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I. COURSE OVERVIEW 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Learning Outcomes 

 

Upon successful completion of this course, students will have the knowledge and skills to: 

 

1. Identify and explain how environmental conflicts and human security are inter-related; 

2. Analyse the tensions between interests and values of a diversity of actors involved in contemporary 

conflicts over resource access; 

3. Demonstrate knowledge of a specific case of conflict, through the application of the concepts and 

analytical frameworks introduced in the course; 

4. Identify the impact on human security of different alternatives for conflict resolution. 

 

Assessment Summary 

 

Assessment task Value 
Linked  

learning outcomes 
Due date 

Workshop participation 10% 2 n/a 

Mid-term literature review, 1,500 words  30% 1 Wed of week 6 

Essay proposal, 500 words 10% 3, 4 Wed. of week 9 

Final essay, 2,500-3,000 words 50% 1, 2, 3, 4 1
st
 week of exam period 

 

 

Course Outline 

 

Week   Summary 

 

Section 1: Defining terms, actors, and interests 

Week 1  Introduction, course overview, and conflict 

Week 2  Economic development and economic instability 

Week 3  Political institutions and instability 

Week 4  Environmental change and scarcity 

   

Section 2: Causes 

Week 5  Population 

Week 6  Migration 

  Teaching break (no class) 
Week 7  Water 

Week 8  Food 

Week 9  Natural resources 

Week 10    Natural disaster   

   

Section 3: Responses  

Week 11  Domestic responses 

Week 12  International cooperation 
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Source: https://tamino.wordpress.com/2019/01/19/the-oz-heat-distribution/

1950-1970 in blue, 2000-2018 in red
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Newcastle, NSW 
1989 5.6 earthquake 

13 people died 
1,000 displaced 

$1 billion damage
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1918-1919 
Spanish flu pandemic 

~15,000 die in Australia 
50-100 million worldwide
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February 2009 
Black Friday bushfires in Victoria 
180 die 
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Today’s puzzles  

Natural disasters are both unpredictable and regular occurrences.  

Why then have we not developed more effective means for preventing, 
mitigating, or adapting to these disasters? 

Why have we not seen significantly more conflict since the coronavirus 
pandemic started?



Today’s motivating question:  

What effects do natural disasters have on human security and conflict?

12
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Lecture question #1  

Watch the Al Jazeera English video below (https://youtu.be/
f5yxMxAdbNc) about the 2020 Pakistani floods.  

What tensions related to disaster preparedness does this video highlight 
between the Sinh and national governments? 



II. Natural disasters: defining our terms

14Source: https://pixnio.com/nature-landscapes/volcanoes/volcano-eruption-flame-flowing-geology-rocks 



Disaster definition
Naturally occurring physical phenomena 
caused either by rapid or slow onset events: 

• Geophysical (earthquakes, landslides, 
tsunamis and volcanic activity) 

• Hydrological (avalanches and floods), 

• Climatological (extreme temperatures, 
drought and wildfires) 

• Meteorological (cyclones and storms/
wave surges)  

• Biological (disease epidemics and insect/
animal plagues)

15Source: http://www.emdat.be/classification

http://www.emdat.be/classification


Technological or man-made disasters
Events that are caused by humans and occur in or close to human settlements.  

• Complex emergencies/conflicts 

• Famine  

• Displaced populations 

• Industrial accidents 

• Transport accidents 

• Environmental degradation  

• Pollution

16
Source: http://www.emdat.be/classification

http://www.emdat.be/classification


Important thresholds

• 10 or more people killed 

• 100 or more people affected 

• Declaration of  a state of  emergency 

• Call for international assistance  

17Source: Eastin (2016: 334-5)



Natural disasters over time

Source: Center for Research on the Epidemiology of  Disasters http://www.emdat.be/disaster_trends/index.html

http://www.emdat.be/disaster_trends/index.html
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21
Source: http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/news/624/media/images/48862000/gif/_48862225_pakistan_floods_25aug_464.gif

Flooding in Pakistan, August 2010

http://ichef.bbci.co.uk/news/624/media/images/48862000/gif/_48862225_pakistan_floods_25aug_464.gif
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Image source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Swarm_of_Locusts.JPG#/media/File:Swarm_of_Locusts.JPG
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Chile (102). No country in this period has experienced more earthquakes in a single
year than China, which was subjected to 16 earthquakes in 1976. However, topping
M8.2 on the Richter scale, the most intense earthquake that occurred in this period
took place in Bolivia in 1994.

While earthquakes occur more often in some regions of the world than in
others, those in which earthquakes arise most often are not necessarily more con-
flict prone than others. Low- and medium-intensity conflicts strike countries
throughout the world, including developed ones, while civil wars occur primarily
in sub-Saharan Africa. Earthquakes, furthermore, do not occur more often in
underdeveloped countries and rarely occur in sub-Saharan Africa. In fact, the aver-
age number of earthquakes that strike countries belonging to the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) is no different than that which
affects non-OECD countries.5 For this reason and others, earthquakes are an ideal
measure with which to evaluate the effect of natural disasters on conflict.

Figure 1
Number of Earthquakes M5.5 or greater (1975-2002)
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Source: Data based on E. R. Engdahl and A. Villasenor (2002), Centennial Earthquake Catalog. The data
in this graph include only earthquakes occurring in the countries contained in the statistical analysis.

718 Journal of Conflict Resolution

 at Australian National University on July 17, 2016jcr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

Source: Brancati 2007: 718
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Natural Disasters in Perspective

Disasters are the subject of intense study in the fields of psychology, health, and
economics, where their effects on infectious disease (Bissell 1983), depression and
physical abuse (Curtis, Miller, and Berry 2000), and unemployment and debt (Ben-
son and Clay 2004; Freeman, Keen, and Mani 2003; Albala-Bertrand 1993) are
keenly examined. Disasters are not as well studied, however, in the field of political
science, although a few works have examined government responses to disasters
(Cohen and Werker 2006; Brass 1986; Klinenberg 2004), as well as the effects of
disasters on voting (Achen and Bartels 2004). Several studies across different fields
have also examined the impact of disasters on conflict, but these works are sharply
divided over disasters’ perceived effects.

Several such studies argue that natural disasters dampen conflict (Kelman and
Koukis 2000; Quarantelli and Dynes 1976; Evin 2004). Using case studies and
illustrative examples primarily of international conflict, these works contend that
disasters dampen conflict not only by uniting people in a common fate but also by
making previous sources of conflict seem unimportant relative to the disaster and
bringing people together to work on a common goal, namely a country’s relief,
recovery, and reconstruction. In the words of Ilan Kelman and Theo Koukis

Figure 2
Geographic Location of Earthquakes M5.5 or Greater (1975-2002)

Source: Data based on E. R. Engdahl and A. Villasenor (2002), Centennial Earthquake Catalog.

Brancati / Political Aftershocks 719

 at Australian National University on July 17, 2016jcr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

Source: Brancati 2007: 719
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Northridge, CA  
1994  

6.7 on Richter scale 
54 died 

Property damage: USD$22–85 billion



Alaska, 9 July 1958, 7.8 earthquake caused 50m tsunami

27Source: https://i1.wp.com/www.geological-digressions.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/fiord-tsunamis-usgs-1.jpg?ssl=1
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Source: https://geology.com/records/biggest-tsunami.shtml
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914m rock slide consisting 
of  30.6 million m^3

Removed all trees and 
vegetation for up to 524 m 

above sea level 

Source: https://geology.com/records/biggest-tsunami.shtml
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40 years later

Source: https://geology.com/records/biggest-tsunami.shtml



31Source: https://www.world-nuclear.org/information-library/safety-and-security/safety-of-plants/fukushima-daiichi-accident.aspx



II. Natural disasters: defining our terms

32Source: https://pixnio.com/nature-landscapes/volcanoes/volcano-eruption-flame-flowing-geology-rocks 



III. Natural disasters and conflict

33Image source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Emergency_food,_drinking_water_and_shelter_to_help_people_displaced_in_Rakhine_State,_western_Burma._(8288488088).jpg



Disasters can decrease conflict risk

• Rally-around-the-flag 
effect  

• Reduce capacity of  groups 
to start conflict 

• Kill popular rebel leaders

34



Disasters can increase conflict risk
State-focused 

• Reduce state capacity to prevent rebellion 

Rebel-focused 

• State could respond poorly to disaster.  

• Increase grievances against state 

• Orphans might be easier to recruit. 

• Citizens might face greater relative deprivation 

• e.g. droughts (Miguel , Satyanath, & Sergenti 2004)
35
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Disasters & migration

• Disasters often provoke mass migration 

• During the 2010 Pakistani floods over a 
million people were displaced. 

• Non-linear relationship between wealth and 
migration 

• The poorest and the richest are less likely 
to move. 

• People need socio-economic, cultural, and 
social resources to move.

37



Disasters & the military
• Domestic and foreign militaries are often involved in providing humanitarian assistance 

• After the 2010 Haiti earthquake over twenty countries’ military or government actors 
were involved in the response from as far away as China and Qatar.

38



Percent of  disasters US & DoD responded to

39



Frequency of  disasters and US disaster declarations



Marginal change in the probability that US declares an emergency given estimates from Model 5 
over the amount of  bilateral trade with the US 

41



Disasters and conflict duration

State-focused 

• Decrease state capacity to suppress rebel 
groups. 

• The military can provide humanitarian 
assistance but taken away from battlefield. 

• Infrastructure damage hurts state capacity.

42



Disasters and conflict duration

Rebel-focused 

• Rebel groups can evade capture and avoid 
defeat more easily. 

• Disasters can affect relative capability, which 
can affect bargaining power. 

• Disasters can let rebels demonstrate competent 
governance.

43



III. Natural disasters and conflict

44Image source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Emergency_food,_drinking_water_and_shelter_to_help_people_displaced_in_Rakhine_State,_western_Burma._(8288488088).jpg



IV. Disaster and conflict in Aceh

45
Source: AusAid (https://www.flickr.com/photos/106853342@N04/10730570416)

https://www.flickr.com/photos/106853342@N04/10730570416


46Image source: https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Sumatra-tsunami-amplitude-map-with-travel-time-shown-by-contours-in-30-min-time-interval_fig1_318462161



2004 Indian Ocean earthquake

• 9.2 magnitude on the Richter scale  

• Triggered a tsunami on 26 December 2004  

• The tsunami killed approximately 230,000 people  

• 168,000 in Indonesia alone, almost all in Aceh 

• The deadliest tsunami in recorded history

47



Image source: https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2014/12/ten-years-since-the-2004-indian-ocean-tsunami/100878/
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 Banda, Aceh 

Image source; https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2004_Indian_Ocean_earthquake_and_tsunami#/media/File:US_Navy_050102-
N-9593M-040_A_village_near_the_coast_of_Sumatra_lays_in_ruin_after_the_Tsunami_that_struck_South_East_Asia.jpg



51Source: https://www.zki.dlr.de/system/files/media/filefield/map/low/DLR_indonesia_aceh2_1-10k_low.jpg

https://www.zki.dlr.de/system/files/media/filefield/map/low/DLR_indonesia_aceh2_1-10k_low.jpg
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Aceh, Indonesia

4.7 million people (~2% of  Indonesia’s population) 
2% of  Indonesian GDP 
53% mountainous terrain 
1971 natural gas discovered

Source: https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/e/e8/Aceh_in_Indonesia.svg
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Free Aceh Movement (GAM)



Free Aceh Movement (GAM) timeline

1945—Indonesia declares independence from the 
Netherlands. 

1949—The Dutch East Indies ceases to exist and becomes 
the Federal Republic of  Indonesia, led by Sukarno. 

1953—Daud Beureueh declares Aceh independent from 
Indonesia. Numerous Acehnese back the rebellion. 

1959—After prolonged conflict with rebels, the central 
government gives Aceh "special territory" status, 
conferring on it a high degree of  autonomy in religious, 
educational and cultural matters. 

1976—Teungku Hasan M. di Tiro establishes the Free 
Aceh Movement (GAM) for an independent Islamic state.

54



Source: Ross in Understanding Civil War (2005: 36)
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Ross’s (2005) analysis of  GAM using Collier & Hoeffler (2004) model

• Aceh was relatively poor compared to rest of  Indonesia 

• Mountainous 

• Lacks ethnic fragmentation 

• Has a diaspora 

• History of  conflict 

• Highly dependent on natural resources 

• Democratic reforms in 1998-99
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An Aceh peace agreement was signed on August 15, 2005 in Helsinki. 

Source: http://cmi.fi/2020/08/14/after-15-years-the-need-to-actively-build-peace-in-aceh-is-not-over/



Since 2000

2001—More autonomy from Jakarta 

2006—Aceh instituted Sharia. 

2006—Poverty returned to pre-tsunami levels. 

2007—Former Partai GAM became Partai Aceh 

2009—Partai Aceh won 47% of  vote (a plurality) in local 
elections 

2011—Party split in 2011 with creation of  Partai Nanggroe Aceh 

2014—Election support down to 35%

58
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Aceh in 2019-2020
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Aceh in 2019
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Aceh in 2020



17 April 2019 national election

• Split support from Partai Aceh’s leaders 

• Party chairman Muzakir Manaf  supported 
opposition Prabowo 

• Party Aceh Secretary General Kamaruddin “Abu 
Razah” Abubakar supported incumbent Widodo.  

• Widodo won (55%/45%), Prabowo rejected result 
initially due to allegations of  widespread cheating.

62
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Lecture question #2  

What theoretical links can you make between the causes of  conflict 
we have read about and the situation in Aceh in 2015 described in 
the Al Jazeera video? 



IV. Disaster and conflict in Aceh

66
Source: AusAid (https://www.flickr.com/photos/106853342@N04/10730570416)

https://www.flickr.com/photos/106853342@N04/10730570416


V. Natural disasters, coronavirus, and conflict

67Source: https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/e/e5/CSIRO_ScienceImage_607_Effects_of_Drought_on_the_Soil.jpg



Conclusions
Motivating question—What effects do 
natural disasters have on human security and 
conflict? 

• The focus here on how natural disasters 
can affect conflict onset and duration. 

• Disasters (both slow and fast-onset) can 
both increase and decrease conflict risk. 

• Aceh a case of  a disaster helping to end 
conflict. 

• We did not focus on direct effects on 
human security. Is this a problem?

68



Covid-19 and conflict

69

Source: https://news.un.org/en/story/2020/03/1059972
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Source: https://abcnews.go.com/US/wireStory/chief-cease-fire-appeal-backed-parties-11-nations-69961494
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Source: https://www.rescue.org/press-release/over-21000-people-killed-un-global-ceasefire-resolution
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Source: https://acleddata.com/analysis/covid-19-disorder-tracker/
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Lecture question #3  

Given what we know about how other forms of  
natural disasters affect the probability of  conflict, 
why has there not been more civil conflict or 
political violence since the pandemic started? 



V. Natural disasters, coronavirus, and conflict

74Source: https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/e/e5/CSIRO_ScienceImage_607_Effects_of_Drought_on_the_Soil.jpg


