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Environment, Human Security & Conflict
Week 1: Introduction, course overview  & conflict causes 

Richard W. Frank 
School of  Politics & International Relations
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Source: https://globalroundtableissues.files.wordpress.com/2014/11/environment-war-2.jpg 

Today 
I. Introduction 
II. Course overview 
III. Conflict
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Tikal, Guatemala

Source: http://www.latinamericanstudies.org/tikal/tikal-aerial-3.jpg

http://www.latinamericanstudies.org/tikal/tikal-aerial-3.jpg
http://www.latinamericanstudies.org/tikal/tikal-aerial-3.jpg
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Source: https://globalroundtableissues.files.wordpress.com/2014/11/environment-war-2.jpg 

Iraq, 1991
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Source: http://allafrica.com/download/pic/main/main/csiid/00231279:74dd5dcb9a877cf503e42fe5f9d4198f:arc614x376:w1200.jpg 

Gold mining in the DR Congo, 2015
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Desertification in the Sahel

Source: http://www.aljazeera.com/mritems/images/2012/6/24/2012624215938822282_8.jpg 
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Aral Sea, Uzbekistan

Source: https://d508l827lzpfo.cloudfront.net/content/dailybeast/articles/2014/10/04/how-russia-destroyed-the-aral-sea/jcr:content/image.img.2000.jpg/1412463732697.cached.jpg

https://d508l827lzpfo.cloudfront.net/content/dailybeast/articles/2014/10/04/how-russia-destroyed-the-aral-sea/jcr:content/image.img.2000.jpg/1412463732697.cached.jpg
https://d508l827lzpfo.cloudfront.net/content/dailybeast/articles/2014/10/04/how-russia-destroyed-the-aral-sea/jcr:content/image.img.2000.jpg/1412463732697.cached.jpg
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Dhaka, Bangladesh

http://static.panoramio.com/photos/large/49899045.jpg

http://static.panoramio.com/photos/large/49899045.jpg
http://static.panoramio.com/photos/large/49899045.jpg
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Banda, Aceh after 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami

Source: https://c.photoshelter.com/img-get2/I0000W6Aq_dMsoyg/fit=1000x750/Tsunami-15c.jpg

https://c.photoshelter.com/img-get2/I0000W6Aq_dMsoyg/fit=1000x750/Tsunami-15c.jpg
https://c.photoshelter.com/img-get2/I0000W6Aq_dMsoyg/fit=1000x750/Tsunami-15c.jpg
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Refugees fleeing Syria, 2015

Source: http://www.trbimg.com/img-564a32e8/turbine/mc-pa-accept-syria-refugees-wolf-20151116

http://www.trbimg.com/img-564a32e8/turbine/mc-pa-accept-syria-refugees-wolf-20151116
http://www.trbimg.com/img-564a32e8/turbine/mc-pa-accept-syria-refugees-wolf-20151116


11Source: Georgia Tech (http://www.rh.gatech.edu/news/112691/arctic-sea-ice-decline-may-be-driving-snowy-winters-seen-recent-years)

Arctic sea ice loss

http://www.rh.gatech.edu/news/112691/arctic-sea-ice-decline-may-be-driving-snowy-winters-seen-recent-years
http://www.rh.gatech.edu/news/112691/arctic-sea-ice-decline-may-be-driving-snowy-winters-seen-recent-years
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Beaufort Sea, Arctic Ocean, 14 July 2016

Source: https://www.nasa.gov/sites/default/files/thumbnails/image/largemeltpond14july16.jpg

https://www.nasa.gov/sites/default/files/thumbnails/image/largemeltpond14july16.jpg
https://www.nasa.gov/sites/default/files/thumbnails/image/largemeltpond14july16.jpg
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Source: NASA (https://www.nasa.gov/feature/goddard/nasa-study-mass-gains-of-antarctic-ice-sheet-greater-than-losses)

Antarctic ice gain and loss

https://www.nasa.gov/feature/goddard/nasa-study-mass-gains-of-antarctic-ice-sheet-greater-than-losses
https://www.nasa.gov/feature/goddard/nasa-study-mass-gains-of-antarctic-ice-sheet-greater-than-losses
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Source: Dasgupta et al. 2007. “The Impact of  Sea Level Rise on Developing Countries: A Comparative Analysis.” World Bank Policy Research Working Paper #4136. Washington DC: The World Bank: 13
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The Bahamas. Guyana would exhibit the largest percentage of urban extent impacted 

(Figure 1e). It reaches 10% with a 1m SLR, and increases to 22% and 38% with a 2m 

and 3m SLR. 

Figure 1b 
Latin America & Caribbean region: Exposed population (5m SLR) 
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Source: Dasgupta et al. 2007. “The Impact of  Sea Level Rise on Developing Countries: A Comparative Analysis.” World Bank Policy Research Working Paper #4136. Washington DC: The World Bank: 19.
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Figure 2b 
Middle East and North Africa region: Exposed population (5m SLR) 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



16Source: Dasgupta et al. 2007. “The Impact of  Sea Level Rise on Developing Countries: A Comparative Analysis.” World Bank Policy Research Working Paper #4136. Washington DC: The World Bank: 24.
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Both The Gambia and Mauritania would experience a significant population impact 

(Figures 3b and 3c), reaching approximately 8% in Mauritania with a 1m SLR.  For most 

countries in the region, population impacted remains below 5% even with a 5m SLR.  

Mauritania’s GDP would also experience the largest impact, reaching slightly below 10% 

with a 1m SLR (Figure 3d). Note that approximately 5% of Benin’s GDP would also be 

impacted by a 1m SLR. Urban extent is most impacted in Mauritania (Figure 3e), while 

agricultural extent is most impacted in The Gambia, Guinea-Bissau, and Mauritania 

(Figure 3f). Approximately 15% of Benin’s wetlands would be impacted by a 1m SLR 

(Figure 3g). When SLR reaches 5m, The Gambia’s and Senegal’s wetlands are those 

most affected. 

 
Figure 3b 

Sub-Saharan Africa: Exposed population (5m SLR) 
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Source: Dasgupta et al. 2007. “The Impact of  Sea Level Rise on Developing Countries: A Comparative Analysis.” World Bank Policy Research Working Paper #4136. Washington DC: The World Bank
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Figure 5b 
South Asia: Exposed population (5m SLR) 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



18Source: Dasgupta et al. 2007. “The Impact of  Sea Level Rise on Developing Countries: A Comparative Analysis.” World Bank Policy Research Working Paper #4136. Washington DC: The World Bank: 31.
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Figure 4c 
East Asia: Exposed population (5m SLR) 

 
 
 

Figure 4d 
East Asia: Population impacted 
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19Source: Dasgupta et al. 2007. “The Impact of  Sea Level Rise on Developing Countries: A Comparative Analysis.” World Bank Policy Research Working Paper #4136. Washington DC: The World Bank: 30.
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Figure 4b 
Inundation zone: Vietnam 
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Greta Thunberg
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David Foster Wallace 
(1962-2008)

Source: Steve Rhodes (https://www.flickr.com/photos/ari/88148360) 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/ari/88148360
https://www.flickr.com/photos/ari/88148360


25
Source: https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook//graphics/ref_maps/political/jpg/world.jpg

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook//graphics/ref_maps/political/jpg/world.jpg
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook//graphics/ref_maps/political/jpg/world.jpg
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Source: NASA (https://www.nasa.gov/vision/earth/features/bmng_gallery_6.html)

https://www.nasa.gov/vision/earth/features/bmng_gallery_6.html
https://www.nasa.gov/vision/earth/features/bmng_gallery_6.html
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Human Development Index, 2004

http://www.nationsonline.org/maps/Worldmap-hdi2004.jpg

http://www.nationsonline.org/maps/Worldmap-hdi2004.jpg
http://www.nationsonline.org/maps/Worldmap-hdi2004.jpg
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El Salvador 
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Fragile States Index change, 2009-2019



30

The physical environment

The human environment

Violent conflict
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This class’ main questions:

1. How do environmental factors shape human security? 

2. What are the direct and indirect means by which environmental 
phenomena affect violent political conflicts?

32
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Environmental 
factors Human security Conflict



Environment

• Geographic features  

• Extractable and useful natural resources 

• Climate events 

• Changes in the three factors above 

34



Human security

“The condition where people and communities have the 
capacity to manage stresses to their needs, rights, and values,”  

(Barnett & Adger 2007: 640)

35



Conflict

1. “We must define war in terms of  violence. Not only is war impossible without 
violence (except of  course in the metaphorical sense), but we consider the taking of  
human life the primary and dominant characteristic of  war.”  (Small & Singer 1982: 205-206) 

2. A threshold of  battle-related fatalities of  troops in combat 

3. The status of  war participants 

36



The four goals of  political science research

37

Description 

Explanation 

Prediction 

Policy



“Nothing can be more fallacious than to found our political 
calculations on arithmetical principles.” 

— Federalist #55 (1788, James Madison)  

(http://www.constitution.org/fed/federa55.htm)
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I. Introduction 
II. Course overview 

III. Conflict

43

Today

Source: National Geographic (https://www.nationalgeographic.com/news/2018/05/maps-mount-everest-summit-anniversary-exploration-cartography-culture/#/12-everest-summit-map.jpg)

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/news/2018/05/maps-mount-everest-summit-anniversary-exploration-cartography-culture/#/12-everest-summit-map.jpg
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/news/2018/05/maps-mount-everest-summit-anniversary-exploration-cartography-culture/#/12-everest-summit-map.jpg


Course outline

Section 1: Defining terms, 
actors, and interests 

Wk 1: Intro, course 
overview, and conflict 

Wk 2: Economic 
development and instability 

Wk 3: Political institutions 
and instability 

Wk 4: Environmental 
change and scarcity 

Section 2: Causes 

Wk 5: Population 

Wk 6: Migration 

Wk 7: Food 

Wk 8: Water 

Wk 9: Natural resources 

Wk 10: Natural disasters 

Section 3: Responses 

Wk 11: Domestic responses 

Wk 12: International 
cooperation

44



Assessment summary

• Workshop participation (10%) 

• Wednesday of  Week 6 by 3pm—Mid-term literature review (30%), 1,500 words 

• Wednesday of  Week 9 by 3pm—Essay proposal (10%), ~500 words 

• Monday 4 November by 3pm—Final essay (50%), ~2,500 words

45



How to read quantitative articles

• Look for theoretical contribution and substantive empirical effects 

• These authors often follow the kind of  structure that I recommend you take in your 
qualitative final essay: 

- Introduction 

- Literature review 

- Argument, theory, hypotheses 

- Research design 

- Discussion of  results 

- Robustness checks 

- Conclusions, policy implications, areas for future research
46
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Precipitation  
2016-March

Data source: TerraClimate
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FDI projects, 2003-2017

Data source: FT Markets
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III. Conflict

Francisco Goya. 1814. The Third of  May 1808. Prado Museum 



Fundamental questions about conflict

• Why do states and non-state actors use violence? 

• Why do individuals chose violence?

53



54Source: Uppsala Conflict Data Program. 2019.
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Blattman and Miguel (2010: 6)



56Source:  Uppsala Conflict Data Program
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57Source:  Pettersson, Therése & Peter Wallensteen (2015) Armed Conflicts, 1946-2014. Journal of  Peace Research 52(4).  
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Human insecurity and violent conflict

Beyond considering the impact of violent conflict on people, for the most part the issues of
human security and violent conflict are treated as separate entities in research. Instead, most
research into the cause of violent conflicts, including that from almost all participants in the
so-called ‘greed versus grievance’ debate (see Berdal & Malone, 2000), focus on the structural
conditions that increase the risk of violent conflict rather than the decisions of actors to engage
in violent acts. Yet violence happens for a number of reasons including, because leaders are
more able to mobilise some groups of people under certain conditions such as the presence
of a weak state (Eckstein & Gurr, 1975); because of the ‘lootability’ of natural resources
(Collier, 2000); and because to varying degrees individuals choose to engage in both violence
(excluding those who are forcibly conscripted into armed groups) and peace (Cramer, 2002;
Gilgan, 2001; Moran & Pitcher, 2004).

The role of individuals in initiating, sustaining, resisting or solving violent conflicts is a ma-
jor lacunae in both the development and violent conflict literature, and the environmental
change and violent conflict literatures (in the latter more so than the former). There are few
studies (Gough, 2002; Mochizuki, 2004; Ohlsson, 2000) that explain in any detail the ways
in which human insecurity increases the risk of violent conflict. This section explores in detail
the connections between human insecurity and the risk of violent conflict.

Table 1 summarises some our key hypothesised mechanisms by which climate change may
undermine human security and may, in conjunction with an array of non-climate specific

Table 1
The relationship between determinants of human insecurity, violent conflict and climate change

Factors affecting violent
conflict

Processes which climate change could affect/exacerbate

Vulnerable livelihoods Climate change is likely to cause widespread impacts on water availability, coastal regions,
agriculture, extreme events and diseases. The impacts on livelihoods will be more
significant in sectors of the population with high resource-dependency, and in more
environmentally and socially marginalised areas. Some of these climate driven outcomes
are long term and chronic (such as declining productivity of agricultural land), while
others are episodic (such as floods). These impacts on livelihoods will be widespread both
in developing and developed countries.

Poverty (relative/chronic/
transitory)

Poverty (and particularly relative deprivation) is affected by the spatial differentiation of
climate impacts and the sensitivity of places to them. Climate change may directly increase
absolute, relative, and transient poverty by undermining access to natural capital. It may
indirectly increase poverty through its effects on resource sectors and the ability of
governments to provide social safety nets. Stresses from climate change will differentially
affect those made vulnerable by political-economic processes such as liberalisation of
markets for agricultural commodities.

Weak states The impacts of climate change are likely to increase the costs of providing public
infrastructure such as water resources, and services such as education, and may decrease
government revenues. So climate change may decrease the ability of states to create
opportunities and provide important freedoms for citizens as well as decrease the capacity of
government agencies to adapt and respond to climate change itself.

Migration Migration may be one response of people whose livelihoods are undermined by climate
change. However, climate is unlikely to be the sole, or even the most important ‘push’
factor in migration decisions. Yet large-scale movements of people may increase the risk
of conflict in host communities.

643J. Barnett, W.N. Adger / Political Geography 26 (2007) 639e655

Barnett and Adger (2007: 643)



How do we reconcile…

• The relative importance of  different causes of  conflict? 

• Different typologies of  conflict? 

• Different interpretations of  key variables? (Blattman and Miguel 2010: 23)
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Figure 7.1. The Core Model of the Causal Links between Environmental Scarcity and Violence

Homer Dixon, Thomas F. 1999. Environment, Scarcity, and Violence.  
Princeton: Princeton University Press: 134.
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Course logistics
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I need two student representatives for this class. 

I’ll take the first two students to email me  
after 3pm on Wednesday .



Why are Course Representatives important? 

• Most ANU courses have two elected student representatives 
• You ensure students have a voice to your course convener, lecturer, 

tutors, and the college  
• Crucial for positive communication between the university and students 

to enable change  
• Important part of  the network of  student advocacy at ANU 
• Benefits for you:  

• ANUSA and PARSA run training to give you skills to be effective  
• Learn professional skills eg. communication and negotiation



What would I need to do? 

• Be available and approachable – seek class feedback 
• Attend meetings (at least twice each semester) with course convener and head 

of  school  
• Communicate feedback effectively from the class to the convener 
• Close the feedback loop by reporting back to the class the outcomes of  your 

meetings 
• Connect to ANUSA College Representatives and Vice President, or PARSA 

College Reps, if  you need support 
• sa.cass@anu.edu.au 
• sa.vicepres@anu.edu.au 
• parsa.cass@anu.edu.au 

• Refer to the CASS Class Reps Guidelines on your course Wattle site

mailto:sa.cass@anu.edu.au
mailto:sa.vicepres@anu.edu.au
mailto:parsa.cass@anu.edu.au
mailto:sa.cass@anu.edu.au
mailto:sa.vicepres@anu.edu.au
mailto:parsa.cass@anu.edu.au


Next Steps? 

• Nominate if  you’re interested!  
• Vote in the class elections 
• Training with ANUSA and PARSA in Week 3 and 4 (dates to be 

confirmed) 
• Got questions?  

• Contact ANUSA President, Eden Lim: sa.president@anu.edu.au   
• Check out ANUSA’s website for more information! https://anusa.com.au/

advocacy/coursereps/ 

mailto:sa.president@anu.edu.au
https://anusa.com.au/advocacy/coursereps/
https://anusa.com.au/advocacy/coursereps/
mailto:sa.president@anu.edu.au
https://anusa.com.au/advocacy/coursereps/
https://anusa.com.au/advocacy/coursereps/
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Dirc van Delf  (1365-1404). 1400-1404.  
The Four Elements (Earth, Water, Air, Fire). 
Ink and pigments on parchment. 
Walters Art Museum. 
https://art.thewalters.org/detail/81616/the-four-elements-earth-water-air-fire/. 

https://art.thewalters.org/detail/81616/the-four-elements-earth-water-air-fire/
https://art.thewalters.org/detail/81616/the-four-elements-earth-water-air-fire/


See you soon  
either online or in person!
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