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What It’s All About

There is a new and different threat to our national secu
rity emerging—the destruction of our environments. |
believe that one of our key national security objectives
must be to reverse the accelerating pace of environmen-
tal destruction around the globe.

Senator Sam Nunn,
Chairman of the Senate Armed Services
Commuittee, U.S. Senate, 1990

On a sparkling winter’s day in

December 1984, I traveled to Geneva to sign on as a senior
adviser to the World Commission on Environment and Devel-
opment. Sponsored by the United Nations, the commission
comprised world leaders who were taking three years to review
the state of the planet with regard to economic growth. Around
the table I found two dozen politicians, policymakers, bankers,
industrialists, trade experts, financiers, and lawyers. Not a sin-
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gle “eco-freak” among them. These were hard-nosed people,
accustomed to making their way in the political arena and the
competitive marketplace, hardly the sort of people to engage in
“way-out” ideas.

When my turn came to address them, I did not dwell on my
favorite themes of tropical forests, mass extinction of species,
and other established topics of environmental crisis. | urged
them to consider something new: environmental security. I
even proposed it should become a leading item on their
agenda. At first they were skeptical. But by the time I attended
a second meeting, they were ready to take a second look. After
another meeting, they accepted my proposition. When they got
ready to prepare their report, they asked me to draft a whole
chapter on the subject.

Best of all, they eventually decided to open one of their final
reports’ with one of the most far-reaching statements I have
encountered from a group as sober-sided as the commission:
“Humankind faces two great threats. The first is that of a
nuclear exchange. Let us hope it remains no more than a di-
minishing prospect for the future. The second is that of envi-
ronmental ruin worldwide—and far from being a prospect for
the future, it is a fact right now.”

Well might the commissioners have produced such a star-
tling assertion. We face environmental decline on every side.
In just the past year we have lost 26 billion tons of topsoil,
enough to grow 9 million tons of food and to make up the diets
of more than 200 million starving people. We have lost almost
60,000 square miles, equivalent in area to New England, of
tropical forest, which has cost us dearly in terms of timber
harvests, watershed services, species habitats, and climate sta-
bility. Another 23,000 square miles, the same size as Ireland,
have been desertified to the extent that they won’t be able to
grow food again for decades at best. Tens of thousands of our
fellow species have been denied living space on our One Earth.
Some of them could well have supplied new foods such as the
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kiwi fruit (now enjoying a worldwide market worth $22 mil-
lion a year) or new drugs against cancer and AIDS. During the
past year, too, the ozone layer has lost more of its power to
protect us from cancer-causing ultraviolet radiation. Perhaps
worst of all, our greenhouse gas emissions have taken us a solid
step closer to global warming. And so on and so drearily forth.
The reader will be familiar with a lengthy list of environmen-
tal woes. The past year has also seen another 93 million peo-
ple—equivalent to a “new Mexico”—join the global commu-
nity.

Some community. It 1s a collection of almost 200 nations
that during that same year have spent around $1 trillion on
fighting one another or getting ready to do so. In dozens of
wars and other outbreaks of violence, at least one-third of a
million people have been killed, directly or indirectly. Many of
these conflicts have an environmental source. As too many
people make too many demands on too few farmlands, water
stocks, and other necessities of daily life, they increasingly re-
sort to force to ensure their share. Examples abound. In a world
of growing shortages, there will be no shortage of further ex-
amples of environmentally inspired violence—whether high
profile or low key, local or widespread, distant or next door,
recognized as environmentally derived or not.

Many environmental problems, aside from the “biggies”
such as global warming and depletion of the ozone layer, are
largely located in the developing world, but they are prob-
lematic enough for many of their repercussions to spread to the
ends of the Earth. They can be relieved, it was estimated at the
June 1992 Earth Summit conference in Rio de Janeiro, for an
outlay of $625 billion a year, $500 billion to come from devel-
oping countries and $125 billion from developed countries. Per
citizen that works out to about $100, or 4th and "isoth of
annual incomes, respectively. We—especially we in the rich
world who sometimes sound as if we have never been poorer—
have decided thus far that it is too expensive. The total bill of
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$625 billion is hardly more than double the annual defense
budget of the most militanistic nation on Earth today, the
United States.

A Personal Odyssey

I was first struck by thoughts of environmental security way
back in the late 1970s while I was living in Kenya. I had visited
the neighboring country to the north, Ethiopia, a few years
before the outbreak of its 1977-78 war with Somalia, and |
pondered some environmental makings of the conflict. Ethio-
pia’s main farming area in its highlands had been regularly
losing well over 1 billion tons of topsoil a year (for comparison,
note that the United States has been losing 2.8 billion tons per
year, from a cropland expanse twenty times as large). Farm-
land fertility declined, and the highlands could no longer sup-
port the peasant communities that had been growing bigger
through population increase. So large numbers of Ethiopian
peasants began to migrate out of the highlands, some of them
toward an area known as the Ogaden on the border with So-
malia—an area that had long been a source of ethnic friction
between the two countries.

Mistakenly, Somalia saw the throngs of migratory Ethiopi-
ans as a threat to its frontier zone. War broke out. The Soviet
Union had already come in on the side of Ethiopia, so the
United States did the same with Somalia. While the superpow-
ers played no part in the fighting, they supplied arms aplenty
to their clients. The war and its aftermath eventually cost $2
billion. Subsequently it turned out that Ethiopia’s environmen-
tal problems could have been cured for only one-quarter as
much expense, notably through reforestation of its highlands
in order to counter soil erosion. The outcome prompted the
comment by an American environmental expert and former
United Nations leader, Peter Thacher, that we shall frequently
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face a prospect of “Trees now or tanks later.”

Shortly afterward, I had noted that in a lengthy list of coun-
tries, both within Africa and elsewhere, decline of the environ-
mental underpinnings of agriculture led to rising prices for
food, and sometimes-to outright shortages of food. In turn,
these shortages helped trigger civil disorders, insurgencies, and
military eruptions. True, a number of other factors were often
mixed in, notably unjust division of farmlands and poor agri-
cultural policies, and above all the sheer pressures of popula-
tion growth. But if environmental factors were less than exclu-
sively causative factors, they were often strong contributing
factors. They helped foster food riots, occasionally leading to
the overthrow of governments, in countries as disparate as
Egypt, Zambia, Iran, Bangladesh, Colombia, Bolivia, and
Haiti, among a dozen others.

At the same time, I was aware that problems over food
supplies were showing up among developed nations as well—
for example, with respect to marine fisheries. In the North
Atlantic, Britain and Iceland had come to the edge of hostilities
over cod stocks. At least sixteen other major clashes over fish-
eries had occurred in other parts of the world, including those
between the United States and Peru, and the Soviet Union and
Japan. These disputes served as a portent, I surmised, of what
could become a frequent phenomenon in the future, especially
in light of the failure of fisheries around the world to produce
ever-greater harvests. Fishes and friction?

Also during the mid-1970s, I met General Moshe Dayan,
who played a leading part in his country’s victory over the
Arabs in the 1967 war. He told me that Israel unleashed its
planes and tanks as soon as it learned that Syria and Jordan
were moving to cut off water flows from rivers that originated
outside Israel’s borders. Far from being a political war
prompted by the antics of Egypt’s president Gamal Abdel
Nasser, it was partially a water war.

In the early 1980s I visited the Philippines. I remember



























































































