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Climate change is a social, an economic and a political issue but also a humanitarian issue because it will directly affect innocent victims…and it is an ecological issue because of our anthropogenic interference with the Earth’s atmospheric and oceanic systems.

Climate change involves impacts that will have consequences for people who are bystanders to economic affluence and consumption patterns. Current affluence in developed nations has the build-up of greenhouse gas emissions and climate change as its by-product. Extreme climatic events including flooding, sea level rise, storm impacts, drought, heatwaves and wildfires are projected for many regions around the globe (IPCC 2007). There are individuals who will suffer loss both in developed and developing countries but losses will be much more pronounced for people in poorer socio-economic circumstances and who are vulnerable climatically (IPCC 2007).

Concerns about security threats with regard to climate change have been raised for some time (Gleick 1989, Edwards 1999, Barnett 2003) and yet nation states and international institutions have been slow to respond. Notably, this year the UN Security Council held a first debate on climate change signalling to nations and other UN organs that they need to act.

In this paper, a perspective from Australia is presented. Australia’s Asia-Pacific neighbour’s climate change security issues and its role as a developed nation in the region and in relation to mitigation are discussed. The paper provides recommendations for a stakeholder driven approach to climate change security assessment.

Australia’s Neighbours at Risk

Climate change research shows that many of Australian neighbours will be impacted far more severely and with far less capacity to adapt than Australia has. The nation of Bangladesh and the Pacific Island Developing Countries are two examples.

Bangladesh

In Bangladesh, a nation of around 150 million people, drainage problems due to flooding and higher sea levels, cyclone induced storm surges, drought, reduced fresh water availability, agricultural yield loss, spread of diseases such as malaria and dengue due to mosquitos and water-borne cholera and diarrhoea are projected as impacts of climate change (Huq 2002, IPCC 2007, World Bank 2000).

I will briefly outline the seriousness of just one of these impacts - flooding. Flooding is not unusual in Bangladesh which is a nation sited on a river delta. The majority of the nation’s land area is below 10 metres above sea level (Huq 2002) and flooding occurs annually with 20% of the land inundated in normal years. The 1998 flood was the worst in living memory in terms of duration and magnitude (World Bank 2000). It began in July and ended in September lasting over ten weeks and affected 68% of the  nation inundating around 100,000 km2 (World Bank 2000). 1,400 people died due to the floods, 1.77 million houses were damaged, 23.46 million Bangladeshis became homeless and the overall damage was estimated at over US$2 billion to US$3 billion (World Bank 2000).

When climate is considered 20 years into the future, the intensity of the 1998 disaster gives us some insight into the possible impacts of climate change. A 5% increase in rainfall indicates a 20% increase in the area flooded. According to Saleemul Huq, Director of the Climate Change Program at London’s International Institute for Environment and Development, ‘Bangladesh faces grave socio-ecological risks…Coastal areas are specially at risk’ (Huq 2002). The IPCC (2007) said with regard to Bangladesh ‘Circular migration patterns…of migrants following extreme weather events, could be expected. Such changes would not only affect internal migration patterns but also migration movement to other…countries.’
The Pacific Island Nations

Much closer to Australia are the small island states of the Pacific, which are also extremely vulnerable to climate change impacts. The impacts indicated for these nations are slowly rising sea levels, greater intensity and frequency of extreme events such as storms, cyclones and drought, saline intrusion into freshwater, coral bleaching and associated depletion of fish stocks (Edwards 1999, UNESCAP 2000, IPCC 2007, Hay et al. 2003). 

The IPCC’s Fourth Assessment Report informs us that they are more vulnerable than any other group of countries commenting ‘Owing to their high vulnerability and low adaptive capacity to climate change, small islands have legitimate concerns about their future…Although emitting less than 1% of global greenhouse gases…’ (IPCC 2007) Also the 2004 World Bank report Cities, Seas and Storms: Managing Change in Pacific Island Economies said ‘…it now seems clear that climate change will affect many facets of Pacific Island people’s lives and economies in ways that are now just beginning to be understood’ (World Bank 2004). Kiribati, the Marshall Islands, the Cook Islands and Tuvalu are facing the possibility that their citizens will become environmental refugees.

An example is Tuvalu, which has a population of 11,000 and an average height above sea level of 2.5 metres. Flooding during high tides currently impacts this tiny nation. The IPCC (2007) has pointed out that ‘In Tuvalu, as in other small Pacific atoll states – attachment to land and sea is a critical component of local cosmology. Any force that poses a threat to this attachment would be culturally and socially disruptive in these traditional societies.’ Nevertheless, on several occasions and most recently, in October 2006, Tuvalu’s Prime Minister has made a call for help (Baker 2007). New Zealand, Papua New Guinea and Indonesia have responded with assurance of refuge but Australia has refused. Ironically the Australian Government approached Tuvalu to accommodate Australia’s boat people – refugees from repressive regimes - for processing after the Tampa episode (The Age 17 November 2001, cited in Müller 2002; Kirby 2001).

Sadly, evacuation of islands and having citizens suffer as refugees is not a new experience for the Pacific. The Marshall Islands were inflicted with these impacts due to US nuclear testing in the 1950s. Refugees or people fleeing their homes and countries because of climate are a current security issue that needs to be addressed; Australian scientist John Church (2007) has said recently with regard to climate change ‘…environmental refuges are not an “if” but a “when and where will it occur, and how will we respond?”’ However, if security assessment and planning is not undertaken, as the Pentagon commissioned report in 2004 pointed out, there may be nowhere these people will be taken in, especially given the potential scale of impact for some regions (Townsend and Harris 2004). 

Climate Change as a Political and an Ethical Concern

The imperative for acting on climate change is because of these impacts and their social consequences. I have discussed climate change from a human centred perspective because arguably we as humans have empathy for, and understand the suffering of our fellow human-beings, but it is also important not to lose sight of the fact that the Earth’s systems are at the centre of the greenhouse problem. The Earth’s oceans, atmosphere and climate are all being changed not to mention the impacts on ecosystems, plants and animals.

Scientists have been working on climate change and calling for action from politicians and governments since the 1985 Villach Conference and the subsequent establishment of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change in 1988 (under the auspices of the United Nations Environment Program and the World Meteorological Organisation). Recently the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change has released its Fourth Assessment Report (IPCC 2007) and yet political leaders have done little over these twenty years. The international policy response has been a UN agreement, the 1992 Framework Convention on Climate Change, which makes no direct demands of nations to reduce greenhouse gases although it does refer to ‘dangerous anthropogenic interference’ with the Earth’s climate systems. 

The 1997 Kyoto Protocol goes further in reducing greenhouse gas emissions of Annex I nations (developed countries and countries with economies in transition). Nations, which ratified agreed to binding, quantifiable emission reduction commitments – generally a 5% reduction over the period 2008-2012 from 1990 emission levels - though Australia negotiated a special concession for an 8% increase in emissions and subsequently refused to ratify (Yu and Taplin 2000).  However, the 5% decrease is an extremely modest first step - scientific opinion is that a 60-70% reduction in current emission levels is required to stabilise atmospheric greenhouse gas concentrations at twice those prior to the Industrial Revolution (IPCC 2007) …and yet John Howard and George Bush dismiss Kyoto as unrealistic and economically detrimental.

In 2005, they joined together in facilitating establishment of a regional treaty, the Asia Pacific Partnership on Clean Development and Climate (AP6), which may become a competitor to Kyoto (McGee and Taplin 2006, McGee and Taplin 2007). AP6 partner countries, China, India, Japan, South Korea, Australia and the US, which account for nearly half of the world’s greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, have agreed to co-operate on development and transfer of technology which enables reduction of GHG emissions. Unlike the Kyoto Protocol, this agreement allows member nations to voluntarily set their ‘aspirational’ goals for reducing the ‘intensity’ of GHG emissions without mandatory enforcement mechanisms. Critics say the new agreement may significantly undermine the Kyoto Protocol and obstruct the effectiveness of international society’s efforts on combating climate change at more fundamental levels; proponents, on the other hand, argue the new agreement will complement rather than weaken the Kyoto Protocol (McGee and Taplin 2006). One aspect of the AP6 agreement that should be highlighted is that it marks a retreat from differentiated responsibility for responding to climate change between developed and developing nations agreed in the UNFCCC and the Kyoto Protocol (McGee and Taplin 2007). The recent September 2007 APEC Sydney Declaration on Climate Change and Energy included in its agenda ‘…an APEC-wide region aspirational goal of a reduction in energy intensity of at least 25 percent by 2030 (with 2005 as a base year).’  In reality, this will mean a net increase of greenhouse gas emissions over that period for the 21 APEC developed and developing nations.

The scientific understanding we have about the impacts of climate change has accumulated via the efforts of the IPCC over the last 20 years and should not be neglected. Critical understanding of climate change impacts and the security ramifications at local and regional levels need to underpin current and future decision-making with regard to mitigation and adaptation. 

Recommendations for Climate Security Assessment

For future policy development, it is vital that climate change security assessment is carried out for Asian regions and nations focussing down to their localities. Climate change security responses need to be based on thorough climate impact assessment research for particular regions and nation states and sectors within nations in collaboration with stakeholders from these regions. Stakeholders including community members, business representatives, NGO representatives, climate impacts and adaptation researchers, bureaucrats and politicians should to be brought together in a series of adaptive learning workshops to plan for the near and more distant futures.  From such participatory stakeholder cooperation useable knowledge for policymakers can be developed.

The steps that should be included in climate change security assessment by stakeholders are:

1. Define a region of interest based on biophysical characteristics (eg river system, coastal system etc)

2. Establish regional stakeholder working committees, national committees for regions where more than one country is involved and a series of sub-national committees for localities and sectors (eg agriculture, energy, transport, water, health etc) 

3. Access research on potential climate change impacts and response strategies  (best-case and worst-case) and communicate these to stakeholder committees at all levels

4. Identification of policy issues by stakeholders 

5. Identification of sectoral impact studies for regions, nation states and localities (data now available and new data needed)

6. Workshopping between scientists, impact assessors, and stakeholders at all levels (separate workshop processes)

7. Horizontal integration of localities and sectoral impact assessment findings

8. Development of climate change security responses by stakeholder committees at all levels (including adaptation and preventative strategies and early warning systems and taking into account local and Indigenous knowledge) with vertical integration of responses.

These steps, of course, are not mutually exclusive. Support for, facilitation and funding of such security assessments is a critical question and should involve contributions from multilateral agencies and developed nations including Australia.

The Future

We cannot remove ourselves from the impacts of climate wherever we live on Earth. The more promptly nations seriously consider their security positions and work cooperatively, the more immediately the future implications of climate change will start to be addressed. As Nadjam (2003) said in reference to South Asia ‘Meaningful regional cooperation for environmental and human security…may well be too much to hope for. But hope we must.’
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