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POLS303033 Environment, Human Security, and Conflict 
 
Dr. Richard Frank 
School of Politics and International Relations 
richard.frank@anu.edu.au 

  
Week 10: Natural disasters and conflict 

 
Overture music 
 
Essie Jenkins. 2005. “The 1919 Influenza Blues.” Blues with a Message.  
https://youtu.be/dCuqQmukOcE  
 
Pointer Sisters. 1978. “Fire.” Energy. https://youtu.be/K9S5EZgIJck.  
 
Scorpions. 1984. “Rock You Like a Hurricane.” Love at First Sting. 
https://youtu.be/UCxgbOBVSfM  
 
 
Video #1:  Natural disasters week: introduction 
 
 
Canberra airport temperature graphs 
 

Source: https://tamino.wordpress.com/2019/01/19/the-oz-heat-distribution/ 
    
Photo of Newcastle, NSW 1989 5.6 earthquake 
 

13 people died 
1000 displaced 
$1 billion damage 

 
1918-1919 Spanish flu pandemic 

 
~15,000 die in Australia 
50-100 million worldwide 

 
February 2009 Black Friday bushfires in Victoria 
 

• 180 die 
 
The Guardian article about California fires 
 

• Milman, Oliver. 2020. “California fires set bleak record as 4m acres destroyed.” The 
Guardian. 6 October 2020. 
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IMF blog post 
 

Acevedo, Sebastian and Natalija Novta. 2017. “Climate change will bring more frequent 
natural disasters and weigh on economic growth.” IMF Blog. November 16, 2017. 

 
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? 
 
 
Videos about recent natural disasters 
 
Al Jazeera English. 2010. Pakistan's worst flooding. https://youtu.be/NIstQ3OS9pU.  
 
Al Jazeera English. 2020. Pakistan floods: More than one million people struggle to recover. 
https://youtu.be/f5yxMxAdbNc.  
 
National Geographic. 2011. Rare Video: Japan Tsunami. https://youtu.be/oWzdgBNfhQU.   
 
BBC News. 2015. Nepal earthquake: Video shows terrified tourists as the temple collapses. 
https://youtu.be/Yyhh98NDLNs 
 
Al Jazeera English. 2015. What caused the Nepal earthquake?” https://youtu.be/iG3D05Bpz8c.  
 

For those interested, here is a longer video about the 2015 Nepali earthquake from Sky 
News. https://youtu.be/35gjOeGcxEQ. 

 
 
Video #2: Natural disasters: defining our terms 
 
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), 
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• Climatological (extreme temperatures, drought and wildfires) 
• Meteorological (cyclones and storms/wave surges)  
• Biological (disease epidemics and insect/animal plagues) 

 
Source: 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 

 
Source: 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 

 
Source: Eastin (2016: 334-5) 

 
Natural disasters over time graph 
 

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

 
World map of natural disasters by country, 1976-2005 
 

Source: EM-DAT 
 
World Map of total deaths and occurrences of natural disasters 

 
Source: EM-DAT 

 
Flooding in Pakistan, August 2010 map 

 
Indian Ocean tsunami propagation report by Australian Gov’t 
 
Photo of locust swarm 
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Graph of earthquake frequency, 1975-2002. 
 

Source: Brancati (2007: 718) 
 

World map of earthquake location 
 
Source: Brancati (2007: 718) 
 

Northridge, CA 1994 earthquake 
  

• 6.7 on Richter scale 
• 54 died 
• Property damage: USD$22–85 billion 

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

 
Map of earthquake spread across Alaska and Canada 
 
Closeup of map of Lituya Bay 
 
Lituya Bay 40 years later 
 
Fukushima Daiichi Accident 
 
Video #3: Natural disasters and conflict  
 
Disasters can decrease conflict risk 
 

• Rally-around-the-flag effect  
• Reduce capacity of groups to start conflict 
• Kill popular rebel leaders  

 
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) 
 

Photos of flooding 
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Disasters and 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. 

 
Disasters and 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. 
 
Percent of disasters US & DoD responded to from my ongoing study 
 
Frequency of disasters and US disaster declarations from my ongoing study 
 
Marginal change in the probability that US declares an emergency given estimates from 
Model 5 over the amount of bilateral trade with the US 
 
 
Aceh videos  
 
Journeyman Pictures. 2005. “Aceh After the Flood.” https://youtu.be/IINmd_R710U.   
 
Al Jazeera English. 2015. “Former rebels in Indonesia's Aceh express grievance over peace 
deal.”   
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mhk8_03zjG0. 
 
Al Jazeera English. 2022. “Rohingya refugees brought ashore after dramatic Indonesia rescue.”  
https://youtu.be/f5zIxyjODTU   
 
 
Video #4: Disaster and conflict in Aceh 
 
Map of tsunami amplitude after 2004 earthquake 
 
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 
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Banda Aceh before and after satellite photos 
 
Aceh, Indonesia 
 

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

Free Aceh Movement (GAM) photo 
 
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. 
 

The three incarnations of GAM 
 

GAM1 1976-9 
GAM II 1989-91 
GAM III 1999-2005 

 
Source: Ross in Understanding Civil War (2005: 36) 

 
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 

 
Photo of Aceh peace agreement was signed on August 15, 2005 in Helsinki. 
 
Since 2005 
 



POLS3033 lecture notes for Week 10    || 7 

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% 

 
Aceh in 2019-20 
 
“Teenage couple in Indonesia’s Aceh province whipped 17 times for cuddling in public” 
 
“Wild elephants destroy four houses in Aceh.” 
 
“'Don't be scared': Aceh hosts ultramarathon to soften image.” 
 
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. 
 
“No room for any call of referendum, government says.” 
  
 
Video #5: Natural disasters, coronavirus, and conflict 
 
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 ending a conflict.  
• We did not focus on direct effects on human security. Is this a problem? 

 
“UN chief calls for global ceasefire to focus on ‘the true fight of our lives.” 
 
“UN chief: Cease-fire appeal backed by parties in 11 nations.” 
 
“Over 21,000 people killed since UN global ceasefire-resolution.” 
 
World map of covid-19 disorder tracker 
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Exeunt music 
 
Jimmy Buffett. 2008. "Volcano". https://youtu.be/cbzIVR1OaAY 
 
BabyBus. 2017. “Earthquake song.” https://youtu.be/vkMocMRQgcU 


