Climate Change Threatens National Security
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Six retired admirals and five retired generals, in a report from the CNA Corp. think tank, followed by testimony to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, said climate change is a “serious threat to America’s national security.”  The report’s authors include former Army chief of staff Gordon Sullivan and former chief of U.S. Central Command, Gen. Anthony Zinni.

The report begins, “The predicted effects of climate change over the coming decades include extreme weather events, drought, flooding, sea level rise, retreating glaciers, habitat shifts, and the increased spread of life-threatening diseases.  These conditions have the potential to disrupt our way of life and to force changes in the way we keep ourselves safe and secure.”


The report goes on to say that climate change will cause political instability and wars:  “Economic and environmental conditions in already fragile areas will further erode as food production declines, diseases increase, clean water becomes increasingly scarce, and large populations move in search of resources.”  Famine, worsening disease, and rising seas will foment civil war, genocide and terrorism, the authors warn.  The study warns of mass migrations, including a greater flow of Latin Americans into the U.S.  Health crises would be exacerbated by global warming.  Over the next 30 years, wars will be fought over water and climate refugees.   Wars over resources will be most frequent in Africa and the Middle East, but South and East Asia will be another flash point, as Himalayan glaciers melt.  Billions of people depend upon their river systems for water.  China might monopolize Mekong River flows, affecting Thailand, Cambodia and Vietnam.  U.S. military strategists should plan for climate wars now.

Gen. Charles F. Wald, former deputy commander for the U.S. European Command, told Congress that climate change could be a threat multiplier across the globe.  “Unlike most conventional security threats that involve a single entity acting in specific ways and points in time, … climate change has the potential to result in multiple chronic conditions, occurring globally within the same time frame.”  Climate change could draw the military into regional conflicts.

Climate change could multiply threats from terrorism, as political conditions deteriorate and failed states multiply.  “Climate change exacerbates already unstable situations,” explained Sullivan. Added Zinni, “It’s not hard to make the connection between climate change and instability, or climate change and terrorism.”  Weak and failing governments, already on the margin for survival, foster the conditions for internal conflicts, extremism and movement toward increased authoritarianism and radicalism.  The report continued, “When a government can no longer deliver services to its people, ensure domestic order, and protect the nation's borders from invasion … conditions are ripe for turmoil, extremism and terrorism to fill the vacuum.”

The US will be drawn into some of these fights, like the conflict in Darfur.  Stanford scientist Terry Root, a co-author of April’s IPCC damages report, responded  “We’re going to have a war over water.  There’s just not going to be enough water around for us to … live with and to provide for the natural environment.”



Climate change will also affect military readiness and operations.  Hotter, and drier or wetter conditions will stress weapons systems, bases and overall readiness.  Operating equipment in extreme environmental conditions increases maintenance requirements and dramatically reduces equipment service life, multiplying costs.  Among other things, they recommend that the military cut its fuel use.

The generals and admirals also urged the United States to make it a priority to develop secure and clean sources of energy to reduce emissions of greenhouse gases.  Zinni said, “We will pay for this one way or another… We will pay to reduce greenhouse gas emissions today…. Or we will pay the price later in military terms.”

Meanwhile the CIA and Pentagon could be required to conduct the first-ever national intelligence estimate on global warming and climate change.  Sponsoring Senators Chuck Hagel, R-NE and Richard Durbin, D-IL, expect such a bill to pass Congress with wide support.

The assessment, using the latest scientific data, would pinpoint the riskiest regions for humanitarian suffering and evaluate likelihood of wars erupting over diminishing water and other resources.  The bill would direct the Pentagon to undertake a series of war games to determine how global climate change could affect US security.  Altered ocean temperatures would affect the ability of US submarines to gather data.  Among other enumerated threats are hurricanes, refugees, and infectious diseases.

Global warming could catalyze new conflicts around the world.  The United Nations Security Council has just put climate change on its agenda.  “The traditional triggers of conflict which exist out there are likely to be exacerbated by the effect of climate change,” said Emyr Jones Parry, Britain's UN ambassador.


The CAN study is available at securityandclimate.cna.org/report/National%20Security%20and%20the%20Threat%20of%20Climate%20Change.pdf.  Other summaries can be found at  HYPERLINK "http://abcnews.go.com/Technology/Story?id=3157374&page=1" http://abcnews.go.com/Technology/Story?id=3157374&page=1;  HYPERLINK "http://news.bostonherald.com/national/view.bg?articleid=194917" news.bostonherald.com/national/view.bg?articleid=194917, and www.boston.com/news/nation/articles/2007/04/09/bill_ties_climate_to_national_security.
