Climate Change Is Poised to Alter the Face of Global Conflict
by Emily Atkin
Sep. 16, 2019 – It’s the year 2100.  The nationalist ideology popularized by Donald Trump, Jair Bolsonaro, and Boris Johnson has not only retained its hold on industrialized nations, but also expanded amid conditions of climate upheaval.  Many of the world’s major powers have spent the last several decades focusing on themselves.  Borders have closed.  International investments in education and technology have declined.  The divide between the developed and undeveloped world has widened.
No sane soul denies now that the world is warming, though some keep trying.  Still others in the camp of nationalist reaction have taken to insisting the Earth’s wrath is God’s punishment instead of humanity’s folly.  But the evidence is all too crushingly plain that the violent, convulsive new world order taking shape in this moment of climate reckoning is entirely the handiwork of a fatal set of preventable human system failures.  It’s been an excruciatingly slow-motion disaster, engineered by shortsighted, power-obsessed leaders hell-bent on denying scientific truths.  They have blocked the basic measures to mitigate carbon emissions and stave off drought, rising ocean tides, and mass migrations of climate-traumatized populations to higher ground in increasingly xenophobic and belligerent rich Western nations.
With all these catastrophic scenarios now daily facts of life, the specter of climate upheaval—long held forth as the urgent, and quite possibly final, imperative to overcome tribal political divisions and the human race’s retrograde hoarding instincts—is acting as an accelerant of global conflict, plunging nationalist powers into a regressive rivalry to seize scarce resources and deny access to putative outsiders of all descriptions.  The lineaments of a more equitable, sustainable, and cooperative world sketched out by advocates of a Green New Deal have given way, in stunningly short order, to a race to a new global bottom, equal parts Thomas Hobbes and Mad Max.
The endgame was distressingly rapid, and looks especially so in retrospect.  Following Donald Trump’s re-election to the Presidency in 2020, the United States failed to implement aggressive climate policies necessary to avoid the 1.5°C threshold.  America’s continued abdication of any serious leadership role in the climate crisis touched off a series of other high-profile defections from regional and international climate accords that were already insufficient in their target goals.  Plans to decarbonize developed economies ground to a halt in many countries.  Developing countries, heeding the now-malign neglect of many leaders of industrialized nations, continued relying on traditional, resource-intensive forms of moneymaking: farming, mining, and fossil fuel burning.  Their populations kept growing, too, since part of the global surge into nationalist reaction was a rollback of basic contraception and family planning services.
So the world kept getting hotter.  The global community sailed past the 1.5°C “‘safe’ threshold of warming” mark around 2038, and summers of Saharan intensity became an annual norm in Europe—often in North America, too.  These extreme bouts of heat—too routine now to be dubbed “heat waves”—claimed annual death tolls of 1,000s in many countries, while wildfires courted the specter of mass famine by burning up billions of dollars’ worth of cropland.  Around 80% of Earth’s coral reefs died off, tanking fishing and tourism economies around the world.  The ocean rose about 1.5 feet, exposing an additional 69 million people every year to regular extreme flooding.  Residents of the tiny Pacific island nation of Kiribati, which sits an average of a little less than 6 feet above the pre-crisis sea level, began to flee to Australia and New Zealand en masse.
The world’s population ballooned to 12.6 billion by the end of the century, and Earth’s temperature rose by 4°C—twice the level that scientists had long earmarked as the threshold sure to produce vast displacement and suffering for 100s of millions of people contending with the simple misfortune of living too far south, or not far enough inland, or in a drought-ridden, deforested desert-in-the-making.  The sheer scale of environmental devastation associated with a temperature spike of 2°C was enough, according to those early–21st-century scientists, to threaten modern civilization itself.
Today, at 4°, there is still civilization.  But there is no Kiribati, given that sea levels have risen 3 feet since the beginning of the century.  Most of the nation’s 110,000 people have fled to Australia and New Zealand—both of which are struggling with climate-driven scarcity in their own economies, and reverting to uglier forms of discrimination from their shared colonialist past.  Australia has continued its practice of housing migrants in inhumane offshore detention centers in Papua New Guinea—except now, drought has dried up the rainwater tanks that supplied New Guinea’s drinking water, and salt water from the rising sea has leached into the soil, further decimating agricultural production on the island.
Kiribati is but one snapshot of the new global normal. Mass migrations are pushing populations into overstrained, and often inhospitable, new host nations as sea levels rise and extreme weather intensifies, while less visible side effects, such as saltwater intrusion, undermine more and more of the world’s agricultural carrying capacity.  More than 23 million people in China alone have been forced to move, as their land has been reclaimed by the rising ocean tide.  So have 2.8 million people in Indonesia; 2.1 million people in Bangladesh; and 10 million people in Vietnam.  In the United States, meanwhile, 13 million people have left their water-adjacent homes in search of higher ground, or at least drier pastures.
People are being uprooted by other climate shifts as well.  Heat stress, drought, and resulting declines in agricultural yields have helped push 6 million people in Mexico to pack their things and move north.  Nearly 12 million people in sub-Saharan Africa, and millions across the Middle East, have done the same.  No matter where they go, though, it’s unlikely they’ll escape the heat.  75% of the world’s population now faces the threat of dying from hot weather.
These demographic shifts, combined with the resource-based national rivalries unloosed by climate change, have made these mass migrations a key flashpoint of global conflict.  Borders are not only closed; they’re militarized.  The ethno-nationalist backlash in most industrial Western powers has spurred the rise of an eco-fascist ideology—the same one cited in the online manifesto by the gunman in the mass shooting of 2019 in El Paso, Texas.  This “greening of hate” keys into long-standing Malthusian panics about scarcity and overpopulation as the great threats to civilization and global order.  In this bleak worldview—which now governs most of the former bastions of Enlightenment-age democracy—the only way to maintain life is to let it end in those regions not preselected for social Darwinian survival.  Its apostles see the catastrophic impact of climate change as a historic opportunity to revert to the comforting, delusive tribal vision of racial purity in a world given over to chaos and all but permanent geopolitical turmoil.  After all, it’s not the white-majority countries that people are fleeing.
Of course, not everyone is leaving the Southern Hemisphere.  Indeed, even in the face of alarming climactic shifts, most people have chosen to stay where they are.  Acute natural disasters such as floods and typhoons have shattered villages in Kenya, Nigeria, and Senegal.  But many ultimately rebuild, and in sub-Saharan Africa, the population has spiked from just over 800 million people at the beginning of the century to 3.7 billion at the end.  And as the population has risen, so has the risk for armed, violent conflict—often over food and water scarcity.  Worldwide, such risk has increased by 26%.
As people facing the accelerating, overlapping threats of global warming start to feel vulnerable, they seek reassurance in new leadership—and reactionary authoritarians see opportunity.  These crises, they say, can be easily solved, and nations can thrive—if only populations temporarily give up their democratic rights.  As famine, drought, and refugee crises widen, strongmen increasingly exploit the mounting global mood of desperation to build power.
Meanwhile, 5.5 billion people are living in water-stressed areas.  2/3 of the mountain glaciers that have historically supplied most of the water for Pakistan and India, together with much of the rest of the South Asian subcontinent, are gone, and China is holding the rest hostage through its control of the “3rd Pole”—the massive water source in the once-frozen Himalayas.  Chinese leaders have erected dams near the water’s origins, keeping it from draining into India and Bangladesh.  Water access is emerging as a lead cause of regional conflict, especially as scarce water falls under the control of rogue black markets.
War has also broken out in the now-iceless Arctic between the United States and Russia over access to the region’s rich stores of ever-shrinking resources: fish, gas, oil, and minerals.
This dystopian vision of a new era of climate-driven geopolitical conflict and ideological regression has been lurching into the foreground of global politics for at least the past generation.  No one in power today can credibly say they weren’t warned.  They can, perhaps, claim they didn’t know how rapidly the threats were multiplying; they can even say they didn’t accept or believe them.  But no one can plausibly say they did everything they could.  Few can say they even tried.
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