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Week 12: International responses to environmental conflict threats 
 
 

Overture videos 
  
The New Seekers. 1972. “I'd Like to Teach the World to Sing.” 
https://youtu.be/ZWKznrEjJK4  
 
Pachelbel's Canon in D w/ hip hop. https://youtu.be/oex4S3vPKR4  
 
Bogdan Ioan. 2018. “Earth Song.” The Voice of Romania. https://youtu.be/2vezmhrJTNo  
 
 
Video #1: Introduction 
 
Our Oceans Conference, Palau, 2022 
 
Our Oceans Conference, Oslo, Norway, 23 October 2019 
 
Australia’s 2017 commitments on marine pollution 
 
Australia’s 2017 commitments on fisheries 
 
Australia’s 2017 commitments on climate change 
 
Motivating question 
 

What international responses have been developed to counter the environmental, 
human security, and conflict challenges we have analyzed this semester? 

 
International responses in order of [arguable] difficulty 
 

• Going it alone (stick with domestic mitigation and adaptation) 
• Bilateral agreements/treaties 
• Multilateral treaties 
• International organisations/regimes 
• Norms 

 
Number of climate initiatives launched per year 
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Video #2: Defining our terms, areas for cooperation, and challenges 
 
International responses 
 

Given the environmental changes we are now seeing, there are an increasing number 
of domestic and international responses. 
 
Last week we focused on domestic responses, including by nations’ militaries. 
 
This week we turn to international efforts at increasing coordination in this area. 

 
Domestic responses redux 
 

Climate change and environmental scarcity can have an interactive effect on pressures 
on vulnerable populations and state capacity to respond to these pressures. 
 
Mitigation—Efforts to reduce or prevent an undesirable outcome. 
 
Adaptation—Adjustments in ecological, social, or economic systems in response to 
actual or expected climatic stimuli and their effects or impacts. It refers to changes in 
processes, practices, and structures to moderate potential damages or to benefit from 
opportunities associated with climate change 
 
Risk—A function of the (potential) impact of an event and the likelihood of it 
occurring.  
Vulnerability—usually understood as a function of exposure to change, sensitivity to 
change and a community’s capacity to adapt to change. 

 
International responses in order of [arguable] difficulty 
 

• Going it alone (stick with domestic mitigation and adaptation) 
• Bilateral agreements/treaties 
• Multilateral treaties 
• International organisations/regimes 
• Norms 

 
International challenges to cooperation 
 

The tragedy of the common—Actors have incentives to benefit from common 
resources without spending costs to enforce long-term sustainability of these 
resources 
 
The number of actors is often large and as a result there are large numbers of veto 
players. 
 
The changing distribution of power and capability in international politics and 
economics 

 
Domestic challenges to cooperation 
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Domestic incentives to either avoid agreements or avoid domestic enforcement of 
them. 
 

• See the limited emissions effects of the 1994 Kyoto Protocol. 
• Additionally see the widespread cheating surrounding OPEC’s limitations on 

oil exports by member states 
• More recently South Africa and Burundi have withdrawn from the 

International Criminal Court. 
 
One of the most challenging areas for at international cooperation is that to tackle 
climate change…especially as witnessed in the efforts of the IPCC. 
 

What is the IPCC? 
 
Video #3: The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
 
The IPCC 
 

• It was created in 1988 as a sub-organization of the World Meteorological 
Organization and United Nations  

• Its task was to “provide the world with a clear scientific view on the current state of 
knowledge in climate change and its potential environmental and socioeconomic 
impacts” IPCC, quoted in Gleditsch and Nordås (2014: 83) 

• 195 current members (all members of the WMO and UN are eligible) 
 
The IPCC’s research approach 
 

• It summarizes literature and evaluates its own reports through a non-blind review 
process and without a blind scholar selection process. 

• What possible biases might this include in the process? 
• Did you notice the research methodology for this chapter? 

 
The IPCC 2014 report (part of which we read for this week) received widespread 
attention in large part because of the graphs on this and the next page. 
 
Graph of globally averaged greenhouse gas concentrations 
 
The 2014 chapter on human security in IPCC’s AR5 report 
 

Their main conclusion is that climate change threatens human security by: 
 

• Undermining livelihoods 
• Compromising culture and identity 
• Increasing migration 
• Challenges to states’ capacity to respond to citizens changing needs 

 
Table of effects on livelihoods summarized 
 
Table of effects on culture, summarized 
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Table of effects on migration, summarized 
 
Graph of vulnerability to environmental change and well-being 
 
Other threats of climate change according to the IPCC 
 

• Cultural values 
• Indigenous or local forms of knowledge might be lost but also helpful when looking 

to adapt. 
• Migration and mobility are adaptation strategies 

• There are clear gender differences in the effects of migration. 
• Some causes of violent conflict are also affected by climate change. 

 
Adaptation strategies 
 

• Diversification of sources of income in agricultural and fishing systems 
• Migration as risk management 
• Insurance systems for vulnerable groups 
• Adapting consumption patterns.  
• All consumption patterns are culturally embedded (Adger et al. 2014: 764) 

 
Graph of scales of insecurity and climate stress 
 
Table on climate risks and human security 
 
Climate change and conflict 
 

• We’ve already covered the possible direct and indirect causal links between climate 
change and conflict. 

• Most evidence suggests the links are most likely to be indirect, and speculative rather 
than empirically demonstrated. 

• For example, the IPCC describes the causes of Darfur’s conflict: “All studies of this 
conflict agree that it is not possible to isolate any of these specific causes as being the 
most influential.” (Adger et al. 2014: 773).  

• “Many of the capabilities required to adapt to climate change are threatened by 
ongoing or recent armed conflict,” (Adger et al. 2014: 774) 

 
Gleditsch & Nordås (2014) critique of the IPCC reports 
 

• The IPCC defines human security so generally as to make it hard to look at trends 
empirically. 

• They contrast the definition described above with one focused on the likelihood of 
people being the victim of various forms of violence—a definition that is quite narrow 
and conceptually clear, but think about whether it captures what you think about 
human security. 

• “There is a real danger that any kind of social change disliked by some group 
becomes a threat to someone’s human security.” (Gleditsch and Nordås (2014: 86) 

 
Video #4: International water resource cooperation 
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International water cooperation 

• We’ve seen how water can be a source of potential conflict at the subnational and 
international levels. 

• Most evidence suggests, however, that water is more frequently a source of 
cooperation, even between countries that have gone to war on other issues, such as 
India and Pakistan. (Gleditsch and Nordås (2014: 84)  

• Scholars at Oregon State have created a database of all fresh-water disputes around 
the world (available at: http://www.transboundarywaters.orst.edu/) 

 
Number of countries sharing a river basin 
 
Global map of international river basins 
 
Table of state-to-state water interactions in transboundary Basins, 1946-1999 
 
Figure on water and conflict and cooperative events 
 
 
Videos about the Arctic 
 
NOAA Climate. 2016. Arctic sea ice growing younger, thinner. 
https://youtu.be/c6jX9URzZWg  
 
Al Jazeera. 2012. The Battle for the Arctic. https://youtu.be/AMAZJ6EgC4c  
 
CNN. 2020. The Battle for the Arctic. https://youtu.be/1L4-kj5T_Hw  
 
An interesting and relevant Vox video from 2017. It’s Time to Draw Borders on the Arctic 
Ocean. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wx_2SVm9Jgo 
 

A few more videos about states’ various strategic interests in the Arctic. Canada: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZiIIrR9CJgg   
Russia: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q1Ij2ISC_uU  
US (1950s video describing US military base in Greenland 
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Ujx_pND9wg) 

 
 
Video #5: International responses to a changing Arctic 
 
Map of the Arctic 
 
The Battle for the Arctic 
 
Monty Python’s Michael Palin at the North Pole 
 
On the other side of the world the US flies its flag (The US scientific base at the South 
Pole) 
 
The changing weather and politics of the Arctic 
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• Since 1980 the Arctic has been warming at about twice as fast as the rest of the 

world leading to unprecedented loss in sea ice. (Adger et al. 2014: 776) 
• Overall, the consensus is that there is little current risk of a war, but there is much 

maneuvering for national security and economic and military advantage. 
• The growing pace of sea ice melt leads to a number of challenges: 

• Economic 
• Military 
• Environmental 
• Technological 

 
Uncovering new resources 
 

• Estimates of up to 90 billion barrels of oil in the Arctic 
• For context, Saudi Arabia’s current proven reserve is 266,000 million barrels 

(3% of the Arctic reserves) 
(http://www.opec.org/opec_web/en/about_us/169.htm) 

• 1,669 trillion cubic feet of natural gas 
• Russia currently has the world’s largest proven reserves at 661 trillion cubic 

feet (40%) 
Source for Arctic resource estimates: USGS (2009: 5931) 

 
Environmental challenges of climate change in the Arctic 
 

Fish stocks are moving northward into cooler waters 
Animals (seals, whales) that depend on these animals also are moving north  
Polar bears may become extinct in the first half of this century. 

 
Trends in Polar Bear Subpopulations 
 
Population challenges 
 

Indigenous populations also have to adapt to the changing wildlife patterns and 
potential economic and political changes with increased international interest. 

 
Transportation challenges 
 

• Some transportation challenges will become easier with less ice (e.g. opening of the 
Northwest passage) 

• This will also help avoid piracy in other congested areas of international sea 
transport. 

• Tourism will also become easier but also brings with it safety and environmental 
concerns 

• There is still a scarcity of (very expensive and slow to build) icebreakers. 
• The US (and Australia) only has one icebreaker (each). 

• There are risks of non-icebreaking ships being damaged with ice uncertain channels. 
• Search and rescue capabilities will need to be enhanced in case of these risks being 

realised. 
 
In 2016, Australia bought a new icebreaker 
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News article about our old icebreaker being given to Australia 
 
Australia’s new icebreaker RSV Nuyina 
 
RSV Nuyina featured on new stamp 
 
RSV Nuyina live webcam 
 
Governance 
 

The earliest Arctic treaty, the Svalbard (aka Spitsbergen) treaty (1925 in effect; 1920 
signing) gave Norway rights to the Spitsbergen group of Arctic islands. 

• Now 40 signatories including S. Korea, China, Japan, India 
• Sets up 200 nm buffer zone around it, which has been a source of a number of 

disputes with the Soviet Union and Russia. 
• There is always a challenge in trying to decide whether to work within existing 

treaties, change the existing agreements or create new ones—of course this is an old 
challenge. 

• For other examples of this in the area of international security see NATO and 
the UN Security Council 

 
Arctic governance examples—from less to more organisation 
 

1. Norms 
2. Bilateral cooperation 
3. Inuit Circumpolar Council 
4. The Arctic Council 
5. UN Convention on the Law of the Sea 
6. International Maritime Organisation 

 
1. International norms 
 

The international system has evolved a set of observable norms regarding at least 
giving lip-service towards global environmental protection, sustainable resource 
extraction, and protection for affected populations. 
 
Some of these norms have led to the creation of the organisations and meetings we 
have seen above. 
 
These organisations and exchanges have helped further and internalize new norms. 
Given the (to date) lack of systematic changes in behaviour necessary to avoid 
substantial global damage and negative economic effects, however, the norm 
regarding environmental protection and sustainable growth has yet to be fully 
internalised to the point of action. 
 

2. Bilateral cooperation 
 

• The 1923 bilateral (Canada/USA) International Pacific Halibut 
Commission (IPHC). 
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• The 1988 bilateral (Canada/USA) Arctic Cooperation Agreement regulates bilateral 
cooperation regarding the Northwest Passage. 

• The 1988 “Agreement Between the Government of the United States of America and 
the Government of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics on Mutual Fisheries 
Relations,” which created the Intergovernmental Consultative Committee (ICC). 

 
3. Inuit Circumpolar Council 
 

• First met in 1977 
• Multinational non-governmental organization (NGO) and Indigenous Peoples' 

Organization (IPO) representing the 160,000 Inuit. 
• Holds a general assembly meeting every four years. 
• “It is our right to freely determine our political status, freely presume our economic, 

social, cultural and linguistic development, and freely pursue our natural wealth and 
resources.” (quoted in Ebinger & Zambetakis 1219) 

 
The 13th General Assembly: Inuit – The Arctic We Want, 16-19 July, 2018, Utqiagvik, 
Alaska 
 
Map of Artic Council member states 
 
4. The Arctic Council 
 

• Founded in 1996 
• Not an international organisation but a forum designed to foster cooperation and 

collaboration. 
• The Arctic Council is the leading intergovernmental forum promoting cooperation, 

coordination and interaction among the Arctic states, Arctic Indigenous communities 
and other Arctic inhabitants on common Arctic issues, in particular on issues of 
sustainable development and environmental protection in the Arctic. 

• The Ottawa Declaration lists the following countries as members of the Arctic 
Council: Canada, Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russia, Sweden and the United 
States. 

• Mainly takes actions in six working groups. 
 
Arctic Council working groups 
 
The Arctic Contaminants Action Program (ACAP) acts as a strengthening and supporting 
mechanism to encourage national actions to reduce emissions and other releases of pollutants. 
 
The Conservation of Arctic Flora and Fauna Working Group (CAFF) addresses the 
conservation of Arctic biodiversity, working to ensure the sustainability of the Arctic’s living 
resources. 
 
The Conservation of Arctic Flora and Fauna Working Group (CAFF) addresses the 
conservation of Arctic biodiversity, working to ensure the sustainability of the Arctic’s living 
resources. 
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The Emergency Prevention, Preparedness and Response Working Group (EPPR) works 
to protect the Arctic environment from the threat or impact of an accidental release of 
pollutants or radionuclides. 
 
The Protection of the Arctic Marine Environment (PAME) Working Group is the focal 
point of the Arctic Council’s activities related to the protection and sustainable use of the 
Arctic marine environment. 
 
The Sustainable Development Working Group (SDWG) works to advance sustainable 
development in the Arctic and to improve the conditions of Arctic communities as a whole. 
 
Photo of Artic Council Ministerial Meeting, 2019 
 
5. UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) 
 

• Replaced four 1958 treaties 
• Created 1982 
• All countries with a continental shelf that extends beyond 200 nautical miles from its 

shoreline able to claim resources to 250 nautical miles 
• The USA has failed to ratify it (like it has a good deal of other treaties)  
• The USA relies on customary laws. 
• Article 76 has proven problematic with submissions of area claims not visible to other 

states until after they have been considered. 
 
Photo of International Maritime Organization, London, UK 
 
6. International Maritime Organization 
 

• International shipping now transports more than 80% of global trade. 
• A UN specialized agency created in 1948 as the global standard-setting authority for 

the safety, security and environmental performance of international shipping. 
• Its main role is to create a regulatory framework for the shipping industry that is fair 

and effective, universally adopted and universally implemented. 
• IMO has promoted the adoption of some 50 conventions and protocols and adopted 

more than 1,000 codes and recommendations concerning maritime safety and 
security, the prevention of pollution and related matters including in the Polar regions. 

• It has spearheaded efforts against piracy off the coast of Somalia and the Straits of 
Malacca over last 20 years. 

 
Photo of Vesselfinder map of my shipment to Australia from US 
 
The IMO and the Arctic 

• The IMO passed the 2009 Guidelines for ships operating in polar waters. 
• It also acceded to International Code for Ships Operating in Polar Waters (Polar 

Code) and related amendments to make it mandatory under both the  International 
Convention for the Safety of Life at Sea (SOLAS) and the International Convention 
for the Prevention of Pollution from Ships (MARPOL) that is due to enter force in 
2017. 

• Granted Arctic Council observer status in 2019. 
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International responses recap 
 

• International responses to environmental challenges fall along an axis of low to high 
complexity and coordination from norms to large international agremenets. 

• The IPCC, water cooperation efforts, and the organisations about the Arctic show the 
range and extent of activities in this area. 

• There has been drastic change both in the environment as well as the international 
responses to it over the last century as the number of mitigation and adaptation 
strategies have grown. 

 
Video #6: Conclusions 
 
POLS3033—Fundamental questions 
 

• How can environmental scarcity or abundance affect human security and conflict? 
• Why do states and non-state actors use violence? 
• Why do individuals choose violence? 

 
Course outline photo 
 
Case studies 
 

Burundi’s political violence 2016 
Venezuela’s resource curse 2016 
Manantali Dam and population displacement, Mali 1989 
Louisiana’s climate refugees 2016 
Middle East’s heat dome 2016 
South Sudan’s oil fields 2015 
Transnational land pressure in Kenya and Ethiopia 
The Kimberly Process and EITI 
Land degradation in the Sahel 
Conflict and natural disaster in Aceh, Indonesia 2004-5 
Water, ethic fractionalisation, and cotton production in Central Asia 
El Salvador/Honduras soccer war over migration 1969 
Syria’s war, drought, and refugees 
Australian and American climate change mitigation through carbon taxes and sulfur 
trading 
Nepal’s adaptation to climate change 
International coordination in the Arctic and water coordination 
 
 

Reading academic articles 
 

Look for theoretical contribution and substantive effects 
 

These authors often follow the kind of structure that I recommend you take in your 
final essay: 

• Introduction 
• Literature review 
• Argument, theory, hypotheses 
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• Research design 
• Discussion of results 
• Robustness checks 
• Conclusions, policy implications, areas for future research 

 
Challenges to interpretation 
 

Endogeneity—Declining resource rents can cause conflict & probability of conflict 
reduces resource rents 
Spuriousness—Government weakness causes both reliance on resource rents and 
increases conflict risk  
Levels vs. change—Is it levels of resource rents that matter, spikes/dips in rents, or 
both? 

 
Homer-Dixon 1994 path diagram one last time 
 
Homer-Dixon’s (1994) sources of renewable resource scarcity 
 

Environmental change shrinks the resource pie.  
Population growth divides the pie into smaller slices. 
Unequal resource distribution means that some groups get disproportionately large 
slices. 

 
Table of human security threats 
 
Environmental change and conflict, Homer-Dixon’s expected relationships 
 

H1 (simple-scarcity wars): Decreasing supplies of physically controllable 
environmental resources lead to conflict. 
H2 (group-identity conflicts): Large population movements caused by environmental 
stress will lead to conflict. 
H3 (deprivation conflicts): Environmental scarcity will lead to increased economic 
deprivation and disruption social institutions which will lead to conflict 

 
Climate change and conflict 
 

• Climate change is a threat multiplier for instability. (Salehyan 2008: 316 quoting US 
military officers’ report; emphasis added) 

• No evidence yet that environmental degradation is a necessary or sufficient condition 
for armed conflict. 

• Rather, it is the interactive effect of environmental and political systems.  
• “In short, resource scarcity, natural disasters, and long-term climatic shifts are 

ubiquitous, while armed conflict is rare; therefore, environmental conditions, by 
themselves, cannot predict violent outbreaks,” (Salehyan 2008: 319; emphasis added) 

 
Domestic response—mitigation 
 

Definition: Efforts to reduce or prevent an undesirable outcome. 
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When speaking about about environmental security these efforts can include using 
government policy, markets, and individual behaviour to encourage new technologies 
and improve older technologies to prevent environmentally detrimental effects from 
human behaviour. 

 
Domestic response—Adaptation 
 

Definition: Adjustments in ecological, social, or economic systems in response to 
actual or expected climatic stimuli and their effects or impacts. It refers to changes in 
processes, practices, and structures to moderate potential damages or to benefit from 
opportunities associated with climate change. (UNFCCC 
[http://unfccc.int/focus/adaptation/items/6999.php]) 

 
International responses 
 

Going it alone (stick with domestic mitigation and adaptation) 
Bilateral agreements/treaties 
Multilateral treaties 
International organisations/regimes 
Norms 

 
Thank you for a great semester! 
 
 
Exeunt music 
 
Ylvis. 2012. “Jan Egeland.” https://youtu.be/Yn-oemgzlEU  
 
Jan Egeland’s response: https://youtu.be/cb-ab36fbe4 (use the auto-translate closed 
captioning option) 
  
Europe. 1986. “The Final Countdown.” https://youtu.be/9jK-NcRmVcw  
 
Porky Pig. “That’s All Folks.” https://youtu.be/b9434BoGkNQ  
 
    


