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� Background to environmental security
� Strengths and deficiencies in past 

approaches
� Why the resurgence of interest?
� Linking environmental risk, conflicts and 

disasters to development goals
� Coordinating research for policy
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� Concerns over nuclear testing, radiation and 
nuclear war-induced climate change
� Sagan, Sakharov, PSR

� Causality: military security leading to human 
insecurity

� Parallel concerns re: chemical use (Agent 
Orange), landmines
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� Shift in analysis
� With no bipolar world, how to explain new 

threats?
� Concern with shifting boundaries, refugee 

issues, ideology (Kaplan, Huntington)
� More focus on environment, but as resource 

stocks, not as systems
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� Influence of Cold War and population-based thinking 

(Homer-Dixon, Klare, Myers)
� Focus on states, interstate violence, overpopulation 

(state conflict over scarce resources)
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� Anarchy � Tragedy of the Commons
� Scarcity leads to violence, because 

international power is defined militarily
� Rules only exist under defined authority

� Response: Not all commons are the same. 
Scarcity also leads to cooperation (Ellickson). 
Economics are central.

� Underlying issue is stability
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Graphic: NASA

Graphic: NASA
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� Risk exposure
� Sensitivity
� Resilience
� Fragility

� Photos source: WHO
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� Ability to return to a 
previous state of being 
or livelihood

� Depends upon:
� Social support
� Available resources
� Equality of access to 

resources Graphic: UK DFID
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� Sensitivity
� Extent to which outside 

pressures can change 
livelihood

� Can be measured as 
exposure to risk

� Increased sensitivity 
due to marginal 
environmental 
conditions increases 
vulnerability

Landslide, Guatemala
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� The conditional probability of a society or 
state exceeding a prescribed limit state for a 
given set of boundary variables. If this limit 
state is exceeded, structural stability is 
permanently compromised. 

� A society may be unable to rebuild.
� Third Punic War 149-146BC
� Genocide in Bosnia, Darfur
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Why health studies?

• Multi-factorial indicator

• Well-established methods, able to work at multiple levels

• Links with Millennium Goals- salience & impact

• Research community already exists
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� Natural resources, 

toxics
� Munitions (landmines, 

unexploded ordinance, 
DU)

� Demographic shifts
� Damage to 

infrastructure
� Built environment

� Direct morbidity and 
mortality

� Loss of social capital 
and support networks

� PTSD and mental-
health related 
conditions

� Epigenetic influences 
on development-
inheritable harm?
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� System responses to events may strengthen 
societies

� Response depends upon:
� Attribution (external/interior, accidental/deliberate)
� Differential impacts (randomness is positive)
� Past experience

� Disaster/conflict distinction
� Targeting of resilience and fragility 
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� ~1,000,000 active landmines
� Many centered around urban areas
� Restricts land use

� Poor infrastructure, provision of services
� Little functional health data
� Poor quality built environment
� Limited to no monitoring or assessment
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� 300 000+ refugees and IDPs
� Food and health resources targeted
� Efforts by relief groups intentionally blocked
� In conflict-prone areas, development lags

� Only 30% access to clean water, latrines

� Tsunami hampered development
� Government blocked resettlement of certain 

people
� Emphasis on foreign tourism development
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� Water systems restricted, half lost to damage
� Combines with food insecurity
� Israeli targeting of agriculture and livelihoods

� Bulldozing of agricultural land and uprooting of 
olive and orange trees 

� Landmines: 2500+ children killed since 1967
� No self-sufficiency
� Example: breach in wall to Sinai
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� Risk of environmental change is a function of 
consequence and uncertainty. R= (C, U)

� In security policy, when consequences are 
unacceptably high, action is warranted even if there 
remains appreciable uncertainty.

� Traditional security policy rests on the assumption 
that it is better to mitigate (deter) insecurity than 
adapt (fight), as many events are irreversible and 
uncontrollable.

� Ecological and health models rely upon false 
negatives to maintain methodological rigor; security 
policy favors false positives in order to avoid severe 
consequences. Either approach can be misused or 
misinterpreted.
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� Credibility and scientific predictions
� People may worry that making incorrect 

predictions may later harm credibility
� Ethically and morally, however, this may not be a 

sufficient argument for not taking action

� Political pressures to give information
� Professional pressures to achieve certainty and 

reduce false positives
� The 95% rule is meant to ensure growth of 

knowledge and peer review
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� Realize that consequences of conflict can 
solidify or worsen divisions

� Plan for long-term
� Coordinate emergency relief with development

� Necessity to prevent conflicts
� Environmental peacemaking

� During conflict, protection of infrastructure 
and vulnerable groups
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� Louise Shaxson 
(Fulbright Academy of 
Science & Technology)

� London School of 
Economics

� Institute for 
Environmental Security

� Moneeza Walji and 
Lucy Anderson 
(Columbia University)

� James McQuaid
� German Fulbright 

Commission
� Lehigh University
� Environmental & 

Security Initiative 
(ENVSEC)


