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Part I

Graeger on Environmental Security

1 Environmental Security: A Review

1.1 Introduction

The concept of environmental security has been subject to considerable debate within the
fields of security studies and environmental policy. Despite its increasing relevance, scholars
have pointed out significant conceptual and methodological challenges that hinder its
adoption as an analytical tool.

One major point of contention is whether linking environmental issues to security (and
consequently to high politics) is beneficial or problematic. According to Lodgaard and
Westing, such linkage fosters political awareness and urgency, necessary for addressing
environmental challenges effectively. However, Buzan, Waever, and de Wilde caution
against securitization, arguing that framing environmental issues as security threats could
limit policy options and lead to rigid, militarized responses.

Furthermore, the environmental conflict perspective examines how environmental
degradation can contribute to violent conflict. This perspective aims to overcome some of the
methodological issues associated with security-environment linkages. Additionally, scholars
propose a multilevel approach, incorporating global, regional, national, and subnational
actors, in contrast to the traditional state-centered approach to security.

1.2 New Security Challenges and Conceptual Debates

With the end of the Cold War and growing awareness of environmental degradation, the
scope of security studies has expanded. There has been a shift towards defining security in
terms of human security, which prioritizes the well-being of individuals rather than just
state sovereignty.

This shift has led to a critical debate:

• Should security studies incorporate environmental concerns?

• Would expanding the definition of security dilute its conceptual and political effective-
ness?

While environmental security has been widely discussed, it has yet to develop into a ro-
bust analytical framework. However, the increasing recognition of environmental challenges
within security studies suggests a growing acceptance of its relevance.
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1.3 Linking Security to the Environment

Although scholars struggle to agree on a single definition of environmental security, four
major arguments justify its inclusion within security studies:

1.3.1 Environmental Degradation as a Direct Security Threat

Environmental degradation poses a direct threat to human security by altering ecosystems
and diminishing essential resources. Major threats include:

• Air and water pollution, which impact public health and biodiversity.

• Deforestation and soil erosion, which reduce agricultural productivity and increase
food insecurity.

• Climate change, which exacerbates natural disasters and threatens livelihoods.

Given these consequences, proponents argue that environmental security should focus on the
sustainable management and protection of natural resources to ensure long-term stability.

1.3.2 Environmental Degradation as a Cause and Consequence of Conflict

A significant body of research suggests that environmental issues can both cause and result
from violent conflict:

• Poor environmental governance can lead to resource disputes within and between
states.

• Environmental degradation can drive mass migration, creating demographic pressures
and social tensions.

• Conflicts over scarce resources (such as water or arable land) can escalate into violence.

Moreover, warfare itself exacerbates environmental degradation. Military operations con-
tribute to:

• Deforestation and habitat destruction due to bombings and land clearance.

• Toxic pollution from chemical warfare and military waste.

• Nuclear contamination from weapons testing and accidents.

These effects demonstrate how environmental degradation is both a trigger and a consequence
of conflict, reinforcing the security-environment nexus.
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1.3.3 Environmental Security and Military Considerations

Another argument for linking security to the environment is the similarity in risk assessment
and predictability between the two fields. Lodgaard (1990) emphasizes that both security
and environmental policies aim to minimize risks and prevent disasters through strategic
foresight.

International cooperation plays a crucial role in mitigating environmental threats. Estab-
lishing diplomatic ties and early warning systems can help prevent large-scale environmental
crises. For example, post-Cold War cooperation between Russia and Western Europe
has improved environmental governance in the Baltic Sea region.

1.3.4 Environmental Migration and Political Stability

Environmental degradation can trigger mass displacement, leading to social unrest and po-
litical instability. According to Homer-Dixon, environmental migration follows a ”fight or
flight” dynamic, where populations either:

• Engage in conflict over dwindling resources, or

• Flee to more stable regions, placing additional strain on host communities.

The destabilizing effects of environmental migration further support the argument that en-
vironmental security should be considered a core element of national and global security
strategies.

1.3.5 Political and Cognitive Linkages

Over the years, environmental issues have gained traction within high-level political discourse.
Policymakers increasingly recognize the need for:

• Environmentally responsible security strategies.

• Cooperative international frameworks for environmental governance.

• Integrating sustainability into national defense policies.

While some critics argue that environmental security is merely a political slogan, its adop-
tion in mainstream policy discussions indicates a growing shift towards sustainable security
paradigms.

1.4 The Debate on ’Securitizing’ the Environment

Although there is general agreement on the link between security and environmental con-
cerns, scholars disagree on the implications of securitization.
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Concerns about securitization:

• It could lead to the militarization of environmental policy.

• It might reinforce a state-centric approach, ignoring non-state actors.

• Poorer nations may struggle to balance industrialization with environmental protec-
tion.

Counterarguments in favor of securitization:

• A broader security framework allows for more diverse policy responses.

• Recognizing environmental threats as security issues increases political prioritization.

• Environmental security can promote international cooperation and peacebuilding.

Buzan et al. (1995) argue that while securitization can bring short-term political ben-
efits, it may reduce policy flexibility in the long term. Some scholars advocate for de-
securitization (or politicization), where environmental issues are integrated into routine
policymaking rather than treated as urgent security threats.

1.5 Conclusion

The debate on environmental security highlights the evolving nature of security studies.
While the securitization of environmental issues can raise political awareness, it may
also narrow policy choices and increase reliance on military frameworks.

Two main perspectives emerge:

• Securitization approach: Frames environmental issues as urgent threats requiring
high-level intervention.

• Politicization approach: Treats environmental governance as part of long-term pol-
icymaking, fostering sustainable solutions.

Despite ongoing debates, environmental security is increasingly recognized as a critical issue
within international relations, shaping contemporary security discourse and policy frame-
works.

2 The Transnational Element and Challenges of Envi-
ronmental Security

2.1 The State-Centric Limitation in Environmental Security

One of the strongest arguments against the securitization of environmental issues lies in the
state-centric nature of traditional security studies. Historically, international relations
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and security studies have been constrained by the concept of state sovereignty. However,
environmental issues often transcend national borders, making conventional state-based
security approaches ineffective.

Interdependence among nations is particularly high when it comes to environmental secu-
rity, as environmental degradation in one region can have far-reaching global consequences.
Therefore, environmental security should be framed at the global or regional level, rather
than being confined to the national security agenda of individual states.

2.2 The Inadequacy of Sovereignty-Based Solutions

Decisions made by one country—such as deforestation, industrial pollution, or depletion of
common property resources—affect not only neighboring countries but also the entire planet.
Traditional sovereignty-based solutions prove inadequate because:

• They tie environmental responsibilities to territorial boundaries, while many
environmental issues are transboundary.

• Without international or supranational legal frameworks, states cannot prevent
environmental damage originating outside their borders.

For example:

• Excessive CO� emissions by industrialized countries contribute to global warming,
affecting low-lying island nations such as the Maldives and the Netherlands.

• Overfishing or water pollution in international waters harms marine ecosystems
shared by multiple states.

2.3 Weaknesses of International Environmental Treaties

Most international environmental agreements are ineffective due to:

• Weak enforcement mechanisms and lack of compliance measures.

• The sovereignty principle, which allows states to reject or delay signing treaties
based on conflicting national interests.

• Slow negotiation processes, where environmental issues worsen before agreements
come into force.

Examples of such failures include:

• Global warming negotiations, where countries struggle to agree on binding emission
reduction commitments.

• French nuclear testing, where some states postponed signing treaties due to con-
flicting national priorities.
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2.4 The Realist Paradigm and Its Limitations

The realist approach in international relations views states as rational actors that prioritize
self-interest and sovereignty. This paradigm emphasizes:

• Defending national borders.

• Maintaining government stability.

However, modern environmental challenges require a shift away from state-centric security
models because:

• Environmental problems are transnational, cutting across economic, political,
and technological systems.

• State sovereignty alone cannot address global environmental risks.

• A collective approach, involving shared governance or ”pooling sovereignty,” is es-
sential for addressing global environmental challenges.

2.5 The Need for a Transnational Approach

To ensure effective environmental security, national security strategies must evolve
beyond traditional state-centered frameworks. Pooling sovereignty and forming global
alliances will be critical for:

• Addressing climate change, biodiversity loss, and pollution.

• Ensuring shared responsibility for environmental sustainability.

• Creating binding international legal frameworks to enforce environmental com-
mitments.

3 The Analytical Limitations of Environmental Secu-
rity

3.1 Overgeneralization of the Concept

A primary criticism of environmental security is its broad and vague definition. The
concept is often stretched to include:

• Military impacts on the environment, such as war-related pollution and nuclear
waste disposal.
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• Industrial and technological activities that lead to environmental degradation.

• Sustainable development models, including critiques of Western consumerism.

This broad scope has weakened the concept’s analytical utility, making it less effective
as a distinct security framework.

3.2 Risk of Becoming a Catchphrase

If defined too broadly, environmental security risks becoming as ambiguous as ”sustain-
able development”. Like sustainable development, it has been used as a political slogan
rather than a concrete policy framework.

3.3 The Environmental Conflict Perspective as a Solution

A more precise and practical approach is the environmental conflict perspective,
which:

• Focuses on the relationship between environmental degradation and violent
conflict.

• Encourages empirical case studies to understand specific security risks.

• Shifts from broad theoretical debates to applicable political strategies.

3.4 Defining Environmental Security Through Environmental In-
security

Some scholars argue that environmental security is best understood through its
opposite:

• Environmental insecurity refers to situations where environmental degradation di-
rectly contributes to violence and instability.

This definition makes the concept more concrete and actionable.

3.5 Expanding the Definition While Retaining Analytical Rigor

Some scholars advocate for a broader but precisely defined environmental security frame-
work, incorporating:

• Environmental impacts of military activities.
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• The transition from military-based economies to sustainable economies.

• The safety of industrial and technological infrastructures to prevent environ-
mental disasters.

To maintain analytical rigor, such definitions must be:

• Clearly formulated.

• Distinguished from other policy areas.

4 The Normative Burden of Environmental Security

4.1 Mixing Activism with Research

Environmental security has been criticized for its normative bias, meaning:

• It is often linked to political activism rather than objective analysis.

• Some scholars push for radical environmental policies under the guise of security
studies.

• Calls for a return to ”nature” sometimes blur the line between policy advocacy
and scientific research.

4.2 Security Studies as an Inherently Normative Field

Traditional security studies also contain deeply normative elements, such as:

• The defense of the nation-state as a self-justifying goal.

• Security concerns always involving ”security for whom and for what purpose?”.

• Policymakers shaping security concepts to fit political priorities.

4.3 Separating Analysis from Policy

To maintain the integrity of environmental security research, scholars should:

• Differentiate between analyzing environmental threats and advocating for
specific policies.

• Develop an analytical framework that distinguishes:

– Scientific understanding of environmental risks.
– Policy-oriented discussions on environmental governance.
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5 Conclusion

The debate on environmental security highlights tensions between state sovereignty
and transnational challenges. Moving forward, environmental security must be:

• Clearly defined.

• Internationally coordinated.

• Based on empirical evidence to remain a useful policy and analytical tool.

6 A Multilevel Approach to Environmental Security

6.1 Moving Beyond State-Centric Security Models

Despite its conceptual limitations, the concept of environmental security provides a per-
spective that is not strictly state-centered. Traditional security models focus on state
sovereignty, but environmental threats transcend national borders, making con-
ventional state-based security approaches ineffective.

Environmental security promotes a comprehensive, multilevel approach at the global,
regional, national, and subnational levels. Different environmental security problems
require responses at different governance levels:

• Global environmental challenges (e.g., climate change) require international co-
operation.

• Localized environmental issues (e.g., deforestation, air pollution) may be best
addressed at the subnational level.

The state level may be too broad or too narrow for certain environmental issues:

• Too broad: State policies may not effectively address localized environmental con-
cerns.

• Too narrow: Transnational environmental problems require regional or global coop-
eration.

6.2 The Importance of Regional and Local Action

Many global environmental issues result from an accumulation of smaller, localized
problems. Waiting for global initiatives can be:

• Costly: Delays in global policy implementation may worsen environmental damage.
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• Unnecessary: Regions can take independent action without waiting for global con-
sensus.

For example:

• A country can reduce its industrial pollution without a global treaty mandating
action.

• Multiple regions facing the same environmental problem can implement independent
yet effective solutions.

6.3 Defining ‘Region’ in Environmental Security

Traditionally, a region is defined by political, historical, and economic ties. However,
Arthur H. Westing proposes an ecogeographical approach, defining a region as:

“A unit made up of living and non-living environmental components that interact
to form a life-support system.” (Westing, 1989)

Such regions can be:

• Transnational – spanning multiple countries (e.g., Amazon Rainforest).

• Subnational – confined within a single country (e.g., Mississippi River Basin).

6.4 A Dynamic Security Framework

A multilevel security approach provides a more flexible and effective framework
than the traditional sovereign nation-state model.

By focusing on human security, rather than just state security, action and budget alloca-
tions can be justified at multiple governance levels.

State sovereignty is not absolute; it evolves based on the issue at hand. As Geoffrey
Howe (1994) states:

“Sovereignty is not like virginity (‘now you have it, now you don’t’). It exists in
different spheres and at different levels.”

6.5 Pooling Sovereignty for Effective Environmental Security

To effectively address environmental security, pooling sovereignty at global and regional
levels is necessary. Mechanisms for pooling sovereignty include:
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• International laws, treaties, and agreements (e.g., Paris Climate Agreement).

• Supranational governance structures (e.g., European Union environmental poli-
cies).

Examples of regional environmental cooperation:

• European Union (EU) – enforces binding environmental regulations across member
states.

• Barents and Baltic Sea Regions – implement treaties to reduce pollution and
protect marine ecosystems.

• West Africa (Senegal River Development Organization) – facilitates regional
water management between Mauritania and Senegal.

7 The Subsidiarity Principle

7.1 Understanding Subsidiarity

The subsidiarity principle states that issues should be addressed at the most appro-
priate level of governance. In the EU, this means addressing problems at the lowest
possible level capable of resolving them effectively.

Decentralization is favored because:

• Local communities have the best knowledge of environmental conditions.

• Stronger commitment to sustainability is found among those directly affected by
environmental degradation.

However, the lowest possible level may still be large, such as:

• Ecogeographical regions (e.g., river basins, mountain ranges).

• Global cooperation (e.g., ozone layer protection through the Montreal Protocol).

7.2 The Role of Subsidiarity in the EU

The EU has fully implemented subsidiarity to ensure efficient power-sharing between:

• European institutions.

• National governments.

• Local and regional authorities.
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However, tensions remain:

• Balancing European and national interests is complex.

• The EU cannot enforce subsidiarity beyond its jurisdiction.

For example:

• The EU can regulate maritime pollution in the English Channel.

• It cannot enforce environmental security in non-EU regions (e.g., the Baltic Sea).

7.3 Operationalizing Environmental Security Through Subsidiar-
ity

The principle of subsidiarity enables:

• Multi-level governance, ensuring political action at different levels.

• Decentralized environmental security policies without excessive securitization.

• Security zones, where environmental threats are addressed at the appropriate gov-
ernance level.

7.4 Challenges in Implementing Subsidiarity

Key challenges include:

• Who has the authority to enforce subsidiarity?

• Who provides financial and administrative resources?

• Which institutions can harmonize national interests into global policies?

Currently, no global institution fully enforces environmental subsidiarity. Possible solu-
tions:

• Reforming the United Nations or EU to take a stronger role in environmental secu-
rity governance.
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8 Conclusion

A multilevel governance approach is essential for addressing environmental security ef-
fectively. The subsidiarity principle ensures decentralization, allowing environmental
issues to be managed at the most appropriate level.

Key takeaways:

• Pooling sovereignty enables effective regional and global cooperation.

• Subsidiarity balances local and international interests.

• A flexible, zone-based approach is preferable over rigid security definitions.

By integrating global coordination with local implementation, environmental security policies
can be both effective and sustainable.
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