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Summary

A rapid and widespread institutionalization of climate security is underway, led by pow-
erful states and international organizations. Recognition of the climate crisis by security
actors as a serious threat to humanity is long overdue, but it is imperative that this insti-
tutionalization is critically scrutinized. This commentary highlights specific dangers that
accompany the institutional mainstreaming of climate security, including a non-reflex-
ive integration into traditional security paradigms, a growing geopolitical separation
between discourses emerging from the Global South and North, and policymaking that
tends to draw from a narrow view of the science. Science-based and actionable research
informed by pluralistic understandings of climate security is needed to counter this
trend.

After years of discussions about whether anthropogenic climate change could have security
implications, the issue is now moving to the centre of international security agendas. State and
non-state security actors increasingly recognize multiple links between climate change and
security, such as threats to states, militaries, human well-being, and the stability of earth sys-
tems. Thus, the term ‘climate security’ is used across research and policy domains. The term
‘climate security’ is used and understood differently across diverse research and policy
domains. Yet growing recognition of the issue has generated an unprecedented wave of insti-
tutionalization of climate security led by powerful states and international organizations
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(Fig 1). For example, officials from the United Kingdom (UK) and the United States (US) now
frequently refer to climate change as a “threat multiplier” and it features prominently in their
national security strategies. The United Nations (UN), the European Union (EU), and regional
security actors such as the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) are investing signifi-
cant resources to mainstream climate security into their activities [1].
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Fig 1. Increasing trend of climate security institutionalization.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pcim.0000402.g001
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There are dangers associated with such non-reflexive mainstreaming of climate security.
Decades of research have shown that climate change does not fit neatly into established under-
standings and practices of security. Climate security remains a topic of intense political and
scholarly debate, and the concept is not clearly defined in either theory or practice. The idea-
tional fragmentation of climate change by some security actors has led to the adoption of dif-
ferent interpretations of climate security and responses [2]. Debates ongoing in the United
Nations Security Council (UNSC) since 2007 reveal a highly contested and politicized agenda
with a persistent two-camp logic between climate security advocates and opponents, with dif-
ferences over the scope of climate security and means of addressing it [3]. Some are sceptical
about the legitimacy of the UNSC-considering its non-representative configuration-while
others are concerned about the largely ad-hoc, reactive, and conflict/crisis-centric nature of
the discussions [4]. The current geopolitically structured forms of institutionalization, as
reflected in the UNSC that is influenced by power politics, fail to integrate science-based
research and climate justice concerns necessary for responses to climate change [5].

Going forward, advancing a security-imbued climate change agenda demands recognition
of diverse realities, pluralistic perceptions of security and divergent actor interests; reconfigu-
ration of institutional structures of national and international security; and re-imagination of
inclusive approaches to peacebuilding and development. The following sections highlight that
without these changes, security institutions might misidentify and miscalculate risks and vul-
nerabilities, and construct poorly designed responses that mainly attend to the symptoms
instead of tackling the root causes of insecurity related to climate change.

Dangers and biases of mainstream climate security
institutionalization

Conventional security actors increasingly respond to climate security by incorporating climate
change into military scenario exercises, engaging in humanitarian assistance and disaster relief
efforts, and undertaking other activities. However, the legitimacy and efficacy of military/
defence institutions in addressing the climate crisis is highly contested. Militaries mainly view
climate change in terms of its impacts on their interests and resources, such as on military
bases and the availability of resilient energy sources for military assets [6]. For example, climate
security threats identified by the U.S. Department of Defense are only selectively integrated
into planning and decision-making [7]. Furthermore, top-down command structures within
conventional security actors/institutions do not align well with sustainable climate interven-
tions that seek to build participation, accountability, and consensus on pathways towards cli-
mate-resilient development [8]. Without fundamental transformation, institutionalization
through military-informed activities on climate security will likely reinforce dominant state-
centric security practices that focus on reactive military measures and a culture of secrecy.

The military sector is one of the biggest emitters of greenhouse gases (GHGs). Conventional
military approaches remain entangled with responsibility for climate change even while engag-
ing in climate action. Multi-decadal reliance on oil for existing and planned infrastructure and
hardware positions militaries as compromised actors on climate change and inherently resis-
tant to potentially costly internal transformations away from fossil fuels [9].

Another concerning trend is the growing divide in climate security discourse and policy
between the Global South and Global North. The Global North’s focus on climate change as a
threat or ‘risk multiplier’ emphasizes ways in which climate change will exacerbate resource
scarcity and result in increased migration flows across borders, which may amplify existing
societal fragilities and geopolitical tensions [10]. On the other hand, most developing countries
tend to link climate security with context-specific development and security imperatives, and
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adopt a cautious approach towards Global North-driven discourses—imbibing some aspects,
while questioning others. Similarly, small island developing states present climate security as
an “existential threat,” demanding more climate action and development assistance from the
Global North [11].

Currently, the institutional discourse(s), policies and initiatives on climate security are
framed and dominated by actors from the Global North. Yet, simultaneously, most of them
externalize the problem, locating ‘climate insecurity’ primarily in the Global South. This geo-
graphic focus on regions of instability in the Global South fuels suspicions that have also been
raised in the UNSC context, such as to legitimize further interventions in the Global South or to
restrict decision making procedures at the UN level, hindering potential consensus on coopera-
tion and effective non-military interventions in areas acutely vulnerable to climate impacts [12].

The dominance of traditional militarized security responses and the divergence between
Global North and South conceptualizations of climate security leave the risks of transgressing
the planetary boundaries or climate tipping points unaddressed [13]. Most climate security
approaches fail to protect of communities and ecosystems from the full gamut of climate risks
as described by earth system science and reflected in the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC) assessments. In addition, by their focus on threat multipliers, resilience, and
human security, Northern climate security discourses deflect most of the responsibility of cop-
ing with climate impacts to the Global South, despite the huge disparity in past and present per
capita GHG emissions. They also shift institutional responses away from addressing root
causes of climate vulnerability such as poverty, inequality, historical responsibility, and
injustice.

The Global North-based climate security discourses also deflect attention from other ways
in which Western hegemony and its history of colonialism and extractivism has created vul-
nerability and conflict. In this context, this misuse of climate security could lead to dispropor-
tionate and inappropriate responses such as the criminalization of, and militaristic responses
to, migration, social movements and climate protests [14]. Similarly, the resulting institutional
processes tend to exclude many relevant stakeholders and rights-holders, such as sub-national
policymakers, civil society organizations, and importantly, affected local and indigenous
communities.

These problems with the ongoing institutionalization of climate security are exacerbated by
the fact that the science-practice/policy interface is weak and dominated by think tanks with
close ties with governments and international institutions. Practitioners, especially in tradi-
tional security sectors, often fail to draw upon varied dimensions of the existing body of
research on climate security when constructing their reports and recommendations. Instead,
de-politicized approaches are emphasised with a focus on techno-fix solutions, and a concep-
tual over-reliance on studies that link climate change and conflict [15]. At the same time, the
climate security scientific research agenda itself has so far failed to capture the institutional
developments and is largely dominated by Global North perspectives.

Reconfiguring approaches to climate security research and
practice

The emerging institutionalization of climate security requires urgent attention. Critical
research agendas should focus on the pressing questions that accompany the institutionaliza-
tion processes of climate security and their underlying power dynamics. To adequately
respond to the diverse security implications of climate change inter-disciplinary and trans-dis-
ciplinary approaches need to be developed quickly and widely. This also means abandoning
knee-jerk dismissals of any involvement of military actors and instead carefully considering
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how traditional security actors could be incorporated into holistic and effective responses to
climate-induced insecurity.

As a counter-move to the current logics of institutionalization, scholars and practitioners
need to be attentive to different security discourses and their implications, include multiple
actors and local stakeholders and delve into questions of what is being securitized, by whom
and to what ends. There is no one-size-fits-all approach to climate security. Thus, going for-
ward, the institutionalization of climate security needs to reflect better the complex, multi-
actor, and multi-scalar relational forces that contribute to insecurity, vulnerability, and risk,
especially from a Global South perspective.

Similarly, institutions need to better acknowledge and address conflicts that may arise from
responses to climate change or perceived climate insecurity. These include the consequences
of mitigation and adaptation policies, resource and land grabs, or potential geoengineering
schemes. A better understanding of how these may influence and interact with the security
implications of climate change, referring to the second order processes dealing with socio-eco-
nomic aspects, needs to be embedded into research and policy-making.

In short, a reconfiguration of climate security research and practice entails disavowing the
prevailing two-camp logic, challenging techno-fix assumptions, expanding beyond a narrow
focus on violent conflict, and questioning the institutionalization of concepts and practices by
and for powerful Global North actors.
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