutions, corporate risk and the environment in a way that had 
previously been incredibly hard for the state to do.61

This obsession with imagining everything that could go wrong has also come to 
permeate state planning at every level: April 2015 was Critical Infrastructure Security 
and Resilience Month at the Department of Homeland Security; it is part of the policing 
of so-called ÔmegaventsÕ such as the Olympics (the London 2012 Organizing Committee 
had a ÔSecurity and ResilienceÕ section); the term is even applied to state-building itself 
(which the OECD has styled as Ôfrom fragility to resilienceÕ). At every turn, of course, 
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the securitisation of infrastructure or public policy provides a boon for the security and 
resilience specialists, consultants and systems developers.

More profoundly, writes Neocleous, the concept of resilience now stretches from 
the security state through business and the financial system to the management of 
personal problems. Consultants PricewaterhouseCoopers publish a Resilience Journal 
to help Ôreliance buildersÕ stay Ôattuned to both opportunities and threatsÕ and prepare 
their Ôenterprises to be more resilient to changeÕ. Since the 2008 financial crisis, the 
overwhelming emphasis in the banking fraternity has been to resist significant policy 
reform in favour of ÔBuilding a more Resilient Financial SystemÕ, so that the financial 
system is Ôcapable of absorbing shocks from the economyÕ.62 And this is the nub of 
resilience: the focus is stealthily transferred from the production of crises by capital toward 
the management of crises by capitalism Ð from sustainable development to sustainable 
capitalism, as it were.

Paralleling developments in the wider political economy of Ôbusiness as usualÕ is 
personal resilience. With its origins in the endless supply of Ôself-helpÕ books, resilience 
promises to help you overcome emotional or physical trauma, or just to be a better, 
stronger, more resilient person. As Neocleous explains, resilience thus Ôconnects the 
emotional management of personal problems with the wider security agendaÕ. This is 
embodied, for example, in the UK governmentÕs decision to send ex-service personnel 
into schools to teach kids Ôgrit and resilienceÕ,63 and the RAND Corporation selling 
services for Ôindividuals and community organizations wishing to learn more about 
resilience and to implement strategies to help communities prepare, withstand, and 
recover from disastersÕ.64

RAND has identified no less than eight Ôlevers of community resilienceÕ: ÔwellnessÕ 
(pre- and post-incident population health), ÔaccessÕ (to health and social services), 
ÔeducationÕ (about preparedness and risk), ÔengagementÕ (participatory decision making), 
Ôself-sufficiencyÕ (responsibility for preparedness), ÔpartnershipÕ (between government 
and NGOs), ÔqualityÕ (improve community resilience through constant evaluation), 
and ÔefficiencyÕ (leveraging resources). What is striking is not just how the Ôsoldiers of 
reasonÕ now proffer an off-the-shelf solution for vulnerable communities to mitigate the 
threat posed by climate change,65 but how conceptually similar it is to the Transition 
Town movementÕs definition, which views ÔresilienceÕ as a desired state centred upon 
Ôstrengthen[ing] our communities from within in order to reduce our vulnerability and 
increase our ability to respond, survive and prosperÕ.66

To be clear, there is nothing intrinsically wrong with the premise of being more 
resilient: of course, we should wish that in the face of legitimate fears about the potentially 
devastating impacts of climate change. There is equally nothing new about the appro-
priation of alternative/autonomous cultural and political action for corporate gain. The 
question that we must keep asking, however, is who or what gets to be resilient, and who 
or what gets left behind? Is the goal to keep the lights on or to keep the profits flowing?

The concept of ÔadaptationÕ can be no less problematic, with the onus for change 
placed on vulnerable communities instead of powerful interests who might instead 
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be asked to adapt their practices so they no longer harm people. The dangers are self-
evident: those who lack the resources to adapt and become more resilient are forgotten, 
while calls for more radical social and political change are marginalised. As Neocleous 
explains, ÔResilience wants acquiescence, not resistance. Not a passive acquiescence, 
for sure, in fact quite the opposite. But it does demand that we use our actions to 
accommodate ourselves to capital and the state, and the secure future of both, rather 
than to resist!them.Õ67 

Policing the imagination: Dystopia and scarcity

If ÔsecurityÕ boils down to making things stay (largely) the same, and ÔresilienceÕ is about 
marshalling activism (or at least volunteerism) in the service of this endeavour, the 
dystopian narratives about climate change and insecurity that underpin them take on an 
added significance by feeding into a wider culture of political apathy.

Reflecting on the capacity of well-educated individuals to simultaneously grasp the 
threat and impact of climate change while doing nothing whatsoever about it, British 
novelist Zadie Smith jokes that ÔItÕs hard to keep apocalypse consistently in mind, 
especially if you want to get out of bed in the morning.Õ68 The quip belies a more profound 
observation; it is as if our current spirit of resilience is encapsulated in the supremely 
irritating ÔKeep calm and carry onÕ meme. Or perhaps it is that the world is already 
suffering Ôcatastrophe fatigueÕ?

Regardless, dystopia is now an important cultural and political phenomenon in its 
own right. The ÔhopelessÕ fight against greed, excess and corporate plunder has itself 
become a hackneyed backdrop to popular culture, spurred on by those branches of right- 
and left-wing thought that adopt essentially Malthusian approaches to the current crisis 
Ð approaches framed by some future day of reckoning, be it with God, Mother Earth, or 
some plucky Hollywood hero.

The ÔdoomersÕ have been widely criticised in recent times. The authors of Cata-
strophism: The apocalyptic politics of collapse and rebirth do not just critique the way in 
which these discourses are embroiled in the production of apathy, but how they dovetail 
with the agendas of the powerful, and the political choices their rhetoric promotes, from 
localism to green capitalism to gun-toting ÔsurvivalismÕ.69 ÔCatastrophistsÕ, they argue, 
believe that Ôan ever-intensified rhetoric of disaster will awaken the masses from their 
long slumberÕ: the left hoping for the collapse of capitalism and a radical rebirth, the 
right looking for divine intervention and retribution Ð neither strategy having much to 
commend it. Leigh Phillips has taken this critique a step further by linking green-left 
dystopia to a retreat from Enlightenment values and calls for Ôde-growthÕ, which he 
suggests is paving the way for an era of permanent Ôeco-austerityÕ, sounding the death 
knell for socialists and progressives alike.70 

But the climate-security discourse suggests that dystopia is also a top-down strategy 
related to the consolidation of power and the reproduction of inequality. Two things 
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are particularly important here. First, by Ôshifting the responsibility for the crisis to the 
masses of poor people in the worldÕ, ÔMalthusian environmentalismÕ eases the pressure 
on those corporations, nation-states and militaries who bare significant responsibility 
for current insecurity.71 Second, as Jackie Orr has intimated in Ômaking civilian soldiersÕ, 
by suggesting conflict and catastrophe is predictable or even inevitable, Ôcivil society 
can be psychologically conditioned for the production of violence.Õ72 In this context, 
preparing for violent confrontation and civilisational collapse appears the very worst of 
foundations for thinking about just and proportionate responses to current insecurities, 
let alone trying to organise radical politics. Rather, it offers an excellent platform for 
states to exploit authoritarian populism in the name of scarcity.

Here we can be confident that the appropriation and exploitation of land, water, 
mineral and hydrocarbon resources will lead to local conflict and social unrest because it 
already does so. This is not only a struggle that frequently pitches states and corporations 
against local communities, but one in which those states and corporations often triumph 
with support from security forces. As Nnimmo Bassey makes clear in an online essay 
prepared for this collection, the military and the fossil-fuel industry in Nigeria have 
worked in a symbiotic relationship for decades. The military has grown fat on the back of 
its promise to keep oil flowing, while the oil industry has happily turned to the military 
for action whenever supply was threatened. This is, of course, a microcosm of a much 
wider Ôenergy-securityÕ policy that has blighted the Middle East and North Africa.

Rather than seek to avoid the Ôrace for whatÕs leftÕ of our natural resources, the security 
establishments of powerful countries and regional blocs continue to support the 
extraction and consumption patterns responsible for climate change and insecurity with 
as much zeal as ever. The melting ice-caps in the Arctic region Ð an almost ever-present 
topic in climate-security debates Ð are a case in point. ÔAs we consider how to make 
the most of the emerging economic opportunities in the region, we recognize that we 
must exercise responsible stewardship É promoting healthy, sustainable, and resilient 
ecosystems over the long termÕ, wrote Barack Obama in 2013, before setting out a national 
ÔArctic strategyÕ predicated on the USÕs commercial, security and defence interests.73 The 
following year this would become a fully-fledged Arctic military strategy.

And as the Middle East lurches from one crisis to the next, European and US inter/
national security interests remain embroiled with those of Saudi Arabia and the Gulf 
states. Is this a credible way of mitigating the threats of climate change and resource wars 
(never mind dealing with right-wing Islamic fundamentalism)? Of course it isnÕt. As 
research collective Corner House explains:

É future crises are likely to be rooted in the same dynamics in which they are rooted 
today: political conflict, exploitative distributive institutions, sexism, racism, human 
rights abuses and environmentally destructive practices. If society wants to prepare for 
future resource crises (and there surely will be future scarcity of one kind or another), 
it would be more prudent to look to the present rather than to some theoretical model 
of the future. As the future will grow out of the present, a better way of dealing with 
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Ôfuture crisisÕ is not imagining a future Malthusian world that bears no relationship 
to what exists now or ever has existed, and then imagining how to stave off that 
hypothetical Malthusian destiny, but rather dealing with current scarcities now on the 
realistic assumption that what causes scarcity today is going to go on causing scarcity 
in the future.74

In climate change and security strategies, although some of the structural problems 
underpinning current crises are acknowledged, the future is used to Ôthrust them into 
the background, casting them as petty distractions of purely academic interestÕ, in 
comparison to the coming shit storm. In this way, argues Corner House, threats to the 
environment and society are Ôbeing used to colonize the future and thereby capture the 
presentÕ. ÔResilienceÕ, the new handmaiden of security, can be seen as another fundamental 
mechanism for what they describe as Ôpolicing the imaginationÕ, with the Ôconstant 
re-imagining of the myriad ways in which [threats] might be realizedÕ amounting to 
Ônothing less than the attempted colonization of the political imagination by the stateÕ.75

Insecurity as opportunity

To suggest that it is not all doom-and-gloom is to risk being written off as delusional, 
or a techno-utopian, but many climate-change campaigners do see transition as an 
opportunity to build a more equitable and socially just world (back to Zadie SmithÕs 
Ôwhy else get out of bedÕ conundrum). As Simon Dalby has explained, recent research 
emphasises that Ôenvironmental difficulties frequently facilitate co-operation rather than 
conflict, as dealing with stratospheric ozone depletion made especially clear.Õ He makes 
the point that Ôcollaboration has frequently proven much more effective than conflict 
in managing scarce resourcesÕ, providing Ôconsiderable cause for optimism in terms of 
security planningÕ.76

The climate crisis could also be a boon for advocates of Keynesian economic and 
social policy Ð or what their detractors call Ôbig governmentÕ. As Christian Parenti 
has!explained:

During natural disasters, society regularly turns to the state for help, which means such 
immediate crises are a much-needed reminder of just how important a functional big 
government turns out to be to our survival É After all, there is only one institution 
that actually has the capacity to deal with multibillion-dollar natural disasters on an 
increasingly routine basis. Private security firms wonÕt help your flooded or tornado-
struck town. Private insurance companies are systematically withdrawing coverage 
from vulnerable coastal areas. Voluntary community groups, churches, anarchist 
affinity groups Ð each may prove helpful in limited ways, but for better or worse, only 
government has the capital and capacity to deal with the catastrophic implications of 
climate change.77
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ÔCatastrophismÕ, however, sounds a warning of the more likely implications of an 
expansion of the state:

The Keynesian stimulus hoped for by proponents of a Green New Deal is more likely to 
be a further expansion of border fences, naval patrols, military contractors, privatised 
security services, surveillance systems, and climate monitoring drones. Indeed, since 
2008, the security industry has grown at 5% annually despite a worldwide recession 
and its projected global revenue was estimated to be somewhere in the region of $20 
billion in 2013.78

Little more needs to be said about the predatory and pervasive logic of Ôdisaster capitalismÕ 
at this point, except perhaps to warn, as others have, that failure to prevent climate change 
could persuade the security establishment to support future geo-engineering projects.

That corporate profiteers and private individuals will continue to feather their own 
nests on the back of disaster is a given. What is perhaps more interesting in terms of 
climate change and inter/national security strategy is the way in which disaster capitalism 
brings with it a particular way of viewing the world. As Naomi Klein observed in her 
book The Shock Doctrine:

At first I thought the Green Zone phenomenon was unique to the war in Iraq. Now, after 
years spent in other disaster zones, I realize that the Green Zone emerges everywhere 
that the disaster capitalism complex descends, with the same stark partitions between 
the included and the excluded, the protected and the damned.79

Dividing the world into red zones and green zones and the like is something elites 
have always done. But ubiquitous surveillance and risk management have taken this 
enterprise to new heights. Green technology and the militaryÕs new-found concern for 
climate change will take it further still. The US Department of Defense now boasts a 
programme!that 

É visualizes multiple dimensions of climate vulnerability and risks in a single map. 
Data about conflicts, aid, governance and climate are overlaid to give a dynamic 
view of the continentÕs risk factors, as well as development projects such as World 
Bank initiatives to buffer or adapt to climate change. Users can select and layer any 
combination of data to see how climate change intersects with risks over time. Local 
conflicts, for example, can be related to climate-induced food insecurity.80

Surely nothing encapsulates our current malaise better than the images depicted in 
the Department of DefenseÕs screenshots (see http://tinyurl.com/securitymap). We 
have satellites and drones and algorithms to help us measure and connect each and 
every dimension of the disasters to come, but we canÕt muster the political will to try to 
prevent them. We are mapping vulnerability Ð not to help the vulnerable, but to seek out 
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opportunity for the disaster-industrial complex. Meet the new dystopia, same as the old 
one, insulating the rich from the threat of the poor.
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CLIMATE CHANGE INC.:  
HOW TNCs ARE MANAGING RISK AND 
PREPARING TO PROFIT IN A WORLD 

OF RUNAWAY CLIMATE CHANGE
Oscar Reyes1

IÕm not disputing that increasing CO2 emissions in the atmosphere is going to have an 
impact É [but] we believe those consequences are manageable É Changes to weather 
patterns that move crop production areas around Ð weÕll adapt to that. ItÕs an engineering 
problem, and it has engineering solutions.

(Rex Tillerson, CEO of Exxon Mobil)2

Introduction

Transnational corporations (TNCs) account for the majority of global trade and 
investment in todayÕs economy, which is often taken as a sign that we should look to them 
as leaders in addressing both the causes and impacts of climate change.

Large corporations themselves are generally fond of extolling their climate-change 
credentials. For example, Walmart, the worldÕs largest retailer, and EDF, the worldÕs 
largest electricity producer, both claim their climate policies make them a Ôleader in sus-
tainabilityÕ.3 Meanwhile, some nongovernmental organizations like the Environmental 
Defense Fund, the World Wildlife Fund and The Nature Conservancy have long sought 
partnerships with (and funding from) some of the worldÕs largest TNCs. ÔWe work 
closely with business leaders and hold them accountable to ambitious goals while also 
celebrating their environmental gains,Õ explains Tom Murray, vice president of the Envi-
ronmental Defense FundÕs Corporate Partnerships Program.4

This chapter offers a different view. It shows how TNCsÕ investment strategies seek 
to escape accountability for their role in causing the climate crisis, consistently fail to 
address the systemic risks that business-as-usual poses, and do very little to support a just 
transition to a low-carbon economy. Rather than embracing corporate leadership, the 
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key to addressing climate change and its growing impacts on our lives and society will lie 
in diminishing the power of the transnationals.

A dirty business

Where TNCs stand on climate change largely depends on the investments they are 
sitting on. Oil and gas corporations have concluded that they would benefit far more 
from building up huge reserves Ð exploiting new sites and unconventional fuels Ð than 
they would from spearheading a renewable energy transition. As Naomi Klein puts it, 
ÔWrecking the planet is their business model.Õ5 Similarly, the banking sector currently 
has too much invested in fossil-fuel stocks to pay much more than lip service to cleaner 
alternatives. Even the insurance sector, which often takes the lead in calling for action on 
climate change, is positioning itself to gain from inaction: extremes of weather can serve 
as a marketing opportunity to sell more products, the risks of which are outsourced to 
other companies or, ultimately, underwritten by states.

Transnational corporations are not just gearing up to profit from climate change, but 
they were disproportionately responsible for causing the problem in the first place. Just 
ninety corporations produced almost two-thirds of the CO2 and methane emissions 
produced during the industrial era.6

Many of the same transnational corporations, and a small clutch of newer ones, 
maintain their leading role in causing climate change Ð as is well-documented by 
researchers at the Carbon Tracker Initiative (CTI). Their analysis shows that financial 
markets are carrying an enormous Ôcarbon bubbleÕ with Ômore fossil fuels listed on the 
worldÕs capital markets than we can afford to burn if we are to prevent dangerous climate 
changeÕ.7 The 200 largest polluters listed on public stock markets in 2013 own 762 
Gigatonnes of carbon dioxide (GtCO2) in untapped reserves of oil, gas and coal. By way 
of comparison, a global carbon budget for limiting climate change to 2¡C (which may 
still lead to climate disaster) would be around 565Ð886 GtCO2 to 2050.8 

While these figures usefully shed light on the scale of the problem the worldÕs 
largest fossil fuel companies pose, the CTI analysis of how to address this problem is 
more limited. Their aim is to persuade investors that the carbon content of investments 
should be counted and to highlight the risk of holding onto stranded assets if states put 
restrictions on extraction in line with their international commitments. Since most of 
the value on oil and gas companiesÕ balance sheets relates to upstream investments that 
will pay off in over a decadeÕs time, a consideration of the long-term risks could dent 
their share value and encourage a rethink on longer-term strategies. At the same time, 
the aim is to compel institutional investors to push for greater action, to encourage 
ratings agencies to factor in climate risk and to pressure regulators to demand mandatory 
carbon!reporting.

This may provide a compelling argument for activists and concerned citizens, but it is 
unlikely to convince fossil-fuel companies and financial sector investors to change tack. 
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They are betting on (and often encouraging) states to take actions on climate change that 
are weak, at best, while projecting the lucrative possibilities from remaining invested in 
fossil fuels. To illustrate this point, letÕs look more closely at a few particular sectors: oil 
and gas, banking, and insurance.

A new oil age?

According to projections from the International Energy Agency, as well as those of the 
oil industry itself, energy demand could triple by 2050, with the greatest share of this 
increase coming from emerging economies.9 With the significant risk that this demand 
could outstrip the available supply, particularly of liquid fuels, most future scenarios 
predict a world of higher energy prices Ð despite the significant oil price falls in 2015. Far 
from moving the world beyond fossil fuels, however, these increased prices could make 
extreme energy sources (notably deep-sea offshore installations, tar sands, oil shale and 
shale gas) ever more profitable, as well as increasing the profitability and extending the 
lifespan of existing fields. Oil, gas and coal companies are investing accordingly in new oil 
and gas exploration, production facilities and refineries.10

It is worth underscoring just how marginal climate change is as a factor in directing 
fossil-fuel investment decisions, which are based on a Ôprice deckÕ, that is, a series of 
price projections centred on future oil prices and production cost estimates. Projected 
demand Ð as well as potential conflicts in producing regions Ð are the main factors 
affecting long-term oil prices. Those companies that project a high-demand, high-price 
future tend to see unconventional (and dirtier) production as more attractive. Although 
climate change is increasingly taken into account in the form of a potential carbon price, 
the ability to pass on this (relatively marginal) cost to consumers, alongside strong 
predicted growth, leaves most oil companies unworried.

Take the example of Royal Dutch Shell, the worldÕs largest non-state oil company by 
revenue, which likes to portray itself as an industry leader on climate change. Looked at 
from an investment perspective, it is clear that Shell is both ramping up conventional 
oil and gas production (in Nigeria, Kazakhstan and Iraq, in particular), while simulta-
neously expanding oil-sands operations in Canada, gas-to-liquids (GTL) extraction in 
Qatar, liquid natural gas operations globally, offshore drilling in the Gulf of Mexico and 
Brazil, and offshore exploration in the Arctic. As the company itself acknowledges, this 
strategy will lead to Ômore energy-intensiveÕ production and an Ôassociated increase in 
direct CO2 emissionsÕ from the companyÕs facilities.11

Even ShellÕs claims to manage the companyÕs carbon footprint are built around 
fossil-fuel extraction, with an emphasis placed on its gas-sector investments and carbon 
capture and storage. This reflects a strategic choice made in 2009 to back away from 
solar and wind power, claiming that they were uneconomical.12 The company has since 
increased its agrofuel operations instead, despite a large body of evidence that these put 
pressure on food crops whilst failing to contribute to climate mitigation.13
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