Climate change poses threat to Mideast security, report warns

Climate change poses potential threat to security that could lead to conflict in the Middle East, a report presented Tuesday at the American University of Beirut (AUB) by Oli Brown of the International Institute for Sustainable Development (IISD) says. Brown co-wrote the report, which is entitled "Rising Temperatures, Rising Tensions: Climate Change and the Risk of Violent Conflict in the Middle East." Brown said the report's aim was to explore potential connections between climate change and conflict in the region and to generally raise awareness of the issue. 

He added that IISD had conducted fieldwork on climate change and conflict in West Africa, and that the potential linkages between the two issues were comparatively "more serious" in the Middle East than in West Africa. 

Past conflicts in the Middle East have led to the destruction of infrastructure, to money being spent on weapons that could have been spent elsewhere and has cut off some peoples' access to land and resources, Brown said. Conflict in the region has also fostered distrust and a "zero-sum" approach to resource negotiations, and has made regional cooperation on resource management projects difficult if not impossible, he added. 

Brown also said the lack of a Palestinian state makes it difficult for Palestinians to engage at the international level on climate change and its effects. 

He added that these legacies of conflict in the Middle East amplify the challenges posed by climate change in the region. 

The report identified six main potential threats posed by climate change in the region, Brown said. It found that climate change could, potentially, lead to increased competition for scarce resources, decreased food production and decreased economic growth. 

Climate change could also lead to an increase in rural-urban migration, increased strain on civil services and increased resentment of existing refugee populations. In addition, it could potentially result in the politicization and militarization of resources in the Middle East, and also increased resentment and mistrust of the West, if the West is perceived as not doing enough to address climate change. 

Brown said that these threats potentially posed by climate change make conflict in the region more likely, but do not guarantee conflict. People in the region need to be aware of the increased potential for conflict and take steps to address the issue, he said.

The report offers general strategies for reducing the threats to security posed by climate change. It suggests that national governments and authorities in the region work for better agricultural development and disaster planning and for increased water and energy efficiency. It also recommends moving to renewable energy sources. The report also says that all of these aims could be better addressed via cooperation between countries on a regional level. 

Brown said that working for increased energy efficiency and developing renewable energy sources has the most significance for Lebanon, as this would help alleviate the energy crisis in the country in addition to reducing Lebanon's greenhouse-gas emissions. 

However, various members of the audience expressed skepticism that the governments of the region could or would implement the kind of strategies the report suggested. 

Dr. Mutasem El Fadel of AUB's Faculty of Engineering, a panelist for the presentation, seemed to downplay the importance of focusing on climate change in the region.  

After the presentation, Fadel told The Daily Star that population growth and various other factors that contribute to water scarcity have a greater impact on demand for water in the region than climate change. He added that the effects of climate change on the water supply could be offset by better water management. 

Regarding potential causes of conflict in the region, Fadel said the issue of occupied land is the most important, as "with or without climate change," land occupation is still a problem. 

He also added that "we in this part of the world don't cause climate change." 

The IISD report was commissioned by the Danish Foreign Affairs Ministry to "have a closer look [at] how climate change would impact stability in the [Middle Eastern region]," said Danish Ambassador to Lebanon Jan Top Christensen, a panelist at the presentation. Farah Salka of IndyACT, an environmental activist group that, according to Brown, helped IISD set up consultations for the report, was also a panelist. 

The presentation was hosted by AUB's Issam Fares Institute.
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