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III. Climate Change/ Environmental Degradation as a Source of Conflict

For a long time. climate change and environmental degradation have been treated only as environmental problems.
However, in 2004, when the High-level Panel on Threats, Challenges and Change issued its report **A more secure
world: Our Shared Responsibility”, environmental degradation was listed as one of ten high-level threats.'* In April
2007. when the United Nations Security Council held its first discussion on climate change. the Council recognized it
as a topic of international secuﬁty.m ‘While policy makers start to link the topic to international security. some
researchers doubt that climate change really is a source of conflict."™ Salehyan for example is of the opinion that
“the overly structural logic linking climate change to armed conflict ignores human agency. ingenuity, the potential
for technological innovation. and the vital role of political institutions in managing conflicts.**? On the other hand.
a study by Brown and Crawford does find empirical evidence for the link between climate change and arising
conflicts.'”? Similarly, the EU s High Representative for the Common Security and Security Policy and the
European Commission published a statement in March 2008, which recognized climate change as a source of
conflict. as well as a threat to international secm"n*y.ls4 Even though the scholarly debate whether climate change is a
cause of contflict or not is not yet settled. it “has recently become one of the most high-profile issues facing the global
(:onununity.“155 So far it is a common view that climate change and environmental degradation are a problem of
international dimension demanding infernational cooperation. -

Dimensions of Climate Change

Climate change is a phenomenon of multiple dimensions. In order to provide a clear scientific view on the current
status of climate change and its consequences. the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) together with
the World Meteorclogical Organization (WMO) founded the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC).
According to the definition of the IPCC. climate change is “any change in climate over time. whether due to natural
variability or as a result of human acti\.-'iry."lzIs This definition differs from the definition of climate change in the
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) that defines climate change as ,.a change of
climate which is attributed directly or indirectly to human activity that alters the composition of the global
atmosphere and which is in addition to natural climate variability over comparable time p».eriods."159
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In its fourth Assessment Report, which was released in 2007. the IPCC recognized that global warming is
mlequivocal.lw Increases in temperatures. melting of snow and ice. and a rise of the sea level have been observed
and the warming of the climate system can no longer be denied.'®" The rise in temperature. aspects of extreme
weather. and several other phenomena have been perceived as irreversible long-term changes in climate. In the last
500 jirﬁezars. no 50-years period was recognized with an increase in temperature similar to the increase within the last
one.

The IPCC observed a significant rise in greenhouse gas concentrations since the mid-20" century caused by human
influences.'® Greenhouse zas emissions are the prime cause of anthropogenie climate change and are very likely to
continue to rise and manifest inevitable changes in the global climate system with larger effects than those that have
been observed so far.'™* The doubling of carbon dioxide concentrations will. according to IPCC estimates. lead to a
surface warming in the range of 2°C to 4.5°C. above the UNFCCC’s goal to limit warming below 2°C.'% 1t is not
predictable how the various global ecosystems will respond to these changes. But current studies demonstrate
already how climate change impacts the environment.'®® Glaciers in the Himalaya for example are especially
vulnerable to climate change and did shrink due to the rise of temperatures and reduced precipitation, affecting the
fresh water supply of close to a billion people.'®” Abnormal rain- or snowfall led to a change of vegetation and a loss of
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agricultural productivity.” This leads to several conflicts, which will be discussed after a short introduction into the UN’s
efforts to combat climate change in the following section.

Climate Change and the United Nations

The United Nations addresses climate change. through several organizations. such as UNEP and UNDP. as well as
legal frameworks. such as the UNFC (‘C and the Kyoto Protocol. UNEP has been committed to the work on climate
change for more than 20 years now.'® In its climate change strategy. UNEP sees ifs main tasks in promorm& the
reduction of greenhouse gas emissions and in improving the resilience of society towards climate change  The aim
of its work is to raise awareness of climate change miftigation in the private sector of the econom}’. Acldmoually
UNEP closely works together with the secretariat of the UNFCCC. The Member States of the UNFCCC have
recognized the climate system as a common good and agreed to stabilize greenhouse gas emission on a level that
would avoid “dangerous anthropogenic interference with the climate system.” a goal that is defined by limiting
warming to 2°C above pre-industrial levels.!™ Since the voluntary targets of the UNFCCC to reduce greenhouse gas
emissions were not met by its Member States. the Kyoto Protocol was adopted in 1997. It sets binding targets for the
reduction of greenhouse gas emissions in industrialized countries and aims fo improve the compliance of all Member
States.!” The Security Council debate on April 17. 2007 marked a shift in the UN’s perspective on climate change
to acknowledging the linkage between climate change and international security.™ During this discussion.
especially developed countries as well as small island countries appreciated the initiative by the United Kingdom to
discuss this topic in the Security Council.!” Even though developing countries. like China or Pakistan agreed on the
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