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ABSTRACT 

 

 Climate change is a glo bal matter that will have significantly di fferent regional impacts 

around the globe. Although a great deal of scientific work has gone into understanding the 

impacts of clim ate change, m ore recently, professionals from other fields hav e begun to  

investigate how their particular field will be effected. The possible links between climate change 

and security threats has begun to receive more attention in recent years, and this paper looks at 

this possible link for New Zealand and its national security.  

 This paper takes a first principle approach of initially defining the problem of cli mate 

change. Considerable effort is given towards und erstanding the impacts of climate change from 

both a global perspective and from New Zealand’ s perspective, before looking at the security 

challenges that may arise.  

 The paper takes a closer look at th e changing definitions of security, and explores the 

notion of what constitutes a ‘threat’. Based on this discussion, and taking into account the likely 

impacts of c limate change on New Zealand, the paper concludes that clim ate change does not 

pose a national security threat to New Zealand. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

In the last ten years, the c limate change topic has becom e increasingly important on the 

world stage. It is often one of the key topics di scussed at international meetings such as the UN 

General Assembly, the G8/G20 meeting s, and APEC. Increasingly, governm ents across the 

developed world are issuing their plans to deal with clim ate change, and the international effort 

towards reaching a global agreement on mitigating climate change continues.  

Given all this in ternational focus, the lite rature on the topic of clim ate change is 

expanding exponentially every year , with numerous different views espoused from one extrem e 

of the doomsayers to the other extreme of denial that it is happening. As is often the case the 

truth will lie somewhere in between, but exactly where is the great unknown. For when it comes 

to the im pacts of clim ate change, it is very di fficult to d etermine its e xact effects across the  

globe. The clim ate is an incred ibly complex system that even the world’s g reatest computer 

models struggle to give any f orm of certainty on, and th erefore the top  climate scientists can 

only give pr edictions and not certainties of  what the im pacts of climate change w ill be. Th is 

allows for a huge range of possibi lities, and it is difficult to dism iss these offhand as it is 

possible that any one of them could be accurate.  

The United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) defines climate 

change as ‘any change in clim ate over time, whether due to natural variability or as a result of 

human activity.’1 Although the world’s clim ate has naturally fluctuat ed significantly over the 

history of the earth, a m ore common understanding of clim ate change is the Fram ework 

Convention of Cli mate Change’s d efinition, which is focu sed solely on the warm ing of the  

                                                 
1 IPCC, Climate Change 2007: Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability. Contribution of Working Groups II 

to the Fourth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, ed. L. Parry, O.F. Canziani, 
J.P. Palutikof, P.J. van der Linden and C.E. Hanson. (UK: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 6.  
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planet due to greenhouse gases (GHG) released into the atm osphere due to the activities of 

humankind (known as anthropogenic global warming (AGW).2  

The impacts of climate change are unlikely to happen immediately, but instead will be 

long-term trends that will take p lace over decades and centuries. To a degree, th is allows for  

time to adapt, but also,  to a de gree, takes away any urgency to address the matter. Even with 

planned mitigation strategies the world’s average temperature will very likely increase close to 

2°C at the least, which will have s ignificant agricultural and political impacts in many parts of  

the world, but in particular in the sub tropic zones.3 One of the few certain thing s about climate 

change is that different parts of the globe will be affected quite differently, and the likely areas to 

be hit the hardest are also some of the poorer regions of the world. 

These overall uncertainties bring a huge num ber of variables and indi vidual interests to 

the climate change deb ate, which in turn com plicates climate change prediction s. It is in th e 

interest of some nations and gl obal industries to stat e that humankind is having a very lim ited 

impact and so the world should wait and see what  happens, whereas it is within the interest of 

other nations and certain organisations to say it is a s ignificant problem that needs an immediate 

international mitigation strategy. Although no o ne is sure exactly  how quickly clim ate change 

will take place, or how severe its impacts will be, m any scientists increasingly believe that its 

global impacts (whatever they happen to be) will be worse than originally believed.4  

Given all the interest in climate change, security professionals from both civil think tanks 

and militaries have started to put some focus onto the issue of climate change, to determine if it 

will become a f uture security threat. This matter has been com plicated in recent years by the  

                                                 
2 IPCC, Climate Change 2007: Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability…, 6. 

3 Gwynne Dyer, Climate Change and Security: Risks and Opportunities for Business, (IISS: Lloyd’s 360° 
Risk Insight, 2009), 14. 

4 Ibid., 6. 
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constantly changing definition of s ecurity. So-called security issue s now encom pass a large 

variety of aspects from the ability of a state to ensure its national survival to the protection of the 

rights of an individual. When it com es to climate change, the reality is that every nation will be 

affected differently and therefore an y global statement of whether clim ate change is or is not a 

security threat has limited usefulness.  

Although New Zealand plays its part on the world stage, the reality is it is a very small, 

geographically isolated nation of  four million citizens located in the Southern par t of Pacific 

Ocean. There is over 2 000km of open ocean be tween it and the nearest large land m ass of 

Australia. As a very sm all nation with lim ited resources, New Zealand is ve ry reliant o n 

international trade. New Zealand has a very limited defence budget and must take a very realistic 

view on future security needs. It maintains its status as a good ‘international citizen’ by regularly 

committing its Def ence Force an d other go vernment departments to in ternational stability 

matters, and through maintaining an active involvement with the United Nations.  

New Zealand has accepted that climate change is happening and has been working with 

many other nations to wards an international agreement on m itigating the effects of climate 

change, but New Zealand’s role in m itigating the effects is very minor. Given these factors, and 

the international focus on the issue of cli mate change, it is appropriate to examine clim ate 

change’s security impacts from a New Zealand perspective. 

This paper will discu ss whether clim ate change is a natio nal security threat to New 

Zealand and will argue that althoug h the im pacts of clim ate change w ill potentially cause a 

number of significan t concerns, these will no t constitute a national s ecurity threat to New 

Zealand. 

As the sc ience of climate change impacts is still very imprecise, the best th at can be 

given is possibilities, and whether they are likely , unlikely, or the worse case. This means that it 
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quickly becomes apparent that one must take a very balanced a pproach when looking at climate 

change, and not chase off down a “ra bbit hole” with one possible factor. This in turn m eans that 

a balanced approach must be taken when consid ering whether climate change will be a national 

security threat to New Zealand. Therefore, for this paper a firs t principles approach has been 

adopted by initially defining the likely impacts of climate change and then analyzing whether 

these constitute a national security threat.  

When researching the topic of climate change, it is app arent that most writers seem to 

have come from a particular field of study or pr ofession and have then looked at clim ate change 

and how it relates to their particular field or profession. The result tends to be that the impacts of 

climate change tend to confirm whatever it was that they wanted it to confirm, and as there is so 

much uncertainty around clim ate change impacts it is difficult to prove  them wrong. However, 

this is not useful when talking about threats to security, and in particular to national security. To 

either downplay or exaggerate a national security threat can be ve ry costly in ter ms of both 

money and lives. Therefore, an honest and unbiased approach m ust be taken with the goal to 

ensure that an accurate assessment is made of any possible threats. This paper will attem pt to 

provide that degree of assessment when looking at climate change. 

Following a first principles approach, this paper will have three key c hapters. The first 

chapter will discuss the global impact of climate change. As climate change is a global matter, it 

needs to be  examined initially f rom a global pe rspective. The issues of taking global clim ate 

trends and distilling them  down in to regions and then countries is very im precise and so an 

initial global look at climate change provides a solid grounding in the factors that are potentially 

facing the world in a clim ate changed tomorrow. The majority of the science of climate change 

for this chapter is taken from the United Nations International Panel on Climate Change Report 

from 2007 (IPCC 2007). As there are plenty of sk eptics towards this report, som e of the 
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skeptics’ points of v iew are also  noted. The impacts of clim ate change are broken down into  

primary impacts, and subsequent secondary im pacts. Other than the prim ary impact of sea level 

rise, the majority of possible security concerns or threats will come from the secondary impacts 

of climate change. The secondary impacts include such factors as increased food and fresh water 

scarcity, mass migration, global economic slowdown, and conflict. As the overall effect of these 

secondary impacts generally rely on hum an responses, there lies a huge degree of uncertainty 

within them.  

Chapter 2 discusses the impacts of climate change on New Zealand from both an internal 

and external perspective. Although it is considered difficult to establish exact regional impacts of 

climate change, some broad impacts can be determined. Most research indicates that, at least in 

the short to  medium term, New Zealand will e xperience many positiv e benefits from climate 

change, including longer growing seasons for its agriculture sector  and increased tourism due to 

an extended tourist season. However, some areas of the country will see negative effects as a 

result of increased drought conditions and risi ng storm surge levels. Due to Ne w Zealand’s 

geographic isolation, to a large degree it will be physically shielded from the areas likely to be  

hit the hardest by climate change. It is apparent that the secondary effects of climate change have 

the potential to cause security  issues around the worl d, and, as a good intern ational nation, it is 

likely that the New Zealand Govern ment will chose to continue to get involved with nation s in 

difficulty, regardless of the cause of that difficulty.  

Chapter 3 exam ines ‘what is a nationa l security’, ‘what constitutes a thr eat’, and 

subsequently assesses whether clim ate change is  a national security threat to New Zealand. 

Initially the changing d efinitions of security are discussed, including the concept of  human 

security. The concept of a ‘threat’ is  examined using international relations theory as a tool to 

illustrate different interpretations of a threat. It quickly becomes apparent that although national 
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security should be a point of reference that potential threats can be assessed against, the reality is 

that there are now so m any different ideas a nd possibilities of what constitutes a national 

security threat that its cr itical meaning has been  obscured. Th is chapter will re-emphasize the 

traditional meaning of a national security threat in that the threat must threaten the survival of 

the state, or seriously threaten the standard of living of its inhabitants. Clim ate change does not 

meet these criteria for New Zealand in the short to medium term.  

This paper will conclude that although climate change will potentially cause many issues 

for New Zealand and around the globe, clim ate change is not a national security threat to New 

Zealand. To a large degree, New Ze aland is in a rather fortunat e position when it com es to the 

impacts of climate change.  
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CHAPTER 1: WHAT IS CLIMATE CHANGE AND WHAT ARE ITS GLOBAL 

EFFECTS? 

 

In the 1970s and 1980s, an increasing num ber of scientists became concerned that th e 

industrialization of the globe would start having an effect on the global clim ate.5 In 1988, the 

World Meteorological Organi zation (WMO) and the United Na tions Environment Program 

(UNEP) jointly established the Intergove rnmental Panel on Clim ate Change (IPCC). 6 Its 

mandate was to “assess  the scientif ic information related to clim ate change, to evaluate the  

environment and socio-econom ic consequences of climate change, and to for mulate realistic 

response strategies.”7 The IPCC has produced four reports: 1990, 1995, 2001, and 2007. 8 With 

each successive report, the science of climate change has been refined, and the global acceptance 

that climate change is happening has increased. To  put this into contex t, eleven of  the twelve  

years between 1995 to 2006 were among the twelve warmest years since instrumental records of 

global surface tem perature have been kept (since 1850). 9 However, there ar e still significant 

uncertainties involved with the impacts of climate change due to the massively complex systems 

that make up the global climate. 

In this chapter, clim ate change and its likely glob al impacts will be brief ly discussed to 

lay the foundation for Chapter 2’s discussion on the impacts of climate change on New Zealand. 

                                                 
5 Laura Jones, Global Warming: The Science and the Politics, (Canada: The Fraser Institute, 1997), 5. 

6 Ibid., 5. 

7 IPCC, 2007, Climate Change 2007: Synthesis Report. Contribution of Working Groups I, II, and III to the 
Fourth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, ed. R.K. Pachauri, and A. Resinger, 
(Switzerland: IPCC, 2007), iii. 

8 Ibid., iii. 

9 Ibid., 2. 
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 The chapter will be b roken down into f our main par ts. The f irst part determines the 

causes of climate change, the second part dete rmines the likely global prim ary and secondary 

impacts of climate change, the third par t discusses mitigation and adaptation options and 

problems, and the final part discusses the arguments of the climate change sceptics. This chapter 

will conclude that climate change is happening , and althou gh the exac t effects are uncertain, 

there will be global effects that New Zealand m ust take into account when considering its future 

security concerns.  

 

CAUSES OF CLIMATE CHANGE 

 

The global clim ate can be aff ected through changes in atmo spheric concentrations of 

greenhouse gases (GHGs) and aerosols, solar radiation levels , and ice and land coverage, which 

can all alter the energy balance of the clim ate system.10 The common understanding of clim ate 

change is primarily concerned with the war ming of the planet due to greenhouse gases (GHG)  

released into the atmosphere due to the activities of humankind (anthropogenic global warming 

(AGW)). 

Since the industrial revolution, humankind has become increasingly reliant on fossil fuels 

(coal, oil, and natural gas) to  provide energy. As a conseque nce, global GHG emissions have 

continued to grow exponentially since pre-industrial times. As an example, between 1970 and 

2004 there was a 70% increase in GHG emissions and this rate continues to grow.11  

The IPCC 2007 Report identifies that atm ospheric concentrations of two of the leading 

GHG (CO2 at 379ppm  and CH4 at 1774ppb) in 2005 by far exceed the natural range of these 

                                                 
10 Ibid., 5. 

11 Ibid., 5. 
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gases over the last 650,000 years. 12 The report iden tifies that glob al increases in CO2 

concentrations are prim arily due to m ankind’s use of fossil fuels, with changes  in land -use  

(deforestation and intensive farm ing) providing another significant bu t smaller contribution.13 

Overall, the report states that, “th ere is very  high confidence that th e net effect of human 

activities since 1750 has been one of warming.”14 

 

PRIMARY GLOBAL IMPACTS 

 

The global climate system has warmed 0.74°C over the past 100 years, and is expected to rise by 

between 2°C and 6°C over the next 100 years. 15 Although the lower end of the scale is far m ore 

likely, the upper end cannot be completely disreg arded. The warming to date (and highly likely 

to continue into the f uture) has primarily occurred over the large landmasses and in the high 

northern latitudes, with the leas t warming in the Southern Ocean. This war ming is starting to 

have a number of primary im pacts: the melting of the polar ice cap s, glaciers, and perm afrost; 

rising sea level; changed weathe r patterns; increased ocean  acidification caused by  the highe r 

atmospheric CO2 concentrations, and the possible reaching of a ‘climate tipping point.’ 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                 

12 Ibid., 5. 

13 Ibid., 5. 

14 Ibid.,  5. 

15 Ibid.,  2. 
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Melting of the Polar Ice Caps, Glaciers, and Permafrost 

 

Mountain glaciers and snow cover on average has declined in both hem ispheres. Within 

Asia, over a billion peo ple rely on the snow and glacia l feed rivers f or their wate r needs. A 

significant reduction in these river flows will have a significant human impact in these areas. 

In the Artic, since 197 8 sea ic e has shrunk by 2.7% per decade. 16 Additionally, the 

permafrost has been melting in  the higher northern latitudes causing ground instability issues. 

This is beginning to have an effect on the hum an settlements living within these regions, and is 

increasing ground erosi on along watercourses. 17 Additionally, and potentially f ar more 

catastrophic, is that the perm afrost currently traps a vast a mount of carbon (estim ated 900 

gigatonnes), and as the perm afrost melts this carbon will be released into the atmosphere at a 

rate far in excess of current human GHG emission rates.18  

 

Rising Sea Level 

 

Global sea level has risen since 1961 at an average rate of 1.8 mm /yr and since 1993 at 

3.1 mm/yr.19 This has been caused by a com bination of the thermal expansion of the oceans, 

melting glaciers, and the melting of the land-based polar ice sheets. Large-scale sea level rise (4-

                                                 
16 Ibid.,  2. 

17 S.H. Schneider, S. Semenov, A. Patwardhan, I.Burton, C.H.D. Magadza, M. Oppenheimer, A.B. Pittock, 
A. Rahman, J.B. Smith, A. Suarez and F. Yamin, “Assessing Key Vulnerabilities and the Risk from Climate 
Change,”  Climate Change 2007: Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability. Contribution of Working Group II to the 
Fourth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, ed. M.L. Parry, O.F. Canziani, J.P. 
Palutikof, P.J. van der Linden and C.E. Hanson, (U.K: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 791. 

18 Gabrielle Walker, and Sir David King, The Hot Topic: How to tackle global warming and still keep the 
lights on, (United Kingdom: Bloomsbury, 2008), 81. 

19 IPCC, 2007, Climate Change 2007: Synthesis Report…, 2. 
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7 meters) resulting from the partia l loss of  land based ice s heets is projected to o ccur over a 

millennial timescale, but it cou ld occur in cen turies.20 Even if  successful mitigation strategies 

come into ef fect, sea level r ise has gained substantial inertia and will continu e for many 

centuries.21 Half of the global population li ves in coastal areas, and th e rising sea will affect the 

long-term survivability of many of the lowest lying communities.22 

 

Changed Weather Patterns  

 

The amount of precipitation has generally increased in the higher latitudes and decreased 

in the low to m id-latitude areas of both hem ispheres.23 Effectively, those areas that already get 

high rainfall will become wetter, and those already dry areas will become dryer. Since the 1970s, 

tropical cyclones in the North Atlantic have been increasing in intensity, but there is no evidence 

of an increase in the nu mbers of cyclones. 24 Overall, across the globe it is very likely that all 

regions will experience an increase in the frequency of heat waves and heavy precipitation.25 

 

 

 

                                                 
20 IPCC, 2007, Climate Change 2007: Synthesis Report…, 13. 

21 R.J. Nicholls, P.P. Wong, V.R. Burkett, J.O. Codignotto, J.E. Hay, R.F. McLean, S. Ragoonaden and 
C.D. Woodroffe, “Costal Systems and Low-lying Areas,” Climate Change 2007: Impacts, Adaptation and 
Vulnerability. Contribution of Working Group II to the Fourth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change, ed. M.L. Parry, O.F. Canziani, J.P. Palutikof, P.J. van der Linden and C.E. Hanson, (U.K: 
Cambridge University Press, 2007), 317. 

22 Walker, Gabrielle, and Sir David King, The Hot Topic..., 57. 
23 IPCC, 2007, Climate Change 2007: Synthesis Report..., 2. 

24 Ibid., 2. 

25 Ibid.,  8. 
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Increased Ocean Acidification 

 

The increase in ocean  acidification is due to the increased levels of CO2 in the 

atmosphere. Since 1750 , the ocean  has becom e slightly more acidic with  further in creases in 

atmospheric CO2 concentrations likel y leading to further acidification. 26 Although not yet  

documented, it is expected that increasing acidification of the oceans will have negative impacts 

on marine shell-forming organisms (e.g. corals) and their dependent species.27 

 

Climate Tipping Points 

 

A climate tipping point is when th e climate changes m assively and abruptly. Clim ate 

tipping points include scenarios such as a shutdown of the oceans circulation, massive abrupt sea 

level rise due to the m elting of Greenland and A ntarctica’s ice sheets, and the rapid m elting of 

the Artic permafrost.28 Climate tipping points are the worst-case scen ario when it co mes to the 

impacts of climate change. 

Peter Schwartz and Doug Randa ll from the Global Business Network wrote a paper in 

2003 for the US Department of Defence. In this paper, they explored the impacts of one of these 

worst-case scenarios, namely the slowing or stopping of the ocean’s thermohaline conveyor, and 

its flow on effects on United States security. 29 Although they acknowledged  that such an event 

was unlikely to happen, it did rais e a number of possible global challenges such as the impact of 

                                                 
26 Ibid.,  9. 

27 Ibid.,  9. 

28 Walker, Gabrielle, and Sir David King, The Hot Topic…, 72-83. 

29 Peter Schwartz, and Doug Randall, An Abrupt Climate Change and Its Implications for United States 
National Security, http://www.gbn.com/consulting/article_details.php?id=53, Accessed: 23 January, 2010. 
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reduced human carrying capacity of regions, significant global food production decreases, 

decreased availability of fresh water, and disrupted access to energy  supplies.30 Within their 

scenario, the com bined effect of these would lead to m assive resource com petition amongst 

nations resulting in regional c onflicts and a global change  in the balance of power.  It is from 

such worst-case scen arios that m any of the security con cerns about climate change have 

emerged. It is im portant to realise and acknowledge that these are the unlikely worse case  

scenarios, as opposed to the most likely scenario.  

Although a climate tipping point event is considered unlikely, if one does happen it could 

completely change the global order. Therefore, although they are acknowledged as possible, this 

paper will not focus on them, but will instead ma intain its focus on the like ly primary impacts 

and the more possible secondary impacts of climate change.  

 

 In summary, the primary impacts of global warming - the m elting of the polar ice caps, 

glaciers, and permafrost; rising sea level; change d weather patterns; and increased ocean 

acidification - will co ntinue for centuries even if the current ef forts to sta bilize GHG 

concentrations are successful. This is because o f the large tim e scales associated with climate 

systems, and therefore, the longer it takes to stabilize these GHG concentrations, the longer the 

primary impacts will be felt.31  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
30 Ibid. 

31 IPCC, 2007, Climate Change 2007: Synthesis Report…., 12. 
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SECONDARY GLOBAL IMPACTS 

 

The primary impacts of clim ate change will cause possib le secondary impacts in the 

geophysical, biological and socio- economic systems both across th e globe and within certain 

regions.32 Although the primary impacts of climate change will cause issues by themselves, it is 

the secondary impacts that will potentially cau se the g reatest social, p olitical, economic, and 

security problems in the years ahead. The sec ondary impacts in the geophysical, biological, and 

socio-economic systems are very closely linke d through flow-on effects and feedback loops. 

While the severity of these seconda ry impacts is currently uncertai n, it is predicted that certain 

regions will be affected far greater than others. Although there are numerous possible secondary 

impacts of climate change, the following possible secondary impacts are discussed below as they 

demonstrate how conflict may come about.33  

 

Food and Water Scarcity 

 

Due to a com bination of increasin g temperatures and changing precipitation patterns, 

there is a concern that this will lead  to food an d water shortages in some of the m ore densely 

populated areas of the world. 34 As pointed out by Working Group II of the IPCC 2007 Report, 

changes in the precipitation and snowm elt patterns, including the possible loss of the m onsoon 

                                                 
32 S.H. Schneider, S. Semenov, …, “Assessing Key Vulnerabilities and the Risk…, 781. 

33 See also Ewan Sinclair, “The Changing Climate of New Zealand’s Security: Risk and Resilience in a 
Climate Affected Environment;” Dupont, Alan, and Graeme Pearman, Heating up the Planet: Climate Change and 
Security;  and Busby, Joshua W., “Who Cares About the Weather?: Climate Change and U.S. National Security,” 
Security Studies, 17: 3, 468-504, for further examples and expansion of secondary impacts. 

34 Gabrielle Walker, and Sir David King, The Hot Topic…, 57. 
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rains, could affect approximately 1 billion people in South, South-East, and East Asia. 35 Global 

food production has only been increasing increm entally in recent years, and many of the cereal  

crops are at their upper tem perature limit for germination. 36 Increases in regional temperatu res 

above these germination limits will have an adve rse effect on the harves ting capacity of those  

regions. 

The Working Group II report states, “There is high confidence that cl imate change will 

result in extinction of ma ny species and reduction in the diversity of ecosystem s.”37 Due to the  

complexities of any natural food chain, a reduction in biodiversity could have significant flow on 

effects, including a decrease in food availability. As an example, corals are vulnerable to thermal 

stress and have low adaptive capacity.38 Coral reefs are the breed ing grounds for many of the 

marine species that form the bottom layers of the marine food chain. A significant loss of coral 

reefs could have a s ignificant flow on effect to the marine eco-system, which in turn will affect 

human communities that are heavily reliant on fish as part of their staple diet.39 

As the global population is e xpected to increase to around 9 billion people by the year 

2050, the world’s food resources are going to be stretched regardle ss of clim ate change.40 

Therefore, to blame all future food and water scarcity issues on climate change would be wrong. 

Nevertheless, climate change is likely to m agnify many scarcity issues and create som e scarcity 

issues by itself. 
                                                 

35 S.H. Schneider, S. Semenov, …, “Assessing Key Vulnerabilities and the Risk…, 791. 

36 United Nations, High Level Task Force on the Global Food Security Crisis: Progress Report April 2008 
– October 2009¸ 
http://www.un.org/issues/food/taskforce/pdf/COMPLETED%20UN%20HLTF%20PROGRESS%20REPORT%20
April%2008%20to%20Oct%2009.pdf, Accessed: 09 April 2010. 

37 S.H. Schneider, S. Semenov, …, “Assessing Key Vulnerabilities and the Risk…, 792. 

38 R.J. Nicholls, P.P. Wong, …, “Costal Systems and Low-lying Areas…, 317. 

39 Gabrielle Walker, and Sir David King, The Hot Topic…, 58. 

40 Gwynne Dyer, Climate Change and Security…, 26. 
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Mass Migration 

  

When assessing climate change, it is the area of  mass migration that causes many of the 

international concerns about clim ate change. The alarmists will say th at climate change will 

bring about waves of ‘environm ental refugees’ that will overwhelm other nations, whereas the 

sceptics will say that m igration is a com plex process and that no one fact or will dominate an 

individuals decision to migrate.41 Further complicating the matter is that no clear definition has 

yet been reached on w hat differentiates an environmental migrant from any other type of 

migrant, and whether such a distinction is necessary. There are ongoing international discussions 

on whether the UN d efinition of refugees s hould be expanded to  include environmental 

migrants, or whether th e current definition is suitable regardless of the im pacts of climate 

change.42    

Climate change has the potential to bring about migration due to a number of primary 

and secondary im pacts. As a result of the pr eviously discussed risi ng sea level and food and 

water scarcity issues red ucing the carrying cap acity of certain areas, there lies the po tential for 

significant human migration as people m ove to an area with greater carrying capa city.43 The 

changing precipitation patterns are al so likely to result in an increase in desertification around 

                                                 
41 Olivia Dun, and Francois Gemenne, “Defining ‘environmental migration’” in Forced Migration Review, 

Issue 31, (October 2008), 11. 

42 Maria Stavropoulou, “Drowned in Definitions,” in Forced Migration Review, Issue 31, (October 2008), 
11. 

43 Abdel-Galil Elmekki, “Food Crisis: Their roots in a Country’s Political and Development Crises,” 
Ecology, Politics & Violent Conflict, ed. Mohamed Suliman, (New York: Zed Books, 1999), 240. 
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already established arid zones,  placing more pressure on people in these areas to migrate.44 The 

rising sea will not only result in the gradual loss of land through swamping and increased coastal 

erosion, but will also adversely af fect fresh water availability in  costal areas due to increased 

salinity.45 Weather disasters caused by extreme storm activity in the trop ical areas, including an 

increase in storm  surge as a resu lt of the ri sing sea level, will pl ace further pressures on 

communities in these areas.46 In combination, all these factor s have the potential to cause 

migration. 

The unknown factor is whether this m igration will be internal m igration or external 

migration, and over what time period this migration will occur. In the case  of the Maldives – an 

island nation in the Indian Ocean that is highly likely to be completely submerged by the rising 

sea – the people must migrate externally. However, people in other nations m ay have the option 

to migrate internally. Those m igrating because of extreme weather ev ents or other natural 

disaster have often only tem porary migrated, and will often return to their orig inal place of 

residence when possible. 

Whether people migrate internally or externally, temporarily of permanently, it will place 

considerable pressure on those communities alr eady established in the area whe re the migrants 

may attempt to settle. If this m igration occurs without ef fective domestic and international 

policies to m anage it, it m ay in tu rn cause significant social and econ omic problems in the 

affected areas. 

 

 

                                                 
44 B.C. Bates, Z.W. Kundzewicz, S.Wu, and J.P. Palutikof, Climate Change and Water: Technical Paper of 

the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, (Geneva: IPCC Secretariat, 2008), 20. 

45 R.J. Nicholls, P.P. Wong, …, “Costal Systems and Low-lying Areas…, 317. 

46 S.H. Schneider, S. Semenov, …, “Assessing Key Vulnerabilities and the Risk…, 795. 
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Conflict 

 

As mentioned when discussing climate-tipping points, these events are often theoretically 

linked with an inc rease in globa l insecurity and conflict. As such even ts are cons idered very 

unlikely in the shor t to medium term, this s ection will ins tead focus on the m ore likely links 

between climate change and conflict.  

As opposed to being a source of conflict its elf, climate change is more likely to 

exacerbate current underlying tensio ns within poten tial conflict areas. Climate change may be 

considered a potential catalysis to conflict. As an example, if there are ethnic tension s within a 

certain area, and then clim ate change causes food and water scarcity issues  in that area, then 

tensions are likely to further rise, which may lead into conflict. However, this tension will only 

lead to a security crisis if the local governm ent or the intern ational community is unable to 

provide resolution to the tensions.47  

Research indicates that when it comes to wa ter scarcity, the much-hyped interstate water 

wars are un likely. Possible water w ars are on ly likely to eventuate in a very few areas of the 

globe, and even then only if diplomatic solutions fail.48 When two or more nations share a water 

basin, this does provide a potential source of conflict, but military interstate disputes “are likely 

to be of low intensity and cooperation is a more likely outcome.”49  

                                                 
47 Jef Huysmans, and Vicki Squire, “Migration and Security,” in The Routledge Handbook of Security 

Studies, ed. Myriam Dunn Cavelty and Victor Mauer, (Canada: Routledge, 2010), 171. 

48 Gwynne Dyer, Climate Change and Security…, 21. 

49 Nils Petter Gleditsch,  and Ole Magnus Theisen, “Resources, the Environment and Conflict,” in The 
Routledge Handbook of Security Studies, ed. Myriam Dunn Cavelty and Victor Mauer, (Canada: Routledge, 2010), 
226. 
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Overall, there is no res earch that gives a clear link between clim ate change and  the 

outbreak of hostilities, and it is unlikely to be found in the near future.50 Most of the literature on 

such links is largely speculative.51 

 

Global Economic Slowdown 

 

Over time, the primary and secondary impacts of climate change could result in damages 

to the global market resulting in a global economic slowdown.52 An increase in extreme weather 

events and the rising s ea level could disrupt the already overs tretched world energy supply 

system resulting in signif icant economic downturn. Additionally, increasing temperatures could 

result in a loss of  productivity in the hottes t regions, or will possib ly result in a signif icant 

increase in energy dem ands to po wer air-conditioning systems. However, th e total economic 

impacts from climate change are still highly uncertain.53 

 

 

In summary, the primary impacts of climate change may lead to secondary im pacts such 

as food and water shortages and a loss of prod uctive land, which m ay lead to potential m ass 

internal and external migration, which may exacerbate underlying tensions in zones of potential 

conflict leading to possible futu re conflicts. In combination, the primary and secondary impacts 

may lead to a reduction in the global economy. In general, the climate change secondary impacts 
                                                 

50 Ewan Sinclair, “The Changing Climate of New Zealand’s Security: Risk and Resilience in a Climate 
Affected Environment,” in Climate Change and Security: Planning for the Future, ed. Jonathan Boston, Philip Nel, 
and Marjolein Righarts, (New Zealand: Institute of Policy Studies, 2009), 74 

51 Nils Petter Gleditsch and Ole Magnus Theisen, “Resources, the Environment and Conflict…, 227. 

52 S.H. Schneider, S. Semenov, …, “Assessing Key Vulnerabilities and the Risk…,  790. 

53 Ibid., 790. 
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are more likely to affect the low la titude, less developed areas of the world as  these areas are 

both more sensitive to clim ate change effects, and have less adaptive capacity th an the m ore 

developed areas.54  

However, the science on globa l and regional impacts of climate change is not yet exact, 

and because many of the secondary  effects involve unpredictable human actions and reactions, 

any accurate prediction of secondary im pacts is difficult. Additionally, many of these poten tial 

secondary impacts will take years to  materialize, which will give time for the implementation of 

mitigation strategies and time for some adaptation to take place to these changes. 

 

GLOBAL ADAPTATION AND MITIGATION 

 

Throughout history, societies have de monstrated the ability to m anage the im pacts of 

weather and climate related even ts.55 However, the ability to  adapt is closely linked  with th e 

level of social and econom ic development of the affected soci ety; the higher the level of 

economic and social development of a society, the greater its capacity to adapt to the effects of  

climate change.56 The IPCC 2007 Report notes that “the ca pacity to adapt is dynam ic and is 

influenced by a society’s productiv e base, including natural and m an-made capital assets, social 

networks and entitlements, human capital and institutions, governance, national income, health, 

and technology.”57  

                                                 
54 Ibid., 781. 

55 Kim Haddow,, “The Case for Adaptation,” Global warming, Natural Hazards, and Emergency 
Management, Edited by Jane A. Bullock, George D. Haddow, and Kim S. Haddow. (Florida: CRC Press, 2009), 8. 

56 Gabrielle Walker, and Sir David King, The Hot Topic…, 66. 

57 IPCC, 2007, Climate Change 2007: Synthesis Report…,  14. 
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As the level of social and economic deve lopment is unevenly distributed around the 

world, the ability to adapt to climate change is  also unevenly distribute d. The areas  identified 

previously as those likely to face th e worst e ffects of climate change, are also in many cases  

some of the least developed regions of the wo rld and therefore have limited adaptation and 

mitigation capacity.58 However, even societies with a strong adaptive capacity remain vulnerable 

to climate change extremes.59 As an exam ple, the ability of developing countries to adapt their 

coastlines to the effects of climate change will be more challenging than f or developed nations 

who have more engineering res ources, but it is likely to be fa r more expensive in developed 

nations as greater expectations will be placed on governments to protect private property.60 

Overall, there is sign ificant adaptation potential within the  world’s m arkets and so cial 

systems, but the econom ic costs of adaptatio n are likely to be la rge, largely unknown and 

unevenly distributed around the world. 61 For the geophysical and biological system s, the 

adaptation potential is considerably less than for the human social and market systems.62 

The developed world is star ting to attempt to mitigate the effects of climate change by 

reducing the emissions of GHGs. Such international protocols as the 1997 Kyoto Protocol saw 

nations agree to reduce GHG e missions to their 1990 levels by 2012. 63 However, the economic 

costs of following such an ag reement were high, especially when som e of the larger GHG 

emitters (USA, China, and Austra lia) chose n ot to r atify this p rotocol. Overall, the Kyoto 

Protocol was not successful in reducing global GHG e missions. In 2009, m ore progress was 
                                                 

58 Gabrielle Walker, and Sir David King, The Hot Topic…, 176. 

59 IPCC, 2007, Climate Change 2007: Synthesis Report…, 14. 

60  R.J. Nicholls, P.P. Wong, …, “Costal Systems and Low-lying Areas…, 317. 
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62 Ibid, 782. 

63 Ernest Zedillo, Global Warming: Looking beyond Kyoto, (Washington: Brookings Institution Press, 
2009), 2.  
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made in reaching a global GHG em ission reduction program at the C openhagen Conference; 

although a binding agreement was not achieved.64  

In summary, if GHG e missions are left unm itigated, in th e long-term clim ate change 

would likely exceed the adaptive capacity of natural and human systems.65 As the point at which 

a system’s adaptive capacity is exceeded rem ains unknown, it is importan t that the causes o f 

climate change are mitigated to gain the maximum time to enable natural and human systems to 

adapt to th e effects of clim ate change. 66 Even if current levels of GHG e missions are 

significantly reduced or even just stabilized, the warming effects of the current levels of 

atmospheric GHG will continue for centuries.  

 

THE CLIMATE CHANGE SCEPTICS 

 

As a large amount of international effort is starting to be directed towards mitigating the 

effects of climate change, a num ber of scientists  are sceptical about the causes and im pacts of 

climate change. The scientist s ceptics generally do not deny that  climate change is happening, 

but they do disagree with many of the conclusions of the IPCC’s reports. Some of these sceptics 

are not convinced that human activity is the main contributor to global warming, arguing instead 

that the earth experiences a natural cycle of wa rming and cooling. These sceptics argue that the 

earth climate cycles last tens of  thousands of years, and to focus on the last 1000 years, and in 

                                                 
64 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, UNFCCC Press Briefing on the outcome of 

Copenhagen and the way forward in 2010, http://unfccc.int/2860.php; Accessed: 31 January 2010. 

65 IPCC, 2007, Climate Change 2007: Synthesis Report…, 19. 
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particular the la st 100 years, is s cientifically flawed.67 Many are also concerned with the 

certainty that the IPCC report give s in its conclu sions. They argue that the science is not yet 

clear enough to reach some of the solid con clusions and recommendations found in the IPCC’s 

report. 

An Australian climate analyst John McLean scrutinized the IPCC 2007 Report and, in 

particular, the claim that all scientists involved completely agreed with the findings of the report. 

He found that:  

 

“A total of 308 reviewers comm ented on the final draft, but only 32 

reviewers commented on m ore than three chapters and only five 

reviewers commented on all 11 chapters of the report. Only about half 

the reviewers commented on m ore than one chapter. It is logical that 

reviewers would generally lim it their comments to their areas  of 

expertise, but it’s a far cry from  the idea of thousands  of scientists 

agreeing to anything.”68  

 

Additionally he discovered th at the IPCC editors often ignored the recommendations of 

the reviewers or told the revi ewers they were wrong. He notes that “in other cases reviewers 

tried to dilute the cer tainty being expressed and they of ten provided supporting evidence, but 

their comments were often flatly rejected.”69 

                                                 
67 John R. Christy, “Evidence from Satellite Record,” Global Warming: The Science and the Politics, ed. 

Laura Jones (Canada: The Fraser Institute, 1997), 61. 

68 John McLean, The UN climate change numbers hoax, 
http://www.onlineopinion.com.au/view.asp?article=7553&page=1, Accessed: 23 January 2010. 

69 Ibid. 
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Some scientists es timate that with 1-3° C of warm ing caused by an increas e in CO2 

levels, the global econom y would actually gr ow because of the benefits  provided to 

agriculture.70 Although the IPCC 2007 Report does not agree with this estim ate, due to the 

vastly different regional i mpacts of global cl imate change, whilst many areas may suffer, many 

areas will benefit if they successfully adapt to the changes.  

As climate change is currently a h ot topic, it is be lieved that cer tain institutions use 

climate change “scaremongering” to gain funding for research, and provide research results that 

are skewed towards supporting their views in order to gain futu re funding. Recently the British 

Climate Research Unit (CRU) was found to be pr oviding false climate facts that supported the 

theory of climate change.71 The CRU is one of the key instit utions that the IPCC draws on for 

scientific support, which in tu rn is the report on which many governments base their clim ate 

policy.72 This issue is cu rrently causing a significant stir in the scientif ic climate community, 

although the IPCC has released a statem ent saying it still stands behind the findings of the 2007 

report.73  

In summary, although most scientists agree that the globe is warming, many do not agree 

with the certainty provided in the IPCC 2007 r eport. These scientists argue that the clim ate 

system is too complex and our understanding too limited to provide any real accurate predictions 

for the f uture. However, even am ongst the sce ptics most still think it is in the interes ts of 
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humanity to decrease the levels of CO2 e missions, which is one of the main goals of the IPCC 

2007 Report. 

 

SUMMARY 

 

Climate change can be caused by natural or anthropogenic increases or decreases in the 

level of GHGs in the atm osphere. Current c limate change concerns are focused on the  

anthropogenic GHGs and their global warm ing effect. A warm ing planet has a num ber of 

primary global impacts: melting of the polar ice cap s, glaciers, and permafrost; rising sea level; 

changed weather patterns; and incr eased ocean acidification.  In turn, these have possible flow 

on or secondary im pacts such as f ood scarcity, migration, global economic slowdown, and 

conflict.  

The exact extent of these prim ary and secondary impacts is not certain, but both natural  

and human systems have differing levels of adap tation ability. However, the IPCC assesses that 

without active m itigation policies, the pace of forecasted clim ate change will eventually  

overwhelm these natural adaptation abilities. Current global efforts are focused on agreeing to 

exactly what level of m itigation will be tak en towards reducing G HG emission, but a set 

agreement is still to be reached. Clim ate change sceptics (or those who di sagree with the IPCC) 

tend to agree that global warm ing is happening, but tend to disagree over the cause of the  

warming and what the exact impacts will be. Many of them argue that the science is not yet clear 

enough, and the climate system is too complex for accurate predictions.74 

Overall, when looking to the future eff ects of clim ate change the IP CC 2007 Report 

notes “There are sharp differences across regions and those in the weakest economic position are 
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often the most vulnerable to climate change.”75 Considering the above f actors, the next chapter 

will focus on the current and predicted impacts of climate change on New Zealand from both an 

internal and external perspective.  
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CHAPTER 2: THE IMPACTS OF CLIMATE CHANGE ON NEW ZEALAND 

 

 Although the IPCC 2007 Report acknowledges that it is difficult to predict regional 

impacts of climate change, and even more difficult to predict impacts within a country, it is still 

possible to determine some general impacts of climate change on New Zealand. In this chapter, 

the global impacts of clim ate change - as discu ssed in Chapter 1 - will be narrowed down to 

identify the i mpacts of clim ate change on Ne w Zealand. This chapter will avoid  being too 

futuristic, and will instead concentrate on the like ly impacts of climate change within the next 

century.  

The chapter proceeds in three parts. The first part will demonstrate that the New Zealand 

Government accepts that climate change is h appening, the second part d iscusses the impacts of 

climate change internally to New Zealand, and th e third part discusses the external im pacts of 

climate change on New Zealand. This chapter will conclude that the negative internal impacts of 

climate change will be limited, but the negative external impacts will be more significant. By the 

completion of this ch apter, the f oundations for Chapter 3’s security threat ana lysis will hav e 

been laid. 

 

NEW ZEALAND GOVERNMENT’S STANCE ON CLIMATE CHANGE. 

 

New Zealand’s contribution to global GHG emissions is very small (0.3%), but it has the 

12th highest GHG e missions per capi ta for the developed world. 76 Since 1990, New Zealand’s 

                                                 
76 Ministry for the Environment (NZ), Making Good Decisions – Climate Change Effects, 2007, 

http://www.mfe.govt.nz/publications/climate/making-good-decisions-climate-change-effects-dec07/making-good-
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GHG emissions have significantly increased, but ex tensive pine forest pl anting countered this 

increase, which will mean that New Zealand will meet its Kyoto Protocol obligations by 2012.77 

Although New Zealand’s GHG em issions are re latively high, it ha s established an 

international reputation as a clean ‘green’ coun try. This has enabled it to gain prem ium prices 

from its agricultural exports and has a continued positive impact on its tourist industry.78 It is in 

New Zealand’s interest to maintain this image, and by becoming a more sustainable society this 

will only f urther that image. The New Zealand Governm ent is theref ore generally very 

committed to ‘green’ initiatives, and it sees the fight against global warming as a great cause for 

New Zealand to get behind. 79 The New Zealan d Government is  actively working with oth er 

nations towards a global agreement on climate change following the end of the Kyoto Protocol 

in 2012.80 The previous centre-left Labour Party governm ent had a stated long-term goal of 

making New Zealand “the world’s first truly sustainable nation.” 81 However, the recent change 

to the center-right National Party government has seen a policy change that now advocates Ne w 

Zealand playing its part in the global fight against clim ate change, as opposed to attem pting to 

become a world leader in that fight. 82 This new policy acknowledges that environm entally 

friendly manufacturing and energy production can be more expensive than other techniques, and 

therefore the econom ic reality of implementing such a policy m eans that the N ew Zealand 

                                                 
77 New Zealand Government, New Zealand’s 2020 Emissions Target, 
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economy will suffer in  the short term . This m eans that any rapid  push towards a ‘truly  

sustainable nation’ is economically and politically unfeasible.    

The New Zealand Governm ent is intending on  reducing domestic carbon emissions by 

adopting the Emission Trading Sche me (ETS), wh ich in ef fect will f inancially penalize GHG 

emitters.83 However, the Government acknowledges that New Zealand cannot ‘go it alone’, and 

needs to ensure that it does not econom ically disadvantage itself by im posing strict carbon 

emission rules when its key trading partners are not. 84 The reality is that as a small nation at the 

bottom of the South Pacific, New Zealand ’s environmental policies will have very little impact 

on global GHG e missions.85 Additionally, the recen t economic crisis has m eant that m any 

businesses are currently focused on pressing financial considerations, as opposed to their ‘carbon 

footprint’.86  

The New Zealand Governm ent has provide d significant guidance to its reg ional 

government organizations in rega rds to adaptation strategies fo r a country affected by clim ate 

change.87 It has advised all regional governm ent organizations to seriously consider the impacts 

of climate change on any infrastructure or develo pments with a lif etime of more than 30 years,  

with particular focus on any coastal or water management issues.88 

Overall, it is quite app arent that the Ne w Zealand Governm ent accepts that clim ate 

change is happening and that the activities of  humankind are contributing towards this change. 
                                                 

83 Porter Novelli, Climate Change Leadership Forum, (New Zealand: Porter Novelli, 2009), 4. 
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The government continues to provide regular mitigation and adaptation guidance and directio n 

to both the public and private sector, and is actively involved in international efforts to mitigate 

climate change. However, at th e same time it accepts that New Zealand is a very sm all 

contributor to global GHG emissions, and that it is not in New Zealand’s interest to impose strict 

GHG reductions that harm the national economy. 

 

INTERNAL IMPACTS OF CLIMATE CHANGE ON NEW ZEALAND 

 

The New Zealand Governm ent has dem onstrated that it wants to b e a par t of the 

international effort to reduce the global im pacts of clim ate change, even though the exact 

physical impacts of climate change on New Ze aland are still very difficult to predict. 89 Current 

climate models offer very broad possibilities, but these are still only predictions. A New Zealand 

Ministry of the Environ ment report notes,  “climate change will,  by a nd large, not create new 

risks, but may change the frequency and inten sity of existing risks an d hazards, as well as 

introducing some long-term shifts in climate regimes across the country.”90  

The greatest regional climate variability factor for New Zealand is the El N ino – 

Southern Oscillation cycle.91 This natural cycle often leads to dryer conditions in the eastern and 

northern parts of the country. 92  At present, it is unknown what effect global warming will have 
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on the El Nino cycle,  but curren t research indicates that global war ming will enhance the 

frequency and effects of this event.93  

Climate change will internally affect New Zealand in two key prim ary impact areas: the 

rising sea level, and changed weather patterns. The major global secondary impacts, as discussed 

in Chapter 1, will not have significant impacts internally to New Zealand, but will be discussed 

when addressing the external im pacts of clim ate change on New Zealand.  The two internal 

primary impacts are discussed be low, followed by an examination of New Zealand’s  adaptive 

capacity to climate change. 

 

Sea Level Rise 

 

 Since 1950, the sea level has risen by about 7cm,94 and by 2090 it may have risen 

between 18-59cm.95 By 2050, it is expected  that the north-eastern areas of New Zealand will 

suffer from increased storm severity and coasta l flooding from a combination of sea level rise 

and greater storm surges.96 As a complicating factor, New Zealand is very prone to earthquakes. 

This means that regional effects of sea leve l rise could be negated or enhanced through 

earthquake activity, making exact impact forecasts more difficult.97 
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Coastal development around New Zealand has inte nsified in recent ye ars. In time, the 

rising sea level will re sult in lim ited population displacem ent or expensive engineering to 

mitigate its effects.98 Sea level rise will also have som e limited effects on ground water through 

saltwater intrusion.99 These factors will only increase the gr eater the rise in sea level. However, 

as sea level rise is likely to be a very gradua l process spread over many years, there is time to 

implement policies to adapt to it or to mitigate it. 

 

Changing weather patterns  

 

Although sea level rise  will cause problem s over tim e, the greater impact of clim ate 

change will be from a change in the country’s weather patterns. As a biological based economy, 

New Zealand relies on a r elatively stable and mild environment to get the b est from its 

agricultural and horticultural resources, and its economy is theref ore vulnerable to any 

significant adverse changes in the weather.100  

In general, the changed weather patterns will  likely see the West coas t of New Zealand  

get wetter, while the East coast is likely to get drier. 101 The West coast is very likely  to receive 

more rainfall during winter and less is summer. From a positive aspe ct, this will pro vide more 

runoff for t he South Island hydrop ower generation and will refill the hydro-storage lakes  

following the dryer sum mer, and from a negative as pect, there will be less water available for 
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irrigation during the summ er months.102 It is ve ry likely that the westerly wind s peed will 

increase, further enhancing wind-power generation capacity.103 The northern and eastern regions 

of New Zealand are likely to receive less precip itation, which will have negative flow on effects 

to agricultural productivity, and will see a potential increase in fire dang er.104 Across all of the 

country, including those areas that will lik ely see a decrease in precipitation, the frequency of 

heavy rainfall events is likely to increase.105 

By 2030, increasingly extrem e weather activit y is likely to exceed protection system s 

more frequently, such as flood banks, storm  water drainage systems, and fire brakes.106 Extreme 

weather events are likely to hav e a continued adverse effect on electricity distribution networks 

and other infrastructure, which will cause bl ackouts and a short-term  disruption in econom ic 

productivity.107 

New Zealand’s temperature is likely to increase by approximately 1°C by 2040, which is 

lower than the global average.108 This increase will be unevenly spread across the country, with 

a greater temperature increase in the North an d a lesser increase in the South. 109 Although there 

will be some negative impacts in certain areas, many parts of New Zealand will s ee benefits to 
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agricultural and forestry output due to longer growing seasons, more rainfall and fewer frosts. 110 

Future warming of the climate will initially increase crop productivity, but will also enhance the 

spread of destructive pests. 111 A warming climate will likely prolong the New Zealand summ er 

tourist season, significantly increasing tourism revenue. However, due to its isolation, if tourists 

become more concerned about GHG e mission from air travel, New Zealand m ay suffer 

adversely as tourists steer away from long haul air travel.112  

Although climate change predicts certain im pacts such as reduced precipitation and soil 

moisture levels in ce rtain areas, not all wate r shortage incidents can be blam ed on clim ate 

change. Water use in New Zealand has increas ed dramatically over th e last 50 years throug h 

both a doubling of the popul ation and a signif icant increase in  irrigation, resu lting in water 

availability pressures within certain regions. 113 Therefore, although clim ate change is likely to 

exacerbate water shortages in the eastern and northern regions given the predicted  increased 

frequency of drought, 114 climate change is not the main cause of water shortages at present.  

 

Overall, the weather patterns within New Zealand are likely to change because of climate 

change. In general, this will result in positive returns for New Zealand in the n ear to mid term 

primarily due to increased agricu ltural productivity. Although some areas will see negative 

impacts, these impacts can be adapted too through a change in land use. 
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Adaptation 

 

New Zealand has a hig h adaptive capacity to the prim ary and secondary im pacts of 

climate change, although many adaptation methods will be expensive and resource intensive.115 

The immediate adaptation prio rities are “water and co astal issues, biodiversity, maintaining 

public infrastructure, and prim ary production.”116 Local governm ent bodies have been 

encouraged to reduce predicted climate-induced costs by incorporating mitigating strategies into 

any future work program s, as opposed to c onducting climate change specific program s.117 The 

most vulnerable areas are the costal communities due to the effects of sea level rise. Any internal 

migration due to sea level rise can be m anaged relatively easily, as it is unlik ely to effect large 

numbers of citizens  in a short tim e frame. In many aspects, climate change just adds a new  

dimension to many of the problem s already faced by New Zealand, as opposed to being a new 

problem itself.118  

The following quote taken from the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry report 'Situation 

and Outlook for New Zealand Agriculture and Forestry’ nicely sums up New Zealand’s situation 

when considering its ability to adapt to the impacts of climate change: 

  

“Imagine the country that will cop e best with  climate change. The country 

would be an island state, becaus e oceans smooth out the worst extrem es of 

climate change. It would have a high rati o of coastline to la nd area and be in 

the roaring forties to o ptimize wind power  and ensure p lenty of water. The 
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country would be mountainous to provide hydro-power, be geologically active, 

and have rich volcanic so ils and geotherm al energy. It would also have a 

biologically based economy, because anything you can do with oil you can do 

with plants. In short, N ew Zealand is excep tionally well p laced to ad apt to 

changes created as a result of climate change.”119 

 

Summary 

 

In summary, the inte rnal impacts of climate change on New Zealand will be re latively 

low, and many reg ions will receive potential benefits in the near to mid-term. Climate change 

will benefit New Zealand in four areas: initial increased productivity in agriculture and forestry, 

reduced energy dem and in winter, tourism  will benefit from a war mer dryer climate during 

summer months, and additional rainfall in many parts will increase hydro-power capacity and 

increase irrigation capacity.120  

Overall, it would appear that none of the internal impacts of clim ate change on New 

Zealand are a cause for grave concern. The area where climate change will cause New Zealand 

potential problems is from the primary and secondary impacts of climate change on other nations 

within the Asia Pacific region. 
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EXTERNAL IMPACTS OF CLIMATE CHANGE ON NEW ZEALAND 

 

The global impacts of climate change (as discussed in Chapter 1) are more likely to cause 

New Zealand problems than the previously discussed internal impacts. The external impacts that 

could affect New Zealand are clim ate induced mass international m igration, an increasing 

requirement to respond to inte rnational climate disasters, an increasing  need to deplo y 

stabilization forces to areas of  conflict, and a reduction in th e buying power of trading nations 

adversely affected by climate change. It is  from these external impacts that a potential security 

threat could arise.   

 

International Migration 

 

Due to a co mbination of sea level rise and changing precipitation patterns, there is the  

potential for significant human migration within the Asia-Pacific region. Human migration will 

take place because the rising sea level will slowly swamp much of the very low-lying land in the 

region, and the changing precipitation patterns will affect food production and water availability, 

and therefore livelihoods. 121 Over the next century, the numbers of people involved could 

number into the tens of m illions, although some estimates range up to 200 m illion.122 However, 

due to the gradual changes in both sea level rise and precipitation patterns, this mass migration is 

unlikely to occur as a sudden m assive event, and much of the migration may only be temporary 
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as  people m ay try to return to their hom es.123 In addition, of the per manent migrants, it is 

unknown whether these people will m igrate internally within their ow n nations or attem pt to 

migrate to other nations.124 For some very low lying island nations, as sea level rise will swallow 

the nation’s land mass and thereby become the ultimate threat to the national survival, the people 

will have no choice but to become international migrants who will need to find a new nation to 

call home.125 Overall, there is still a huge degree of uncertainty in  regards to the numbers of  

possible climate migrants and what movement patterns they will create.126  

 Physically, New Zealand is a very isolated nation. Therefore, if clim ate change induced 

mass migration became international in n ature, it is  unlikely that excessive numbers of 

environmental migrants would be able to or w ould attempt to make their way to Ne w Zealand 

through illegal methods. However, as New Zealand is a relatively rich country, and has a number 

of protectorates in the South Pacific, th e New Zealand g overnment will com e under both  

domestic and international pressure to accept s ome of these environm ental migrants, especially 

those from the South Pacific nations.  

Across the developed world, there is an increasing trend towards anti- immigration 

policies as domestic populations often see migrants as a “threat” to their way of life.127 Due to its 

physical isolation, New Zealand could follow  this path relatively ea sily and not accept 

environmental migrants. However, depending on th e political pressure su rrounding an issue or 

the needs of New Zealand for skilled la bour, New Zealand has traditionally been 
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accommodating to international migrants and refugees. At present, New Zealand does not have 

policy for accepting m igrants made homeless due to clim ate change, but does recognize that 

many Pacific nations are facing a significant threat from climate change.128  

In summary, internation al migration because of clim ate change is unlikely to have a 

direct threat on New Zealand’s security prim arily due to New Zealand’s physical isolation. 

However, many other nations will potentially suffer significant internal and external m igration 

challenges because of climate change. At some stage in the future, New Zealand m ay require a 

policy to deal with environm ental migrants once the possibility sta rts to become an issue, but 

this issue is unlikely to evolve into a direct security threat to New Zealand.  

 

International Disaster Assistance Relief 

 

As a result of clim ate change (prim arily increased storm intensity) and the secondary 

effect of possible m ass migration, the requirement for international disaster assistance relief is 

likely to increase in the com ing decades. New Zeal and regularly provides assistance to natural 

disasters in the Pacific region, and occasionally extends this assistance into the Asia region as for 

the 2004 Asia Tsunami.  As climate change is likely to increase the intensity  of tropical storms 

in the Pacific region, 129 and as New Zealand feels  an obligation to assist in the Pac ific,130 this 

increase in storm  intensity will require an increase in the level of  response provided by New 

Zealand.  
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The already stretched food supply in certain areas of the world w ill potentially reach  

breaking point due to c limate change.131 In the last eight years, grain consumption has been 

greater than production which has reduced the worl d’s grain reserve down to 54 days of supply 

in 2009, down from 116 days of supply ten years ago. 132 A continuation of this trend will resu lt 

in significant humanitarian crises requiring massive international assistance and aid to overcome. 

As a good ‘international citizen’, it will be in New Z ealand’s interest to assist with this 

international effort, especia lly with New Zealand’s likely increased food pr oductivity in a 

climate-changed world.  

Overall, it is unlikely that such factors will threaten New Zealand’s physical security, but 

such international disasters may threaten New Zealand’s regional and  international security 

interests.  

 

Deployment of Stabilization Forces 

 

The combination of changed weather pattern s, increased natural dis asters, and the 

impacts of mass migration may lead to instability within certain nations and regions. As climate 

change is likely to af fect many of the nations with the lea st capacity to adapt or m itigate its 

effects, its impacts are likely to  increase underlying econom ic and social tensions in certain 

areas, which may spark conflict. The effects of climate-induced migration will potentially cause 

significant internal security problems for some nations that m ay overwhelm their national 

security capabilities. These facto rs may lead to the requirement to deploy  international 

stabilization and hum anitarian forces to assi st affected nations. Any such deployment would 
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have to be carefully m anaged so as not increa se the suffering of thos e affected b y climate 

change, as otherwise it m ay lead into greate r security problem s such as terrorism  and 

insurgencies.133 

All nations within the Asia-Pacif ic region rely on a politic ally and economically stable 

region to enable the free flow of trade.134 As New Zealand has a long history of providing peace-

keeping forces within the Asia-Pa cific region, it is high ly likely th at New Zealand would 

participate in such stabilization m issions in the future. Although the c onduct of climate induced 

security operations will be sim ilar to other se curity operations, the pos sible simultaneous scale 

of the operations cou ld stretch New Zeala nd’s limited military resources, requiring a 

prioritization of effort. 

Although military forces m ay be deployed as a result of the effects of clim ate change, 

ongoing mitigation and adaptation strategies can help reduce such requirements. New Zealand’s 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade (M FAT) conducts ongoing aid and developm ent 

programs within the South Pacific, and the New Zealand Defence Force conducts regular 

exercises and exchanges within the region, to help  reduce the possibility that a source of tension 

will lead to  conflict.135 It is no t in the interes ts of New Zealand to a llow the Sou th Pacific 

nations to fail or be overwhelmed by the effects of climate change.  

The requirement for New Zeala nd to deploy m ilitary forces because of the im pacts of 

climate change is quite possible in the m edium term. As climate change is likely to be a slow 

process, there is time for international organizations to assist less develo ped nations to adapt to 

its impacts, if the political will to a ssist is there. At present, the international will to assist less 
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developed nations when it com es to adapting to possib le climate change impacts is lim ited. 

However, as the im pacts of climate change start becoming more obvious, this political will to 

assist is likely to start increasing. In the meantime, the New Zealand Go vernment will continue 

to determine if the deployment of its military forces to ass ists in stabilizing troubled areas is an  

appropriate response, and whether it is in the national interest do so.  

 

Impacts on International Trade and Trading Partners 

 

One of the greatest potential ar eas of concern f or New Zealand is the impact of clim ate 

change on its trading partners. New Zealand is  an exporting nation that requires overseas 

markets to sustain its economy, and many of its markets are in the Asia-Pacific region.136 In fact, 

71% of New Zealand’s exports go to APEC (Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation) countries, and 

72% of New Zealand’s im ports come from these countries. 137 If some of these m ore important 

APEC nations are adversely affected by clim ate change, then there will be a negative im pact on 

New Zealand’s economy until new markets are realized. 

As previously mentioned, New Zealand’s agricultural productivity is likely to rise as the 

climate warms, meaning that New Zealand wi ll likely have m ore primary produce to export. 138 

With the global population forecasted to rise si gnificantly in the next 50 years and with the 

resulting increased global demand for food, New Zealand will potentially benefit from  an 
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increased export market if it can successfully find trading partners for its produce. However, the  

possible spread of destructive pests to New Zealand due to a warming climate may result in trade 

restrictions jeopardizing the openness of som e of these m arkets. Additionally, the concept of 

‘carbon foot-printing’ forestry  and agriculture products m ay have an adverse im pact on New 

Zealand’s trade with its long distance partners.139 

New Zealand is re liant on im ported oil to sus tain its econ omy.140 If clim ate change 

adversely affects the trade in o il through either conflict or incr eased storm activity, then this 

could be a significant problem  for New Ze aland. However, as the world relies on the 

international flow of oil, New Zealand would not be alone in this m atter. As a m ember of the 

International Energy Agency (IEA),  New Zealand’s access to a reliable energy supply is, to a 

degree, protected.141  

Overall, the im pacts of clim ate change on New Zealand’s inte rnational trade are 

potentially both positive and negative. New Zeal and, like most nations, relies on international 

trade for its economy to continue functioning. A significant disruption to the trade routes or to its 

current trading partners would negatively aff ect the economy; whereas an increased dem and for 

New Zealand’s primary produce would be positive.  
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In summary, the extern al impacts of clim ate change are likely to  cause New Zealand 

more problems that the internal impacts. Ho wever, due to New Zealand’s isolation, New 

Zealand can, to a degree, physically  isolate itself from these external impacts if it decides to do 

so. However, at present New Zealand is committed to working on the interna tional stage to help 

mitigate and adapt to clim ate change. The Prim e Minister of New Zealand, John Key, stated at 

the 2009 Copenhagen climate conference that “New Zealand is committed to doing its fair share 

in the global effort, including taking responsibil ity for emissions reductions and contributing to 

international finance and technology support.”142 

   

SUMMARY 

 

It has been demonstrated that the New Zealand Government accepts that climate change 

is happening, and has implem ented a number of policies in an attempt to mitigate and adapt to 

its potential impacts. Internally to New Zealand, the exact impacts of climate change are difficult 

to predict, but the indications are that in the short to medium term the majority of New Zealand 

will see benefits because of climate change p rimary impacts. The ex ternal impacts of climate 

change on New Zealand are lik ely to cause mo re problems for New Zealand, bu t because of 

New Zealand’s physical isolation, these im pacts can, to a degree, be m anaged through the 

implementation of sound government policy.  

Although New Zealand will not be overwhelmed by the effects of climate change, it will 

feel the effects through its global trade relations and its close association with Pacific nations. 
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Overall, it could be summ arized that the im pacts of climate change will prim arily be economic 

in aspect. 

It is appa rent that c limate change in its elf will not cause security pro blems for New 

Zealand, but it is poten tially going to exacerbate other pr oblems externally to New Zealand, 

which could become security concerns. These probl ems in themselves will not be new, but in a 

climate changing environm ent these problems may intensify in either duration or frequency. 

Whether these security concerns can be cate gorized as security threats depends on the 

understanding and interpretation of what constitutes a threat. This will be the topic of Chapter 3. 
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CHAPTER 3: NATIONAL SECURITY THREATS AND CLIMATE CHANGE 

 

As the world is anarch ical in nature, to give meaning to any links between clim ate 

change and security, such links m ust be determ ined from the perspective of each individual 

nation. As nation-states are the building block of  the wor ld, and as failed states have wider 

regional impacts beyond their own borders, the even greater secur ity question is, ‘Does climate 

change threaten the national security of a particular nation?’ In  this chapter, taking into account 

the previous chapters findings, this question will be answered from New Zealand’s perspective.   

This chapter will demonstrate that climate change is not a national security threat to New 

Zealand. Specifically, in spite of the num erous views on security and what constitutes a threat, 

and acknowledging the potentially  significant challenges posed by clim ate change, clim ate 

change will not threaten the survival of New Zealand as an independent nation. 

This chapter will be broken down into three parts. The f irst part will exam ine the 

meaning of national security, the second part will discuss what constitutes a threat, and the final 

part will link climate change and the national security of New Zealand. 

 

WHAT IS NATIONAL SECURITY? 

 

National security is a concep t that all citizens of a nation know to be im portant, but 

defining national security can be  a difficult tas k. In fact, from a United Nations perspective, 

security is not defined in any of the key United Nations docum ents, and its m eaning must be 
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defined depending on the United Nations provisions and how they are interpreted for a particular 

situation.143   

Since the end of the Cold W ar, the security definition debate has in tensified as scholars 

attempted to define what the focus of security should be.144 In general terms, there are four broad 

camps into which definitions fit: one focused on physically protecting the nation-state, another 

on the intertwined factors that make up a nation’s power (political, economic, military, access to 

resources, and a sustainable environment), another focuses on protecting individuals, and finally 

a focus on a bstract values that the nation holds dear. 145 The fi rst three of these will be briefly  

investigated, with a de termination of whether clim ate change is a s ecurity matter for each 

definition. 

 

Traditional Security 

 

Traditional definitions of security have been state focused. Traditional security is about 

maintaining sovereignty over the nation, and protecting its citizens. 146 To assist this, there lies a 

mutual agreement amongst all states of non-in terference in other stat es’ internal affairs. 147 

Security was guaranteed by having a m ilitary strong enough to defend t he state and protect the 

interests of the state, or through international treaties to guarantee the state’ s security. This 
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traditional understanding of security was primarily focused on deterring military threats against 

the nation, to enable the nation to prosper through economic means.  

From this more traditional perspective of security, climate change is not a security matter 

for New Ze aland as it will continu e to exis t as a country  regardless of the im pacts climate 

change. At worst, the standard of living with in New Zealand m ay be decreased due to global  

economic instability, but as noted in Chapter 2, Ne w Zealand is more likely to benefit from  the 

effects of climate change in the short to medium term.  

 

Contemporary Security 

 

With the end of the Cold W ar in 1989, the likelihood of major inter-state conflict has 

declined in the las t twenty years. As a result,  this re latively narrow trad itional definition of 

security with its focus on military power proved limited and the definition of security has been 

significantly enlarged over recent years.148 Today, security is often described as a com bination 

of intertwined but diverse factors such as the nation’s military force, its economic capacity, its 

social structure and stability, its environm ental footprint and sustainabi lity, and its po litical 

structures and ideology.149 These taken in combination give a nation its security. A disruption to 

one may compromise the others and therefore constitute a security  concern. This broader 

definition of security may include such concerns  as diverse as sub-national and trans-national 

threats, invasive environm ental pests, the pr oliferation of weapons of mass destruction, 
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economic recession, m assive population growth, a nd environmental pollution, to nam e but a  

few.150  

Under this wider interpretation of security, climate change could be considered a security 

matter, as it will possibly affect New Zealand’s economic stability and energy supplies at some 

stage in the future. However, as  discussed in Chapter 2, New Z ealand is likely to econom ically 

benefit in the short to m edium term f rom climate change as the growing season for pri mary 

produce increases thereby potentially increasing exports. The critical f actor is how quickly 

climate induced change happens and how adverse the change is to global economic stability.  

 

Human Security 

 

A more recent trend in  the security definition  debate has  been the em ergence of the  

human security paradigm. W hereas under traditional definitions, the object to be secured is the 

state, under human security, the object is the individual human being.151 Under human security, 

the underwriter of nationa l security is not m ilitary power, but the right polit ical, social and 

economic conditions, human rights, human development, and equal opportunities.152 The United 

Nations Human Security Unit defines human security as, ‘… protecting fundamental freedoms – 

freedoms that are the essence of life.’153 Under human security, such factors as hunger, poverty, 

underdevelopment, political violence, and gender di scrimination may all be considered security 

                                                 
150 Robert Mandel, The Changing Face…, 19. 

151 Pauline Kerr, “Human Security and Diplomacy…, 115. 

152 Shahrbanou Tadjbakhsh and Anuradha M. Chenoy, Human Security: Concepts…, 167. 

153 United Nations Human Security Unit, Human Security Unit: Overview and Objectives, 
http://ochaonline.un.org/HumanSecurityUnit/tabid/2212/language/en-US/Default.aspx, Accessed: 11 April 2010. 



53 

concerns as they all affect indiv idual’s well-being.154 In effect, under th e broad definition of  

human security, almost anything can be considered a security concern.155  

Although accepting th e role that states play, hu man security proponents argue that a 

states role is to prote ct its c itizens, as otherwise its purpose and legitimacy is questionable. 156  

Human security advocates argue that if individual security needs are addressed, the likelihood of 

a collective or national security threat arising is  minimized.157 More recently, hum an security 

proponents have started to m ove away from  placing their theory in conf rontation with state-

centric security theory, and instead see hum an security ideas working in conjunctio n with state 

security and not as  an alternative. 158 Because of h uman security concerns,  the United Natio ns 

adopted a concept known as ‘resp onsibility to pr otect’ (RtoP).159 Under this concept, nations 

have “a responsibility to respond in a timely and decisive manner” into the sovereign territory of 

another nation if that nation is not protecting its citizens from  “genocide, war crim es, ethnic 

cleansing and crimes against humanity, and from their incitem ent.”160 This obviously raises a 

large number of international law issues, and wh en intervention has happened, it has been mired 

in controversy.161 In addition, RtoP’s arguable focus on military intervention has caused a 
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degree of concern amongst human security proponents.162 Although there has been much written 

on the concept of hum an security, it still s truggles to b ridge the gap of inform ing practical 

meaningful policy.163 

As climate change primary and secondary impacts have the potential to threaten the well-

being of many people within certain nations of the world, it can be considered a human security 

matter. As discussed in Chapter 1, m any of the nations likely to be hi t the hardes t by climate 

change also have the least adaptive capacity, thereby potentially increasing the suffering of those 

people. Due to New Zealand’s high adaptiv e capacity and national social welfare program s that 

could take care of  the needs of  any ef fected individuals, climate change will no t cause any  

significant internal human security concerns.  

 

In effect, security definitions have becom e so broad that to a degr ee they have become  

meaningless, and the core security concerns of a nation can be lost  amongst all the clutter.164 At 

its core, a nation-state is concerned about m aintaining it physical integrity, m aintaining 

sovereignty, maintaining the political and socia l structure of the nation,  protecting its c itizens, 

and, to a degree, m aintaining its international obligations. 165 It is th ese things that will not be  

sacrificed, and it is these things that can be considered national security matters. As a basic test, 

if a head of governm ent states that a particular m atter is a na tional security m atter, then the 

population should be deeply concerned about their national survival and way of life. If this does 

not happen, then the matter is not a national security matter, but it may still be a security concern 
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that will re quire some form of policy adjus tment. With climate change’s huge regional 

differences, each nation must determine for itself if climate change is a national security matter. 

Having now defined what constitutes national security, a national threat can now be determined. 

 

WHAT CONSTITUTES A THREAT? 

 

 A nation may have many security concerns, but these to no t automatically make them a 

national security concern, and only  occasionally will a n ational security concern become a 

national security threat. As with many things, the definition of what constitutes a threat depends 

on a person’s or organization’s point of view. In order to demonstrate this, international relations 

theory provides a suitable tool to show how di fferent points of view can come about. Although 

there are num erous different international rela tions theories, the two key groups are realism  

(including neoclassical realism) and liberalism (including neo-liberalism). It is important to note 

that within each theory, there are n umerous different interpretations of the th eory, and neither 

grouping is a unified one. 166 In addition, it can be argued that international relations are in fact 

too complicated to allow any particular th eory to ac curately describe the inte rnational 

structure.167 However, for dem onstrating how threats may be perceived, international relations 

theory provides a suitable tool.  
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A Realist Perspective 

 

The realist view assu mes that internationa l society is  anarchical, and that as a 

consequence states focus on their own power a s the m eans to provide security. 168 States do 

things for their own interests and not for the international common good, unless the state gains  

an advantage from the international arrangement that increases the state’s relative power.169 In 

turn, this pursuit of power without a central bod y to control it – anarchy – m eans that achieving 

security is difficult unless the anarchy issue is addressed.170 Although realism cannot explain all 

factors of international relations, from a realist perspective a threat maybe defined as something 

that threatens the survival of the state or the power that the state has accumulated.  

Climate change is an unbiased entity that does not seek power, nor does it seek to occupy 

states. It does not have any of  the traditional com ponents of a state-based threat: aggressive 

intentions, a geographic location, or hostile cap abilities.171 A nation cannot declare war upon 

climate change, or attempt to undermine its power through an indirect approach. Classic security 

responses such as increasing the s trength of the military or form ing strong alliances canno t 

address climate change. Nations can  only attempt to mitigate its magnitude (either individually 

or collectively) and adapt to its impacts within their capacity to do so 
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For some island states like the Maldives, c limate change is  the ultimate threat to their 

national survival, as with rising sea levels the nation is likely to cease to exist.172 In response, the 

Maldives have used diplomatic means to raise the international awareness of climate change, is 

using civil engineering structures such as sea wa lls for certain islands, and, long term, is looking 

for an alternative place to resettle.173 They have not used the military (a national security tool) to 

address the impacts of climate change.   

As climate change is an unbiased entity, it in itself is not a threat (except to nations like 

the Maldives). It is the human reactions to the impacts of clim ate change, in combination with 

other factors, which may cause insecurity within a certain area. As a hypothetical exam ple (and 

acknowledging the complexities involved with the causes of hum an migration), if as a result of 

climate change there is  less precip itation in one area and people grad ually migrate to another 

area and settle there, there is the possibility that this may cause tension with those people already 

established in that location.174 However, the level of tension will depend on the carrying capacity 

of the new area (i.e.  is it already  overcrowded?), the ability of both the migrant and established 

populations to integrate, and the ability of the local government to address any tension before it 

escalates. If these factors are negative then there is the remote possibility that such tension could 

escalate into conflict. However, this chain of events and possibilities all rely on human responses 

to the initial climate change triggered situation of less precipitation. It is  the human responses to 

the effects of climate change that will determine if insecurity arises. As it is human responses to 

a situation that causes conflict, climate change in itself does not pose any threat to security.   
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Some of the clim ate tipping points described briefly in Chapter 1 have greater potential  

to threaten the national survival of nations. However, such events are considered unlikely, an d 

are the worse case scenario. Even if they do happen, greater insecurity will not necessarily be the 

result.175 Again, it will still be the human response that determines the final result. 

For the majority of nations, climate change is not going to thre aten their national 

survival, but it m ay reduce their national power to  a degree. The reality is that those nations  

currently with power are best suited to be ab le to adapt to climate change, whereas those nations 

with very lim ited power are  also less likely to be able to ad apt as successfully . Therefore, 

relative power is unlikely to be sufficiently threatened by climate change. From a realist point of 

view, it is difficult to describe climate change as a threat to national security, as the far majority 

of nations will continue to exist in a climate-changing world.  

 

A Liberalist Perspective 

 

The liberal view is that alt hough the world is anarchical by nature, there is a pacifying 

effect brought about by “political liberty, econo mic freedom, interdependence and international 

association,”176 with neo-liberalism being focused on the international institutions that promote 

international cooperation and stability.177 The individual and the rights of the individual are very 

important to the liberal perspective, as is th e stability provided through the ‘dem ocratic peace,’ 

international agreements and trade. 178 Liberalism is about reducing global anarchy and for ming 
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strong global institutions that will further pr omote global advancem ent and global order. The 

nations of the world are econom ically interdependent, and this interdep endence helps keep the 

world relatively stable.179 However, liberals also accept the important position that a state plays 

in defining international relations.180 At present, most nations are prepared to forego a degree of  

sovereignty on certain matters in order to confor m to global agreements, which overall benefits 

the individual nation. 181 As liberalism  is m ore global in its outlook, any situation that m ay 

threaten global stability and cooperation m ay be considered a threat. As clim ate change has a 

global impact, and its o verall effects are highly  likely to b e negative, it can be co nsidered a 

threat regardless of whether any particular nation benefits or suffers because of climate change.  

From a more positive perspective, climate change also has the potential to increase global 

cooperation. Due to climate change being a global problem  that in the end will req uire a global 

solution, there lies the potential th at such a so lution will actually help  increase the power of 

global institutions and potentia lly increase global stability.182 Although the recent Copenhagen 

conference was a failure in that it did not reach the goal of an international binding agreement to 

reduce GHG emission, it did help bring clim ate change to the forefront of global politics. As an  

example, climate change mitigation is one of the key discussion topics for the upco ming 2010 

G8/G20 summit in Toronto, Canada.183  
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History has shown that dem ocracies do not fight internally or against each other for any 

reason (democratic peace), and it is unlikely that they would do so over the im pacts of climate 

change.184 This indicates that if confli ct is to occu r over climate change impacts, it will likely 

occur in the developing world, where there ar e fewer democratic governm ents. As there are  

currently over 30 arm ed conflicts ongoing in the developing world, 185 climate change m ay 

increase this number, but such conflicts are unlikely to threaten the current level of global peace. 

 

 Climate change can  therefore b e considered a threat to nati onal security, or not, 

depending on one’s theoretical perspective of the world. However, whilst m any people in the 

West understand how globalization is changing the wo rld, the vast majority of people still feel a 

strong sense of loyalty towards their own countr y. Therefore, when identifying a threat from  a 

nation-state perspective, the threat must have the ability to significantly affect the nation, and the 

nation must have a lack of capacity to deal with these impacts. If the nation has the capacity to 

deal with th e possible impacts, the n it can be argued tha t it is not a v alid threat at all, but a  

concern that will requ ire an approp riate policy adjustment in a tim ely manner. Additionally, 

when determining a threat, there m ust be a requ ired sense of urgency to respond to the m atter. 

Regardless of how one  sees the w orld or the role  that states play within it, de termining the 

difference between a threat and a concern can be defined by two components: a current lack of  

capacity and a perceived sense of urgency.  

In New Zealand’s case, as discussed  in Chapter 2, climate change is likely to affect New 

Zealand less than many other parts of the world. As these effects overall are likely to be positive 

in the short to m edium term, before potenti ally becoming negative in the long term , New 
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Zealand has significant tim e to ad apt to th e primary impacts of clim ate change. Also as  

discussed in Chapter 2, the New Zealand governm ent is already implementing policies to ensure 

that New Zealand is not caught off guard by climate change. 

In combination, the significant time availa ble to New Zealand a nd its strong adaptive 

capacity indicate that climate change does not constitute a threat. With this in mind, the focus of 

the paper turns to linking climate change and national security to determine their relationship for 

New Zealand. 

  

CLIMATE CHANGE AND THE NATIONAL SECURITY OF NEW ZEALAND 

 

When writing on climate change and security most authors readily admit that the possible 

scenarios they present are often the worst-case scenario and not the most likely. In a worse-case 

scenario such as a clim ate tipping point, climate change m ay result in  a “rise in economic 

nationalism, increased inter-state conflict and higher levels of global insecurity.”186 The problem 

becomes that too often the public and politicians di sregard the fact that these are the worst-case 

scenario, and it becomes perceived as a likely scenario, and thereby gives an inflated impression 

of the threats to security posed by climate change. Additionally, often many of these worse -case 

scenarios are no different to the problems already faced in many parts of the world, although it is 

argued that climate change is likely  to exacerbate already existing social and political tens ions 

within areas of current or future insecurity.187  

New Zealand is geographically very isolated, making it difficult to get to without a blue  

water capability or long haul aircraft. Therefore, even if climate change does cause a sudden 
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mass migration of people (which in itself is a worse case scenario), it is unlikely that they would 

attempt to make their way to New Zealand in vast  numbers. It is possible that indirect security-

related activities such as piracy may increase within climate change affected regions and thereby 

interfere with New Zealand’s in ternational shipping needs, but this can be addressed through 

serious international resolve. Internally, New  Zealand is economically and politically well 

developed and has little social tension, meaning that its capacity  to adapt to the im pacts of 

climate change is strong.188 

It is possible to argue that insecurity within certain areas will decrease potential trading 

partners. However, as discussed in C hapter 1, the world is likely to suffe r a shortage of primary 

produce in the coming century. New Zealand is thus unlikely to struggle to find trading partners 

for its primary produce exports in light of this expected shortfall. 

In the coming century, New Zealand’s f uture security environment will like ly become 

increasingly complex, with a wide variety of potential challenges facing the world. 189 As an 

example, with a global population forecasted to  increase to 8.9 billion b y 2050 (a 47% increase 

from 2004)190 massive overcrowding will incre ase in poorer areas, the rich-poor divide will 

increase, resource demands will ex ponentially increase, and in com bination these factors will 

cause social tensions to rise. Clim ate change is likely to amplify the severity of these problems, 

but it will only be one factor am ongst many when looking for future areas of insecurity within 

New Zealand’s strategic area of interest. When these points of insecurity do arise, the belligerent 

forces are u nlikely to be any d irect threat to  New Zealand, and New Zeal and will be able to  

decide if it becomes involved in the conflict or not. 
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Currently, the international community pays little attention to many of the numerous 

conflicts around the world. The argum ent that the New Zealand Defence Force will becom e 

overwhelmed by a possible exponential increase in s ecurity situations as a result of clim ate 

change would only be valid if New Zealand beca me involved in every single conflict, which it 

currently does not and is unlik ely to do. Additionally, it h as been sho wn that the causes of  

conflict are complex, and to state that clim ate change alone will cause conflict is not supported 

by research. 

Overall, climate change is not a national security threat for New Zealand. It is still a very 

serious concern for New Zealand, but linking it to national security will provide little real insight 

to the problem.  

  

SUMMARY 

 

This chapter has argued that clim ate change is not a natio nal security threat to New 

Zealand. The meaning of security was looked at from the perspective of a traditional 

understanding of security, a broa der definition of security, and finally through the concept of 

human security. The chapter determined that national security is concerned with maintaining the 

physical integrity of the nation, maintaining sovereignty, m aintaining the political and social 

structure of the nation, protecti ng its citizens, and, to a degree,  maintaining its international 

obligations. These factors are considered matters of national security because a nation will only 

compromise a sm all amount on these poin ts if ab solutely necessary, and if these factors are 

completely compromised, the nation as it is currently known would cease to exist. 

When examining what constitute s a threa t, international r elations theory was used to  

demonstrate how differing points of view could be  reached when considering the international 
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impacts of climate change. From a realist p erspective, as most states will continue to exist in a 

climate-changed world, it is no t a threat to the exis tence of the major ity of nation s tates. 

However, from a libera list perspective, the thr eat posed b y climate change is a bit m ore 

complicated. It m ay disrupt the eco nomic interdependence of the world and increase global 

anarchy and is ther efore a threa t, or it m ay strengthen glob al institutions as the world com es 

together to solve a common problem, and is therefore not a threat. When looking at a threat from 

a purely national per spective, it was determined that two f actors were critical in differentiating 

between a national concern and a national threa t: a cu rrent lack of cap acity, and a perceived 

sense of urgency to deal with the matter. 

Having considered the concept of national security and what constitu tes a threat, it was 

determined that climate change was not a threat to the national security of New Zealand. Climate 

change has the potential to  cause New Zealan d many issues over the ne xt century, but these 

issues do not threaten New Zealand’s national se curity. Although for other nations in the world, 

climate change in combination with other factor s may become a national security threat, this 

does not automatically make it a national security threat to New Zealand. The issues that climate 

change raises for New Zealand will be num erous, but these issues can be dealt with through 

appropriate policy in a timely manner. 

It is quite clear that hum anity is far from  done with conflict. Climate change m ay 

enhance the insecurity of som e nations, but overall, the worl d will have enough conflict, 

suffering and insecurity with or without clim ate change. It is also quite apparent that clim ate 

change has the potential to cause many other issues for the world in the coming centuries, but the 

security concerns that may arise are really no different to the ones already encountered.  

This chapter argued th at for a m atter to be co nsidered a nationa l security threat there 

must actually be a threat to a nation’s survival. For a highly adaptive nation like New Zealand, a 
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problem that can be dealt with through appropriate  and timely policy is unlike ly to threaten the  

nation’s survival. In New Zealand’s case, climate change is not a national security threat.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

This paper set out to determine if climate change posed a national security threat to New 

Zealand. Considerable effort was pl aced into understanding the impacts of climate change on 

both a global scale and as they relate to New Zealand, before looking at whether these constitute 

a national security threat. This approach has enabled the potential impacts to be p laced into far 

better context, and avoided the tem ptation to ov er sensationalize these impacts. Using a f irst 

principles approach, this paper also discussed the concepts of ‘threat’ and ‘national security’.  

Climate change is curr ently a very important  global topic, and will like ly remain so for 

many years ahead,  and as New Z ealand has put it s voice behind the international effort to 

mitigate the effects of climate change, it was  important that th e potential national security 

impacts of climate change on New Zealand be explored. 

 In the shor t to m edium term, New Zeala nd will like ly benefit from climate change 

through increased growing seasons , potentially increased exports , and a warm er more healthy 

climate in which to live.  However, it is app arent that climate change has the potential to cause 

issues for New Zealand across m any government departments. It is also quite possible that the 

combined impacts of  climate change will overwhelm the coping m echanisms of some nations 

within New Zealand’s area of st rategic interest, resulting in a decisio n by the New Zealand  

Government to intervene militarily in these nations to assist in maintaining stability. However, 

these decisions will be m ade as part of gove rnmental policy in the same way that current  

decisions to intervene militarily in other na tions are made. Such decis ions are generally made 

because it is  in New Zealand’s  economic interest to promote stability or to be seen as a goo d 

international citizen, and not because the matter is a national security th reat to New Zealand. 
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Therefore, just because New Zealand m ay become militarily involved in a clim ate change 

related matter, does not indicate that the matter was threatening New Zealand’s national security. 

 

 This paper has argued that the link between  climate change and security threats is 

currently tenuous. Social and political factors behind any particular issue will determine whether 

that issue becomes a future security threat. Climate induced change is likely to in crease tension 

and social suffering in m any vulnerable parts of the world, but this does not mean that this  

increased tension will develop into a security problem. Climate change impacts are highly likely 

to be gradual, and so if  the political will exists they can be dealt with in a tim ely manner using 

appropriate policy. Such res ponses to clim ate change impact s may include hum anitarian 

assistance, development and reconstruction assistance, or, in certain cases, the deployment of the 

military to provide s tabilization to an affected area un til the local government can re-establish 

itself.  

Looking 100-200 years into the future, if the higher tem perature increase predictions 

eventuate, then it is m ore likely that New Zeal and, along with the rest of the world, m ay suffer 

because of clim ate change. For as  noted by  New Zealand’s Ministry of the E nvironment, 

“Climate Change will not happen over night, but th e inertia of the climate system also m eans 

that we cannot stop the clim ate from changing once we decide we’ve had enough change.” 191 

However, when looking into the long-term future, one of the great unknown factors is how much 

technological innovation will occur over that same time period to enable nations to successfully 

adapt to these longer-term impacts of climate change. 

Finally, the impacts of climate change will likely present significant challenges to New 

Zealand over the decades ahead, but these will m ainly be from a foreign policy and economic 
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perspective. These challenges ar e highly unlikely to threaten Ne w Zealand’s na tional security. 

The current research in dicates that New Zealand is unlik ely to be badly affected  by clim ate 

change for at least the next 100  to 200 years. This gives New Zealand, along with many nations 

of the world, sufficient time to adapt. However, in order to mitigate the overall effects of climate 

change, then the sooner that global action is take n to stabilize GHG emissions, then the less that 

adaptation will be required.   
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