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Abstract: 

This paper is focused on the impact that environmental changes, caused by climate change, pollution 

and population growth, have on the changes that occur in geopolitical discourses of contemporary 

geopolitics. These changes are visible and significant, in both the post-modern geopolitics and the 

discourses that oppose the dominance of geopolitical discourses of modern or postmodern geopolitics. 

A key difference is visible, between the traditional "defensive" exclusivist approach to security-related 

environment and the inclusive approach, which calls for a change in the perception of the environment 

and the problems associated with the change in it. The first approach treats the environment as another 

security challenge and puts an emphasis on the national security, while the second approach to the 

environment and the changes occurring in it does not consider environment to be a security threat, but 

rather an opportunity for changes in priorities and functioning of society. This approach emphasizes 

global security, rather than national security because the latter is not feasible in the context of 

environmental and climate change. Amounting and identifying the main features of geopolitical 

discourse is usually related to the names of individual authors belonging to the field of geopolitics of 

global environment such as, among others, T. Homer-Dixon, R.D. Kaplan, S. Dalby and M. Renner. 
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Introduction 

Climate change should be explored as a factor of change in the environment in terms of pollution and 

degradation of the natural environment, all as a consequence of modern human society. Climate 

change, which has accelerated during the last couple of decades on Earth, primarily reflects a high 

degree of dependence of the human society on non-renewable energy sources, such as fossil fuels. 

When this high degree of dependency of modern human civilization on the incineration of fossil fuels 

is paired with the high population growth of the world and a high level of fossil fuel consumption per 

capita in developed countries, but also an increasing level of consumption per capita in countries that 

are rapidly developing and have a very large population (the best examples of P.R. China and India), it 

is clear that the burning of fossil fuels, which is one of the non-renewable natural resources, represents 

the main generator of climate change, which is one of the factors of changes in the environment, along 

with the pollution produced by human society. 



 

 

The question which needs answering here is: does climate change, as a reflection of change in the 

natural environment, which inevitably has a disastrous effect on human society, also change the 

perception of those who may, through their influence on the production of the modern geopolitical 

discourse, have the opportunity to influence the practitioners of contemporary geopolitical practices? 

Simply put, do climate change and its identified consequences affect the changes in geopolitical 

discourses of contemporary geopolitics? 

When considering the impact of environmental changes on the geopolitical discourses, one should 

distinguish between two different issues, which are both still connected: 

 The problem of acquiring access to natural resources such as raw materials and energy 

sources; 

 The issue of the environmental change impact on the reduction of living space and 

arable land, rising sea levels, the intensity and frequency of natural disasters, such as 

major storms, droughts and floods. 

In both of these issues that geopolitics of global environment deals with, population growth appears as 

a factor that influences the increasing consumption of natural resources and thereby reduces their 

quantity. At the same time, population growth hinders access to natural resources, thus increasing the 

possibility of conflict while attributing to the growing importance of natural resources. In this article, 

the case study is primarily the impact of climate change on the reduction of living space, and other 

threats that affect the living conditions of the population of the world, changing the primary topics in 

contemporary geopolitical discourses. Pronounced changes in geopolitical discourses related to the 

increasing destruction of the natural environment, which is becoming a growing security problem, have 

been possible to monitor continuously during the last two decades. Since the beginning of the 1990-ies, 

the environment as a factor that affects the security and a possible highlighted cause of future conflict, 

gets its place among the factors that shape the geopolitical discourses that begin to change, influenced 

by shifts in the environmental conditions, which reflects their ability to respond and adapt to the new 

conditions prevailing in the world. There's a big difference in the perception of environmental 

degradation as a security threat and a generator of conflict, which so far has not been the case, but does 

still show a connection with the traditional geopolitics and the process of securitization. 

Dominant geopolitical visions concerning the environment represent, like all geopolitical visions, a 

form of power and knowledge that support the continuation of global inequality and environmental 

degradation. Critical geopolitics sees them as such. These visions cause physical as well as intellectual 

resistance and attempts to be rejected. 

 

Possible impacts of environmental change on the causes and incidence of future conflict 

It is impossible to ignore the possibilities and claims that environmental changes, on all the levels, from 

the global to the local, will not cause sudden cataclysmic events, but gradual and therefore less 

dangerous raise of average temperatures. Such events could include a significant increase in sea levels, 

severe storms and vegetation conversions to sandy areas in areas of continental scale i.e. arable land 

conversions into semi-deserts and desert. Such events would have significant effect on the reduction of 



 

 

the living space, which, considering the growth of the world's population, will continue to decline even 

if areas suitable for life remain equally large, which will not be the case considering the climate 

change. This scenario dramatically enhances the likelihood of conflicts as consequences of climate 

change. These would be conflicts over living space and living resources such as water, food, land 

suitable for life and, of course, energy. Violence and the difficulties that would emerge due to sudden 

and intense climate changes, represent another type of threat to national security, which most societies 

are not used to. 

In the future, armed conflicts could be related in greater extent to the desperate need for natural 

resources such as energy, food and water. Conflicts could, to a much lesser extent, crop up as a result 

of ideological, religious or national motives.
1
 

During the struggle for natural resources, military power can provide the illusion of one’s own 

advantage, but it cannot protect the country's population from the effects of climate change, which 

could be devastating. Consequences of storms, droughts and floods will also affect the population of 

developed countries, although less than the population of underdeveloped ones. Instability and 

vulnerability of trading partners from underdeveloped countries that export raw materials and 

strategically important resources to developed countries, will threaten the security of the developed 

countries. M. Klare, considering the issue of rising difficulty in acquiring raw materials and energy 

sources from the U.S. point of view, stated that the military presence, through the establishment and 

maintenance of military bases in underdeveloped, strategically important countries may be a partial and 

temporary, but never permanent, solution. The prices required for an access to natural resources by 

military means would result in increased financial terms and in the sacrifice of soldiers and would 

eventually deplete even large and powerful countries like the United States. Therefore, as the only 

sustainable, long-term solution for a secure future, Klare suggests a significant reduction of greenhouse 

gas emissions into the atmosphere and cooperation with the rest of the world so as to slow down the 

effects of global climate change
2
 (stopping climate change and reversing the trends of climate change is 

rarely spoken of due to the fact that the possibility of that happening is highly unrealistic, author's 

comment). 

UK’s Defense Minister J. Reid argued in 2006 that the world is facing a period of wars for natural 

resources. Global warming and lesser natural resources, in combination with a growing population that 

has greater needs, increase the risk of conflict over living space, water and energy (energy sources, 

author’s comment). Conflicts over natural resources and the general living environment are most likely 

to happen in the underdeveloped parts of the world, but they will certainly affect the propulsive and 

developed countries, which will not be spared from the harmful effects of the destruction of the natural 

environment and global climate change. Rising sea levels, reducing potable water consumption, 

conversion of arable land into deserts, and a further increase in the world’s population will be the main 

                                                           
1
 Schwartz, P., Randall, D. (2003), An Abrupt Climate Change Scenario and Its Implications for United 

States National Security, http://www.gbn.com/articles/pdfs/Abrupt%20Climate%20Change%20February%202004.pdf. 
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 Klare, M. (2006), The Coming Resource Wars, http://www.alternet.org/environment/33243?page=entire. 
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factors that will affect the conflicts, many of which will be real, deadly wars for access to natural 

resources, becoming a global reality
3
. 

Prevalence and forms of violence related to the U.S. military forces indicate that this military force is 

not used to integrate peripheral and underdeveloped parts of the world into the global economy 

mainstream, but only to ensure the smooth delivery of strategically important natural resources and raw 

materials needed by the U.S. economy
4
. 

The number of refugees who annually leave their residence due to natural disasters (floods, droughts 

and storms of high intensity) as events potentially caused by climate change, estimates at around 25 

million. In addition, the population is forced to leave the places where they live due to causes which are 

also the consequences of climate change and population growth. Desertification, soil erosion, lack of 

potable water, raising sea levels can be classified as such. Given the projected growth in the global 

population to 9.5 billion by year 2050, this number should increase (Brauch et al., 2002: 1-2). 

The most vulnerable parts of the world, i.e. the ones that will be most affected by climate change, also 

rank among the poorest. According to the climate change vulnerability index, an indicator that takes 

into account 42 different social, economic and environmental factors, in 2011, the ten countries most 

vulnerable to climate change were: Bangladesh, India, Madagascar, Nepal, Mozambique, the 

Philippines, Haiti, Afghanistan, Zimbabwe and Myanmar (Burma)
5
. Some of these countries are 

threatened primarily by raising sea levels and soil erosion, while some do not even have access to sea, 

but their vulnerability is associated with other climate change impacts. What they do have in common 

is that they rank among the underdeveloped countries of the world, and that their most populated parts 

are the most endangered so climate change is already directly affecting hundreds of millions of people. 

This is particularly evident in Bangladesh and India, the two most affected countries at the moment
6
. 

Regionally, the most threatened part of the world is South Asia, due to the large number of residents 

who live near rivers and sea (delta of the Ganges-Brahmaputra), high density of population in the 

affected areas and intensive deforestation in the southern slopes of the Himalayas, which causes soil 

erosion. If we look at the list of the large cities that will be mostly affected in 2013, we can see that 

seven cities are extremely at risk (Dhaka, Manila, Bangkok, Yangoon, Djakarta, Ho Chi Minh, and 

Kolkata). All of these cities are in South and South East Asia. Mumbai, Chennai, and Lagos are in the 

high risk category
7
. 

The consequences of climate change, those caused by nature and those caused by human activities, can 

lead to a reduction in the quality of the environment (such as soil and agricultural land) and the scarcity 

of the environment (water and food), which can result in a “shock” produced by the environment. 

Depending on the global context and the socio-economic, ethnic and religious particularities of the 
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Klare, M., ibid. 

4
 More in: Tucker, R. (2007), Insatiable Appetite: The United States and the Degradation of the Tropical World, Rowman 

and Littlefield, Lanham. 
5
 http://maplecroft.com/about/news/ccvi.html.  

6
 http://newswatch.nationalgeographic.com/2010/10/20/bangladesh_india_at_risk_from_climate_change/.  

7
 http://ingienous.com/?page_id=11379.  

http://maplecroft.com/about/news/ccvi.html
http://newswatch.nationalgeographic.com/2010/10/20/bangladesh_india_at_risk_from_climate_change/
http://ingienous.com/?page_id=11379


 

 

context of each country, as well as the history of the conflict in some regions, the "shock" in the 

environment may contribute to the development of five different possible outcomes:  

1. Risks and disasters caused by natural and human activities; 

2. Enhanced migration – people who have turned into exiles and refugees due to changes in the 

environment; 

3. The deterioration of social, economic and political crisis, which could lead to 

4. conflicts that would vary in the intensity of violence, which could be avoided through the 

efforts to 

5. resolve or prevent conflict by beginning the process of reducing escalation (Bräuch et al., 

2002: 19). 

Third Assessment Report, made by the IPCC claims that the effects of climate change can be expected 

in the circulation of ocean waters, the sea level, in the hydrological cycle, the carbon and nutrients 

cycle, productivity and structure of natural ecosystems, the productivity of agricultural land and forests, 

as well as geographical distribution, quantity and health of plant and animal species, including the 

organisms that cause or host infectious diseases that afflict humans. The economy would also be very 

much affected especially the standard of living and welfare of people, through the disruption in the 

water, food and energy supply, reducing the value of the environment when it comes to opportunities 

for recreation, tourism, reducing the value of the cultural and historical heritage, reducing the income 

of the population. Climate change will affect the possibilities for sustainable development in different 

parts of the world and further strengthen existing inequalities (IPCC, 2001a: 21).  

In many cases, the “shocks” associated with climate change will be one of the factors, which will 

operate in conjunction with other economic and social factors such as poverty and poor government in 

some countries. In other cases, conflicts will break out when the opposing countries or opposing groups 

within one country start to fight for natural resources, reduced due to environmental degradation and 

climate change. If actively tackled with, the issues related to the environmental changes effect could 

often be avoided (Schwartz, 2002: 139). 

Contemporary changes in the environment, climate change and the possible scenarios that could unfold 

in the near and distant future cannot be ignored. Geopolitics, which was established as a historical 

source of power and knowledge which links knowledge about space (the world) and the power to 

master as much as possible within that space, also does not ignore the reality of the modern world 

represented by climate change. 

In the last two decades, environmental degradation has been recognized in geopolitics as a result of 

population growth and climate change. Among other authors, which can be placed in a group of those 

who belong to the modern geopolitical discourse of (global) environmental geopolitics, environmental 

degradation and climate change have been recognized and researched by the eminent authors, of which 

here we name some: Homer-Dixon (1991), Kaplan (1994), Renner (2002), Dalby (2002, 2009), Klare 

(2006, 2008), Tucker (2007). 

Due to the impact of climate change and the creation of security challenges, the object of interest of 

geopolitical discourse should increasingly be the consequences of environmental degradation and 



 

 

climate change, which would, consequently, use as evidence of geopolitical discourses reacting to 

trends in the real world. 

 

Tab. 1: The impact of climate change and security challenges that arise as a result of climate change 

The consequences of climate change  Security challenges arising from climate 

change 

Rising sea levels Threat for individual island states, coastal 

vulnerability 

Increase in the frequency and duration of 

drought 

Reduction of arable land in total and per 

capita = decrease in food production 

Reducing the forest areas (deforestation) Increasing washouts and bigger flood 

consequences 

Acid deposition in soil and acid rain Reduction of agricultural land, forests 

Overuse and pollution of water supplies Water shortages, development of infectious 

diseases 

Destruction of fish stocks Changes in river, sea and lake ecosystems = 

lack of food 

 

Large, catastrophic events, such as Hurricane Katrina and many other hurricanes, long heat waves that 

cause droughts, which in some parts of the world last various years and the resulting famines (such as 

the drought in the Horn region in Africa, which peaked was the 2011). The Earth's climate does not 

respond gradually and cautiously to influences that lead to its changes but rather suddenly, with an 

unpredictable time occurrence and with large amplitudes. Therefore we should not expect slow and 

gradual climate changes but rather sudden ones, which will resemble skipping certain thresholds of 

tolerance of influences on the climate of the Earth and which will be followed by natural disasters
8
. A 

good example of climatic shocks and crossing the “threshold”, which has shaken the previously 

established paradigm of gradual climate change, was the discovery of the ozone hole over the Antarctic 

in the mid 1980-ies
9
. 

The globalization of issues related to changes in the environment has had several effects: it diminished 

the idea of supposed inviolability of national borders, which meant that what appears to be an internal 

problem actually is a transnational problem i.e. that pollution knows no borders. Also, the globalization 
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 For this reason, Homer-Dixon called his article “On the Threshold”, referring to the tolerance of the atmosphere of Earth, 

but also the natural environment as a whole, compared to harmful effects of man. After crossing this threshold, the climate 

changes would not be happening linearly, but through climate “shocks.” 

9
 Homer-Dixon, T. (1991), ibid. 



 

 

of environmental issues has prompted governments to give up at least a part of their sovereignty and to 

cede it to supranational regulators. 

States have begun to participate in a series of agreements and programs related to environmental 

protection. NGOs were also given a special place in global politics. 

 

The concept of environmental safety and the emergence of the “defensive” geopolitical discourse 

The safety of people is actually a function of successful preservation of the social structure and of 

successful preservation of natural resources which all societies depend on. The development of the 

concept of environmental safety, closely related to the security of people can be traced back to the early 

1990's, after the end of Cold War geopolitical order. Until the beginning of 1990-ies, security related to 

changes in the environment was not perceived as a relevant factor that affects the overall security. 

During the earlier, Cold War period in the geopolitical discourse, this problem had not been generally 

recognized. 

There are two basic approaches to the security of human society, which perceive safety in different 

ways. The first approach is primarily aimed at protecting people from acts of violence and threats to 

their lives, safety and rights. Another approach is broader and emphasizes human welfare and dignity 

and focuses on protecting people, not only from violence, but from a much larger scale of social and 

economic challenges, as well as the challenges that originate from the environment. 

In the second approach, which recognizes the environment as a potential security threat, among 

geopolitical texts as products of geopolitical considerations on the issue of environmental impact on the 

security, it is possible to distinguish between papers that are related to changes in the environment and 

their impact on changes in national security (e.g. Schwartz, Randall, 2003) and articles dealing with 

geopolitical considerations on the consequences of environmental changes on global security (e.g. 

Dalby, 2002, 2009a, b). 

The approach that explores the changes in the environment as factors that affect global security is based 

on the premise that it is impossible to establish real security in a globalized world only on a national 

(state) level or even on the limited alliance type level. A multilateral or even global approach is needed 

in order to effectively cope with increasing cross-border challenges. The traditional focus on the 

security of the state (or regime) is inadequate and it must include the safety and welfare of the 

population because the lack of safety of a population and its communities transform national safety into 

a very fragile thing. It is exactly the nonmilitary factors that have an important impact on security and 

stability, while the poorest countries in the world are the most affected by the pressures created by 

environmental changes, such as the increasing demand for natural resources, which creates a rivalry, 

the degradation of the natural environment, the increasing spread of infectious diseases, poverty and 

increasing social differences, large population growth, lack of jobs and the uncertainty of living space. 

All these challenges make already weak nations even weaker (Renner, 2006).  

However, the concept of environmental protection is not synonymous with the claim that 

environmental change is the only conflict-encouraging or other security threats’ factor. Probably no 

conflict in the world can be explained by a single cause. Therefore, the changes in the environment are 



 

 

associated with other factors, such as traditional battles for living space and the increasing number of 

inhabitants, ethnic hatred and political change. 

T. Homer-Dixon is generally referred to as the first geopolitician who argued it was possible to link 

environmental scarcity (i.e. major resource constraints that the natural environment can provide) with 

violence, if this relation included a set of variables that affect it. In the beginning of the 1990-ies, 

Homer-Dixon linked the research on military conflict with the research on natural environment. Still, 

the problem with discussions on the environmental impact on security is that they are usually based 

only on causes and effects, and not on those variables whose changes can significantly affect the 

causes, and therefore the effects of interactions of environmental change as cause and threats to the 

security of human society, as a result of this interaction. He also pointed to the variables such as 

population growth, demographic structure and distribution of the population. Without a complete 

understanding of these factors, it is impossible to begin to comprehend the relationship between human 

activities, changes in the environment, social issues and conflicts. 

Homer-Dixon still considered the modern realist perspective, which is often used to understand security 

issues, unsuitable for identifying and explaining the relationship between environmental change and 

conflict (Homer-Dixon, 1991). Realism focuses on countries as entities that maximize the power in the 

international system of anarchy in a rational way. Their behavior is mostly a function of power 

structures in the system. This leads to limitations because realists think in terms of territorially limited, 

mutually exclusive countries, and not in terms of wider regions or environmental systems, one of which 

is the global system. The narrowness of thinking in terms of countries, their power and actions, rather 

than thinking in terms of categories of systems which transcend national boundaries, leads realists to 

problems of perceiving environment through categories such as: country, sovereignty, territory, 

national interests and the balance of forces. 

Climate change and threats to the environment can contribute to different types of conflict, such as 

wars, terrorist attacks, diplomatic and trade disputes. Sometimes the impact of climate change and 

threats to the environment is a very powerful factor that affects the outbreak of conflict, and sometimes 

it is only a minor impact and is not directly responsible, but can amplify the impact of political and 

economic factors. Poor countries will be much more vulnerable to climate change and environmental 

degradation than rich ones and will also have to deal first with conflicts linked to the effects of climate 

change and environmental degradation: reduction of agricultural production, economic backwardness, 

forced migration, and disruption of normal legitimate social relations. 

Besides wars, solid, non-democratic regimes will arise as a result of environmental degradation and 

reduction of resources. Countries threatened by significant reduction of natural resources will be the 

most threatened in terms of firm regimes, especially if they have a history of giving an important role 

to the armed forces. Homer-Dixon ranked Indonesia (then still under the Suharto regime, author’s 

comment), Brazil and Nigeria (which suffered the rule of the military junta in the 1990s, author’s 

comment) among these countries. He rated seemingly democratic tendencies in these countries as 

artificial and stated that they will not have an impact on long-term trends that include a growing 

population and declining resources. 

Concluding that democracy is problematic, but the scarcity (of resources) is more likely, Homer-Dixon 

warns that contemporary advocates of Malthusianism, also called Neo-Malthusians, may underestimate 



 

 

the adaptive capacity of human societies to a contemporary system based on environment and society. 

However, as time passes, their analysis could attract more supporters. 

The work of R. D. Kaplan, The Coming Anarchy: Shattering the Dreams of the Post Cold War, was the 

first real example of work that has contributed to the development of the “defensive” geopolitical 

discourse related to threats that may arise from environmental degradation and climate change, closely 

associated with an increase in population of underdeveloped countries of the world. 

Specifically, in The Coming Anarchy, R. D. Kaplan describes the security situation in West Africa in 

the first half of 1990-ies, marked by utter crime and corruption, armed rebellions and military coups, 

uncontrolled migration flows, illegal exploitation of natural resources, the spread of infectious diseases 

(AIDS, malaria, tuberculosis, etc.), as well as the destruction of the natural environment (destruction of 

native plant communities), followed by a great escape from the rural areas to the slums of large cities 

of West Africa and the Gulf of Guinea region. The situation has not changed significantly for the better 

since then. However, what Kaplan does not state are the real causes of this situation, rather than just 

giving a warning about the security challenges that await the developed Western world, if the same 

challenges transfer from this underdeveloped world of anarchy and misery, which is now, with all the 

problems caused by the structure of society and the poor institutions, threatened by degradation of the 

natural environment which reduces the already small living area of the population whose number is 

constantly growing. It is the destruction of the natural environment, particularly indigenous plant 

communities, what specifically affects sub-Saharan Africa, especially the Sahel zone, which represents 

a large part of West Africa
10

. The threat no longer consists only of political instability and the threat of 

armed conflict, but also lies in nature, which no one takes into account. Still, Kaplan does not show 

compassion for the inhabitants of this part of Africa or Africa as a whole rather than contemplates on 

the possible security challenges which could hit the U.S. and countries of the West. The possible 

collapse of some African countries, the closing of embassies and contacts with the West through trade 

stations (ports) full of infectious diseases, represents security challenges for the developed world that 

Kaplan cares about. 

According to Kaplan, in order to understand what will happen in the world over the next 50 years one 

must understand the scarcity of resources that can start environmental, cultural and racially motivated 

conflicts, geographic “fate” and the transformation of the nature of war. The order in which he stated 

these problems is not random. He concludes that we must start thinking of the environment as a matter 

of national security at the brink of the 21
st
 century. 

Political and strategic consequences of the growing population, the spread of infectious disease, 

deforestation and soil erosion, lack of water and water pollution, air pollution and rising sea levels, 

especially in regions that are densely populated and highly dependent on rivers and threatened by the 

rising sea level such as the Nile, the Ganges and Brahmaputra deltas, could result in mass migration 
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and now it covers only six percent, and in Cote d’Ivoire, the percentage has dropped from 38 to eight percent. 



 

 

from these areas, which could well trigger conflicts among the residents who will be forced to look for 

their living space in new areas and the native populations in the same regions
11

. 

S. Dalby (1996: 472-496) called the fore mentioned work of Kaplan an attempt, which had then warned 

of problems such as wars for scarce natural resources, water and energy, which are large, and in the 

future will be even larger. Kaplan has not forgotten the spread of infectious diseases such as AIDS. 

Meanwhile, Dalby points out the clear geopolitical dimension of contemporary Malthusianism
12

 (called 

Neo-Malthusianism), which can be traced in Kaplan’s work, which refers to warning about the 

“barbarian hordes” that will “overrun” and “overflow” the developed world due to difficult living 

conditions in areas where they reside. The traditional concept of national security would call for 

mobilization and “consolidation” against the “flood” in order to “defend”
13

. If we accept this argument, 

Kaplan’s rhetoric is not much different from the traditional geopolitical discourse, except that it finds 

another object of threat to the security of the rich and powerful. 

The work of R.D. Kaplan expresses a clear tendency to perceive the environment and the challenges 

that could possibly lead to the future destruction of the environment and climate change as a threat to 

national security. One could conclude that Kaplan’s discourse, explained in the form of the “coming 

anarchy”, presented in the work of the same name, is under the influence of securitization. 

Securitization, as the ultimate form of politicization of an issue, allows the use of extraordinary 

measures and resources (Buzan, Waever, de Wilde, 1998: 25-32). In doing so, the one who performs 

the process of securitization (i.e. identifies an issue as a security threat) would be a country, i.e. its 

national security bureaucracy. The object of securitization would be a threatening “flood” of refugees 

from parts of the world affected by environmental degradation, natural disasters and climate change in 

general (their duration is long and the outcome uncertain), while the target group which should accept 

this securitization and support the use of special defense and protection locations would consist of the 

inhabitants and the public of rich, developed countries. 

Interestingly, countries have begun to work together in an attempt to resolve problems related to 

environmental degradation and global warming. Realists and neorealists argue that cooperation regimes 
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 Deltas of large rivers will be extremely vulnerable, and in the poor countries of the world river deltas are extremely 

densely populated. Nile and Ganges-Brahmaputra are the best examples, but we should add, for example, the Mekong and 

Mississippi (Although Mississippi is not in an undeveloped state, the effects of Hurricane Katrina are still visible on the 

delta and the largest city, New Orleans) to the list. And other large river deltas (e.g., La Plata, Yangtze, Hoang-ho, the Shatt-

al-Arab), and not just deltas, will not be spared. Forced migration might just be the biggest in areas of large river deltas, 

susceptible to sea level rise and extreme weather, which will cause rivers overflowing in the interior of the land, not on the 

coast. 
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 Malthusianism, thought named after T. Malthus, who in the late 19

th
 century made a claim according to which humanity 

cannot expect to feed the entire population in the future, because the population will grow at a geometric progression, and 

the production of food, at best, can only grow at arithmetic progression. 
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 Dalby, S. (2009b), Security and Environmental Change, Keynote speech, Carleton University, Ottawa,  

http://www.sv.uio.no/iss/english/about/news-and-events/events/2009/gechs/conference-program/videos/day1/keynote-
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occur only when a cooperation is of national interest of one or more key countries or when a key 

country has nothing to lose, but can get something if it becomes a part of the cooperation regime. 

Realists’ response to the question about strengths or weaknesses of a cooperation regime in solving 

environmental problems is simple. Regimes reflect the interests of a country, and the possibilities that 

some countries have in this area (Vogler, 1992: 129). 

Critical perspective offers a different, clearer view on global warming, which is global in that it 

embraces the entire planet. Still, not everybody is equally responsible; responsibility is extremely 

uneven and asymmetrical. The responsibility of paying for global warming should reflect that. 

The Neo-Malthusian perspective tries to attribute all the problems related to environmental degradation 

in the Global South to too big of a population and implies that the South is responsible for the 

destruction of the environment (Dalby, 1999). Geopolitical tendencies of dividing the world into blocks 

that have certain features and giving relative importance to those blocks in the global rankings continue 

to come to the fore. Thus, as an introduction to the environment related issues, one must know the ways 

in which geopolitical visions are created and imposed; as products that combine power and knowledge, 

creating a new “knowledge” within this framework (Dalby, 2000). 

 

Climate change: a threat to national security or an opportunity to change the paradigm? 

The “defensive" geopolitical discourse is one of the main, prevalent attributes in the contemporary 

geopolitical thought, especially when referring to the production of geopolitical discourse related to the 

political elite of a country and the national security bureaucracy. Kaplan is an advocate of the 

“defensive” approach associated with changes in the environment as generators of anarchy and 

potential conflicts, and he calls for the organization of the developed world as a defense against these 

threats. Along with terrorism and terrorists, who have replaced the Soviet threat as the main source of 

production of the “defensive” geopolitical discourse, “flood control”, related to the population of the 

underdeveloped parts of the world, appears more frequently on the list of priorities related to strategies 

for national security, although certainly not under such a name. Because of the potential start of a large 

international population migration from the poor South to the rich North, the changes in the 

environment have become a political priority, but also part of the geopolitical discourse. The intensity 

of environmental changes caused by the process of globalization is so high that security must become 

equated with ecological process. S. Dalby (Dalby, 2009a, 2009b) highlights the connection between the 

environment and security and warns about the fact that the theory of the climate change impact on 

security mainly continues to use the contemporary discourse of securitization in relation to critical 

debates on security. He also uses the policy of identifying and alerting to threats as a central part in 

analyzing the impact of environmental change on security. Dalby, who criticizes Kaplan’s approach 

and discourse that primarily perceives changes in the environment in developing countries as a threat to 

the security of the developed and rich countries, highlights the fact that theories of the security of 

human society in the modern times require geopolitical imagination which takes various aspects into 

consideration and which is able to tackle the new causes of vulnerability of modern human societies so 

that they would become more resistant in the future. 



 

 

The research on mutual relations between international relations and the environment as a “natural 

context” deals with the issue of the extent to which politics and the environmental safety forecasts are 

influenced by a carefully constructed discourse that shapes them. The elaboration of theoretical 

perspectives related to the research on the relationship of the environment and international relations is 

influenced by a geopolitical discourse that creates mind maps. These mind maps create “risk” and 

“vulnerable subjects” i.e. humans and human society. While Dalby recognizes this discourse and the 

creation which he develops, exposing it, Kaplan is one of the geopoliticians who constructed a 

discourse and represented it as legitimate one. This is in fact the main difference between Kaplan, a 

geopolitician, and Dalby, a critical geopolitician, whose works, as well as Kaplan’s, form part of the 

geopolitical discourses of the global environment geopolitics. The key difference between the two lies 

in Dalby’s critical perspective which exposes traditionally intoned geopolitical discourse that perceives 

environment threats as a source of danger, identifying the human society as the main factor that poses a 

threat to the environment. 

The dominant concept of security in the post-Cold War world is still designed as a project of liberal 

modernity and is part of the dominant perspective that exists within international relations which treats 

the environment as a potential undefined threat. At the same time, this concept ignores alternative 

approaches to the global environment security, especially those who point to the history of ecological 

threats to the environment and harmful over-exploitation of resources (primarily non-renewable). Any 

approach that ignores the socio-historical context and threats must necessarily be subject to criticism. 

A discourse that perceives the environment as a threat constructs security in terms of technology and 

modernist assumptions of control, within limited territorial-political entities such as countries, which 

are the products of the modern geopolitical imagination (Dalby, 2002: 146). Contrary to these 

assumptions, the environment is not a threat to mankind, but mankind is a threat to the environment, 

and thus to itself - a conclusion that can be drawn in the works of S. Dalby. The differences in the two 

above mentioned types of geopolitical discourse related to changes in the environment arise from this 

key difference in perception.  

Geopolitical discourses are neither objective and unbiased reflections of reality and an actual situation 

in a single society nor are they “natural”, but are products of geopolitical vision of their own creators 

(and their origin, race, sex, age, social status). This statement is consistent with the claim that 

geopolitics is a historically grounded form of power and knowledge, and is not neutral or objective 

(O'Tuathail, Dalby, Routledge, 2006: 15). Therefore, it is necessary to research the geopolitical 

discourses given the context of involvement in the broader socio-political context that has influenced 

the design of individual discourses. 

Whether we perceive the destruction of environment as a cause of threats to security or as a result of 

human influence on the environment, it represents a real problem to the state structures of almost all 

countries of the world, especially the poor and overpopulated ones. For example, up until recently, in 

most countries the governing structures could count on a large part of the population to have access to 

potable water. Now this is less and less the case and in the future, the situation will worsen due to 

increasing pollution and population growth. Developmental perspectives, which could once be counted 

as a given, now cannot be, and climate change will only worsen them. A key issue for countries that are 

yet to be developed is - to what extent will the climate change alternate the allocation of resources in 



 

 

their development strategies. Climate “shocks” have certainly made an impact on the economic growth 

of many countries (IMF, 2003) and have played a significant role in explaining the economic 

differences between countries (Collier, Dehn, 2001). Climate “shocks” would increase various 

countries’ chances of getting caught in a “poverty trap” and would reduce the chances of getting out to 

those who end up falling into such a trap. 

When considering the impact of climate change and environmental changes on the general 

development of geopolitical discourse related to changes in the environment, it is impossible not to 

mention the former U.S. vice president A. Gore Jr. and his contribution to raising awareness of the 

inevitability and adversity of climate change, lest the burning of fossil fuels be reduced. In his political 

career, as a senator and later vice president for two terms in the U.S. and even after his departure from 

active politics, Gore has spread awareness about climate change and the need to fight against it, by 

advocating the preservation of the natural environment as much as possible. Up until now, there has not 

been anybody who has been so powerful, focused and influential, and who has advocated a different 

approach when it comes to reducing the burning of fossil fuels and the consequent slowing climate 

change.  

Gore also warned that there was clear evidence that climate change was directly responsible for large 

and devastating floods, storms and droughts that caused forced migration of millions of people every 

year. They also caused famine, particularly in Africa. Gore argues that virtually every scientist 

involved in climate today recognizes that there is a clear link between an increase in carbon dioxide 

emissions into the atmosphere and extreme weather conditions, followed by natural disasters. 

Destabilization of the main conditions in which weather takes place has changed and resulted in a 

greater length of dry periods in regions that are normally affected by drought, resulting in stronger and 

more frequent fires, spreading deserts (desertification) at the expense of agricultural land. It has also 

affected the water level of rivers, such as the Amazon. For example, during the first six months of 2011 

even 387 million people in the world were affected by droughts.
14

   

As an expert in the issue of natural resources and wars for natural resources, and as a man who 

developed the concept of environmental safety, M. Renner and a part of his scientific opus can be 

included in the geopolitics of the global environment as a geopolitical trend, but also a specific 

geopolitical discourse.  

Renner recognized the importance of environment for the safety of human society and the negative 

changes that occur due to human activities and refer to the destruction of natural vegetation, changes in 

rivers and lakes, polluting soil, water and air pollution and global warming (Renner, 2006). 

In late 1990-ies, issues related to the environment began to emerge in the practical foreign policy 

activity and political security activity i.e. (partial) planning and implementing foreign and security 

policies. However, after the shift in the security environment and the security paradigm after September 

11
th

 2001 and the beginning of the “global war on terrorism”, issues related to the environment ended 
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up on the sidelines – in both geopolitical discourses and practical foreign policy activities i.e. in 

practical geopolitical reasoning and action. 

Nowadays, awareness of the threats to the environment is greater than ever before, but trends, such as 

fossil fuel burning, are not changing for the better even in the most developed countries
15

. 

Inability to achieve international agreements on the environment is one of the key and perhaps the most 

critical issues and is the reason why the fight against environmental changes is predominantly doomed. 

As long as the rich, developed countries have a monopoly on technological developments and do not 

want to share their achievements with the poorer, more numerous countries, a global agreement on 

curbing negative changes in the environment, which of course includes climate change, cannot be 

reached. 

At the same time, behavioral changes are occurring more frequently, and political decisions are made 

when the crisis has already emerged. What will be the implications of reducing food production, 

reducing supplies of potable water, lack of energy, arable land and living space generally, on the 

development of geopolitical discourse? 

It is more likely for countries that have fewer resources and long-term, historically grounded potential 

hostilities with neighboring countries, to continue to be drawn into different kinds of struggle, which 

could culminate in clashes, in which the object of conflict would be, for instance, access to water, 

arable land, or energy. Also, completely unexpected alliances might arise, considering the fact that state 

objectives would be ensuring enough resources for their survival, rather than differences in religion, 

ideology, or the struggle for national honor
16

. 

Over 400 million people now live in areas that will continuously have drier climate, and which are 

overcrowded and poor. In the future, these regions will be become more overcrowded, even poorer, and 

more affected by climate change. These areas will become origins of mass migration, because 

maintaining political, economic and social stability in them will become impossible. It will not be 

possible to provide even the basic resources for survival of the increasingly numerous population in 

these regions
17

. The number of the dead is expected to rise, not only because of the conflict, but due to 

famine and diseases, because the amount of available food and drinking water per capita, especially in 

those poor and overcrowded regions, will be reduced. 

Conflicts over access to water resources have already become commonplace in many parts of the 

world, not so much between countries, as within them, especially between different communities, for 

example in Mexico, India, Brazil. Responses should follow before such conflicts erupt from local and 

national into possible international conflicts. However, reactions that would prevent future conflicts 

related to changes in the environment are either absent or are such that they do not decrease but even 

increase the likelihood of future conflict. 
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Conclusion 

The modern world is increasingly affecting environmental degradation and climate change, as a result 

of development patterns of modern human society, based primarily on overproduction and burning of 

fossil fuels. Changes in the environment and climate change are increasingly affecting different parts of 

the world. Unfortunately, the countries that suffer the most damage are usually the least responsible for 

this change i.e. underdeveloped countries, whose singular areas are significantly overcrowded and 

simultaneously very exposed to the aforementioned consequences of climate change. Cumulative 

effects of climate change associated with overpopulation and historically based conflict and intolerance 

represent the biggest danger for the future of the world related to changes in the environment. In those 

parts of the world, the effects of climate change, in terms of the increased number of refugees, poverty, 

environmental pollution, hunger and conflict will be particularly visible. These regions are South and 

Southeast Asia, parts of the sub-Saharan Africa, and the African transition zone (southern part of the 

Sahara Desert and the northern part of the Sahel), between the sub-Saharan and North Africa. 

Responses of the developed world, primarily responsible for the pollution and the rapidly growing 

economies which increasingly take their share in polluting the world and encouraging climate change, 

are not satisfactory and if they do not change, they cannot bring positive change in the long term.  

Geopoliticians have recognized environmental and climate change and have, as always in the history of 

geopolitics, reacted to the influences that come from the "real" world, developing a new geopolitical 

discourse, the geopolitics of the global environment. Geopolitical discourses related to changes in the 

environment have evolved over the past two decades. However, the official geopolitical discourses that 

deal with environmental issues, created by countries’ elites and intellectuals, continue to try to impose 

a vision of global relations in which the responsibility for the destruction of the environment and global 

warming, according to the neo-Malthusian perspective, shifts to the poor and the increase in the 

population (for which, as outlined, the poorest are responsible). In the meantime, completely different 

responsibilities of the developed,  the undeveloped and those that are rapidly developing in relation to 

environmental degradation and climate change, which are the most obvious manifestations of global 

warming and weather extremes (longer droughts, floods, an increase in the range of temperature, etc.), 

is continually ignored. Unfortunately, thus far there is no sign of trend reversals when it comes to 

reducing greenhouse gas emissions on a global level. In the future, all of this should lead to a growing 

importance of geopolitical discourse associated with changes in the environment, both those which will 

justify further increases in the greenhouse emissions and shift the responsibility to the poor, and those 

which will attack these discourses and be change agents on an intellectual level, which should lead to a 

change of the ruling discourses associated with the global environment. Further intensification of 

climate change in the most vulnerable areas will result in the radicalization of politics, especially if 

burdened by historically rooted ethnic and/or religious intolerance. The best example of a region in 

which all these factors could collide is South Asia, but the wider region of Southeast Asia, the Middle 

East and the sub-Saharan Africa might not be immune to such developments in the future. 
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