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“Climate change presents a direct threat to national security.”
– 2018 National Defense Authorization Act
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Abstract
Climate change is one of the most critical national security threats facing the United
States. Its effects reach every aspect of our economy, society, and physical security, as can be
seen acutely in the Arctic. U.S. military, intelligence, diplomatic, economic, policy, and business
leaders agree that failure to plan for climate’s effects will have devastating consequences for
the nation’s institutions; its resilience against future economic, environmental, and geopolitical
challenges; and its ability to respond to global instability.
Yet the United States has failed to muster a comprehensive policy response proportional
to the urgency of the climate threat. Federal climate policy has been inconsistent at best and
often an obstacle to advancing climate security interests. In the Arctic, U.S. engagement has
waxed and waned. State and local governments have taken steps to address climate issues at
their levels, but have been thwarted by fractured and fragmented federal, civil society, and
business approaches to climate.
Against this backdrop, the Biden-Harris administration has committed to taking bold
action to address climate change as a national security threat. Their proposals include
rebuilding the nation’s relationships with foreign allies, moving the national economy toward
net-zero emissions, addressing climate justice, preparing our military to face the threat
multipliers of climate change, facilitating job recovery while promoting environmentally
sustainable infrastructure, and funding research and innovation in critical technologies. To
achieve these goals and secure the nation against climate’s threats, however, will require an
intersectoral, whole-of-government, whole-of-society approach at a scale that, thus far, has
been out of this nation’s reach.
No region is experiencing the effects of climate change as dramatically as the Arctic.
Recognizing this, this paper uses the Arctic as its primary lens through which to identify security
threats, challenges, and opportunities posed by climate change across economic, human, and
hard security sectors. It then identifies ways in which the current U.S. approach to climate
change policy is fragmented at both the federal and state levels, thwarting necessary progress.
Recognizing that a sound national security policy needs to be grounded in the “4 Ds” of security
([hard] defense and intelligence, diplomacy, development and trade, and democratic
iv

governance), it calls for intersectoral, coordinated climate policy support from the highest
levels of federal, state, and local government. It concludes with several specific
recommendations for how the Biden-Harris administration should prioritize institutional
expertise, appointments, and international outreach to facilitate a whole-of-government,
whole-of-society approach to implementing climate security policies and its climate agenda.
An earlier version of this paper was circulated to the participants in the closed sessions
of Circling the Arctic: Security and the Rule of Law in a Changing North. This online conference
took place October 1-3, 2020, and was sponsored by the Center for Ethics and the Rule of Law
and the Annenberg Public Policy Center of the University of Pennsylvania, in partnership with
the Wilson Center’s Polar Institute.
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I.

Introduction
Climate change is one of the most critical national security threats facing the United

States. National security, military, and intelligence professionals warn that “[e]ven at scenarios
of low warming, each region of the world will face severe risks to national and global security in
the next three decades. Higher levels of warming will post catastrophic, and likely irreversible,
global security risks over the course of the 21st century.”1 Preparing for these risks requires a
whole-of-government, whole-of-society approach and coordinated policy support from the
highest levels of federal, state, and local government.
Former Secretary of Defense Chuck Hagel testified before the Congressional Oversight
Committee in 2019, “Any action to address climate change must protect America’s economy,
our environment, and our national security.”2 This is necessary, he argued, because “climate
change is threatening our economy, our environment, and our national security.”3 He also
cautioned, “There must be a dedicated effort to address this [climate] threat.”4
Before that testimony, he, along with 57 other prominent national security leaders,
signed a letter pleading with the Trump administration not to ignore intelligence reports on
climate change and its security impacts.5 Government experts had long warned of the urgency
of the climate security crisis. The 2015 National Security Strategy put it succinctly:
Climate change is an urgent and growing threat to our national
security, contributing to increased natural disasters, refugee
flows, and conflicts over basic resources like food and water. The
present-day effects of climate change are being felt from the
Arctic to the Midwest. Increased sea levels and storm surges
threaten coastal regions, infrastructure, and property. In turn, the
1

The National Security, Military, and Intelligence Panel on Climate Change (NSMIP), A Security Threat Assessment
of Global Climate Change, CENTER FOR CLIMATE AND SECURITY (Feb. 2020).
2

Opening Statement of former Secretary of Defense Chuck Hagel, Hearing on “The Need for Leadership to Combat
Climate Change and Protect National Security,” House Comm. on Oversight and Reform, 116TH CONGRESS (Apr. 9,
2019).
3

Id. (emphasis in delivery).

4

Id.

5

Dalia Mortada, “Former Defense Leaders Warn White House It’s ‘Dangerous’ To Downplay Climate Change,” NPR
(Mar. 5, 2019).

1

global economy suffers, compounding the growing costs of
preparing and restoring infrastructure.6
Nevertheless, prominent members of the Trump administration (including President
Trump himself) and other elected officials have questioned the connections between climate
change and national security.7 Before he became president, President Trump called climate
change a “hoax.”8 In 2018, when asked by a reporter to respond to the Fourth National Climate
Assessment’s dire warnings about climate change’s threats to the U.S. economy, President
Trump said, “I don’t believe it.”9 William Happer, a prominent National Security Council official
in the Trump administration, reportedly said, “demonization of carbon dioxide is just like the
demonization of the poor Jews under Hitler.”10 And in 2019, the administration blocked an
intelligence agency officer’s written testimony to Congress on behalf of his bureau that called
climate change “possibly catastrophic.”11
In the absence of unified executive leadership, other current and former political and
nonpartisan leaders, as well as the incoming executive administration,12 have proposed
national action to address climate change threats, including proposals to reform the State

6

White House, National Security Strategy, OBAMAWHITEHOUSE.ARCHIVES.GOV (Feb. 2015) (“2015 National Security
Strategy”), 12.
7

Ellen Cranley, “These are the 130 current members of Congress who have doubted or denied climate change,”
BUSINESS INSIDER (Apr. 29. 2019).
8

See, e.g., Justin Worland, “Donald Trump Called Climate Change a Hoax. Now He’s Awkwardly Boasting About
Fighting It,” TIME (July 8, 2019).
9

“Trump on climate change report: ‘I don’t believe it,’” BBC (Nov. 26, 2018).

10

Josh Siegal, “Former Trump official says climate change is ‘imaginary threat’ invented by ‘insular and paranoid’
scientists,” WASHINGTON EXAMINER (Nov. 5, 2019); Maegan Vazquez and Rene Marsh, “William Happer Leaves
National Security Council,” CNN (Sept. 11, 2019).
11

Juliet Eilperin, Josh Dawsey and Brady Dennis, “White House Blocked Intelligence Agency’s Written Testimony
Calling Climate Change ‘Possibly Catastrophic’,” WASHINGTON POST (June 8, 2019).
12

Biden-Harris Transition, “Priorities: Climate Change,” BUILDBACKBETTER.GOV (last accessed Nov. 25, 2020).
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Department,13 National Security Council, and National Science Council;14 proposals calling for
more uniform service-coordination on climate issues;15 proposals for climate-mindful economic
investments and reforms, such as the Green New Deal;16 and calls for special government
climate advisory groups.17 State and local leaders are taking bold actions to limit carbon
emissions,18 promote climate-friendly policies,19 and encourage growth of green energy.20
To be successful and sustainable, however, any long-term climate security strategy must
recognize that the hard security threats to the United States presented by climate change
intersect with economic and human security threats.21 Unlike traditional national security
threats, climate change is an enemy without a defined face; it cannot be fought with brute
force or creative military strategy alone. Unlike the Global War on Terror, in which less than
0.5% of Americans serve in active-duty uniform,22 all Americans are on the battlefield of the
climate war, either directly or indirectly. Like past existential conflicts such as WWII or the Cold
13

Uzra S. Zeya and Jon Finer, Council Special Report No. 89: Revitalizing the State Department, COUNCIL ON FOREIGN
RELATIONS (Nov. 2020) (“Revitalizing the State Department”), 3, 4.
14

See, e.g., Climate and Security Advisory Group (CSAG), A Climate Security Plan for America: A Presidential Plan
for Combating the Security Risks of Climate Change (“A Climate Security Plan for America”), THE CENTER FOR CLIMATE
& SECURITY (Sept. 24, 2019).
15

See, e.g., Forest L. Reinhardt and Michael W. Toffel, “Managing Climate Change: Lessons from the U.S. Navy,”
HARVARD BUSINESS REVIEW (Jul.-Aug. 2017).
16

David Roberts, “The Green New Deal, explained,” VOX (Mar. 30, 2019); see also Aylin Woodward, “What each
Democrat running for president thinks the US should do about climate change,” BUSINESS INSIDER (Dec. 20, 2019)
(discussing presidential candidates’ climate proposals and providing links to candidates’ climate plans); BidenHarris Transition, “Priorities: Climate Change.”
17

See, e.g., John Conger, “Climate Security in the 2021 U.S. National Defense Authorization Act,” THE CENTER FOR
CLIMATE & SECURITY (Aug. 17, 2020).
18

See, e.g., Center for Climate and Energy Solutions, “U.S. State Greenhouse Gas Emissions Targets,” (last updated
Sept. 2020).
19

See, e.g., Sam Ricketts, Rita Cliffton, Lola Oduyeru and Bill Holland, “States Are Laying a Roadmap for Climate
Leadership,” CENTER FOR AMERICAN PROGRESS (Apr. 30, 2020).
20

See, e.g., Jeff McMahon, “Renewable Energy Surges Even In Fossil Fuel Friendly Red States,” FORBES (Oct. 26,
2020).
21

See, e.g., Daisy Simmons, “What is ‘climate justice’?” YALE CLIMATE CONNECTIONS (Jul. 29, 2020) (“‘Climate justice’ is
a term, and more than that a movement, that acknowledges climate change can have differing social, economic,
public health, and other adverse impacts on underprivileged populations. Advocates for climate justice are striving
to have these inequities addressed head-on through long-term mitigation and adaptation strategies.”).
22

CFR.org Editors, “Demographics of the U.S. Military,” COUNCIL ON FOREIGN RELATIONS (Jul. 13, 2020).
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War, climate threats affect all aspects of our domestic and international national security
structures.
Indeed, a sound national security policy needs to recognize that intersection and be
grounded in the “4 Ds” of security: [hard] defense and intelligence, diplomacy and alliances,
development and trade, and democratic governance and rule of law.23 But at present, the U.S.
government’s approach to domestic and international climate policy is too fragmented to
effectively advance the country on all 4 Ds to respond to climate’s severe security risks.
The Department of Defense (DoD) has been a leader at the federal level in identifying
strategic climate threats, particularly in the Arctic. A 2019 study from the Army War College
acknowledged, however, that “the Department of Defense is precariously underprepared for
the national security implications of climate change-induced global security challenges.”24 As
elaborated below, the government agencies and offices focused on the other three Ds have a
mixed record, at best. The private sector and the public at large are not consistently aligned on
climate combat efforts either.
A fragmented approach cannot address the severity of the risks presented. Time has
nearly run out for the United States—and the globe—to make the behavioral and strategic
changes necessary to prevent cataclysmic impacts.25 To maximize policy efficiency and impacts

23

See, e.g., Truman Center, “4-D Approach”; see also Uzra S. Zeya and Jon Finer, Council Special Report No. 89:
Revitalizing the State Department, COUNCIL ON FOREIGN RELATIONS (Nov. 2020), 3 (underscoring that “the State
Department should be appropriately postured against the range of emerging national security threats and
opportunities the nation faces”); James G. Stavridis and Reuben Brigety, II, “Combat and Compassion,” from
Frontiers in Development (a USAID Special Report), UNITED STATES AGENCY FOR INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT, ed. Rajiv
Shah and Steven Radelet, (May 2012), 53, 54 (“the security challenges posed by fragile and failing states and the
deprivation that accompanies them makes it all but inevitable that soldiers and humanitarians, diplomats, and
development experts will find themselves operating in increasing proximity to one another, often addressing the
same issues with different tools and for complementary purposes”); see also Andrew Revkin, “Trump’s Defense
Secretary Cites Climate Change as National Security Challenge,” PROPUBLICA (Mar. 14, 2017) (quoting European
Union’s high representative for foreign affairs and security policy as saying, “when you invest in the fight against
climate change, you also invest in our own security”).
24

United States Army War College, Implications of Climate Change for the U.S. Army, (Jul. 2019), 1.

25

See Sherri Goodman and GEN. (Ret.) Gordon Sullivan, “Climate change threatens the backbone of America’s
global power,” THE HILL (Sept. 22, 2019); Nathan Hultman, “We’re almost out of time: The Alarming IPCC climate
report and what to do next,” BROOKINGS (Oct. 16, 2018); Stephanie Ebbs, “Scientists: Time running short before
climate change effects are ‘irreversible,’” ABC NEWS (Oct. 8, 2018); General Assembly Seventy-Third Session, HighLevel Meeting on Climate and Sustainable Development (AM & PM) (GA/12131), “Only 11 Years Left to Prevent

4

to address the risks, the United States needs a unified and intersectoral approach to its climate
security strategy.
To that end, this briefing paper first provides an overview of key climate-related security
threats and opportunities, drawing heavily upon examples from the Arctic. After providing
intersectoral and intersectional examples of those threats, it identifies ways in which the
current U.S. approach to climate change policy is fragmented at both the federal and state
levels, thwarting necessary progress to address the looming security threats. Lastly, it calls for a
defragmented and intersectoral approach to future climate security policy and makes several
specific recommendations for how the Biden-Harris administration can prioritize institutional
expertise, appointments, and international outreach to facilitate implementation of
intersectoral climate security policies.

II.

Defining Climate’s Threats and Opportunities
As DoD recognized in its 2014 National Security Review, climate change is a “threat

multiplier.”26 It takes existing security and government management concerns and stressors,
“such as poverty, environmental degradation, political instability, and social tensions—
conditions that can enable terrorist activity and other forms of violence,” and amplifies their
impacts.27 While experts widely recognize that climate change has led to rising temperatures,
sea level rise and coastal flooding, more frequent droughts, increased fire risks, and more
intense weather patterns, climate change also has dramatic secondary effects. It acutely affects
military readiness, amplifies the triggers of conflict eruption, undermines long-standing
property regimes, facilitates the spread of disease, fuels mass human migration, and disrupts
long-standing economic patterns and structures. These impacts inextricably connect hard,
economic, and human security interests, highlighting the need for a 4 Ds response.

Irreversible Damage from Climate Change, Speakers Warn during General Assembly High-Level Meeting,” UNITED
NATIONS (Mar. 28, 2019).
26

U.S. Department of Defense, Quadrennial Defense Review 2014 (“Quadrennial Defense Review 2014”), (2014), 8.

27

Id.

5

A. The Arctic’s Threat Preview
Climate change’s economic, environmental, strategic, and geopolitical effects on the
Arctic offer a preview of the security challenges it presents worldwide.
The Arctic is warming at a faster rate than the rest of planet, with its average
temperature rising one degree Celsius in just the last decade.28 Indeed, Alaska—the United
States’ gateway to the Arctic—has been warming faster than any other U.S. state and twice as
fast as the global average temperature over the last 70 years.29 In just the last six years, “there
have been 5 to 30 times more record high temperatures set [in Alaska] than record lows.”30
Since 1980, Alaska has seen nine of its 10 warmest years on modern record; in contrast, all of
its 10 coldest years of recorded weather occurred before 1980.31
Alaska is not alone. A town in Siberia set the record this summer for the highest
temperature ever recorded above the Arctic Circle.32 In the last two years, Siberia has not only
seen unprecedented temperatures and resulting widespread wildfires33 but also unseasonable
storms.34 In only two months of summer 2020, Siberian fires released more carbon dioxide

28

Cheryl Katz, “Warming at the poles will soon be felt globally in rising seas, extreme weather,” NATIONAL
GEOGRAPHIC (Dec. 4, 2019).
29

The National Climate Assessment (NCA), Fourth National Climate Assessment Volume II: Impacts, Risks, and
Adaptation in the United States, U.S. GLOBAL CHANGE RESEARCH PROGRAM (2018) (“Fourth National Climate Assessment
Volume II”), 1190, 1191.
30

John Dos Passos Coggin, “New report highlights Alaska’s last five years of dramatic climate change,” CLIMATE.GOV
(Oct. 15, 2019).
31

Id.

32

Andrew Freedman, “Hottest Arctic temperature record probably set with 100-degree reading in Siberia,”
WASHINGTON POST (Jun. 23, 2020) (“In 2020, Siberia has stood out for its above-extreme temperatures, which have
accelerated the melting of snow and ice; contributed to permafrost melt, which led to a major oil spill; and have
gotten the Siberian wildfire season off to an unusually early and severe start”).
33

Id. (“In 2020, Siberia has stood out for its above-extreme temperatures, which have accelerated the melting of
snow and ice; contributed to permafrost melt, which led to a major oil spill; and have gotten the Siberian wildfire
season off to an unusually early and severe start.”).
34

Katz, “Warming at the poles will soon be felt globally in rising seas, extreme weather.”
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(CO2) than in any complete fire season since data collection began in 2003.35 By July 21, 2020,
Siberia’s summer wildfires had destroyed an area larger than the size of Greece.36
Climate’s impacts on the Arctic include far more than extreme weather. Scientists
predict that climate change will increase the incidence of infectious disease spread in the
Arctic.37 This includes increases in zoonotic diseases transmitted between animals and humans,
water-borne illnesses stemming from flooding, and foodborne diseases connected to increased
temperatures.38 Melting permafrost is already exposing previously hidden pathogens and
diseases. For example, in 2016 newly exposed but long-frozen reindeer carcasses caused an
anthrax outbreak in Russia that led to the hospitalizations of 72 people, including 41 children.39
The changing landscape is particularly affecting Indigenous communities in the Arctic,
including their “agriculture, hunting and gathering, fishing, forestry, energy, recreation, and
tourism enterprises.”40 Some examples identified in the U.S. Fourth National Climate
Assessment include:
•
•
•

reducing the presence of shore-fast ice used as a platform to
hunt seals or butcher whales,
reducing the availability of suitable ice conditions for hunting
seals and walrus and
exacerbating the risks of winter travel due to increasing areas
of thin ice and large fractures within the sea ice (commonly
referred to as “leads”) as well as water on rivers.41

35

Earth Observatory, “Another Intense Summer of Fires in Siberia,” NASA (Aug. 2020).

36

Sophie Lewis, “Wildfires in Siberia have burned down an area larger than Greece,” CBS NEWS (Jul. 21, 2020).

37

Jane Wang, Henry Scherck, and Souvik Chatterjee, “The overlooked danger: The biohazards of climate change,”
THE RULE OF LAW POST (Nov. 6, 2020).
38

Alan J. Parkinson and Jay C. Butler, Potential Impacts of Climate Change on Infectious Diseases in the Arctic, 64:5
INTL. J. CIRCUMPOLAR HEALTH 478, 486 (2005).
39

Alec Luhn, “Anthrax outbreak triggered by climate change kills boy in Arctic Circle,” THE GUARDIAN (Aug. 1, 2016).

40

Fourth National Climate Assessment Volume II, 573, 588; see also Kathryn Norton-Smith, et al., “Climate Change
and Indigenous Peoples: A Synthesis of Current Impacts and Experiences,” USDA (Oct. 2016).
41

Fourth National Climate Assessment Volume II, 1205.

7

In addition, the assessment cautioned, “Warm temperatures and increased humidity are
also affecting ice cellars used traditionally to store food…, thereby making it harder to air-dry
meat and fish on outdoor racks, causing food contamination.”42
The village of Newtok, Alaska, has lost so much of its land integrity from erosion,
melting permafrost, and sinking tundra that in the fall of 2019 its residents began a planned
move of their entire population upriver to the new village of Mertarvik.43 Newtok is not alone.
The Government Accountability Office (GAO) has identified 31 Alaska villages as “imminently
threatened by flooding and erosion.”44 Yet while some parts of the Arctic are suffering from an
abundance of water, models conclude that a warming Arctic will lead to prolonged water
insecurity at lower latitudes.45
Bridges, building foundations, runways, and other infrastructure are shifting and
cracking throughout Alaska and the Arctic due to prolonged periods of warmer-than-usual
temperatures. The instability of thawing permafrost calls into question the sustainability of
property investments made on what is now literally disappearing ground.46 The Report on
Effects of a Changing Climate to the Department of Defense underscored this problem, noting
that thawing permafrost “decreases the structural stability to foundations, buildings, and
transportation infrastructure” on and off base.47
Rising temperatures and melting ice increase the importance of the Arctic seas. As one
expert succinctly put it, the U.S. military “has a whole new ocean to patrol.”48 It is perhaps no
wonder that at the May 2020 confirmation hearings for the new Secretary of the Navy, Kenneth

42

Id.

43

Marc Lester, “A Western Alaska village, long threatened by erosion and flooding, begins to relocate,” ANCHORAGE
DAILY NEWS (Oct. 18, 2019).
44

Hal Bernton, “As climate change melts Alaska’s permafrost, roads sink, bridges tilt and greenhouse gases
release,” SEATTLE TIMES (Dec. 16, 2019).
45

Brooks Hays, “Warming Arctic increases odds of prolonged drought,” UPI (Mar. 28, 2019).

46

Bernton, “As climate change melts Alaska’s permafrost, roads sink, bridges tilt and greenhouse gases release.”

47

Office of the Under Secretary of Defense for Acquisition and Sustainment, Report on Effects of a Changing
Climate to the Department of Defense, DEPARTMENT OF DEFENSE (Jan. 2019), 7.
48

Interview with John Conger [video], “Why Climate Change Is a National Security Issue,” MSNBC (Sept. 16, 2020).
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Braithwaite, the Arctic was mentioned nearly three dozen times.49 As described by U.S. Sen.
Angus King of Maine: “The opening up of the Arctic Ocean is a world historical event. It’s the
equivalent of the discovery of the Mediterranean Sea.”50 “It’s of enormous strategic
importance.”51 DoD made that importance clear in its June 2019 Arctic Strategy, underscoring
that it is imperative “to quickly identify threats in the Arctic, respond promptly and effectively
to those threats, and shape the security environment to mitigate the prospect of those threats
in the future.”52
As the region currently most acutely affected by climate change, the Arctic is a window
through which we can see the enormity of the climate security problem and the whole-ofsociety, intersectoral impacts of its effects. With this in mind, the sections that follow use the
Arctic as a lens through which to elaborate on these challenges and highlight the connections
between climate change, conflict, and military readiness.

B. Impacts on Economic Development
The failure to plan for and adapt to climate change will have devastating effects on our
economy. According to the Fourth National Climate Assessment:
[T]he continued warming that is projected to occur without
substantial and sustained reductions in global greenhouse gas
emissions is expected to cause substantial net damage to the U.S.
economy throughout this century, especially in the absence of
increased adaptation efforts.
With continued growth in emissions at historic rates, annual
losses in some economic sectors are projected to reach hundreds
of billions of dollars by the end of the century – more than the
current gross domestic product (GDP) of many US states.53 …

49

Ken Moriyasu, “US awakens to the risk of China-Russia alliance in the Arctic,” NIKKEI ASIAN REVIEW (May 24, 2020).

50

Id.

51

Id.

52

Office of the Under Secretary of Defense for Policy, Report to Congress - Department of Defense Arctic Strategy,
DEPARTMENT OF DEFENSE (June 2019) (“Department of Defense Arctic Strategy 2019”), 7.
53

Fourth National Climate Assessment Volume II, 25, 26.
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Without substantial and sustained global mitigation and regional
adaptation efforts, climate change is expected to cause growing
losses to American infrastructure and property and impede the
rate of economic growth over this century.54
These economic threats are seen clearly in the Arctic, where a changing landscape has
major domestic and international economic development and trade implications. But with
those threats also come opportunities for new economic development. For example, as ice
melts and natural resources become more accessible, potential avenues for natural resource
exploration and extraction grow.55 President Trump has opened the Alaska Wildlife Refuge to
potential oil drilling56 and more offshore extraction opportunities are possible as sea ice
continues to melt. In addition to fossil fuels, the region is rich in fish and precious minerals. The
Alaskan fishing industry has an annual harvest volume equal to all other U.S. states combined,57
contributing $12.8 billion in economic output to the U.S. economy.58 In mining, Greenland
alone is estimated to hold a quarter of the planet’s “rare-earth minerals,”59 and Canada is one
of the world’s leading producers of diamonds.60 A modern-day “gold rush” is anticipated in the
Arctic, with a multitude of State and non-State actors—including multinational corporations—
eager to increase their presence in this region and develop new economic opportunities.

54

Id., 25.

55

Some have questioned whether the oil and gas reserves in Alaskan and other Arctic territory and waters are
economically viable to develop, particularly considering the falling price of oil. See e.g., Victoria Petersen, “Why the
Arctic National Wildlife Refuge may not be drilled,” HIGH COUNTRY NEWS (Sept. 11, 2020); David W. Sällh,
“Examensarbete 30 hp: Future North Sea oil production and its implications for Swedish oil supply regarding the
transport sector -A study on energy security and sustainability of future,” UPPSALA UNIVERISTET (Dec. 2012).
56

Brad Plumer and Henry Fountain, “Trump Administration Finalizes Plan to Open Arctic Refuge to Drilling,” N.Y.
TIMES, (Aug. 17, 2020); Tegan Hanlon, “Trump Rushes to Lock in Oil Drilling in Arctic Wildlife Refuge Before Biden’s
Term,” NPR (Dec. 3, 2020).
57

John Dos Passos Coggin, “New report highlights Alaska’s last five years of dramatic climate change,” CLIMATE.GOV
(Oct. 15, 2019).
58

Id.

59

Jackie Northam, “Greenland Is Not For Sale. But It Has Rare Earth Minerals America Wants,” NPR (Nov. 24,
2019).
60

See, e.g., Hobart King, “Diamond Mines in Canada,” GEOLOGY.COM (2021).
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The anticipated resource rush and opening of potential new northern sea routes (as
ancient ice sheets melt) accelerate an international race to open high-traffic shipping lanes
across the region and increase port capacity. Newly open sea lanes and routes can be used not
only by governments for military and sovereign activity, but also by private interests to
transport commercial goods and to access new fish reserves, new seabed-based oil and gas
reserves, and/or newly accessible mineral deposits. Such regional economic activity, like
military activity, increases risks for regional pollution, workplace accidents, cultural disruption,
and nuclear incidents.61 Experts, including former DoD officials and regional first responders,
warn that nuclear activities in the region—and increased energy infrastructure to support those
and other economic activities—could lead to more accidents with epic consequences.62 These
activities and their repercussions do not operate in a vacuum. As DoD recognized, “[i]ncreased
economic activity in the Arctic raises the probability of a mass casualty incident … where DoD
assistance may be requested.”63
The connections between Arctic ice melt, maritime shipping activity, and geopolitics
show the intersection of economic development and geopolitical national security concerns.
For example, China and Russia loom large in U.S. geopolitical strategic planning globally, and
both countries have been particularly keen to increase their regional economic development
activities as Arctic temperatures rise and new sea routes emerge. Russia has fortified its
regional infrastructure and strengthened its military presence around potential new shipping

61

See Pew Charitable Trusts, “Vessel Waste a Growing Challenge in the Northern Bering Sea and Bering Strait,”
(Oct. 18. 2018). Notably, while there may be increased ease in marine transport due to ice melt, rising
temperatures are significantly increasing the costs of ground transportation in the region for both its human
population and the movement of goods. For example, in Alaska, problems with unstable permafrost and shorter
winter seasons means ice roads will have to be replaced with gravel roads, at a cost of $2.5 million per mile or
more. See also Coggin, “New report highlights Alaska’s last five years of dramatic climate change.”
62

See Sherri Goodman and Katarina Kertysova, “The nuclearisation of the Russian Arctic: New reactors, new risks,”
POLAR INSTITUTE & EUROPEAN LEADERSHIP NETWORK (June 2020); Thomas Nilsen, “Arctic countries have begun working
together to step up nuclear accident preparedness,” ARCTIC TODAY (July 2, 2019); “Russian nuclear accident: Medics
fear ‘radioactive patients,’” BBC (Aug. 23, 2019) (discussing casualties from a nuclear accident connected to the
testing of a new Russian weapons system).
63

Department of Defense Arctic Strategy 2019, 6.

11

lanes.64 China, as part of its global economic and political Belt and Road Initiative,65 has also
focused on increasing its access to natural resources and shipping opportunities in the region. It
has taken bold steps to prepare for the potential opening of a Transpolar Passage for global
shipping.66 Indeed, China’s State Council Information Office stated in a recent white paper that
“China hopes to work with all parties to build a ‘Polar Silk Road’ through developing the Arctic
shipping routes.”67
While there are many examples in recent years of international cooperation among
Arctic powers on marine operations and shipping in the Arctic,68 trade relations among the
United States, China, and Russia have worsened during the same time.69 There are
opportunities for Arctic nations and China to use trade relations to repair and potentially
advance intergovernmental relations while advancing climate and other policy priorities. For
example, beyond the Arctic, pressure already has increased in recent decades to incorporate
environmental protections and climate friendly provisions into bi- and multi-lateral trade
agreements.70 Governments around the world are also taking bold regulatory steps to
implement climate-friendly policies as part of their climate action plans. Given how important

64

See, e.g., Nastassia Astrasheuskaya and Henry Foy, “Polar powers: Russia’s bid for supremacy in the Arctic
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economic development and trade can be to domestic economic security and international
relations, nations that do not prepare for climate change’s economic and trade impacts risk
becoming outliers or stragglers in the fast-moving global marketplace.

C. Impacts on Technology and Research Development
Science and technology research and innovation have always been national security
priorities of the United States and important catalysts for domestic economic growth.71
Government financial and policy support has been essential to research breakthroughs that
have benefited both the government and the public at large.72
The need for support for research and innovation in climate-related fields has never
been more pressing. The 2014 National Climate Assessment identified “five priority research
goals and five cross-cutting foundational capabilities” needed to “advance future climate and
global change assessments.”73 More generally, there has been significant domestic and
international pressure in recent years to invest in science and technology research to both
advance new mass-market clean energy tech and new military and controlled tech to bolster
and advance strategic security interests.74
The Arctic presents exemplary strategic challenges and opportunities regarding scientific
and technology advancements. With volatile magnetic fields, rapid temperature variations, and
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underdeveloped infrastructure (especially for communications networks),75 the Arctic has
always presented a unique set of environmental challenges to maintaining a cohesive strategic
security apparatus in the region. While climate change’s effects have exacerbated many of
those challenges, they have also presented new opportunities. In addition to the new areas to
patrol, these opportunities include military-led exploration of previously unexplored portions of
the seabed76 and scientific study of pathogens and organisms previously frozen for thousands
of years.77 Arctic sovereigns and China have demonstrated that they will go to great lengths to
harness the economic and scientific potential of the region, including the trade and resources
activities noted above, and acquiring samples of previously frozen species, bacteria, and
viruses.78
These activities—whether instigated by science, economics, or security—have risks. As
one scientist who works on ancient viruses described the melting Arctic, “It is a recipe for
disaster. If you start having industrial explorations, people will start to move around the deep
permafrost layers. Through mining and drilling, those old layers will be penetrated and this is
where the danger is coming from.”79
Technological innovations have helped humans minimize the impacts of seemingly
insurmountable environmental hazards,80 but they cannot eliminate the hazards of climate
change—yet. The race for those new technologies is on and the United States cannot afford to
fall behind. Private and government scientists in multiple countries are independently
75
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researching and conducting “geoengineering” experiments.81 New technology and scientific
discoveries, however, come with possible secondary effects. The impacts of geoengineering
would be difficult to limit to a particular country’s borders. If a rogue experiment were to go
badly, the worldwide consequences could be disastrous.82 This is particularly so in a region as
fragile as the Arctic. And yet there is not a global consensus on how to regulate or monitor such
geoengineering endeavors across borders.83 With the risks so high of negative effects from
scientific and operational experiments, cross-border coordination on such experiments—
whether through the Arctic Council, international educational networks, the United Nations, or
other mechanisms—is needed.84 Just as domestic defense planning incorporates scientific and
tech research, so too should climate science and technology issues be a priority in diplomatic,
development, and economic strategic planning.

D. Impacts on Global Human Security and Military Readiness
The Worldwide Threat Assessment of the U.S. Intelligence Community released by
Director of National Intelligence Dan Coats in January 2019 stated, “Global environmental and
ecological degradation, as well as climate change, are likely to fuel competition for resources,
81
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economic distress, and social discontent through 2019 and beyond.”85 Indeed, climate change’s
threats to human security increase the probability of violent conflict by pressing on the longrecognized triggers of human conflict. As described by Jon Barnett and W. Neil Arger:
[C]limate change undermines human security in the present day,
and will increasingly do so in the future. It does this by reducing
people’s access to natural resources that are important to sustain
their livelihoods. Climate change is also likely to undermine the
capacity of states to provide the opportunities and services that
help people to sustain their livelihoods, and which help to
maintain and build peace. In certain circumstances, these direct
and indirect impacts of climate change on human security and the
state may in turn increase the risk of violent conflict.86
Former Director of National Intelligence James Clapper has made similar statements,
underscoring that climate change “significantly contributes to instability” and “can have a
devastating impact on the availability of critical resources such as water, food, and energy. … [A]s
population centers compete for waning resources, governments will find it more difficult to
maintain order”; all of this creates conditions in which terrorist groups can arise.87
The world is already experiencing the interdisciplinary and intersectoral human security
impacts of climate change, including increased migration, conflict, and problems with military
readiness.

i.

Triggering Human Migration
Since the early 1990s, international organizations including the Intergovernmental Panel

on Climate Change (IPCC) have noted that perhaps the single greatest impact of climate change
will be the number of persons displaced.88 Climate change places pressure on food and water,
85
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accelerates disease outbreaks, and drives conflict due to resource scarcity. It forces flora and
fauna out of their traditional territories and into others, affecting food sources, increasing risks
for food insecurity worldwide, exacerbating tensions in regions already under natural and
geopolitical strain, and fueling mass migration.89 As the Arctic melts, global sea levels rise,
forcing people from their traditional homes and communities in both the Arctic and in coastal
regions all over the globe. Increased strategic defense operations and natural resource
development activities related to climate change are also expected to increase the influx of
people and infrastructure to new regions and to encourage current population concentrations
to shift—especially Indigenous populations in sensitive areas such as the Arctic.
The impacts of climate change on human security “can and do[] … vary[] across the
world because entitlements to natural resources and services vary across space, and the social
determinants of adaptive capacity are similarly varied.”90 While in some areas people are
displaced in part by an overabundance of water, others are disrupted by the lack of it.91 Some
research suggests that up to 200 million people will be displaced by climate change by 205092;
more recent United Nations’ estimates are as high as one billion.93 Mass human displacement is
arguably already underway: according to estimates by the International Organization for
Migration, there were already 5.1 million climate- and disaster-related displacements by
2019.94
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ii.

Shifting Resources Increase Conflict Risk
These types of societal disruptions show how climate change can be a threat multiplier to

the rise of violent conflict.95 For example, from 2006 to 2011, Syria experienced “the worst longterm drought and most severe set of crop failures since agricultural civilizations began in the
Fertile Crescent many millennia ago.”96 During this time, about 75% of the households that
depend on agriculture suffered complete crop failure, and about one-third of Syria’s livestock
died, leaving about one million Syrians food insecure.97 The United Nations and the International
Federation of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies reported that the drought caused over
800,000 people to lose their livelihoods between 2007 and 2009 and fueled a mass exodus from
hard-hit rural areas.98
The displacement heightened social unrest as the migrants competed with their urban
counterparts for limited resources.99 These environmental issues were overlaid by poor
governance under the al-Assad regime, contributing to further desertification and water
shortages.100 As the drought and resource issues continued in Syria,101 ISIS rose.102 When the
Arab Spring arrived in 2011, Syrians in urban areas expressed their frustrations with the al-Assad
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regime in massive public protests that called for his removal. Syria soon erupted into a violent
civil conflict in which hundreds of thousands of people died and tens of thousands more were
injured.
Climate change was not the immediate trigger for the Syrian conflict, but experts
underscore that its effects pressured already fragile economic sectors and revealed significant
weaknesses in the country’s management and leadership.103 Syria is not alone in suffering from
the intersection of poor governance and climate impacts. Experts have long warned that natural
disasters and civil disruptions caused by public emergencies—such as resource scarcity—may
contribute to destabilization and give authoritarians fodder to centralize power and curtail citizen
rights.104 Such secondary effects send further sparks into tinder boxes waiting to erupt into
conflict.

iii.

Challenging Military Operations and Readiness
The Department of Defense has made clear: “[T]he impacts of climate change may

increase the frequency, scale, and complexity of future missions.”105 As former Secretary of
Defense James Mattis stated in his confirmation hearings, “Climate change is impacting stability
in areas of the world where our troops are operating today.”106 More conflict means more
disputes that the United States might be drawn into directly or indirectly, whether militarily or
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through other means. As noted above, analysts have connected climate impacts to the rise of
human migration and civil unrest in the Sahel,107 Central America,108 and other areas of U.S.
security concern and engagement.109
Within U.S. borders, extreme weather and sea level changes are already affecting
American military readiness and training.110 For example:
•

43 U.S. military installations are already at risk of drought, with an additional five at risk
within 20 years.111
o Drought increases the risk of wildfires.
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o In addition to wildfire’s threat to property, troops must limit their use of live
ammunition during training when wildfire risk is high.112
•

67% of U.S. military installations are threatened by climate flooding.
o The costs of flooding are significant. For example, flood damage to Offutt Air
Force Base in Nebraska caused $1 billion in damages.113
o Norfolk Naval Station – which is older than the United States itself – is
particularly vulnerable to flooding and rising sea levels. Sea level at Norfolk has
risen 1.5 feet in the last century, and the station has suffered nine major floods
in the last 10 years.114

•

Recent hurricanes have decimated southern military bases and are expected to be a
continued threat as hurricanes increase in average severity.115
o In 2019, Air Force Base Tyndall suffered $5 billion in damages from Hurricane
Michael, and in 2018, U.S. Marine Base Camp Lejeune suffered $3.6 billion in
damages from Hurricane Florence.116

•

Extreme weather, including rising temperatures and humidity, interferes with training
schedules and equipment, and puts servicemen and women at risk of environmentally
induced medical conditions.
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o From 2008-2018, DoD spent nearly $1 billion on the health costs of heat
exposure.117 During the same period, the Marine Corps saw the rate of heat
stroke double.118
o It is estimated that by 2050 the average military installation will have 33 more
“black flag”119 days with such high heat that they cannot train.120
o Military aircraft are sensitive and are less efficient in extreme weather
conditions.121
•

Rising temperatures are increasing the spread of mosquito-borne disease in the United
States122 and in places to which U.S. troops deploy, risking illness and readiness of our
active-duty forces.123
Fortunately, DoD has long recognized the connections between climate change and

military operations. Indeed, even as other government entities have seen their climate
programming and/or analysis cut or sidelined, DoD, U.S. military branches, and the U.S. Coast
Guard have continued to devote substantial time and resources to addressing the impacts of
climate upon our security readiness. This work has been outlined in congressionally mandated
reporting and other publications on the effects of climate change on the DoD,124 the DoD and
117
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military departments’ Arctic strategies,125 climate-related risk to DoD infrastructure,126 and
impacts on military bases.127

III.

Policy Fragmentation Thwarts Constructive Action Against Climate’s
Threats
Climate’s security threats are complex and intertwined with nearly every aspect of

federal, state, and local government policy. Yet in recent years, as the international community
has acted to tackle the climate threat the United States has remained stubbornly behind. At
present, U.S. state, local, and federal governments have a fractured and fragmented approach
to climate change. At the federal level, not only did President Trump withdraw the United
States from the Paris Climate Accord, the legislative and executive branches have aggressively
reversed or undermined bipartisan climate-related policies, government programs, business
engagements, and environmental laws and regulations.128 In contrast to the political bodies of
government, intelligence agencies and DoD have continued to lead on policy and operational
actions addressing climate threats. In addition to the report examples noted above, past
National Security Strategy129 plans and Quadrennial Security Reviews130 have also clearly stated
the urgency of the climate security threats.
There are also conflicting and uncoordinated climate policies at the state and local level,
from the private sector, and from civil society.131 While cross-efforts are not necessarily
125
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counterproductive, the lacunae between federal and state policy approaches, the lack of
coordination, and the government policy fragmentation between and among sectors crucial to
protecting and preserving American security are inefficient, thwarting progress necessary to
tackle fully climate change’s challenges.

A. Domestic Action
Some of the most ambitious proposals to combat and prepare for the effects of climate
change come from the state and local levels. For example, while the federal government was
withdrawing the United States from the Paris Climate Accord, at least 24 states and Puerto Rico
—plus hundreds of companies and cities—pledged their adherence to it.132 Indigenous groups
are also taking innovative action, with tribal governments and organizations developing and
implementing their own climate action plans and sustainable policies.133 These efforts are
expected to have measurable impacts. While the U.S. states that have pledged to the
agreement (the “Paris alliance”) are on track to cut emissions by 20-27% by 2025, states outside
the alliance are predicted to achieve only a 3-11% reduction, and some of the latter states
might see an increase in emissions during that time.134
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While state and local governments trying to advance climate change policy have made
some progress, they have done so facing obstacles from federal inconsistency.135 Fuel emissions
policy is an instructive example. In 2012, the Obama administration instituted fuel economy
rules described as the most focused and wide-sweeping effort by the federal government to
date.136 The Trump administration later announced it would roll back those rules, thwarting
efforts to decrease America’s reliance on fossil fuels and decrease carbon emissions from
vehicles. President Trump expressed pride in the decision, and his agencies described it as “the
largest deregulatory initiative of this administration.”137 This action was not isolated. As of July
2020, the Trump administration had reversed nearly 70 other environmental rules and was in
the process of rolling back at least another 30.138
Not deterred by federal rollbacks, California—the fifth largest economy in the
world139—sought to enforce tighter fuel efficiency standards than the federal government. Over
two million cars are sold in California each year, making the state a significant participant in the
American car market. Six car manufacturers stated they would voluntarily comply with
California’s fuel efficiency standards.140 But rather than let California proceed to work with the
car makers to advance climate goals, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and the U.S.
Department of Transportation sternly cautioned California, threatening “legal consequences” if
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the state did not walk away from its agreement with those companies.141 The federal
government also launched preliminary antitrust investigations against the companies.142
In a separate incident, California tried to institute a greenhouse gas reduction program
that included partners from Quebec, Canada. The federal government sued and argued that the
U.S. Constitution prohibited states from making direct agreements with foreign
governments.143 This did not stop the governor of California, however, from issuing an
executive order in September 2020 aimed at reducing carbon emissions by requiring the state’s
Air Resources Board to develop regulations mandating that all new passenger vehicles sold in
the state after 2035 produce zero emissions.144
This fractured state versus federal approach to climate policy thwarts genuine and
necessary progress on climate policy. As a senior policy adviser for the State of Washington
noted, “When it comes to efficiency or energy standards, when it comes to fuel-efficiency
standards for cars, it’s much easier to do that at federal level. …. No one wants fragmented
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standards, but that’s unfortunately what you get when you oppose everything at the federal
level.”145

B. International Action
The Paris Climate Accord is the most prominent example of how the Trump
administration’s resistance to recognizing the climate change threat and advancing climaterelated security policies has affected U.S. international and diplomatic engagement. At present,
there are 197 signatories to the Paris Climate Accord. It is the leading mechanism through
which UN members collectively pledge action. Representatives of the United States helped
negotiate the agreement during the Obama administration, but in June 2017, President Trump
announced his decision to withdraw the country from it.146 On November 4, 2019, the United
States formally began the withdrawal process, and the withdrawal was effectuated on
November 4, 2020. The United States is the only country to renounce the Accord and one of
only a handful not to at least be a signatory.147
The United States’ withdrawal from the Paris Accord and other international
agreements148 has sparked backlash domestically and drawn rebuke and criticism from the
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international community.149 It is amid this challenging backdrop that those working on all 4 Ds
of U.S. national security (diplomacy, development, democratic governance, and defense)
nevertheless have been trying to engage international partners to address climate change
threats. President-elect Biden has pledged that the United States will rejoin the Paris Accord
and reengage in international climate efforts. He has also pledged a multi-prong policy plan to
address climate change and promised to strengthen the United States’ relationships with
international partners. Such actions are likely to be welcomed by many in the international
community and in the United States, but they are unlikely to come easily. Not only must the
United States step into Accord discussions that have evolved since the United States announced
its withdrawal, but it must do so while also working bilaterally, multilaterally, and globally to
repair and solidify its other international commitments and democratic partnerships.150
The Bureau of Oceans and International Environmental and Scientific Affairs (OES) of the
U.S. Department of State (DoS) has been the DoS bureau most closely involved in climate
change and U.S. international climate policy.151 Within its responsibilities is representing the
United States at the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC).
Responsible for landmark developments such as the Kyoto Protocol and the Paris Accord,
UNFCCC is the main international body tackling climate change.152 Arctic issues also fall within
OES’ purview.153
On July 29, 2020, the Trump administration created a new “Coordinator for the Arctic
Region” position within the State Department.154 As described by DoS, this coordinator is “the
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principal advisor to the Secretary and the Deputy Secretary on all Arctic matters” and “will lead
and coordinate the Department’s policy-making and diplomatic engagement on Arctic-related
issues to advance U.S. interests in the region related to safety and security, sustainable
economic growth, and cooperation among Arctic States to support and strengthen the rulesbased order in the region.”155 This also includes engagement with the Arctic Council. Many in
the Arctic policy community welcomed this announcement as a promising avenue to promote
interdisciplinary policies for that region, including possibly on climate.156
International reengagement on climate issues is essential for U.S. security. As a recent
Council on Foreign Relations report underscored, climate change is “the planet’s gravest
existential threat, requiring urgent global cooperation.”157 Despite being a national security
issue “that will shape the decades to come,”158 it is one for which military and other
government security experts conclude that DoS and other government agencies tasked with
responding to its threats are unprepared159 or “currently inadequately postured.”160 If the
United States is going to reemerge as a global leader on climate security issues and make
necessary progress domestically to increase its climate resilience, it must prioritize climate
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change as a national security and foreign policy priority and make cohesive and intersectoral
government policies that bridge lacunae between its federal and state approaches.

IV.

Recommended Ways Forward
The United States government’s fractured and fragmented approach to climate change

has hampered those attempting to fight against and prepare for its impacts. To prepare for
climate threats, the United States needs both a whole-of-government and a whole-of-society
approach. Decisive, coordinated action is essential to avoid social and economic destabilization,
and, in turn, political destabilization.
To do this, we first need to acknowledge that climate threats and opportunities, like
those in health, are intersectoral in nature. We must consider impacts on hard security, the
economy and sustainability, technology and research development, human security, diplomacy,
democracy, and development. To do this effectively, the federal government must move
forward with security policy from a baseline that recognizes and accepts that climate change is
a security threat. In addition, it must actively engage with state and local government leaders as
well as nongovernmental partners, including economic actors, civil society groups, scientists,
and individuals most likely to be affected by climate change’s security impacts.
At the federal level, Congress has significant power and ability to strengthen our climate
security resilience and promote whole-of-society action. If Congress chose to do so, it could
strengthen environmental legislation such as the Clean Air and Clean Water Acts, tighten
carbon and fuel emissions standards, fund additional climate-related scientific and tech
innovation, provide budgetary support for agencies’ new climate security efforts, create
incentives for the private sector and state/local governments to address climate change’s
threats, and generally advance policies that promote climate resiliency.161 Congress also could
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require executive agencies and departments to do more to study and consider climate impacts
on their operations and strategies, as Congress has done with DoD.162
Climate change is a national security issue, and national security should be a
nonpartisan issue. Climate security-related policy action and legislation should present
opportunities for bipartisan cooperation, interagency/intergovernmental strategic planning,
public-private partnerships, and diverse coalition building. Yet given the anticipated partisan
makeup of Congress in 2021, 163 it is unlikely we will see sweeping federal legislative action
addressing the full intersectoral nature of the climate threats.164 Hyper-partisanship within
state legislatures may also hinder new climate legislative action on that level.165
Whether or not Congress or state legislatures act, however, the Biden-Harris
administration can take executive action to de-fracture U.S. climate security policy and advance
climate goals.166 President-elect Biden and Vice President-elect Harris ran on a platform that
recognized climate change as a national security threat. They have promised to “fully integrate
climate change into … foreign policy and national security strategies, as well as [the U.S.]
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approach to trade.”167 They promised sweeping executive orders on “day one” to put the
United States “on track” “to achieve a 100% clean energy economy and net-zero emissions no
later than 2050,”168 and they pledged significant economic investment across multiple societal
sectors including in energy and climate research, housing, tech, infrastructure, trade, and lowcarbon manufacturing. They carried climate change into their transition planning, declaring it
one of four priority issues for their administration.169 Less than three weeks after the election
was called for the Biden-Harris ticket, President-elect Biden named former Secretary of State
John Kerry as his special “Presidential Envoy for Climate”—a cabinet-level position; in the role,
Kerry will also sit on the National Security Council.170 As climate experts have noted, this
appointment shows the new administration’s commitment to its campaign promises on climate
change, including for the United States to rejoin the Paris Climate Accord.171
Kerry’s appointment and the promise to rejoin the Paris Accord are a promising start,
but they cannot alone remedy the policy fracturing that has happened across federal, state,
local, private, and civil structures across the country. They also cannot alone implement the
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sweeping climate policy goals172 the incoming administration has set. Meeting these goals will
require coordinated teams focused on climate security not only in the traditional national
security offices, but also across the federal government. It will also require having personnel
with decision-making power ready to act on these issues from day one of the new
administration.
To that end, the incoming administration should consider these actions to build a
framework through which to pursue its greater climate security policy goals:
In the first 100 days
•

Prioritize climate-related appointments and staffing:
o Name a senior-level official in each executive agency/department/office to
coordinate that entity’s climate policy portfolio;
o Expand the Climate Security Advisory Council to bring together those senior-level
officials (including the Department of Defense) to facilitate climate policy
coordination across federal agencies/departments/offices173;
o Retain the new Senior Coordinator for the Arctic Region position, recognizing the
importance of the Arctic region to climate security and wider military strategy;
o Incorporate climate expertise into every executive agency/department/office’s
policy team, not only in traditional national security offices; and
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o Prioritize making climate-related appointments that do not require congressional
confirmation to ensure that the new administration can act on these issues as
soon as possible following the inauguration.174
In the first year
•

Recommit to international climate engagement through the Paris Climate Accord and
other international outreach:
o Reengage the Arctic Council on climate issues and ensure that the new Arctic
Coordinator has sufficient staff and funding to carry out the position’s broad
mission;
o Promote strategic science and technology research domestically and work with
international sovereign, private, and civil partners to coordinate on climaterelated science and tech developments across borders;
o Incorporate climate-mindful provisions into future trade and other international
agreements; and
o Include climate expertise on trade and treaty negotiation teams.

•

Bridge the gap between state and federal climate policy:
o Establish a blue-ribbon commission of state/federal/local leaders, climate and
technology experts, industry and civil society leaders, educators, climate justice
and public health experts, and Indigenous representatives to identify best
practices on climate resiliency at the state and tribal levels as examples for other
jurisdictions and at a federal level.
The above recommendations are just a start. Several nonpartisan expert groups have

provided detailed recommendations and guidance for how to reform defense, diplomacy, and
other government structures and to pursue economic policies in ways that would prioritize
climate security issues and advance climate security goals.175
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V.

Conclusion
The COVID-19 pandemic is a stark reminder of the need for a whole-of-society, whole-

of-government approach to existential security threats. The virus may have first appeared to be
a geographically limited public health issue. But after seeing COVID-19’s initial impacts in Italy
and elsewhere, countries learned quickly that if they did not take definitive action at all levels
of government, the economy, and society, the impacts could be catastrophic. Within weeks, the
virus devastated the U.S. economy176 and international commerce,177 deeply impacted U.S.
military readiness,178 overwhelmed the U.S. health care system,179 and paralyzed state, federal,
and local safety net and governance mechanisms.180 Policy and governance experts have
concluded that fractured and siloed approaches to combatting the virus fueled the virus’ spread
and thus the severity of its impacts.181
As climate researcher Kate Guy noted, COVID-19 can be seen a stress test on our
governance institutions, “exposing their vulnerabilities but also providing the urgent impetus to
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build new resilience.”182 With over 266,000 American lives already lost to the virus by
Thanksgiving,183 some would say it is a stress test the United States has failed.
And yet, the impacts anticipated from climate change are greater than those of the
COVID-19 pandemic. Data, intelligence, legal, and other experts have pleaded with America’s
policy leaders to take bold action to address climate security threats and injustice. Former
Secretary of Defense James Mattis stated plainly in his 2017 confirmation hearings that not only
is climate change a threat to national interests, it “is a challenge that requires a broader, wholeof-government response.”184 Just as it touches nearly every sector of our society, economy, and
security structures, so too must our response and our preparations for those impacts. Given the
urgency, policy coordination across sectors is essential.
Climate may be the threat without a face, but as national security experts Hon. Sherri
Goodman and General (Ret.) Gordon Sullivan wrote, “Imagine if the United States had really
known Pearl Harbor was coming, or 9/11. There’s still time to mobilize as only America can, but
not much time.”185 The time to act and prepare for the greatest security threat to our nation
and the world has come. We cannot afford to wait.
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