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Why would climate change matter to foreign policy?

• climate security matters because of the projected human security impacts, but 

also the geopolitical risks that derive from them

• addressing these risks proactively and preventatively can contribute to the 

global prevention and stabilization agendas
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Climate and foreign policy

“As diplomats and politicians, we tend to think that 

everything is negotiable. This is also the underlying idea 

behind the Security Council: building international 

consensus.

But, ladies and gentlemen, we cannot negotiate with 

nature. And the physical, chemical and geographical 

realities of global warming will not compromise with us.

Climate change is happening. And its consequences for 

peace and security are already real: from the Sahel to 

the islands of the Pacific and the Caribbean.

Sooner rather than later, climate change will be a 

catalyst in almost every conflict that we are dealing 

with. ”

~ Heiko Maas, German Foreign Minister

UN Security Council debate

July 24, 2020 

https://www.photothek.de/
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Climate security – what is it? 

• Temperature rise: 1 or 2 degrees may not sound like much, 

but think of body temperature

• Changes in water availability & reliability: our food system is

built on comparatively stable climatic conditions

• Tipping elements: during the past 50 years, we tipped 10.000 

years of Holocene into Anthropocene; and due to tipping

elements, the next 50 years will likely decide the next 10.000 

years

Climate change impacts
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Climate security – what is it? 

Impacts:

temperature

rise
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Climate security – what is it? 

Impacts: water scarcity / reliability

Copyright © 2019 The Authors, some rights reserved; exclusive licensee 
American Association for the Advancement of Science. No claim to 
original U.S. Government Works. Distributed under a Creative Commons 
Attribution NonCommercial License 4.0 (CC BY-NC).

Fig.: Estimated proportion of global 
wheat-growing area affected by 

Severe Water Scarcity between 1861 
and 2100.

Source: Miroslav Trnka et al. Sci Adv 2019
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Climate security – what is it? 

Impacts: 

tipping

elements

Achilles heels of 

the Earth system

...

Source: PIK 2017 Creative Commons BY-ND 3.0 DE https://www.pik-potsdam.de/services/infodesk/tipping-elements

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/3.0/de/
https://www.pik-potsdam.de/services/infodesk/tipping-elements
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Compound climate-fragility risks

Photo credits: Asianet-Pakistan/shutterstock.com 

Climate change a global threat to security 

in the 21st century

• Risks and conflict dynamics are already 

observable today

• No simple causal link between climate change 

and fragility

• Climate change will converge with other 

pressures and shocks and increase the risks to 

the stability of states and societies
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Seven compound climate-fragility risks
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The Euphrates – Tigris basin – 1 scenario 

Photo credits: Asianet-Pakistan/shutterstock.com 
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The Euphrates – Tigris basin – 1 scenario 

Photo credits: Asianet-Pakistan/shutterstock.com 
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The Euphrates – Tigris basin – 1 scenario 
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Climate security opportunities in the ET basin

Opportunities for cooperation

Cooperation around the nexus / water often has important net benefits 

& can help development goals:

• Economies of scale argue for integrated management (optimize 

hydropower generation, irrigation needs, flood control etc.)

• Avoided opportunity costs of conflict (violence, non-integration, 

duplication of efforts etc.)

Puzzle: Why is there not more cooperation??

• Answer: because of perceived political risks…
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Climate security opportunities in the ET basin

Opportunities for cooperation

Opportunities for nexus & water cooperation are not always discussed in the 

right places:

• Need to cooperate & benefits of cooperation can create political space for 

addressing contentious issues

• But technical and development cooperation does not automatically translate 

into political collaboration

→ We have to reverse existing strategies: not keep basin politics out – but 

better reflect & harness political realities in basins



adelphi

Alt-Moabit 91

10559 Berlin

Germany

T +49 (0)30-89 000 68-0

F +49 (0)30-89 000 68-10

www.adelphi.de

office@adelphi.de

www.adelphi.dewww.auswaertiges-amt.de

Supported by:

Dr. Benjamin Pohl
Head of Climate Diplomacy and Security Programme
pohl@adelphi.de

www.climate-diplomacy.org www.climate-security-expert-network.org

http://www.adelphi.de/
http://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/
http://www.climate-diplomacy.org/
http://www.climate-security-expert-network.org/


16

The ECC Factbook

https://factbook.ecc-platform.org

https://factbook.ecc-platform.org/
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The ECC Factbook on Conflict and Cooperation

• is an interactive platform featuring more than 100 conflicts related to environmental change 
and security

• is an easy-to-access map and entry point for policy makers and practitioners to get into the 
links between environmental change and security, so people asking questions like:

• Which role do climate fragility risks play in specific countries / regions?

• How does environmental change contribute to fragility and conflict? 

• What has been done to address these risks?

• What could & should be done to address them? 

• provides synthesis on case specific climate fragility risks and the interplay between 
environmental change, conflict and cooperation

• supposed to help demonstrate relevance of environmental change to colleagues (educational 
material) 

• provides entry points for research / background briefings etc. 


