
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rglo20

Globalizations

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rglo20

Conflicting securities: contributions to a critical
research agenda on climate security

Corinne Lamain

To cite this article: Corinne Lamain (2022): Conflicting securities: contributions to a critical
research agenda on climate security, Globalizations, DOI: 10.1080/14747731.2022.2057093

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/14747731.2022.2057093

© 2022 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

Published online: 12 Apr 2022.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 159

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rglo20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rglo20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/14747731.2022.2057093
https://doi.org/10.1080/14747731.2022.2057093
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rglo20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rglo20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/14747731.2022.2057093
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/14747731.2022.2057093
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14747731.2022.2057093&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-04-12
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14747731.2022.2057093&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-04-12


Conflicting securities: contributions to a critical research agenda on
climate security
Corinne Lamain

International Institute of Social Studies, Political Ecology Group, Erasmus University Rotterdam, Rotterdam, Netherlands

ABSTRACT
Climate change is increasingly presented as a security issue; this ‘climate
security’ discourse arguably imparts an even greater sense of urgency to the
already alarming climate crisis. This article argues that the grounding for this
narrative is thin, while its adoption in powerful avenues and thus its
implications are substantial. Budgets for climate mitigation and adaptation
measures, which often seek to control natural resources by assigning a
monetary value to them, rise steadily. Ironically, climate policies themselves
frequently contribute to socio-environmental conflicts, further marginalizing
the users of land, water and forests. It is therefore important to disentangle
whether and how climate security discourses further shape climate
investments, to identify the key actors involved and to examine the part
they play in socio-environmental conflicts. The article argues that a critical
research agenda, based on but going beyond political ecology, is needed for
more socially and environmentally just climate interventions.
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Introduction

The release of each new report from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)
invokes a greater sense of urgency to act on climate change, amongst scientists, activists, govern-
mental agencies, corporations and citizens, albeit at divergent levels of intensity. This growing sense
of urgency translates into a steady increase in funding streams for climate mitigation and adap-
tation. The most ambitious target of the Paris Agreement of 2015 was to limit global warming
to 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels, primarily by reducing carbon emissions. The most recent
IPCC report has added a call to reduce methane emissions (IPCC, 2021). This requires increased
efforts and may be expected to add to climate funding streams. Climate funding is channelled
through a myriad of mechanisms from public, private and ‘alternative’ sources. Tracking of actual
spending is almost impossible; budgets are vast but hard to estimate, renegotiated over time, and
increasingly lack clarity (Khan et al., 2020). The 2009 Copenhagen Accord and the 2010 Cancun
Agreements pledged US$30 billion for 2010–2012 and an increase of up to US$100 billion per
year by 2020, for mitigation and adaptation in developing countries. It has been estimated that
adaptation alone could cost up to US$300 billion per year by 2030 (Puig et al., 2016). The sums
involved are massive, and a multitude of actors are entering the stage. COP26 in Glasgow in
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2021 once again showed the limitations of agreements amongst states, whilst on the edges of the
climate meeting an unprecedented presence of non-state actors was observed, particularly large
corporations (Tooze, 2021).

A notable aspect of climate politics is that climate change is increasingly presented as a security
issue, following the logic that it would contribute to scarcity of resources, leading to disputes and
increased migration flows. This aligns with pre-existing notions around links between the environ-
ment and conflict, in which ‘scarcity’ is presented as a key causal factor of conflict (e.g.
Homer-Dixon, 1994). However, considering scarcity in such ‘absolute’ terms – a common feature
of mainstream debates – distracts from the political dimension of scarcity; the distribution of
resources (Scoones et al., 2018). Some scholars have countered such Malthusian approaches and
pointed to the central roles played in socio-environmental conflicts by (state, military, corporate)
interests in trade and investments; governmental policies; conservation efforts; control over, and
access to, natural resources; and resource abundance and entitlements (Peluso & Watts, 2001).
While security actors and their narratives are integral to the complex dynamics around conflicts,
this ‘climate security’ discourse has found a broader set of powerful allies. The link between climate
change and security has typically been expressed in alarming terms. Although it has been accused of
mixed messages (Gleditsch & Nordås, 2014), the IPCC has argued that: ‘human security will be pro-
gressively threatened as the climate changes’ (Adger, et al., 2014, p. 758), while the United Nations
Security Council has stated that ‘possible adverse effects of climate change may, in the long run,
aggravate certain existing threats to international peace and security’ (UNSC, 2011, p. 1). Such
warnings do not always specify whose security is being threatened and substantiation for these
sweeping statements is often thin or absent.

This paper proposes a research agenda to analyse the dynamics of climate security discourse
within climate funding streams from a radical political economy perspective, with an emphasis
on viewpoints from political ecology. Political economy poses questions around class relations
and dynamics of production and reproduction. Its central questions, as formulated in relation to
agrarian change by Henry Bernstein, are: ‘Who owns what? Who does what? Who gets what?
What do they do with it?’ (Bernstein, 2017, p. 8). Similar critical questions on capitalism and
how corporations hijack public institutions as well as environmental NGOs, further fuelling the
degradation of the climate, have been brought to the wider public debate by Naomi Klein
(2014). This approach resonates with the ecological Marxist tradition, which explores interrelations
of capital, the environment and humans – highly contentious issues that have been the subject of
fierce debate. James O’Connor introduced the ‘second contradiction of capitalism’ to understand
how the endless accumulation of capital through extraction undermines the social and ecological
sources of reproduction (O’Connor, 1998), while Bellamy Foster used another take on Marx’s
legacy with regard to ecological matters – ‘metabolic rift’ – to explain how the exploitation of nature
for (agricultural) production disrupts natural cycles, leading to environmental degradation (Foster,
1999). These debates are primarily concerned with the tensions around the capital and the environ-
ment, with prominent attention for class dynamics.

This paper focuses on a field that utilizes perspectives from both political economy and ecological
Marxism – political ecology, which is described as ‘a research approach which specifically engages
with the causes and consequences of uneven power relations over natural resources and the environ-
ment’ (LeBillon & Duffy, 2018, p. 240). From this perspective, climate change itself is not considered
to be the key factor driving investments in mitigation and adaption; rather, those are socially
mediated outcomes. Within political ecology, attention has focused on narratives of climate change,
conflict and security; this paper argues that this focus needs to be expanded to include increasing
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climate finance streams. Furthermore, it is suggested that the proposed research agenda would not
only make theoretical and empirical contributions; it would also play an active role in promoting
more ecologically and socially just climate interventions, by applying research approaches in
which knowledge is co-constituted with affected groups, to ensure its relevance on the ground.

Climate change, a driver of conflict?

How well-founded are the concerns about security in relation to climate change? An increasing
number of academic and activist publications view the evidence for a causal link as weak and
often based on (disputed) assumptions. It is argued to be the result of Malthusian reasoning related
to population growth and resource scarcities, rather than political choices about resource distri-
bution – reasons to warn against making the link at all (e.g. Hartmann, 2010; Gemenne et al.,
2014; Buxton and Hayes, 2015). As a number of authors have noted, there is often a particular pol-
itical security discourse at play (Hartmann, 2010; Scott, 2012; Earle et al., 2015; Floyd, 2015). For
example, while the International Military Council on Climate and Security noted that ‘The warning
signs are flashing red’ on ‘the interplay between climate change and violent extremism in the Wes-
tern Sahel’ (Middendorp & Bergema, 2019, p. 1), this link is convincingly refuted by Benjaminsen
and Ba (2019) who found that the motivations for pastoralists to join jihadist movements in Mali
are based on perceived marginalization by a state that fails to respond to pastoralist needs, rather
than on climate change.

The factors behind the ‘climate security’ framing merit attention, not least because it emerges in
arenas that are concerned with developing policy responses to climate change, including some of
the most powerful and influential entities globally. If policies are expressions of the world views of
actors in policy arenas, their position in particular discourses matters. If climate security discourses
dominate, this may have implications for how climate policies are formulated. This point is made
by Buxton and Hayes, with regard to the US Department of Defense and Shell:

We believe that when the world’s foremost military power and one of the world’s most powerful cor-
porations start predicting the future in ways that dovetail, it is worthwhile listening to what they say. For
the way they forecast the future also influences how these powerful institutions are now shaping policies to
deal with climate impacts, which has huge and still largely undiscussed consequences for the rest of us.
(Buxton & Hayes, 2015, p. 3, emphasis added)

Ironically, while those ‘policies to deal with climate impacts’ aim to strengthen adaptation and resi-
lience, they are increasingly contributing to socio-environmental conflicts that undermine exactly
those aims. A growing body of literature is emerging on interrelations between climate mitigation
and adaptation and dynamics of conflict across governance levels and in local implementation con-
texts (e.g. Dabelko et al., 2013; Corbera et al., 2017; Hunsberger et al., 2017). One may conclude,
then, that security concerns should be focused on the effects of climate action rather than on the
effects of climate change itself (Scott, 2012). This counterintuitive position is explored within pol-
itical ecology, in which ‘conflicts’ are understood as ‘a clash of interests, values and norms among
individuals or groups that leads to antagonism and a struggle for power’ (Scheidel et al., 2017,
p. 587). However, whether and how climate security discourses may shape climate interventions
and associated socio-environmental conflict dynamics is mainly absent from these analyses.

Efforts to translate the climate security agenda into action are thus far limited, but may be
expected to increase. A first indication of such action is the Planetary Security Initiative (PSI),
launched by the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Comprising a consortium of think tanks, PSI
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organized four international conferences between 2016 and 2019 that brought together security/
military and governance actors, scientists, NGOs and media, with the aim to ‘develop and promote
policies and good practice guidance to help governments, the private sector and international insti-
tutions manage climate security risks’.1 From this emerged initiatives embedding the climate–
security link in national or regional security strategies and climate responses, such as the aforemen-
tioned International Military Council on Climate and Security (Planetary Security Initiative, 2019).
In another example, climate movement Extinction Rebellion invited Dutch Army General Tom
Middendorp to make the case for urgency in climate action (Extinction Rebellion, 2020). With bud-
gets for climate interventions increasing rapidly, greater understanding of these complex inter-
relations is vital. We need to disentangle whether and how climate security discourses lead to
adjusted climate mitigation and adaptation investments, and through which actors this occurs.
At present, there is a scarcity both of theoretical debate and empirical data: both will be needed
not only to enhance understanding, but also to contribute to more socially and environmentally
just mitigation and adaptation strategies.

Conflicting securities: exploring overlapping concepts

It is our contention, then, that pressing links between climate changeand security are to be perceived
through these mitigation markets and the resource capture and militarisation associated with them. It is
our worry that current discourses that ‘securitise’ climate change are actually part and parcel of these
markets, and thus play a part in bringing about the very insecurities that they might purport to address
(Dunlap & Fairhead, 2014, p. 938)

The nexus between (i) climate security discourses, (ii) climate politics, and (iii) socio-environ-
mental conflicts is examined by Dunlap and Fairhead (2014). Importantly, they call on the research
community to increase the understanding of this problematique. This paper responds to that call by
exploring the three overlapping concepts, as pictured in Figure 1. They will be defined and elabo-
rated in the following sections. It is where the three meet that future research should be focused,

Figure 1. Overlapping concepts.
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centred around the shaping forces of discourses, investments and actors. A final concluding section
outlines five such key entry points that may guide a research agenda.

Climate securities

Climate security discourses are being adopted by powerful actors with potentially huge interests in
the development of climate policies. The roots of the discourses can be traced back to around 2006.
With climate change gaining ground as a field of scientific, political and societal attention, debates
on the link between climate change and security increased. Margaret Beckett, then UK Foreign Sec-
retary, first raised the issue at the G8 and the UN Security Council in 2006 (Scott, 2012). In 2007, a
year after the award of the Nobel Peace Prize to the IPCC and Al Gore had boosted the profile of
climate change on international agendas, an influential report from a group of retired US military
officials was published by the CNA Corporation (Lewis & Lenton, 2015). It outlined the effects of an
‘abrupt climate change scenario’: geo-political instability and possibly war due to resource con-
straints (i.e. food, water, energy). The report explicitly demanded that climate change be moved
from the academic sphere to being ‘a U.S. national security concern’, making it a responsibility
of the sovereign state to protect the nation (CNA, 2007, as cited in Lewis & Lenton, 2015). Climate
change had thus become a national security concern.

How climate security is framed matters, as it guides the formulation, scope and pace of climate
responses, as well as who should benefit (Fleming et al., 2014). After 2007, ‘climate security’ dis-
courses gained ground around four existing frames: national (or state) security, international secur-
ity, human security and ecological security (McDonald, 2013). These frames are standard within
peace & conflict studies, with the first three referred to as ‘vertical security frames’ and the latter
as a ‘horizontal security frame’. The focal point of each of these frames is whose security is at
stake. The first, ‘national security’, treats the nation-state as the reference point, its protection
being the driving principle. State security, alluding to the military sovereignty of the nation-
state, is the original and narrowest understanding of security, although its scope has been broad-
ened; economic damage, risks to critical infrastructure and energy supplies and migration have
been included in debates on climate change and security (Adger, 2010). As the nature and
effects of climate change stretch beyond the nation-state, climate security has become increasingly
related to ‘international security’, the second frame. The concern here is the stability of the inter-
national order, which lacks a defined reference point. There have been numerous debates since
2007 as to whether the UN Security Council should discuss matters of climate change, which
some argue fall outside its mandate. While this remains a matter of controversy, the climate has
been on its agenda since 2011 and since 2018 has been considered a ‘threat multiplier’ (UN
News, 2019).2

The third frame, ‘human security’, emerged in security debates since the 1980s, within the con-
text of growing debates on human development. It focuses on the security of people, rather than
states; the notion of security is stretched and pluralized, with many definitions circulating. Its pre-
mise is the protection of human freedom and human well-being. As such it brings together a range
of intellectual and policy debates, namely foreign affairs, defence, (sustainable) development and
environmental change (Barnett and Adger, 2007; McDonald, 2013). International organizations
commonly frame human security in neutral terms, with limited focus on politics and issues of jus-
tice. This serves the interests of a wide range of actors that transnational agencies such as UNEP and
UNDP need to engage with, but has implications for who benefits from such programmes, and who
does not (Selby & Hoffmann, 2014). Lastly, ecological security has emerged more recently as a
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counter force to the three more traditional frames, representing the need for a transformative shift
in how humanity relates to nature. Compared to the other three frames, ecological security has been
subject to less analysis, to whichMcDonald has recently responded with a proposition for using this
frame rather than others. McDonald positions the ecosystem as the reference point in ecological
security, which fits with the concerns of critical scholars towards climate security in general. It
does so by focusing resilience debates on the system level instead of at the level of the individual
(McDonald, 2021). Hence, the debate on ecological security has only recently taken off and may
offer an alternative that merits further thinking.

McDonald (2013) argues that security discourse ‘naturally moves issues higher up the political
agenda’; framing issues in alarming terms may open ‘policy windows’ that otherwise would have
remained shut (Warner and Boas, 2017). Scott (2012) suggests that the security pathway can oper-
ate as a last resort in instances of non-action: when all else fails it may well be needed. Strategies can
then be adopted that establish or confirm political capital and desired policy choices. The framing
of climate change as a security issue has been noted to have such an effect, while supporting tech-
nocratic, top-down policy-making (Boin et al., 2009). Threats are typically externalized, which has
implications for proposed responses: ‘the climate’ is a risk; migrants from the Middle East or Sub-
Saharan Africa are moving ‘due to increasing drought’. Security logic then hijacks the climate
debate, making it a military issue rather than a developmental one that lies within the democratic
arena and the sphere of civil society (Hartmann, 2010; Boas, 2015). Dunlap and Fairhead (2014)
add that security framing bolsters repressive forces and militarization, enabling the appropriation
of power and control over natural resources. An example of what that could lead to is provided by
Peluso and Vandergeest (2011): development interventions that served as both counterinsurgency
and nation-state building strategies, emerging in the Cold War era. In ‘Political Forests’ in South
East Asian wars, forests provided cover and ground for warfare, facilitating the state in violent cam-
paigns against its populations. The aim was integrating remote villages and their potentially insur-
gent inhabitants into state politics and economics, rather than relocation. Through this, the way
was also paved for massive commercial logging efforts that are still apparent today (2011).
Could this be extended to ‘climate change commodities’,3 as a way of connecting strategies for
counterinsurgency with those for mitigation and adaptation? In that case, too, the issue of how,
and by whom, climate security frames are expressed in the formulation and implementation of cli-
mate interventions will have an impact on outcomes.

Climate politics

Climate change involves a plethora of interests, explicit and implicit, formal and informal, with
their attendant power dynamics and frictions (Hulme, 2009). This translates into social, financial,
material and biophysical effects. The politics of climate change are defined by Franco and Borras:

the dynamics within and between the implicated spheres of social structures, institutions and political
agency – namely, social relations; policies, treaties, laws, procedures, norms; projects, programs, narra-
tives, ideas, advocacies, social mobilizations and movements, rumors, or gossips – separately or collec-
tively, and among and between different social classes and groups within the state and in society that set
and shape the meanings of climate change, its causes and consequences, how it can be addressed, by
whom, where and when. (Franco & Borras, 2019, p. 192)

The authors call on academia to focus on the ‘informal and indirect manifestations of climate
change politics’ (2019), as research tends to privilege formally constituted policies and projects.
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Additional empirical data are needed to understand the interplay of the formal and the informal
throughout the formulation and implementation of policies and projects. This would shed light
on how climate politics operates in the translation of mitigation and adaptation schemes, and
which discourses, actors and investments are the driving forces.

The formulation of such mitigation and adaptation schemes, as part of the recent history of
long-term climate agreements, is a highly politicized process. In contrast to conventional expec-
tations of policy-making via rational, linear pathways, informed by available evidence, leading to
policy documents that are implemented as designed (Keeley & Scoones, 2003), the processes
through which climate policies are formulated, developed and implemented are messy, non-linear
and contested. Given the context of competing interests and claims, policies tend to be formulated
in narratives that allow actors room for manoeuvre. The framing of issues and pathways to sol-
utions aims to avoid political expressions that may provoke resistance. This underplays and renders
invisible inherent frictions and has implications for social and ecological outcomes (Keeley &
Scoones, 2003; Karlsson et al., 2018). Within multi-level governance mechanisms, discourses are
shaped and negotiated to accommodate the different levels. Similarly, in the translation from policy
to practice actors make effective use of the leeway provided by broad formulations to press their
own interpretations. Powerful actors are able to assert their dominance through this process of
translation (Mosse, 2005), so that policies become expressions of the world views of policy actors
through particular discourses. Discourse functions as ‘a shared way of apprehending the world’,
which ‘enables those who subscribe to it to interpret bits of information and put them together
into coherent stories or accounts’ (Dryzek, 2005, p. 9).

It has long been argued that ‘development’ policies are based on Western world views with fixed
ideas on what constitutes ‘progress’, adding to the problems the policies aim to address (Escobar,
1995). This also applies to debates around climate responses, which are built on assumptions
regarding the need for economic growth. Little reference is made to social and political aspects
such as the division of wealth globally and consumer patterns (of elites) driving climate change.
Substantially more effort has been assigned to mitigation than adaptation, where the latter
would mainly benefit the Global South, where effects of climate change are felt most. Large-scale
infrastructural or technological investments dominate (Keely & Scoones, 2003; Karlsson et al.,
2018), and the framing of universal solutions such as ‘ecological modernisation’, ‘green govern-
mentality’ or the broader ‘sustainable development’ put certain actors in a commanding position
(Wesselink et al., 2013). The state or the market – and in some instances NGOs – are presented
as central to the pursuit of economic growth as the solution to environmental issues.

There have been calls for a structural reorientation of economics, which has driven climate
change: ‘the mainstream economics that has been dominant for so long, and which continues to
drive profound existential crises today, must once and for all be scientifically discredited, academi-
cally delegitimized, and socially rejected’ (Gills & Morgan, 2021, p. 1081). One result of the appli-
cation of mainstream economics is the assigning of monetary value to nature, thereby including it
in the neoliberal economic system (Bäckstrand & Lövbrand, 2006; Arsel & Buscher, 2012). Two
notable examples of international climate finance schemes are the Clean Development Mechanism
(CDM) and Reduced Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation (REDD+), which both serve
mitigation and adaptation purposes through carbon markets. The basic premise of CDM is to allow
industrialized countries to meet their offset targets4 by investing in emission reduction projects in
the Global South, mostly in the field of renewable energy. Another means of mitigation adopted in
the Paris Agreement is ‘removals [of carbon] by sinks’, largely aimed at preventing deforestation
and degradation of forests, with REDD+ as the key mechanism for conservation and ‘sustainable
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management’ efforts. After years of contention around their functioning and implications, both
CDM and REDD+ have been declared ‘dead’, or at least at death’s door. Some welcome this and
hope it heralds the end of market-based mechanisms in a more general sense (Peckham, 2015;
Fletcher et al., 2016). CIFOR concludes that after 10 years, REDD+ is in need of thorough trans-
formation if it is to contribute towards mitigation (Angelsen et al., 2018). Nevertheless, with
increasingly alarming IPCC reports, the scale of investments in mitigation and adaptation is
expected to increase substantially, be it through CDM and REDD+, or other similar schemes.

Socio-environmental conflict dynamics

The mitigation and adaptation schemes that have been in play since the Kyoto Protocol primarily
centre around natural resources – land, water, forests, energy. Supply, access and use of natural
resources are inherently characterized by unequal power dynamics across (groups of) owners
and users, potentially leading to conflict. A broader understanding of conflicts sees them not as
‘events’ but rather as ‘processes’ (LeBillon & Duffy, 2018): conflicts do not emerge as sudden erup-
tions of violence, but rather they are matters of structural inequity and injustice. Conflicts around
land, water and forests related to mitigation and adaptation in the Global South have been widely
reported (Dabelko et al., 2013; Corbera et al., 2017; Hunsberger et al., 2017). Investments in carbon
markets have been contested for their intentions as well as their effects. For example, around 30% of
funds available through CDM is spent on hydropower dams – presented as a form of ‘green energy’
– adding detrimental environmental and social effects to existing unsustainable dam practices
(Haya & Parekh, 2011). Questions have been raised, for instance, about financial flows related to
dam construction for hydropower development in the Eastern Himalayas, with Ahlers et al.
(2015) arguing that attracting corporate actors is more of a priority than climate mitigation. Fram-
ing hydropower as ‘green energy’ is questionable, given its major negative impact on hydrogeolo-
gical processes as well as the livelihoods of water user-groups. ‘Indeed, in a highly complex
geological, ecological, cultural and political context that is widely regarded to be especially vulner-
able to the effects of climate change, hydropower as a development strategy makes for a toxic cock-
tail’ (2015, p. 195). Similarly, demand for biofuels5 (so-called ‘flex crops’) as part of climate
discourse and anti-deforestation schemes intersect with land grabbing in Myanmar and Cambodia.
In post-conflict contexts – both countries have recent histories of civil war – climate finance builds
upon existing contention over land (Woods, 2015; Work, 2015). REDD+ should contribute to miti-
gation through protection of forested areas by carbon payments, and to adaptation, for example by
transforming livelihoods through which traditional practices of forest-users become ‘less damaging
to forests’. In Nepal, issues around procedural, distributive and capabilities justice have been
recorded vis-à-vis the national REDD+ development process. Being largely generated from the
capital, Kathmandu, many could not participate in the process and some (e.g. Dalits and landless)
were not included (Satyal et al., 2019). Similar tensions are documented in the Environmental Jus-
tice Atlas (see Temper et al., 2015; Corbera & Schroeder, 2017).

Harvey (2004) defined resource-related conflicts as ‘accumulation by dispossession’ – natural
resources expropriated by forces of capital. Those whose livelihoods depend on those resources
are expelled or incorporated into the new capitalist undertakings. Put differently, dominant
socio-economic classes and political elites are favoured in the distribution of resources, marginaliz-
ing poorer resource users. This is also central to debates on land grabbing, which intersect with
controversies around mitigation and adaptation. Control is emphasized in the following definition:
‘land grabbing is essentially control grabbing. It refers to the capturing of power to control land and
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other associated resources like water, minerals or forests, in order to control the benefits of its use’
(Franco et al., 2013, p. 3). Land grabs most affect those that are disadvantaged along intersectional
categories: class, caste, gender, age (Martinez-Alier, 2016).6 A complementary debate focuses on
‘green grabbing’: ‘the appropriation of land and resources for environmental ends […] an emerging
process of deep and growing significance’ (Fairhead et al., 2012, p. 237). Common to green grabs is
the narrow focus on economic value, ignoring social, cultural and political meanings and values of
resources for users. The resource grab is not a new phenomenon as it builds on neo-colonial appro-
priations, but the motivations have changed as a result of ‘green agendas’ and the scale has
increased dramatically (Fairhead et al., 2012). In the context of climate change, the concept of
green grabbing is deepened to cover more indirect and subtle, including spill-over, effects of climate
investments (Franco & Borras, 2019). More recently, there have been calls for more critical research
on ‘green militarisation’ – the engagement of the military in nature conservation, for example in
anti-poaching efforts. It is argued that this may lead to a greater willingness to use violence,
with socially and environmentally detrimental implications. There is so far only a partial grasp
of these implications, and their intersections with broader social, political and economic contexts
(Duffy et al., 2019), and there is limited research into ‘security’ (in terms of discourse, investments
and actors) as a potential element of control in green grabbing. This paper suggests further concep-
tual and empirical contributions are needed.

Some first indications of interventions that serve this dual aim of ‘climate and security’ can be
observed. Through the Planetary Security Initiative investments were launched that explicitly aim
to contribute to mitigation and/or adaptation as well as to ‘security’, such as an agricultural project
in Iraq and an initiative for Greening the Sahel, both of which are presented as contributing to
‘stability’ (Planetary Security Initiative, 2019, 2020a, 2020b). It is salient to analyse how the addition
of a ‘stability’ objective alters power dynamics, whether this implies a different combination of
actors and types of investments, and with what implications for who does (or does not) benefit.

Towards a critical research agenda

The growing sense of urgency around climate change action is leading to increasing investments by
an expanding number and variety of actors. We therefore need an enhanced understanding of the
forces that mutually shape climate security discourses, investments for mitigation and adaptation,
and socio-environmental conflicts around land, forests and water, to contribute to the theorization
of important debates that may have enormous impacts on large populations and the environment.
This paper has explored three key concepts and hinted at convergences between them. In this final
section, five such convergences are highlighted (positioned as in Figure 2) and are proposed as units
of enquiry for a critical research agenda, from a political ecology perspective and beyond. These
analytical entry points are not exhaustive; rather than setting out a delineated focus area, they
serve to spark ideas for further investigation.

The various understandings of conflict

Firstly, there is divergence on how conflict is understood. Within debates on accumulation by dis-
possession and green grabs, climate interventions are understood to contribute to conflict as
broadly defined, whereas within security debates conflict is often understood as violent clashes.
This divergence in itself has been argued to have (political) implications:
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In essence, the notion of conflict in state and mainstream academic discourse has either been sculpted
surreptitiously to exclude or is blind to the everyday structural violence and conflict stemming from
state and economic forces that protect and facilitate the progress of economic growth and its underside
– the industrial degradation of the natural environment – climate change. (Dunlap & Fairhead, 2014,
p. 947)

Whether and how understandings of conflict within climate security discourses clash with realities
of conflict on the ground needs to be more fully explored. Key questions for enquiry could centre
on how conflict dynamics are interpreted in and by the various discourses and actors involved, how
these interpretations coincide or differ, and with what implications.

The value assigned to nature in climate investments

A second convergence centres around how value is assigned to nature in mitigation and adap-
tation. The practice of giving economic and financial value to (the use of) natural resources in
development interventions has been labelled ‘Nature™ Inc.’ by Arsel and Büscher (2012). This
neoliberal practice – presented as an ‘innovative solution’ to climate change through the
option of carbon trading schemes – is critiqued for not addressing the root causes of carbon
emissions (Arsel & Büscher, 2012; Corbera et al., 2017; Hunsberger et al., 2017). Conflict
dynamics are intertwined with (post-)colonial processes of environmental appropriations
which benefit those in power while disadvantaging resource users. It is suggested that commo-
dification of nature is tied up with climate security discourses, allowing corporate and security
actors to define and control value (Dunlap & Fairhead, 2014). Greater understanding is there-
fore needed of whether and how the climate security discourse contributes to perceptions of
value in the formulation and implementation of climate mechanisms. Key points of enquiry
focus on who defines (which?) values for forests, water and land within climate mitigation
and adaptation efforts, who benefits or is negatively affected, and with what effects for conflict
dynamics?

Figure 2. Analytical fields of study.
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The role of the military in climate interventions

Thirdly, security discourses often include military strategies or interests. Military actors appear to
be increasingly involved with climate change which provides them with a new raison d’etre. Climate
efforts build on histories of (socio-environmental) conflicts, often inflaming existing and creating
new patterns of violence, to which states respond with more repression and surveillance, requiring
extensive financial outlay (Buxton & Hayes, 2015). Some have argued that natural resources have
been appropriated, often violently, as part of state-territorialization strategies (Peluso & Vanderge-
est, 2011; Dunlap & Fairhead, 2014). The militarization of conservation, including anti-poaching
measures, has been labelled ‘green militarisation’ (Duffy, 2014) and even ‘green wars’ (Büscher
& Fletcher, 2018). Research is needed on interrelations between mitigation and adaptation, and
state–military approaches. Here, important issues include determining whether, and if so, how,
the military is involved in climate mitigation and adaptation initiatives and whether this builds
on pre-existing state security/military approaches.

The role of corporate interests in climate interventions

A fourth convergence is the prominence of corporate actors in climate finance schemes. The com-
modification of nature through carbon markets attracts corporate actors, as does the shift to renew-
able energy and ‘sustainable’ technologies such as carbon capture, which offer potential for huge
returns. It is argued that mitigation measures have provided millions of dollars to companies as
carbon credits through the CDM, or through subsidies meant for smallholder reforestation (Dun-
lap & Fairhead, 2014; Klein, 2014). Major security investments benefit the private sector in the form
of government intelligence, private security firms, surveillance, etc. (Buxton & Hayes, 2015). Under
the term ‘corporate counterinsurgency’, advice is offered on how to ‘mitigate violence and promote
market stability in areas where resource extraction corporations operate’; corporations are advised
to divide communities strategically to limit risks for investments due to violence and uprisings
(Dunlap & Fairhead, 2014, p. 952). Whether corporate interests, aligned with state security, are
indeed prioritized over ecological or local resource users’ interests in climate investments needs
empirical investigation. A key enquiry here could be the climate security discourses espoused by
corporate actors and whether and how they translate into investments.

Alternatives for energy and valuing forests

The fifth area for critical research is the importance and relevance of international climate schemes
and whether alternatives are possible. Scrutiny could focus, for example, on CDM-sourced hydro-
power investments and REDD+ investments. Clearly, hydropower dams have not suddenly
emerged in relation to climate mitigation: the surge in their construction in the 1980s and their
more recent renaissance are the result of ever-growing energy needs. Sub-Saharan Africa and devel-
oping Asia account for 97% of the global population without access to energy. Hydropower dams
are presented as favourable solutions to fulfil this need (Siciliano et al., 2018). It has been argued,
however, that dams often do not supply energy to the populations most in need, but rather to other
segments of society, and that narratives on energy and climate change have helped promote hydro-
electricity (Shrestra et al., 2016). Research is needed to untangle the facts behind actual energy
demand, whether it is indeed increasing, and utilization. Similarly, the basic premise of REDD+
to leave forests standing and to upgrade degraded forests merits analysis. The conclusions of
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CIFOR, reviewing the first 10 years of REDD+, are highly mixed (Angelsen et al., 2018). Ample data
are available on the securitization of conservation (Büscher & Fletcher, 2018); it merits asking
whether this extends to REDD+ allocated forests. A key line of enquiry could be the causes of defor-
estation: are these linked to changes in habits of forest dwellers, or rather of industry? And to what
extent are these framed as security issues?

Cutting across these convergences is the need for knowledge that is relevant beyond academia. A
contribution to more socially and environmentally just climate finance schemes can only be made
by research which is co-constituted with those who are most affected. Scholar-activist approaches,
in which academics aim to contribute to social change through rigorous research and activists
ground their work in academic knowledge, are essential for pursuing the production of knowledge
that is relevant and usable (Borras, 2016). Through such collaboration, different forms of knowl-
edge are acquired – such as activist knowledge and indigenous knowledge – which allow for
increased understanding and its translation into meaningful realities on the ground.

Notes

1. See: https://www.clingendael.org/publication/planetary-security-initiative
2. This led to a rather instrumental agreement to conduct ‘integrated risk assessment frameworks’ and to

‘collect best practices’.
3. By this, I mean natural resources – land, water, forests – that have been assigned monetary value as part

of mitigation and adaptation strategies.
4. As registered under the Kyoto Protocol.
5. The demand for renewable energies, including biofuels, may be expected to rise even more due to the

call made by the IPCC in its latest report for reduction of methane emissions from coal and gas.
6. This has given rise to debates around environmental justice, with a particular focus on equity along

socially differentiated lines. Although these debates are highly relevant to discussions in this paper,
they are beyond its scope and therefore not pursued here.
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