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SUMMARY 

The world in the 21
st
 century is characterized by both unprecedented risk and unprecedented foresight. 

Climate change, population shifts and cyber-threats are rapidly increasing the scale and complexity of 

risks to international security, while technological developments are increasing our capacity to foresee 

those risks. This world of high consequence risks, which can be better modeled and anticipated than in the 

past, underscores a clear responsibility for the international community: A “Responsibility to Prepare.” 

This responsibility, which builds on hard-won lessons of the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) framework 

for preventing and responding to mass atrocities, requires a reform of existing governance institutions to 

ensure that critical, nontraditional risks to international security, such as climate change, are anticipated,
1
 

analyzed and addressed systematically, robustly and rapidly by intergovernmental security institutions 

and the security establishments of nations that participate in that system.  

A Responsibility to Prepare agenda should be developed and adopted by all nations, while adhering to the 

overarching principle of “climate-proofing” security institutions at the international, regional and national 

levels. That climate-proofing would include routinizing, integrating, institutionalizing and elevating atten-

tion to climate and security issues at these bodies, as well as establishing rapid response mechanisms, and 

developing contingencies for potential unintended consequences.  

Such an agenda – focused as it is on reforming security institutions - would ensure that critical nontradi-

tional challenges, such as climate change, are appropriately managed as global security risks, rather than 

as niche concerns. A practical fulfilment of the goals and principles articulated in this Responsibility to 

Prepare framework would increase the likelihood of a more stable global governance systems in the face 

of rapid but foreseeable change. 
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A RESPONSIBILITY TO PREPARE 

The geopolitical landscape features a diverse set of intersecting risks. Some of these risks, such as ten-

sions among power centers, disputes over geographical boundaries, and political instability, have been 

with human civilization for millennia – vexing the councils of regional and world order from ancient 

Rome to Westphalia to New York. Other risks, such as nuclear weapons and cyber threats, are relatively 

recent. In some cases, as with rapid climate change, the risks are unprecedented in human history - a his-

tory of rises, falls and reorganizations that occurred during a period of relative climatic stability. This pre-

sents a unique challenge to human civilization and global governance. However, what unifies the chal-

lenge of governance across time and space is both uncertainty and the inability (or unwillingness) of soci-

eties to recognize and adequately prepare for change. In the annals of history, the fog of war, the “un-

known unknowns,” and the “black swan events” have sometimes upended seemingly stable systems of 

government, but a failure to prepare for more predictable events has also been a common cause of politi-

cal instability, and, sometimes, collapse.  

 

Today, the international order, consisting of sovereign nation-states participating in a web of international 

and regional security institutions, is experiencing great uncertainty in the face of rapid climatic, techno-

logical and social change, but also possesses a growing capacity to reduce uncertainty – including an abil-

ity to more accurately foresee unprecedented changes. That is a primary feature that differentiates the 21
st
 

century from past periods of disruption – the ability to harness scientific and technological tools to better 

predict, monitor, and prepare for a range of plausible future scenarios. However, that heightened predic-

tive capacity does not, by itself, lead to preparedness.  

The leaders of nation-states, and of the institutions that underwrite regional and international security, 

must have compelling rationales for preventing and responding to these risks in a responsible fashion – 

rationales that can help them transcend local political and economic pressures. The challenge of unprece-

dented, potentially globally destabilizing phenomena such as climate change presents one such rationale.  

In the face of a rapidly changing climate system, as well as a range of other rapid demographic, social and 

technological changes, nation-states and intergovernmental security institutions have a responsibility to 

use their enhanced predictive capacities to manage and minimize these risks. This combination of “un-

precedented risk” and “unprecedented foresight” underlines the case for a “Responsibility to Prepare,”– a 

responsibility to build a resilient world order against a more reliably foreseeable future, while also creat-

ing a buffer, or governance shock absorber, for those risks that we still cannot imagine. A failure to meet 

this responsibility could significantly strain state sovereignty and the international system built on it.  

UNPRECEDENTED RISKS  

Perhaps no issue underscores this Responsibility to Prepare more than climate change. The relatively sta-

ble climatic period geologists call the Holocene (beginning at approximately 11,701 BP),
2
 a climatic peri-

od which
3
 includes the advent of agriculture; the rise and fall of empires and monarchies; the birth of the 

nation-state; and the invention of rocket ships and computers, is making way for a new epoch: The An-

thropocene.
4
 The Anthropocene is characterized by human-induced changes in the climate

5
 that are hap-

pening at an extremely rapid rate in terms of geologic and civilizational time,
6
 and are unprecedented in 

history.”
7
 These changes, including the melting of the glaciers and polar icecaps, extreme rainfall varia-

bility, and sea level rise – are all changes that disrupt the foundations of the socio-political and economic 
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institutions that undergird civilization as we know it. Simply put, these changes affect the basic resources 

that support human livelihoods, nations and the global order those nations participate in.
8
 

As the impacts of climate change and our understanding of them have increased, a growing body of re-

search demonstrates that climate change is both a direct threat to international security and a “threat mul-

tiplier” in the international security landscape.
9
 Most directly, climate change impacts security by de-

creasing the readiness of security institutions. Military installations built at sea level, for example, must 

now contend with the rising ocean along with their mission. While militaries have always had to contend 

with the weather, climate change is altering their operational environment in significant ways.
10

 Equip-

ment, training, interoperability, and infrastructure all need to be recalibrated and adjusted. These nuts-

and-bolts matters present challenges, but they are not insurmountable.  

The indirect implications of climate on security are, on the other hand, far more challenging due to their 

complex manifestation as a “threat multiplier.”
11

 The impacts of climate change are not hermetically 

sealed within neat equations and charts. They are diffuse, exacerbating stresses to the critical resources 

that underpin national and global security, including water, food, and energy systems. Climate change, 

therefore, adds additional stress to already stressed geostrategic landscape.
12

  

Over time, climate-driven stresses on natural resources can degrade a nation’s capacity to govern, includ-

ing its ability to meet its citizens’ demands for basic resources or prosperity (e.g., food, water, energy, 

employment) – also known as its “output legitimacy.”
13

 This threat to output legitimacy can contribute to 

state fragility, internal conflict, and potentially, state collapse.
14

 Seen through this lens, climate change 

may present a serious challenge to state sovereignty in a number of places around the world.
15

Threats to food security from a changing climate, for example, present a serious challenge to the global 

agricultural system built during the 20
th
 century on the foundation of a millennia worth of development. 

As natural resources within the territory of food producing nations are strained, modern states have often 

turned to the global market to make up for their inability to meet domestic demand for food. Increasingly, 

however, that global food market is vulnerable to price fluctuations driven in part by an increase in the 

frequency and intensity of extreme weather events sometimes thousands of miles away
16

 – a phenomena 

referred to as the “globalization of hazards.”
17

 This presents a catch-22 for some nations – grow your own 

food and risk straining your water resources in the face of accelerating rainfall variability (increasing the 

vulnerability of populations with agricultural livelihoods), or rely on a volatile global market. Poor or in-

creasingly limited choices along this continuum can contribute to political turmoil, as we’ve seen with 

bread riots in rural parts of Egypt, and agricultural devastation in Syria.
18

 In both of these instances, 

stresses to food security, in combination with other political, economic and environmental factors, con-

tributed to state and regional conflicts that have escalated into crises of great international concern.  

Other climate-related threats to state stability are more direct. Consider island nations and sea level rise. 

Rising sea may inundate entire low-lying states and coastal populations. This includes island states such 

as the Maldives and large swathes of countries, such as the low-lying coastal zones of Bangladesh.
19

 For 

small island nations, climate change and sea level rise present an existential threat (and thus the possibil-

ity of a total loss of sovereignty). The international community has no experience in managing the disap-

pearance of nations as a result of environmental processes.
20

 In fact, there are no international legal norms 

designed to account for such an eventuality, including no formal recognition of “climate refugees” or 

“environmental refugees.”
21

 The loss of entire states or large zones within states might contribute to a 

mass increase in stateless peoples in the international system, which could present both a humanitarian 

and international political and security crisis of the highest order.
22
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The implications of a rapidly-changing climate, coupled with other demographic, economic and techno-

logical shifts, contribute to an era of unprecedented risk. However, some of those same dynamics – par-

ticularly rapid technological change – have also contributed to unprecedented foresight. This is a foresight 

that must be properly employed in order to adequately manage risk in this complex and dynamic era. 

UNPRECEDENTED FORESIGHT  

Despite the unprecedented risk of climate change, there is a small silver lining that provides the founda-

tion for a Responsibility to Prepare. Namely, climate change, especially when compared to other drivers 

of international security risks, can be modeled with a relatively high degree of certainty.  

Consider, for instance, the first accurate climate change model is from 1967, a half a century ago, and for 

the most part, the climate is changing as the model predicted.
23

 A political scientist in 1967 would have 

had a much more difficult time predicting the current international security landscape. Other climate 

models have also shown prescient prediction capabilities.
24

 Strikingly, where inaccuracies have occurred, 

they have often been characterized by an underestimation of the rate and severity of change, showing a 

milder picture than what eventually emerged.
25

 Subsequent technological and scientific refinements have 

led to more complex models, and ultimately a strong record of accurate predictions of the rate and scale 

of global climatic changes under emissions scenarios that ultimately materialized. While significant un-

certainties in predicting local-scale climatic changes and ecological interactions remain, existing projec-

tions from climate models paint a fairly clear picture of what the future holds for the global climate, 

which provides a basis for governments and societies to plan accordingly. These models have also al-

lowed us to better plan for low probability, high impact events, such as massive releases of methane from 

thawing permafrost, or changes in the Gulf Stream.
26

 After all, low probability events happen all the time. 

Today, our climate models can help project the implications of these low probability events, which means 

that we can prepare for them 

Importantly, our foresight tools projecting social, economic and political change are also getting better, 

though much room for improvement remains.
27

 The political scientist from 1967 would be astounded by 

the computing power available to analysts for measuring the complex interlinkages between the physical 

and social sciences. In the field of predicting state instability, for example, three different tools utilized by 

the U.S. government - Fuzzy Analysis of Statistical Evidence (FASE—US Army), Integrated Crisis Early 

Warning System (ICEWS—US Army) and the Political Instability Task Force (PITF—CIA) have by one 

measure been assigned a success rate of 80%.
28

 

However, though our climate models are robust and our predictive tools for social, political and economic 

change are improving,
29

 these tools do not by themselves enhance preparedness. Without committed, 

well-resourced institutions regularly delivering and translating climate information to decision-makers; 

without climate information being better integrated into the tools for predicting state fragility or conflict; 

and without entities dedicated to interpreting climate-related risks and issuing warnings to decision-

makers in a systematic and compelling way, governments and intergovernmental institutions will contin-

ue to be underprepared for these risks. 

The case of Syria is an illustrative example. Up until the conflict began in the small farming town of Da-

ra’a, Syria was considered by most political analysts to be immune to the Arab Spring and the broader 

unrest occurring in the region. In “The Obamians,”
30

 J. Mann describes the Obama Administration’s pro-

cess for predicting which Middle Eastern countries were at risk of political instability during the Arab 

Spring:  
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“Administration officials hurriedly made a list of which countries in the Middle East 

were most at risk of large-scale political turmoil, and which were least at risk. That list 

turned out to be wrong in many cases...At the bottom were the nations where any wide-

spread demonstrations for democracy were judged to be improbable: Saudi Arabia and 

Syria. “No one was focused on Syria, because it seemed far less likely than other states in 

the region,” - Deputy Secretary of State] James Steinberg 

This was not, however, due to a lack of information about the fragility of the Syrian state. A UN report,
31

 

a New York Times article,
32

 a story from the IRIN news service,
33

 and a prescient warning from IISD
34

 all 

documented an extreme drought in the country from 2007-2010 (the most extreme in the nation’s history 

of record), which contributed to the displacement of almost 2 million Syrians. The problem was that these 

reports were not being integrated into predictive analyses of the region, and, most importantly, not being 

communicated to key decision-makers at the highest levels of international governance. Thus, the interna-

tional community was largely caught by surprise when political turmoil erupted in the country.
35

 

That said, context is key. Compared to other international security risks that occur primarily in the domain 

of rational or irrational human choice, such as when, or if, a nuclear weapon might be detonated, we are 

generally quite good at seeing what’s coming on the climate horizon. Reliable projections show us that 

global sea levels will continue to rise (though within a wide range), glaciers and the Arctic ice caps will 

continue to melt, diseases will spread more widely, rainfall variability will increase, and water supplies 

will be significantly strained.
36

 All of these impacts, occurring simultaneously and rapidly, will alter the 

geostrategic landscape. At the same time, the models and monitors that project and measure these chang-

es, respectively, will likely continue to become more reliable with increasing data and technological ad-

vancements. As such, the ability to see into the climate future underscores a responsibility to prepare for 

that future. It provides an opportunity to strengthen the architecture of global governance to absorb and 

mitigate these highly probable futures.   

THE ELEMENTS OF A RESPONSIBILITY TO PREPARE 

The combination of an unprecedented global risk and an unprecedented ability to forecast that risk creates 

a clear responsibility for governments and intergovernmental institutions to prepare. This concept of a 

“Responsibility to Prepare” builds on hard-won lessons of the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) agenda, 

which has made great strides in driving action by intergovernmental institutions to prepare for, prevent 

and respond to mass atrocities. To fully realize a Responsibility to Prepare, leaders of the international 

community should collaboratively advance international Responsibility to Prepare goals and principles 

that nations around the world can adopt and adapt to their own circumstances. 

Responsibility to Prepare Goals 

Fulfilling a Responsibility to Prepare begins with defining the goal at hand, which is to systematically 

address climate-security risks at a whole-of-international security landscape level (national, regional and 

international) in a way that decreases the probability of instability and conflict. The complex, transnation-

al and cross-sectoral nature of climate risks demand such a comprehensive approach, but it must be clear-

ly articulated and systematized into a set of goals and principles that nations and intergovernmental insti-

tutions can adopt, measure and promote, in order to avoid the paralysis that overwhelming - or “wicked 

problems” - can create. Such an agenda must also be adaptable to unique local or regional circumstances, 

as is practical and appropriate, and the process for agreeing to these goals and principles should empha-
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size buy-in from as many nations as possible. However, to ensure coherence and focus, a Responsibility 

to Prepare agenda should adhere to one overarching, guiding goal: Climate-proofing security institutions 

at all levels of governance in order to increase the capacity of states to absorb and reduce climatic stress-

es. 

Responsibility to Prepare Principles 

The essence of the Responsibility to Prepare is to ensure that security institutions, in concert with foreign 

policy and development bodies, are able to withstand climatic stresses through routinizing, integrating, 

institutionalizing and elevating attention to climate and security issues, as well as developing rapid re-

sponse mechanisms and developing contingencies for unintended consequences. These principles should 

inform all Responsibility to Prepare goals developed and agreed upon by governments. 

Routinizing: Climate change is happening now, and affects nearly all aspects of society, yet that reality is 

not reflected in the routine activities of governance bodies responsible for security. Doing so would help 

break climate change out of its traditional cage within environment and development ministries and 

broaden the aperture of security institutions to include this complex risk. Routinizing attention to climate 

in security institutions could range from providing regular intelligence briefings on the subject to deci-

sion-makers, to consistently holding dialogues and forums on the subject. At the UN Security Council 

(UNSC), for example, a commitment to regular Arria Formula dialogues on the subject, more consistent 

measures for information flow and monitoring of critical climate and security hotspots (such a Resolution 

2349 (2017) on the Lake Chad Basin),
37

 as well as more robust statements and resolutions that build on 

past actions on climate and security from 2007-2017,
38

  would help ensure that the issue is resilient to 

changing political winds, and always on the UNSC radar. 

Institutionalization: How climate change impacts security is not deeply understood within and across 

governments. In this context, the issue requires institutional centers to conduct climate security analysis 

and inform decision-makers. As was illustrated previously in the case of the 2007-2010 drought in Syria, 

the international community is often unprepared for risks, including climate-driven risks, not necessarily 

because of a lack of information, but because that information is not being delivered to decision-makers 

in a systematic way and they are not aware of its relevance to their remit. Had, for example, the scattered 

reports of drought and mass displacement of peoples in Syria during that time period been fed into an in-

stitution committed to warning of these trends, the country’s political instability might have been foreseen 

and, possibly, mitigated.  Creating multiple institutional centers to collect and interpret information, using 

the best analytical tools available, and then regularly delivering recommendations for action to decision-

makers would go a long way in increasing preparedness for such eventualities and strengthen efforts for 

conflict prevention. Institutionalizing attention to the issue is also important for closely monitoring slow-

onset stresses related to climate change that could gradually erode state stability and might be more diffi-

cult to detect than more dramatic or episodic changes. At the international security level, for example, the 

establishment of semi-independent “Climate Security Crisis Watch Centers,” staffed by expert analysts 

watching for climate and security hotspots, and issuing regular recommendations for action to the UN 

Security Council, could ensure that the intergovernmental security community is more prepared for both 

slow- and quick-onset climatic changes affecting security. These Climate Security Crisis Watch Centers 

could also be replicated at the regional level (at institutions such as NATO and the African Union, for 

example) and at the national level, within or across defense, intelligence and foreign affairs institutions. 

At each level, these centers could either be new structures, or integrated into existing early-warning sys-

tems. 
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Elevation: In some cases, warnings related to nontraditional security risks are delivered to governments 

by analysts, but not at a high enough level. This is often based on a particular issue not being prioritized 

within a government or intergovernmental institution, or the issue not being presented in a fashion that 

appropriately contextualizes the risks as they pertain to other geostrategic priorities. In this context, ele-

vating such issues within governing bodies is critical for ensuring preparedness. Within the UN system, 

for example, the establishment of a senior Climate Change and Security position, reporting directly to the 

UN Secretary General (SG) and communicating regularly to the UN Security Council (UNSC), would go 

a long way toward ensuring that these issues were heard at the highest levels. Such an individual could be 

responsible for overseeing the work of the aforementioned Climate and Security Crisis Watch Centers, 

and delivering recommendations to the UNSC. Equivalent positions at regional and national levels would 

also be important. 

Integration: In order to ensure that climate and security issues are not treated as a special-interest con-

cern, security institutions should integrate climate change trends into their analyses of other critical secu-

rity priorities.  This is the "just add climate" approach, justified by the nature of the threat and the simple 

fact that changes in the climate, acting as a threat multiplier, will affect the entire geostrategic landscape. 

For example, the questions of how climate change intersects with health security, conflict, international 

terrorism, nuclear proliferation, and maritime security, are all critically important, but may be missed if 

such analysis sits solely in the kind of specialized centers described above. Practically, this could involve 

embedding climate and security analysts across issue siloes within governments and intergovernmental 

institutions, or creating interagency structures to facilitate such integration. 

Rapid response: Though the approaches above are designed to facilitate preventative solutions, there will 

undoubtedly be future cases of climate-exacerbated dynamics that demand immediate attention from the 

security community. Developing scaled warning systems that identify long, medium and short-term risks, 

and that include clear “triggers” for emergency action on climate and security, would help ensure that 

foreseeable events are acted upon with commensurate levels of urgency. This is particularly important for 

anticipating low probability/high impact risks, and creating a governance capacity to prepare for “un-

known, unknowns” or “black swans.”
39

 The aforementioned Climate Security Crisis Watch Centers, for 

example, could employ such a rapid response system when communicating to the UNSC. Regional secu-

rity institutions and national governments could also consider adopting these mechanisms, separately or 

in coordination with the international centers. 

Contingencies for unintended consequences: Despite best efforts, unintended consequences of solutions 

to these risks may inevitably arise. Governments should seek to identify these potential eventualities and 

develop contingencies for addressing them. For example, emissions reductions commitments could in-

crease incentives for the development of nuclear power in regions of the world with limited regulatory 

infrastructure, which could, in turn, increase nuclear proliferation risk. Unilaterally-deployed geoengi-

neering solutions, particularly in the absence of international norms to regulate their use, could also result 

in new and unpredictable disruptions to climate, water, food and energy systems. These are foreseeable 

possibilities that security institutions can identify and attempt to prevent sooner rather than later. Facilitat-

ing or institutionalizing cross-sectoral/ interagency coordination to hedge against these unintended conse-

quences, as suggested in the “integration” section above, would be a good start.  

CONCLUSION 

The destructive Thirty Years’ War compelled European monarchs to establish a nation-state system at 

Westphalia in 1648. The globally devastating First and Second World Wars ultimately precipitated the 

creation of an international order centered on the United Nations, and its enforcement arm, the UN Secu-
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rity Council – a system designed to protect the sovereignty of states against external aggression and de-

crease the likelihood of conflict between states.
40

 This is the world order we are still living in today. 

However, given the rapid rate of climatic change and the increasing stress on global security that is likely 

to follow, this order will have to adapt – and adapt quickly. The difference between today and major 

global disruptions of the past is that we can spot impending disasters earlier and more easily. Though the 

risks are unprecedented, our foresight is unprecedented as well. Technological developments have given 

us climate models, and predictive tools, that enhance our ability to anticipate and mitigate risks. We need 

to better utilize those tools, and better integrate them into international, regional and national security in-

stitutions in order to manage this new world. 

However, the window of opportunity to strengthen global governance in a significantly altered geostrate-

gic environment is narrowing. Stalled or delayed actions may result in diminishing returns, and, in the 

worst-case scenarios, difficult and potentially inhumane choices in the face of continued strains on natural 

resources and political will. This scenario is preventable.  

Whether or not the response to climate risks from the international security community will be commen-

surate to the threat remains to be seen. However, in the 21
st
 century we cannot lean on the excuse that we 

did not see the threat coming. We do see it coming, and that foresight makes the Responsibility to Prepare 

an ironclad one.  
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