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The potential impacts of climate change on international peace and security are 
many and varied. From its structured review of the scientific literature on climate 
change and security, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) in 
its Fifth Assessment Report found there to be robust evidence and high agree-
ment that ‘human security will be progressively threatened as the climate chang-
es’.1 Although scholars remain divided as to the possibility of proving a causal 
link between climate change and conflict,2 it is difficult to deny that forecast 
phenomena such as rising sea levels, shortages of fresh water and intense storms 
could reasonably be expected to exacerbate existing vulnerabilities and have the 
gravest impact in societies where there is political instability. Indeed, ecological 
imbalances threaten unforeseeable consequences for the security of the planet as 
a whole;3 the magnitude of the challenge is now such that some scientists talk in 
terms of a threat to human survival.4 

Theoretically it may be possible for the United Nations Security Council 
(UNSC) to pronounce climate change external to its mandate. Even if it were to 
do so, however, it is highly likely that it would find itself responding by default, 
compelled to engage with crises of mass migration, civil war or disease to which 
climate change had been a contributing factor, even though such crises may not in 
the first instance appear as ‘climate change situations’. What is needed at present, 
then, is nuanced analysis of the potential future impacts of this complex policy 
issue on the function and functioning of the UNSC. With this end in view, the 
present article has two primary objectives. First, it identifies and clarifies four key 
1 W. N. Adger, J. M. Pulhin, J. Barnett, G. D. Dabelko, G. K. Hovelsrud, M. Levy, Ú. Oswald Spring and 

C. H. Vogel, ‘Human security’, in C. B. Field, V. R. Barros, D. J. Dokken, K. J. Mach, M. D. Mastrandrea, 
T. E. Bilir, M. Chatterjee, K. L. Ebi, Y. O. Estrada, R. C. Genova, B. Girma, E. S. Kissel, A. N. Levy, S. 
MacCracken, P. R. Mastrandrea and L. L. White, eds, Climate Change 2014: impacts, adaptation, and vulnerability, 
Part A: Global and sectoral aspects: contribution of Working Group II to the Fifth Assessment Report of the Intergovern-
mental Panel on Climate Change (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), pp. 755–91 at p. 758.

2 Idean Salehyan, ‘Climate change and conflict: making sense of disparate findings’, Political Geography, vol. 43, 
2014, pp. 1–5.

3 There is a growing literature on alternative ways of conceptualizing climate security. See e.g. Franziskus 
von Lucke, Zehra Wellmann and Thomas Diez, ‘What’s at stake in securitising climate change? Towards a 
differentiated approach’, Geopolitics 19: 4, 2014, pp. 857–84; Matt McDonald, ‘Discourses of climate security’, 
Political Geography, vol. 33, 2013, pp. 42–51.

4 Anthony J. McMichael, ‘Insights from past millennia into climatic impacts on human survival’, Proceedings of 
the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America, 2011, pp. 4730–37, doi: 10.1073/pnas.1120177109, 
accessed 30 Sept. 2015.
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variables integral to consideration of the UNSC and climate change that have 
generally been left undefined in discussion to date. The lack of shared under-
standing of what is meant by these variables has clouded meanings such that 
scholars and diplomats tend to talk past each other if the possibility of the UNSC’s 
addressing climate change is raised. Second, the article maps the range of potential 
Council responses so as to contextualize developments to date within the range of 
legally possible responses. It concludes by briefly considering the political scope 
for more far-reaching and overt action by the Council.

The range of legally possible Security Council responses to climate change

Writing in 2010, Darragh Conway asserted that ‘the question of what measures 
would be open to and feasible for the Security Council to take were it to seek to 
engage in the climate change problematique remains underexplored’.5 This remains 
true today. Mainstream global climate change energies are currently focused on 
hopes for a major breakthrough in negotiations for the 2015 Paris agreement. 
Scholarly contributions addressing the potential for a UNSC role tend each to 
focus on one or two specific examples of potential action, whether it be sanctions 
or the use of force. Meanwhile, taken as a whole, debate has been muddied by 
unproven assumptions, such as that UNSC involvement necessarily means that the 
UNFCCC6–Kyoto regime will be sidelined or that UNSC involvement equates 
to an abandonment of concern to achieve equitable outcomes. Furthermore, it is 
not always clear whether, in rejecting the appropriateness of the UNSC assuming 
some responsibility in this issue area, critics only mean action in relation to which 
explicit reference is made to the term ‘climate change’. Would, for example, a 
resolution on mass refugee flows precipitated by rising sea levels be a UNSC 
response to climate change?

This suggests that what is sometimes framed as a binary choice—whether the 
UNSC should or should not be involved in this policy arena—is in practice more 
complicated than it might at first seem.7 In preparation for mapping the gamut of 
alternative UNSC responses it is useful to identify and clarify conceptually several 
variables that cut across the range of possible categories of action. We may usefully 
begin with the question of terminology to which reference has just been made. 
To be regarded as a climate change response, does the action need to be an explicit 
response to ‘climate change’, or would a policy response to, for example, a human-
itarian disaster from climate-related drought or floods nevertheless be regarded 
as a response to climate change? Crises exacerbated by climate change may not 
be immediately apparent as such, nor the causal connection established beyond 

5 Darragh Conway, ‘The United Nations Security Council and climate change: challenges and opportunities’, 
Climate Law 1: 3, 2010, pp. 375–407 at p. 375.

6 The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change.
7 For literature on the question see e.g. Alan Boyle, ‘UN Security Council lawmaking?’, in Antonio Cassese, 

ed., Realizing Utopia: the future of international law (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), pp. 172–84; Shirley 
V. Scott and Roberta d’Andrade, ‘The global response to climate change: can the Security Council assume a 
lead role?’, Brown Journal of World Affairs 18: 2, 2012, pp. 215–26; Francesco Sindico, ‘Climate change: a Security 
(Council) issue?’, Carbon and Climate Law Review 29: 1, 2007, pp. 29–34.
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contention—certainly at the time the UNSC needs to make a decision. This may 
sound like a rather esoteric point but, as will be considered below, assumptions 
on these questions may well help explain why many still deem the question of a 
role for the UNSC in addressing climate change to be of theoretical rather than 
practical import.

A second variable is whether the UNSC is to address mitigation and/or adapta-
tion. ‘Mitigation’ refers to ‘a human intervention to reduce the sources or enhance 
the sinks of greenhouse gases’.8 ‘Adaptation’ refers to the process of ‘adjustment to 
actual or expected climate and its effects; in human systems, [it] seeks to moderate 
or avoid harm or exploit beneficial opportunities’.9 Mitigation and adaptation are 
closely interrelated in so far as mitigation reduces both the rate and the magnitude 
of warming, and so the less mitigation takes place, the more difficult the task of 
building climate-resilient pathways will be, and the more likely it is that adapta-
tion limits will be exceeded.10 Adaptation is arguably closer than mitigation to the 
traditional role of the UNSC. In the absence of any explicit statement, however, 
it is probably fair to say that, if asked about international climate change policy, 
most members of the public would think first—and possibly exclusively—of 
mitigation, reflecting the historical emphasis in the UNFCCC–Kyoto regime.

A third variable in alternative UNSC responses to climate change is whether the 
Council is to adapt existing tools or to develop new ones. The UNSC has a whole 
range of tools at its disposal, some of the best known of which are sanctions, use 
of force, international criminal tribunals and peacekeeping. Few of its existing 
tools were referred to either by name or by conception in the Charter, and UNSC 
practice has not remained static. The establishment of ad hoc criminal tribunals, 
for example, is a post-Cold War innovation, while peacekeeping is almost as old 
as the UN itself—indeed, it is in many respects the function most closely associ-
ated with the organization.11 And yet peacekeeping has evolved considerably over 
the decades and now encompasses a diverse range of operations, ‘from traditional 
peacekeeping missions, which primarily monitor ceasefire [sic] to complex multi-
dimensional operations, which seek to undertake peace building tasks and address 
root causes of conflict’.12 

A fourth key variable is whether the UNSC is to use its recommendatory or 
its compulsory powers. The Council makes some decisions of a recommendatory 
nature but also has the power to make ‘Chapter VII’ decisions legally binding 
on all states. It has the authority to compel states to comply with its decisions, 
even when those obligations conflict with other treaty obligations of the states 

8 UNFCCC, ‘Glossary of climate change acronyms’, http://unfccc.int/essential_background/glossary/
items/3666.php#M, accessed 30 Sept. 2015.

9 ‘Summary for policymakers’, in IPCC, Climate Change 2014: impacts, adaptation, and vulnerability, Part A: Global 
and sectoral aspects. 

10 IPCC, ‘Summary for policymakers’, p. 28. An adaptation limit is the ‘point at which an actor’s objectives (or 
system needs) cannot be secured from intolerable risks through adaptive actions’: IPCC, Climate Change 2014: 
impacts, adaptation, and vulnerability, Part B: Regional aspects: contribution of Working Group II to the Fifth Assessment 
Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), p. 1758.

11 James Cotton and David Lee, eds, Australia and the United Nations (Canberra: Australian Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade, 2012), p. xxi.

12 UNSC Resolution 2086 (2013). 
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concerned. In order to take a Chapter VII decision the Security Council must have 
met the legal threshold for action set out in article 39: that is, have determined the 
existence of a threat to the peace, breach of the peace or act of aggression. The 
UNSC has most commonly identified a threat to the peace. Understanding of 
what can constitute a threat to the peace has broadened considerably during the 
life of the UNSC, and ‘the Security Council’s legal jurisdictional requirement to 
find a “threat to the peace” [in order to pass a Chapter VII resolution] does not 
seriously constrain its ability to act’.13

There are, of course, many other questions pertinent to considering whether 
the UNSC could or should respond to climate change. These include questions 
regarding the relationship of the Council to other institutional bodies and whether 
the response of the Council would be reactive or anticipatory. On the whole, 
however, answers to these questions follow from the choices made on the above 
four identified policy variables.

The more extreme categories of response

These four key policy variables generate a large number of possible permutations 
of potential UNSC response, and even a statement such as that ‘the UN Security 
Council is the wrong institution to tackle climate change’ is open to multiple inter-
pretations. In order to map alternative responses, it is therefore proposed to bundle 
the variables into four broad categories (see Figure 1). We will begin by considering 
the two most extreme: explicitly articulated rejection of any possible role and a 
conscious embracing of a far-reaching role. Discussion will turn next to two more 
moderate categories of response: a ‘climate change non-response’ and a ‘conscious 
but measured response to the security risks exacerbated by climate change’. The 
article will then consider the Council’s response to date within this framework and 
conclude with some consideration of prospects for future engagement.

Rejection of any involvement with this issue

A first possible response on the part of the UNSC, at least in theory, is simply 
for it to explicitly reject any involvement with the issue of climate change, on 
the grounds that it is unrelated to security and/or that the Council is simply the 
wrong institution for the job.

Climate change writ large 

At the opposite extreme to such a refusal is the possibility of the UNSC opting to 
use its Chapter VII powers and functioning as the key locus of global governance 
in respect of climate change—potentially even in respect of mitigation. ‘Climate 
change writ large’ assumes climate change to be a ‘wicked problem’ posing a far-

13 Michael K. Murphy, ‘Economic security with swords as ploughshares: the modern use of force to combat 
environmental degradation’, Virginia Journal of International Law 39: 4, 1998–9, pp. 1181–1219 at p. 1196.
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Figure 1: Categories of alternative UN Security Council responses to 
climate change

Category of 
response

Conceptualization of climate change and/or 
of appropriate institutional role on which it is 
logically premised. 

Would the Council likely respond to mitigation 
or adaptation?

Explicitly 
refer to 
climate 
change?

Adapt existing 
tools or develop 
new ones?

1. Rejection of 
any involve-
ment with this 
issue 

Climate change is unrelated to inter-
national peace and security and/or the 
UNSC is an inappropriate forum in 
which to address climate change. 

The UNSC would act on neither mitiga-
tion nor adaptation.

Yes Neither

2. Climate 
change 
‘non-response’

Climate change is unrelated to inter-
national peace and security and/or the 
UNSC is an inappropriate forum in 
which address climate change.

The UNSC would almost certainly 
respond to adaptation.

No Either or both

3. Conscious 
but measured 
response to the 
security risks 
made worse by 
climate change

There are many ways in which climate 
change can impact on international 
security. Impacts are greatest for those 
who lack the resilience that development 
affords. The UNSC should act to the 
extent that the consequences of climate 
change intersect with issues that the 
Council would in any case be addressing.

The UNSC would be primarily 
concerned with adaptation; there is 
some potential to address mitigation.

Yes Most likely to 
mainstream 
climate 
change 
considerations 
into use of 
existing tools; 
may adapt 
existing tools 
to climate 
change

4. Climate 
change writ 
large

Climate change is a ‘wicked problem’, 
posing a far-reaching threat to inter-
national peace and security, and even 
calling into question the long-term 
viability of human survival. In order 
to fulfil its Charter mandate the UNSC 
cannot avoid taking correspondingly 
far-reaching measures to do all within its 
capacity to address the threat at its source 
and to minimize its harmful impacts. 

The UNSC would be involved with 
both mitigation and adaptation.

Yes Draw on 
existing tools 
where appli-
cable and 
potentially 
develop new 
tools
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reaching threat to international peace and security, even calling into question the 
long-term viability of human survival: a problem merely exacerbated by delay in 
response. On this view, given that climate change threatens the very future of 
humankind it is ipso facto of concern to the UNSC. The conceptual underpinning 
for far-reaching action could be something along the lines of collective security—
a threat to one is a threat to all: hence if, for example, the Maldives and Bangladesh 
are threatened by climate change, all countries will work together to ensure their 
security.

The following subsections review some of the tools the Security Council 
currently brings into play under Chapter VII and how they might be deployed 
in respect of climate change. Their viability in this role will be assessed in a later 
section of the article.

(a) Military force   Chapter VII decisions of the UNSC are frequently associated with 
its authorization of the use of force—possibly because, save for in self-defence, 
authorization by the UN Security Council is the only lawful basis on which force 
can be used by one state against another. On the one hand, it would seem reason-
able to suggest that when the world faces an extreme security threat, it should 
draw on its most extreme tool: use of military force. One possible avenue would 
be via the concept of Responsibility to Protect (R2P). As defined in the 2005 
World Summit outcome document, R2P is justified in cases of genocide, war 
crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity. Environmental crimes could 
potentially be added to this list.14 On the other hand, one of the key arguments 
brought against the concept of environmental security has been that ‘there are 
no military solutions to “environmental insecurity”’,15 and in the specific case 
of climate change, ‘military intervention is a singularly inappropriate means of 
responding to such a complex problem’.16 Military activity can in itself lead to loss 
of human life and to environmental harm. It is not readily apparent how bombing 
a state might assist with either mitigation or adaptation. Of the two, the only 
conceivable possibility would seem to be mitigation—for example, to bring to an 
end far-reaching environmentally destructive behaviour that had been obstructing 
progress on mitigation.

(b) Ending impunity for environmental ‘crimes’   The UNSC has, since the end of 
the Cold War, established international judicial institutions, on the basis that 
combating impunity is a necessary measure in ending threats to international peace 
and security.17 The first were created to address crimes committed in the former 
Yugoslavia, established by UNSC Resolution 827 of 25 May 1993, and in Rwanda, 
14 Christine Gray, ‘Climate change and the law on the use of force’, in Rosemary Rayfuse and Shirley V. Scott, 

eds, International law in the era of climate change (Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, 2012), pp. 219–40 at p. 239.
15 World Commission on Environment and Development, Our common future (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

1987), p. 19.
16 Robyn Eckersley, ‘Ecological intervention: prospects and limits’, Ethics and International Affairs 21: 3, 2007, pp. 

293–316 at p. 295; Alexandra Knight, ‘Global environmental threats: can the Security Council protect our 
Earth?’, New York University Law Review 80: 5, 2005, pp. 1549–85.

17 Philippe Kirsch, John T. Holmes and Mora Johnson, ‘International tribunals and courts’, in David M. Malone, 
ed., The UN Security Council: from the Cold War to the 21st century (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner, 2004), pp. 
281–94 at p. 281.
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established by UNSC Resolution 955 of 8 November 1994. The Rome Statute of 
the International Criminal Court (ICC) was established by a multilateral treaty 
rather than by a Chapter VII resolution, but it was preceded by and operates 
alongside a number of criminal tribunals established by Chapter VII resolutions 
of the UNSC.

There have in recent years been advocates of recognizing a crime of ‘ecocide’. 
The term was apparently first used in relation to the use of defoliants during 
wars in South-East Asia,18 but it is now being promoted as applicable also during 
peacetime where activities destroy or damage ecosystems on a massive scale.19 
The UNSC does not have the legal capacity to ‘make’ international law per se but 
it does enjoy the requisite authority to establish a court or tribunal designed to 
end impunity for such a crime. This could happen if, for example, parties to the 
Rome Statute of the ICC were to amend the statute so as to recognize ecocide; 
this is the objective of Polly Higgins and the London-based ‘Eradicating Genocide 
Global Initiative’.20

(c) ‘Legislative’ decisions and establishment of an associated enforcement body   Since the end 
of the Cold War the Council has used its Chapter VII authority to pass ‘legisla-
tive’ resolutions that require all states to take certain actions to address a common 
threat—such as terrorism or the proliferation of nuclear weapons—not specific 
to any particular country or situation. By analogy, states could also be required to 
pass legislation to dramatically reduce their carbon footprint and to decarbonize 
the global economy.21 The UNSC could, theoretically at least, create obliga-
tions for all states in respect of climate change distinct from, although potentially 
overlapping with, any obligations they may have under the UNFCCC–Kyoto 
regime. In the case of Resolution 1373 (2001), the Council effectively made 
obligatory certain of the substantive obligations of the 1999 Terrorist Financing 
Convention.22 In the event of any conflict between obligations under the Charter 
and those assumed by a state under the UNFCCC regime, those created by the 
Council would prevail.23

Alternatively, the Council could, for example, require all states to partici-
pate in the projected 2015 climate change agreement. There is some precedent 
for such action, albeit a controversial one. The Democratic People’s Republic of 
North Korea (DPRK) announced in 2003 that it had withdrawn from the Treaty 
on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT), which would mean that 
it was under no legal obligation not to develop, possess or proliferate nuclear 

18 Ludwik A. Teclaff, ‘Beyond restoration: the case of ecocide’, Natural Resources Journal 34: 4, 1994, pp. 933–56 
at p. 933.

19 Teclaff, ‘Beyond restoration’; Rob White, ‘Environmental insecurity and fortress mentality’, International 
Affairs 90: 4, July 2014, pp. 835–51.

20 http://eradicatingecocide.com, accessed 30 Sept. 2015.
21 See Christina Voigt, ‘Security in a “warming world”: competences of the UN Security Council for prevent-

ing dangerous climate change’, in Cecilia M. Bailliet, ed., Security: a multidisciplinary normative approach (Leiden: 
Brill, 2009), pp. 291–312 at pp. 308–9.

22 Paul C. Szasz, ‘The Security Council starts legislating’, American Journal of International Law 96: 4, 2002, pp. 
901–905 at p. 903.

23 Art. 103 of the UN Charter.
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weapons.24 It then proceeded to conduct nuclear weapon tests in 2006 and 2009. 
By Resolutions 1718 (2006) and 1874 (2009) the UNSC, acting under article 41 of 
Chapter VII, demanded that the DPRK retract its statement of withdrawal from 
the NPT, and return to the treaty regime and to International Atomic Energy 
Agency safeguards.25 Membership of treaty regimes is usually a sovereign choice, 
and states parties to the NPT now express divergent views as to the current status 
of the DPRK in respect of the NPT.26

The UNSC also has the authority, in accordance with articles 7(2) and 29 of 
the UN Charter, to establish subsidiary organs and delegate to them Chapter VII 
powers—other than those ‘which go to the very essence of its own responsibility, 
such as determining threats to the peace’.27 The Council has, for example, estab-
lished sanctions monitoring committees, the Counter-Terrorism Committee and 
the Counter-Terrorism Executive Directorate. It could establish an Environmental 
Security Committee;28 this committee could monitor compliance with mitigation 
or adaptation measures, receive reports, conduct inspections and so on.29

(d) Sanctions   Sanctions are another Chapter VII tool at the disposal of the UNSC, 
provided for in article 41 of the Charter. A number of commentators have pointed 
to the potential of UNSC sanctions in the climate arena; Conway views this 
strategy as ‘increasingly practicable’.30 Malone considers economic sanctions to be 
‘potentially more effective as a deterrent or sanction in the environmental context’ 
than in either avoiding or terminating military conflict, or in remedying human 
rights violations.31 Where the state in question could or would not act, the UNSC 
could impose import or export bans on national or multinational companies that, 
for example, destroy vast forests or otherwise have an unreasonably high carbon 
footprint.32 Knight has suggested that the Council could ban products made or 
commodities extracted in a particularly harmful manner.33 Voigt has also consid-
ered the potential to impose sanctions on states with high greenhouse gas emission 
records, with the aim of forcing them into constructive negotiations on an inter-
national climate accord or implementation of domestic measures as required by an 
existing obligation under treaty or customary international law.34

24 Daniel H. Joyner, ‘The Security Council as a legal hegemon’, Georgetown Journal of International Law 43: 2, 2012, 
pp. 225–7 at p. 249.

25 UNSC Resolution 1718, operative para. 4.
26 United Nations Office for Disarmament Affairs, ‘Democratic People’s Republic of Korea: Accession to 

Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT)’, http://disarmament.un.org/treaties/a/npt/
democratic-peoplesrepublicofkorea/acc/moscow, accessed 11 Oct. 2015.

27 Conway, ‘The United Nations Security Council and climate change’, p. 400.
28 Christopher K. Penny, ‘Greening the Security Council: climate change as an emerging “threat to international 

peace and security”’, International Environmental Agreements, vol. 7, 2007, pp. 35–71 at p. 61.
29 See Conway, ‘The United Nations Security Council and climate change’, p. 399.
30 Conway, ‘The United Nations Security Council and climate change’, p. 400.
31 Linda A. Malone, ‘“Green helmets”: a conceptual framework for Security Council authority in environmental 

emergencies’, Michigan Journal of International Law 17: 2, 1995–6, pp. 515–36 at p. 532.
32 Voigt, ‘Security in a “warming world”’, p. 308.
33 Knight, ‘Global environmental threats’, p. 1562.
34 Voigt, ‘Security in a “warming world”’, p. 307.
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More moderate categories of response

We have so far considered two extreme categories of Council response: rejection 
of any role whatsoever and, at the other extreme, a ‘climate change writ large’ 
response involving far-reaching actions to tackle not only the impacts of climate 
change but its root causes. Let us now consider two more moderate categories.

Climate change non-response

A ‘non-response’ refers to the UNSC’s not explicitly responding to climate change 
but in practice doing so by default. In this category of response the Council would 
not overtly acknowledge, or its members even necessarily be cognizant of, the fact 
that the source of the presenting issue had been climate change. A non-response is 
possible because few of the policy issues resulting from the rupture in the natural 
carbon cycle present to policy-makers with the label ‘climate change’ attached. 
The policy response is instead to ‘civil war’, ‘desertification’, ‘increasing migration 
flows’ or ‘natural disasters’, for example. This category of response is necessarily 
reactive rather than proactive and is most likely to entail adaptation rather than 
mitigation as it is difficult to envisage how the UNSC could possibly assume a 
leadership role in respect of mitigation without being aware of doing so.

This is arguably the minimum possible category of UNSC involvement at the 
present time. Scientists tell us that we are already committed to significant changes 
to the physical world and that the consequences of the interplay of a number of 
cycles, including the global water cycle, will result in changes to, for example, sea 
level and vegetation,35 even hundreds or thousands of years after global tempera-
ture has been stabilized.36 Changes to the land available for growing crops and 
building homes, extreme weather events, disease, migration, access to fresh water 
and so on will ineluctably have impacts on governance and security. It may be 
possible in the short to medium term for the UNSC to avoid engaging with the 
governance of climate change, but given that ‘some of the factors that increase 
the risk of violent conflict within states are sensitive to climate change’,37 it is 
almost certain that the Council will in many instances be responding to climate 
change, even if not by name, when it addresses threats and risks of a traditional 
nature.

35 J. A. Church, P. U. Clark, A. Cazenave, J. M. Gregory, S. Jevrejeva, A. Levermann, M. A. Merrifield, G. A. 
Milne, R. S. Nerem, P. D. Nunn, A. J. Payne, W. T. Pfeffer, D. Stammer and A. S. Unnikrishnan, ‘Sea level 
change’, in T. F. Stocker et al., eds, Climate Change 2013: The Physical Science Basis. Contribution of Working Group 
I to the Fifth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2013), pp. 1137–1216 at p. 1205.

36 M. Collins, R. Knutti, J. Arblaster, J.-L. Dufresne, T. Fichefet, P. Friedlingstein, X. Gao, W. J. Gutowski, 
T. Johns, G. Krinner, M. Shongwe, C. Tebaldi, A. J. Weaver and M. Wehner, ‘Long-term climate change: 
projections, commitments and irreversibility’, in T. F. Stocker et al., eds, Climate Change 2013, p. 1112.

37 W. N. Adger, J. M. Pulhin, J. Barnett, G. D. Dabelko, G. K. Hovelsrud, M. Levy, Ú. Oswald Spring and C. 
H. Vogel, ‘Human security’, p. 758.
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A conscious but measured response to the security risks made worse by 
climate change

In this final category of response the Security Council consciously recognizes in a 
resolution that climate change poses risks to international peace and security and 
takes deliberate action to address its consequences for international security. This 
category of response is distinguishable from a ‘non-response’ by its explicit recog-
nition of climate change as a threat to peace and security, and is distinguishable 
from ‘climate change writ large’ by its addressing the perceived security implica-
tions, without tackling the causes, of climate change. This category of response is 
premised on an acceptance of climate change as a security threat that may increase 
the chances of conflict, complicate the building of stable societies after conflict, 
and bring about environmental changes including extreme weather events that 
directly threaten human security to such a degree that there is no question that 
international security is endangered. Whereas a ‘climate change writ large’ response 
suggests a preponderance of action under Chapter VII of the Charter, a ‘conscious 
but measured’ response underscores the value of tools based on Chapter VI, which 
concerns action to prevent the initial or repeated outbreak or escalation of conflict.

The UNSC could play a valuable role in enhancing the visibility, and aware-
ness, of climate security, including in the media. ‘Arria Formula’ meetings—very 
informal, confidential gatherings of Council members and of non-governmental 
representatives usually convened by a Council member other than the president—
and field missions (including fact-finding missions) could be utilized to concen-
trate diplomatic attention and mobilize relevant resources.38 As long as the UNSC 
remains united (and as long as this is not seen as a substitute for concrete action), 
it can also play a role in ‘signalling’ the boundaries of acceptable and unacceptable 
behaviour within a particular issue area.39 It has the capacity to do this by means 
such as issuing presidential statements, press releases and resolutions. Using these 
tools in relation to climate change, the UNSC could play a useful role in under-
lining the importance of sustaining a far-reaching policy response. Consensus 
among the five permanent members (P5) as to what is acceptable in this issue area 
would be likely to have valuable effects elsewhere. 

Under article 96(1) of the UN Charter and article 65 of the Statute of the 
International Court of Justice (ICJ), the UNSC Security Council has the legal 
authority to seek an advisory opinion from the ICJ on any question of interna-
tional law. Somewhat analogously to the request by the UN General Assembly 
and World Health Organization for an advisory opinion on the legality of the 
threat or use of nuclear weapons, the Council could request an opinion on the 
legality or illegality of states’ actions or inactions relevant to climate change, in 
the process drawing attention to the dangers of climate change.40

Uneven development translates into differential risks from climate change, 
with climate-related hazards exacerbating other stressors and violent conflict 

38 Elizabeth M. Cousens, ‘Conflict prevention’, in Malone, ed., The UN Security Council, pp. 101–15 at p. 108.
39 Cousens, ‘Conflict prevention’, p. 108.
40 Voigt, ‘Security in a “warming world”’, p. 311.
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increasing vulnerability to its effects.41 Arguably, it is not the still contentious 
arena of ecologically induced conflict42 that is of greatest potential here. ‘Rather 
than asking whether environmental degradation can trigger broader forms 
of intergroup violent conflict ...  [it is possible to] ask whether environmental 
cooperation can trigger broader forms of peace’.43 Adaptation policy, like good 
development practice, can be part of peacebuilding, enhancing resilience, natural 
resource management, food security, development of social and human capital, 
and strengthening of institutions.44

There would seem to be at least three levels on which climate change consid-
erations could be brought to bear on peace missions.45 The first is simply that of 
minimizing the carbon footprint of missions themselves. The size of today’s peace 
missions means that they have a considerable environmental impact: some 120,000 
peacekeepers consume 10 million litres of water and are responsible for over half 
of all UN greenhouse gas emissions.46 The second consists of mainstreaming a 
climate change role for peace missions, premised on the understanding that in 
order to boost prospects for sustainable peace and security, climate change adapta-
tion needs to be incorporated wherever relevant into peacekeeping and peace-
building. A third level would be the creation of a mission whose primary purpose 
was to respond to the impacts of climate change—perhaps addressing unmet 
adaptation needs.

Into which category does the response to date fall?

Having outlined four broad categories of possible UNSC response to climate 
change, let us now place the response to date within those categories and consider 
the scope for future action. The first category—outright rejection of any role for 
the Council in the global governance of climate change mitigation and adapta-
tion—may well be the one most widely assumed appropriate at present. And yet 
it is no longer realistic to think that climate change will not threaten international 
security; in fact, as we shall see, it is almost certain that the Council has already 
addressed issues exacerbated by climate change, so this first category is in fact 
already of primarily theoretical relevance.

At the other end of the spectrum of possible responses, the UNSC has clearly 
not grasped the nettle so far as leading the global governance of mitigation is 
concerned. There have been no Chapter VII decisions on climate change, whether 
using existing tools or creating new ones. This leaves us with the middle two 

41 IPCC, ‘Summary for policymakers’, pp. 7–8. 
42 H. Buhaug, ‘One effect to rule them all? A comment on climate and conflict’, Climatic Change 127: 3–4, 2014, 

pp. 391–7.
43 Ken Conca and Geoffrey D. Dabelko, eds, Environmental peacekeeping (Washington DC: Woodrow Wilson 

Center Press, 2002), p. 9.
44 The Energy and Resources Institute (TERI), Adaptation to climate change in the context of sustainable development, 

http://www.teriin.org/events/docs/adapt.pdf, accessed 30 Sept. 2015.
45 See Richard Matthew, ‘Integrating climate change into peacebuilding’, Climatic Change 123: 1, 2014, pp. 83–93.
46 United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), ‘Greening peacekeeping operations’, http://www.unep.

org/disastersandconflicts/Introduction/ECP/GreeningPeacekeepingOperations/tabid/105990/Default.aspx, 
accessed 30 Sept. 2015.
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categories into which to place the response to date—that of taking some action 
in response to situations made worse by climate change without consciously 
responding to, or using the words, ‘climate change’; or that of explicitly recog-
nizing climate change as a threat to international peace and security and of 
planning and enacting a measured response where the intersection with interna-
tional security is most clear-cut.

Certain actions of the UNSC have been indicative of a non-response. In 2006 the 
African Union and UN established their hybrid operation in Darfur—a location 
that has been dubbed ‘ground zero’ for climate change,47 where climate-induced 
desertification and the resultant hardship caused to pastoralist societies was one of 
the underlying causes of war.48 Somalia, where the UNSC was involved earlier, 
has been said to epitomize the ‘complex links among climatic shocks, conflict, and 
weak governance’.49 One of the most notable recent developments indicative of a 
non-response was the Council’s reaction to the Ebola crisis in West Africa. Scientists 
had warned for several years that outbreaks of Ebola could be expected to worsen as 
a result of climate change,50 and although the exact causal pathway has not in this 
instance been established beyond dispute, climate change is highly likely to have 
contributed to the severity and rapid spread of the outbreak.51 US President Obama 
emphasized that the epidemic was ‘not just a threat to regional security—[but] a 
potential threat to global security if these countries break down’.52

In Resolution 2177 of 18 September 2014 the UNSC labelled the ‘unprecedented 
extent of the Ebola outbreak in West Africa’ a threat to international peace and 
security, ‘the first time that it had recognized that a disease outbreak constituted 
a threat to international peace and security’.53 The Council did not follow this 
determination with measures under Charter articles 40, 41 or 42, but the following 
day General Assembly Resolution 69/1 ‘welcome[d] the intention of the Secretary-
General to establish the United Nations Mission for Ebola Emergency Response’ 
(UNMEER) to stop the outbreak, treat the infected, ensure essential services, 
preserve stability and prevent further outbreaks.54 

47 UNEP, From conflict to peacebuilding: the role of natural resources and the environment (Nairobi: UNEP, 2009), p. 9, 
http://postconflict.unep.ch/publications/pcdmb_policy_01.pdf, accessed 30 Sept. 2015.

48 UNEP, Sudan: post-conflict environmental assessment (Nairobi: UNEP, 2007), p. 58, http://www.unep.org/sudan/
post-conflict/, accessed 11 Oct. 2015.

49 Margherita Calderone, Derek Headey and Jean-François Maystadt, ‘Enhancing resilience to climate-induced 
conflict in the Horn of Africa’, in Building resilience for food and nutrition security, International Food Policy Research 
Institute 2020 Conference Brief 12, May 2014, http://www.ifpri.org/publication/enhancing-resilience- 
climate-induced-conflict-horn-africa, accessed 30 Sept. 2015.

50 David Biello, ‘Deadly by the dozen: 12 diseases climate change may worsen’, Scientific American, 8 Oct. 2001, 
http://www.scientificamerican.com/article/twelve-diseases-climate-change-may-make-worse/, accessed 30 
Sept. 2015.

51 Elijah Wolfson, ‘Ebola and climate change: are humans responsible for the severity of the current outbreak?’, 
Newsweek, 8 Dec. 2014, http://www.newsweek.com/climate-change-ebola-outbreak-globalization-infectious- 
disease-264163, accessed 30 Sept. 2015.

52 ‘Chasing a rolling snowball’, The Economist, 20 Sept. 2014, p. 13.
53 Gian Luca Burci and Jakob Quirin, ‘Ebola, WHO, and the United Nations: convergence of global public 

health and international peace and security’, American Society of International Law, Insights 18: 25, 2014, 
http://www.asil.org/insights/volume/18/issue/25/ebola-who-and-united-nations-convergence-global-
public-health-and, accessed 30 Sept. 2015.

54 UN, ‘UN Mission for Ebola Emergency Response’, http://ebolaresponse.un.org/un-mission-ebola-emergency- 
response, accessed 30 Sept. 2015 (emphasis in original).
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Here we have an example of what may well become more common: the 
UNSC responding—without reference to climate change per se—to an urgent 
non-traditional security threat that risked sparking a major security threat of a 
traditional nature and that had probably though not indisputably been exacer-
bated by climate change. Notably, the Council did not need to usurp the role of 
the General Assembly in order to do so. The UNSC has already, with Resolution 
1199 (1998), suggested that massive flows of refugees prompted by internal political 
instability might pose a threat to international peace and security.55

The UNSC has also undertaken considerable groundwork for the adoption of 
a conscious, measured, approach to climate change, doing so in such a way as to 
reaffirm the UNFCCC as the key instrument for addressing climate change and 
recognize the responsibility of the General Assembly and Economic and Social 
Council for ‘sustainable development including climate change’. The United 
Kingdom, Germany and Pakistan used their presidencies to lead debate on the 
subject in 2007 and 2011.56 A 2011 presidential statement expressed concern ‘that 
possible adverse effects of climate change may, in the long run, aggravate certain 
existing threats to international peace and security’.57 Discussion of the matter 
has been sustained through Arria Formula meetings in 2013 and in 2015,58 and 
the risks posed by climate change featured strongly in an open debate on matters 
of interest to small island developing nations hosted by New Zealand during its 
presidency in July 2015.59 

The General Assembly has also expressed its ‘[deep concern] that the adverse 
impacts of climate change, including sea-level rise, could have possible security 
implications’; affirmed that the UNFCCC is the ‘key instrument for addressing 
climate change’; and extended an invitation to ‘the relevant organs of the United 
Nations, as appropriate and within their respective mandates, to intensify their 
efforts in considering and addressing climate change, including its possible security 
implications’.60

In 2008 the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) established an Expert Advi-
sory Group on Environment, Conflict and Peacebuilding in order to offer independ-
ent expertise and advice to the UN Peacebuilding Commission (UNPC) and to the 
wider peacebuilding community.61 The objective of UNEP–UNPC cooperation 
has been ‘to prevent natural resources and environmental stress from undermining 
the peacebuilding process while at the same time using environment as a platform 

55 Francesco Sindico, ‘Ex-post and ex-ante [legal] approaches to climate change threats to the international 
community’, New Zealand Journal of Environmental Law, vol. 9, 2005, pp. 209–38 at p. 222.

56 See S/PV.5663 (2007) and S/PV.6587 (2011).
57 UN, Presidential Statement S/PRST/2011/15, 20 July 2011.
58 Center for Climate and Security, ‘UN Security Council meeting on climate change as a threat multiplier 

for global security’, 8 July 2015, http://climateandsecurity.org/2015/07/08/un-security-council-meeting-on-
climate-change-as-a-threat-multiplier-for-global-security/, accessed 11 Oct. 2015.

59 Center for Climate and Security, ‘More than 70 countries tell UN Security Council to prioritize climate secu-
rity risks’, 6 Aug. 2015. http://climateandsecurity.org/2015/08/06/more-than-70-countries-tell-un-security-
council-to-prioritize-climate-security-risks/, accessed 30 Sept. 2015.

60 UN General Assembly Resolution 63/281 (2009).
61 http://www.unep.org/disastersandconflicts/Introduction/EnvironmentalCooperationforPeacebuilding/

OtherECPActivities/ExpertAdvisoryGrouponConflictPeacebuilding/tabid/54649/Default.aspx, accessed 11 
Oct. 2015.
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for dialogue, cooperation and confidence-building’.62 The Expert Advisory Group 
is currently preparing a policy report on climate change and peacebuilding.63

Peace missions have placed an increasing emphasis on the environment and 
resources. The 2009 internal Environmental Policy for UN Field Missions,  
developed by the Department of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO) and the 
Department of Field Support (DFS), working in conjunction with UNEP, aimed 
to minimize the environmental footprint of peacekeeping operations. It was inter 
alia made compulsory for all personnel working in UN peacekeeping operations, 
although by 2012 actual change on the ground was regarded as insufficient.64 The 
2015 report of the High-Level Independent Panel on Peace Operations recom-
mended that the Secretariat and missions ensure that

peace operations participate effectively in the United Nations’ broader efforts to mitigate 
climate change led by the Secretary-General, and address the impact of peace and security 
on the environment and provide analysis to the Security Council on potential peace and 
security risks posed by environmental challenges.65

Prospects for a shift to a conscious, measured response or even to action 
within the ‘climate change writ large’ category

At this stage, then, the ‘non-response’ category of action represents business as 
usual for the UNSC. There is an interesting disjuncture in that, at a domestic level, 
some 70 per cent of countries have now identified climate change as a threat to their 
national security;66 but there remains strong resistance to the UNSC accepting a 
proactive role in this issue area, certainly one that would fit within the ‘climate 
change writ large’ category. Developing countries understandably have a ‘Trojan 
horse’ concern regarding the R2P doctrine—that it provides the more powerful 
states with a pretext for intervention for which concern for human rights (or, 
in this case, climate change) may serve as a mere excuse. There is considerable 
opposition to the idea of criminalizing action damaging to the environment,67 
and the amendment provisions of the Rome Statute, particularly that by which, in 
article 121(6), states parties not accepting an amendment may withdraw from the 
Statute with immediate effect, render any attempt at amendment risky. Scholars 
considering the value of the UNSC’s employing its Chapter VII tools in respect 
of climate change tend to favour sanctions or ‘legislative decisions’ requiring 
domestic legal actions by member states.

62 UNEP, From conflict to peacebuilding. 
63 http://www.unep.org/disastersandconflicts/Introduction/EnvironmentalCooperationforPeacebuilding/

OtherECPActivities/ExpertAdvisoryGrouponConflictPeacebuilding/tabid/54649/Default.aspx.
64 UNEP, Greening the blue helmets: environment, natural resources and UN peacekeeping operations (Nairobi: UNEP, 

2012), p. 80.
65 High-Level Independent Panel on Peace Operations, Uniting our strengths for peace: politics, partnership and people, 

16 June 2015, p. 77, http://www.un.org/sg/pdf/HIPPO_Report_1_June_2015.pdf, accessed 30 Sept. 2015.
66 Andrew Holland and Xander Vagg, The Global Security Defense Index on Climate Change: preliminary results. National 

security perspectives on climate change from around the world, 2013, http://americansecurityproject.org/ASP%20Reports/
Ref%200121%20-%20Global%20Security%20Defense%20Index%20P-Results.pdf, accessed 30 Sept. 2015.

67 Teclaff, ‘Beyond restoration’, pp. 953–4.
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The UNSC has no independent military forces of its own, so its power to 
take effective action under Chapter VII is ultimately subject to the international 
community’s perceiving its decisions to be legitimate. Respect for and compli-
ance with UNSC actions are not conferred as automatically as the powers of 
the Council might suggest.68 A Chapter VII decision would be unlikely to be 
broadly acceptable to the international community unless the record of the P5 on 
climate change were perceived to be close to impeccable and the Council viewed 
as acting solely in global best interests rather than as an extension of the US State 
Department.

In the first instance, a Chapter VII resolution would need to acquire the requi-
site votes in the Council and no vetoes from permanent members. Certainly the 
United States would need to support the proposal. Such a move is not out of 
the question. The United States has appeared far more amenable to the possi-
bility since the 2011 debate than it had previously, encouraging the UNSC to be 
prepared to respond to the whole range of crises exacerbated by the effects of 
climate change;69 and the United States has sought a key role for the Security 
Council in respect of biological weapons verification and in respect of referrals to 
the ICC. And, after decades of increases, US greenhouse gas emissions dropped 
by nearly 10 per cent between 2005 and 2014.70

Russia and China have both opposed a role for the UNSC in respect of climate 
change, and hitherto China and the United States have generally been adversaries 
in climate change negotiations. The first sign of significant convergence of their 
policy positions came with separate statements by President Obama and Chinese 
Vice-Premier Zhang Gaoli at the September 2014 climate change summit. Zhang 
announced that China was ‘ready to work with other countries to shoulder respon-
sibilities’ and to peak emissions ‘as early as possible’, while Obama announced that 
the United States was ‘stepping up to the plate’: ‘We recognize our role in creating 
this problem ... We will do our part, and we will help developing nations do theirs.’71

Following talks between Presidents Xi Jinping and Obama in November 
2014, the two countries signed an agreement by which China undertook to halt 
emissions by 2030 while the United States pledged to reduce emissions by up to 
28 per cent by 2025.72 Some commentators believe that exploiting commercial 
synergies on environment and energy could benefit each country economically, 
improve bilateral relations and result in more effective mitigation.73 The principle 

68 Vaughan Lowe, Adam Roberts, Jennifer Welsh and Dominik Zaum, eds. The United Nations Security Council 
and war: the evolution of thought and practice since 1945 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), p. 28.

69 S/PV.6587, pp. 6–7.
70 Graham Lloyd, ‘Emerging giants dictate climate future’, The Australian, 13 Dec. 2014, p. 19.
71 Lisa Friedman and ClimateWire, ‘China and US promise to combat climate change’, Scientific American, 24 

Sept. 2014, http://www.scientificamerican.com/article/china-and-u-s-promise-to-combat-climate-change/, 
accessed 11 October 2015.

72 Ashley Hall, ‘US and China’s climate change agreement prompts calls for Australia to follow suit’, ABC 
News, 13 Nov. 2014, http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-11-13/calls-for-australia-to-reduce-emissions-after-
us-china-deal/5887474, accessed 30 Sept. 2015.

73 Scott Victor Valentine, ‘Enhancing climate change mitigation efforts through Sino-American collaboration’, 
Chinese Journal of International Politics 6: 2, 2013, pp. 159–83; Wang Tao, ‘Energy and climate collaboration key 
to US–China relations?’, The Diplomat, 18 Oct. 2014, http://thediplomat.com/2014/08/, accessed 30 Sept. 2015.
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of common but differentiated responsibility is proving malleable and technically 
there is no reason why it should not feature in any future resolution of the UNSC 
on climate change. The vast majority of Council resolutions are arguably infused 
with differentiation of one form or another, and the concept is integral to other 
aspects of UN functioning—including, for example, apportionment of financial 
dues.

Even if the response of the UNSC to date can primarily be characterized 
as falling within the ‘non-response’ category, this may conceivably yield some 
benefits from a climate change perspective. The very term ‘climate change’ tends 
to engender polarized positions and emotive attitudes, and has become inseparable 
from the question of allocating responsibility for creating the problem. The 
downside of the ‘non-response’ category is that it represents a passive and reactive 
stance that does not allow for planning effective programmes of action and hence 
potentially represents a lost opportunity to contribute either to more ambitious 
targets in respect of mitigation or to meeting the significant challenges of adapta-
tion. Where states in the 2011 debate were explicit about the type of role they 
envisaged the UNSC playing, it was mainly to do with monitoring and antici-
pating threats.74 It is possible that if the Secretary General were to consider, ‘on 
a case-by-case basis, the climate change-related factors relevant to each of the 
country or thematic reports’ in each report submitted to the Security Council,75 
this would lead to greater awareness of the issues, probably weakening resistance 
to a Council role and rendering more likely the inclusion of climate change-
related contextual information in UNSC resolutions.76

So far as the ‘conscious but measured’ category of response is concerned, the 
links between adaptation and successful peacebuilding offer a number of prom-
ising lines of policy and research to build on the work already undertaken on 
environmental peacekeeping. It is already apparent that there is a notable parallel 
between how best to promote climate change adaptation and how best to conduct 
an effective peace mission. Societies that have experienced conflict once are prone 
to recurrent conflict.77 Active participation of grassroots organizations may serve 
to address underlying sources of conflict as necessary to establish a sustainable 
peace;78 inclusivity and stakeholder engagement are also known to benefit the 
development and implementation of climate change adaptation programmes.79 
Adaptation-orientated peace missions may be a policy option of interest to China, 
which is seeking to increase its involvement with UN peacekeeping.80 Gray consid-
ers the primary significance of increasing environmental dangers, including climate 

74 See Stephanie Cousins, ‘UN Security Council: playing a role in the international climate change regime?’, 
Global Change, Peace & Security 25: 2, 2013, pp. 191–210, at pp. 207–9.

75 Cousins, ‘UN Security Council’, p. 208.
76 Cousins, ‘UN Security Council’, p. 208.
77 Edward Newman, ‘The international architecture of peacebuilding’, in Roger MacGinty, ed., Routledge hand-

book of peacebuilding (Abingdon: Routledge, 2013), pp. 311–24 at p. 321.
78 Newman, ‘The international architecture of peacebuilding’, p. 321.
79 Mya H. Sherman and James Ford, ‘Stakeholder engagement in adaptation interventions: an evaluation of 

projects in developing nations’, Climate Policy 14: 3, 2013, p. 418.
80 Rosemary Foot, ‘“Doing some things” in the Xi Jinping era: the United Nations as China’s venue of choice’, 

International Affairs 90: 5, Sept. 2014, pp. 1085–1100 at p. 1087.
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change, for the UNSC’s power to authorize military intervention to be that of 
reinforcing the salience of preventive measures, especially through peacekeeping 
and peacebuilding.81

Conclusions

General Assembly Resolution 10830 (2009) invited relevant UN organs, ‘as appro-
priate and within their respective mandates, to intensify their efforts in considering 
and addressing climate change, including its possible security implications’. There 
is as yet no consensus on whether the Security Council could or should be proactive 
in respect of climate change or, if so, of what its contribution to the global efforts 
might best consist. A role for the UNSC is of particular significance both because 
of its legal authority to override any contradictory obligations of member states 
and because of the breadth of its increasingly multimodal methods of operation. 
If the UNSC does not respond to climate change in a conscious manner, it is highly 
likely to respond implicitly to the security consequences thereof. It is therefore 
timely to map the range of action legally available to the Council as a prelude to 
assessing what would be most feasible politically and of greatest practical utility.

This article has surveyed four categories of possible UNSC response to climate 
change. The first was explicit rejection of any role. The second was what was 
dubbed a ‘non-response’—that is, reacting to crises or potential security crises in 
which climate change and its effects had been a significant contributory factor, 
but without overtly acknowledging climate change insecurity. The third was 
an explicit but measured response, tackling climate change, particularly using 
non-binding powers, where it intersects most sharply with international peace and 
security. The fourth was the possibility of the Council going ‘all out’, including 
the use of its Chapter VII powers, to tackle climate change even at its roots.

The current response was assessed as falling primarily within the second, 
‘non-response’ category, albeit with some groundwork having been laid for 
explicitly acknowledging, and acting on, climate security issues. Some of the most 
extreme possible responses within the remit of the Security Council—most starkly 
the use of force—would be politically out of the question at this time; indeed, 
fear that the P5 could potentially misuse a mandate in this area for their own 
purposes is likely to underlie opposition to any role for the UNSC, and anything 
that could reassure developing countries that this would not occur would be likely 
to enhance the legitimacy of the UNSC’s moving beyond debate on the subject. It 
may already be appropriate for the Council to build on the precedents it has estab-
lished and step into the third category—that of a conscious but measured response 
to the security risks associated with climate change. Particularly with recognition 
of the close link between effective climate change adaptation and development, 
there would appear to be scope for the UNSC to contribute positively to global 
climate change governance, initially with its existing tools but with considerable 
potential for the development of new ones in the future.

81 Gray, ‘Climate change and the law on the use of force’, pp. 219–40.
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