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Summary 

The post Cold War Security Council has been experiencing an unprecedented 

change in the security environment. New security threats, such as climate change, 

have emerged and the question is if the Security Council has the skills, 

competence and the will do deal with them.  

Security in broader terms is examined to set the foundation for the discussion on 

the new security spectrum which has replaced the traditional security spectrum of 

the Cold War. Climate change provides an example on how new security threats 

have materialized and no less how the Security Council has been dealing with 

them. An optimal scenario on how the Council could deal with climate change 

and new security threats, as well a more realistic scenario based on the current 

geopolitical realities, are finally presented. 

The conclusion is that the Security Council is working on the basis of the new 

security spectrum and does have the skills and competence to deal with these new 

security threats, including the threat posed by climate change. However, the main 

question seems to evolve around the will of the Council which ultimately lies with 

the member states of the UN and the Council, though in particular with the five 

permanent members. 
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Preface 

 

The idea of the essay, or rather the interest in the topic of new security threats, 

was raised when the author attended the 61st session of the General Assembly of 

the United Nations. A part of the job was to sit through the long days of the 

Ministerial weeks of the Assembly and listen to and report on the speeches of 

various presidents, prime ministers and foreign ministers. One of the recurring 

themes being addressed by the speakers was that of new security threats and a 

particularly intriguing aspect was that of climate change as a security threat, a 

topic which at the time had not reached the Security Council. It was interesting for 

someone relatively new to International relations to listen to small island states 

pleading with the international community for the life of their nations, seeing 

climate change as an existential threat to their survival. 

 

When starting the study of International relations at the University of Iceland it 

was fascinating to go through the security changes that we are experiencing in 

today´s world. My interest was raised on the connection and development of these 

threats vis-à-vis the work of the Security Council, which can be argued to be the 

most powerful security actor, also through its permanent members, in the world. 

 

This master thesis is the final assignment in the MA studies of International 

Relations at the University of Iceland. It accounts for 30 ECTS credits and the 

instructor was Alyson Bailes, Adjunct Lecturer at the University of Iceland.  

 

I would like to thank Alyson Bailes for excellent guidance and input while writing 

this thesis and no less throughout my studies. 
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1.0 Introduction 

 

When attending the General Assembly of the United Nations one of the first 

thoughts that come to mind is the grandness of the event, as almost every state in 

the world meets to discuss and resolve international affairs. This picture is though 

quickly shattered when experiencing the full halls that listen to the President of 

the United States of America being starkly contrasted with that of speeches of 

small states such as Tuvalu, Kirabati and others where the halls are almost empty 

and those sitting behind the country placards of the countries of the world, seem 

not to pay much attention. This is easy to understand as the United States would 

be considered one of, if not the most, powerful state in the world while the others 

would be considered less so. This would also have held true for the years of the 

Cold War, where the actions of few had fundamental impacts of the life of all. The 

problem becomes that in today´s globalized world, the worries of one actor, 

almost regardless of size, can turn out to be an issue for all to deal with. One of 

the recurring themes addressed by those speaking at the General Assembly was 

the challenge of new security threats, and a particularly intriguing aspect was that 

of climate change as a security threat, a topic which at the time had not reached 

the Security Council.  

This thesis is intended to examine this changed security environment and how the 

Security Council has addressed it with a special focus on climate change. Below 

the research question that is addressed in the thesis will be presented and the 

reasons for addressing it, as well as laying out the structure of the text. 
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This changed security environment has also served as a challenge for one of the 

main schools of thought in international relations, namely realism. Liberalism, its 

main rival, had a hard time during the years of the Cold War but has now through 

the improvements put forward in neoliberalist thought become a real contender for 

its seat. In this thesis the approaches of realism and neoliberalism will be 

contrasted and presented as the contending theories for today´s understanding of 

security.  

The security changes affecting today´s world should be dealt with by the Security 

Council (SC or the Council) as almost every state in the world has conferred upon 

the Council ―primary responsibility for the maintenance of international peace and 

security‖.
1
 The Security Council can be shown to have many ways to influence 

world affairs and would achieve a full score according to Robert Cox and Harold 

K. Jacobson´s method of analysis which examines decision-making in and the 

power of international institutions.
2
 To react to threats to peace and security in the 

world, the Council has a power base in the UN Charter and its permanent 

members not rivaled by any other institution in the world. Chapters VI and VII of 

the Charter give the Council power to intervene in conflicts and disputes around 

the world, impose economic sanctions and adopt binding resolutions for all 

members of the United Nations. The working methods of the Council should 

therefore be a good measurement of the workings of international relations, both 

due to the image that the Council has but no less because of the immense power 

the Council possesses. If one wants to get a good picture of how the international 

community is approaching new security threats, or if it is at all, the Security 

Council should thus be a good measurement of this. The question raised in this 

thesis is if the Security Council, working on the basis of the new security 

spectrum in the post-Cold War period, has the skills, competence and will to deal 

with the multidimensional security concept, the threat posed by climate change or 

other new threats. 

 

                                                           
1
 United Nations Charter, can be accessed at: http://www.un.org/aboutun/charter/ 

2
 The catagories are: representational, symbolic, boundary, programmatic, rule-creating, rule-

supervisory and operational. See Cox, R. and Jacobson, H. K. The framework for inquiry in The 

politics of global governance; International organizations in an interdependent world, edited by 

Paul F. Diehl. Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2005. Colorado. Page 117. 



9 
 

The research question that emerges is thus: 

Does the United Nations‘ Security Council (SC) have the skills, will and 

competence to deal with the multidimensional security concept that has emerged 

after the end of the Cold War? If so is, should the threat posed by climate change, 

or other new security threats, be dealt with by the Security Council?  

 

To answer this question, the central part of this thesis examines how the SC‘s 

approach to its work has changed with the end of the Cold War, with a particular 

focus on climate change - a new emerging security threat. 

Why should climate change be a relevant challenge for treatment by the SC? To 

establish the background for this question, section 2 will start off with a 

discussion of what security is and what are threats to security, to serve as a basis 

for a discussion of the old and new security spectrums and the traditional and new 

security concepts. Section 3 examines the theoretical framework for tackling 

security challenges as provided by major theories of international relations – 

realism, liberalism and their variants, in particular neoliberalism - and by the roles 

they assign to international institution. The Security Council is then presented in 

section 4 and the changes that it has gone through in the last two decades are 

traced: a discussion that will be continued in section 5, but with the main focus on 

the theoretical question of whether a ‗neoliberal‘ Council has emerged since the 

end of the Cold War. In section 6 these two discussions will be merged and a new 

Security Council in a new security spectrum will be presented. One of the most 

interesting newcomers to the current security spectrum is climate change and to 

put the previous discussion into perspective, section 7 will be examining climate 

change within the framework of new security threats, evaluating its relevance and 

finally discussing how the Security Council has reacted to this emerging threat. 

The future and what may lie ahead is examined in section 8, with a discussion on 

both an optimal scenario and a more realistic scenario regarding the course of 

events on climate change as a threat to international peace and security to be dealt 

with by the Security Council. 
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The expected conclusion is that further engagement with the Security Council will 

be experienced because the small and medium countries, following a neoliberal 

approach to security through collective international institutions, will see it 

beneficial, while the bigger states such as the United States, following realist 

approaches, will to some degree be driven to address the real new security issues 

that the world faces. The shift that the world is experiencing in approaches to the 

international system may indicate that these threats will be dealt with in a 

cooperative way, not exclusively, but primarily by the Security Council. The 

question then becomes whether the Council will finally live up to its mandate to 

carry the primary responsibility for the maintenance of international peace and 

security? 
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2.0 A New Security Spectrum 

  

From 1945 onwards a global war between the West and the East was an 

existential threat to the world that preceded all other possible threats in 

importance, hence the security agenda was dominated by the Cold War with its 

underlying simplicity. The end of the Cold War has forced the world to accept 

new frameworks and dimensions of security. The impact of the terrorist attacks on 

11 September in the US, in addition to the attacks in London and Madrid, has 

shown the world the continuing challenges of security in the Post-Cold War era 

and the physiological effect of attacks that are of a non-military nature. This 

chapter will start with two questions to lay the foundation for further discussion, 

that is, what is security and what are threats? The main points of the old and new 

security spectrums will then be examined and their main distinctions will be 

drawn out, based in part on the discussions on security and threat. It will be 

argued finally, that a multidimensional security concept has emerged after the end 

of the Cold War, which climate change is genuinely a part of, and has coincided 

with changes in the modus operandi and decisions of the Security Council which 

will be discussed in chapter four (no assumption is made at this stage on the 

causal relation).  

 

 

2.1 What is security? 

 

Security is a difficult word to encompass; it can mean different things to different 

individuals, groups and states. In broader terms and as defined by dictionaries 

security is ―Freedom from risk or danger; safety or even freedom from doubt, 
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anxiety, or fear‖.
3
 Different sources on security in international relations do not 

find it as easy as the dictionary to define the concept of security. Some analysts 

are eager to call the debate to order and say that ―[t]here is a consensus that it 

implies freedom from threats to core values (for both individuals and groups) but 

there is a major disagreement about whether the main focus of enquiry should be 

on ‗individual‘, ‗national‘ or ‗international‘ security.‖
4
 Another author also seems 

confident enough to claim to have reached an agreement on what security studies, 

the studies on security, entails. ―The good news is that a consensus has emerged 

on what security studies entails – it is to do with threats to survival…‖
5
 The truth 

is that many different definitions prevail and they all display a difference of 

approach to the international system, some of whom have been displayed in the 

table below.
6
 

 

 

                                                           
3
 Baylis, J. International and global security in the post-Cold War era, in The Globalization of 

World Politics: An Introduction to International Relations, Third edition. Edited by Baylis, J., 

Smith, S. and Owens, P. Oxford university press, Oxford, 2004. Page 300. 
4
 Baylis, J. International and global security in the post-Cold War era, in The Globalization of 

World Politics: An Introduction to International Relations, Third edition. Page 300. 
5
 Collins, Allan. Introduction: What is Security Studies? in Contemporary Security Studies. Edited 

by Alan Collins. Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2007. Page 2. 
6
 Table adopted from both from Collins, Allan. Introduction: What is Security Studies? in 

Contemporary Security Studies, page 3 and Baylis, J. International and global security in the post-

Cold War era, in The Globalization of World Politics: An Introduction to International Relations, 

Third edition, page 300. 

Definitions of Security

A nation is secure to the 
extent to which it is not in 

danger of having to 
sacrifice core values if it 

wishes to avoid war, and is 
able, if challenged, to 

maintain them by victory in 
such a war.

Walter Lippmann

Security, in any objective 
sense, measures the 
absence of threats to 

acquired values and in a 
subjective sense, the 

absence of fear that such 
values will be attacked.

Arnold Wolfers

In the case of security, the 
discussion is about the 

pursuit of freedom from 
threat. When this 

discussion is in the context 
of the international system, 
security is about the ability 
of states and societies to 

maintain their independent 
identity and their 

functional integrity.

Barry Buzan

Security-insecurity is 
defined in relation to 
vulnerabilities- both 

internal and external- that 
threaten or have the 

potential to bring down or 
weaken state structures, 

both territorial and 
institutional, and governing 

regimes.

Mohammed Ayoob

Figure 1 
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The traditional approach, the one of the Cold War, was what can be called a ‗state 

centric‘ view of security, where military force prevailed. States battle states with 

militaries, hence security and the study of security is defined in the same way. 

 

Security studies may be defined as the study of the threat, use, and control of 

military force. It explores the conditions that make the use of force more 

likely, the ways that the use of force affects individuals, states, and societies, 

and the specific policies that states adopt in order to prepare for, prevent, or 

engage in war.
7
 

 

This approach has acquired several critics, especially since the end of the Cold 

War. These critics believe that this interpretation is too narrow and does not 

encompass the threats faced by mankind in today´s globalized world. These 

threats could now be viewed with different eyes to include political, economic, 

societal, environmental, as well as, military aspects of security.
8
 This involves 

states thinking about the security of their neighbors as being a part of their own 

security at the same time that security itself is increasingly defined in broader 

international and global terms, making the number of neighbors greater and 

greater.
9
 

 

A few fundamental differences can also be found in these diverse approaches to 

security. They focus on different actors, or rather to say, encompass the possibility 

for them to do so. The traditional definitions see the state as the sole provider of 

security and threats as being solely directed against states while the new 

approaches allow for other actors. The clear difference between providers of 

security and users has also faded. When military security was provided by the 

national army the user was the state and all those that the state encompassed. 

Through the different array of new security threats that have proliferated, the 

providers have in many ways also become the users.
10

 Economic security is for 

example partly provided by companies and individuals alike as well as by the 

                                                           
7
 Walt, S. The Renaissance of Security Studies, in International Studies Quarterly, Vol 35, nr.2, 

taken from Mutimer, David. Critical Security Studies: A Shismatic History, in Contemporary 

Security Studies. Edited by Alan Collins. Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2007. Page 54. 
8
 Baylis, J. International and global security in the post-Cold War era, in The Globalization of 

World Politics: An Introduction to International Relations, Third edition. Page 300. 
9
 Baylis, J. International and global security in the post-Cold War era, in The Globalization of 

World Politics: An Introduction to International Relations, Third edition. Page 300. 
10

 Bailes, Alyson and Þröstur Freyr Gylfason. ‗Societal Security‘ and Iceland, in Stjórnmál og 

stjórnsýsla. 2008, Vol 4, number 1. 
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state, just as well as individuals and groups may both commit and combat crime 

and terrorism. Another aspect that is of interest is that threats can now, according 

to the new approaches, be both involuntary and voluntary, that is both 

intentionally applied to produce harm against others or simply unintentional side 

effects of other acts or natural forces. What used to be solely an intentional threat 

by military force can now be a threat produced by different actors, be it the 

international physical threat from terrorism or crime, or damage from economic 

acts or natural disaster not directly caused by anyone, at least not intentionally. 

 

By security threats, we mean forces originating from outside... that can 

harm...lives, property, or well being. These forces include military 

aggression, political subversion, economic instability, and environmental 

destruction. Such threats could come from foreign governments, terrorists, 

drug lords, criminal cartels, and multinational corporations.
11 

 

An important new approach to security that has yet to be mentioned is that of 

human security. Human security is important to note for two reasons, the first 

being that it contradicts and challenges the traditional ‗state centric‘ view of 

security that has dominated as mentioned previously, the second being that policy 

makers have increasingly embraced the idea of human security and advocated for 

its application in international relations.
12

 Canada put for example great emphasis 

on the notion of human security during its campaign for election and during its 

tenure on the Security Council during the years 1999-2000.
13

  

Human security is first thought to have been put forward by the United Nations 

Development Programme (UNDP) in its 1994 Human Development Report where 

it defined human security in wide terms as belonging to seven different 

dimensions; Economic, food, health, environmental, personal, community and 

political security. This identifies the basic approach of human security as one that 

                                                           
11

 Shuman, Michael H. and Harvey, Hal. Security without War: A post-Cold War Foreign Policy. 

Westview Press, Boulder, San Francisco, Oxford, 1993. Page 9. Accessed at: 

http://www.rmi.org/images/PDFs/Security/S93-23_SecurityWoutWar.pdf 
12

 Krause, Keith. Towards a Practical Human Security Agenda. Geneva Centre for the Democratic 

Control of Armed Forces (DCAF), Policy Paper number 26. Can be accessed at: 

http://www.isn.ethz.ch/isn/Digital-Library/Publications/Detail/?ots591=0C54E3B3-1E9C-BE1E-

2C24-A6A8C7060233&lng=en&id=45517 
13

 Malone, David M. Eyes on the Prize: The quest for nonpermanent seats on the UN Security 

Council. Global Governance, a review of multilateralism and international organizations, vol. 6, 

nr. 1. Jan-Mar 2000. 
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defines the referent of security considerations as the individual rather than the 

state.
14

 The reason for the popularity of human security can be seen to be exactly 

that, namely that it helps to ―catalyze a broader reframing of how scholars and 

practitioners thought of the different relationships between security, development, 

and human rights in world politics‖, emphasizing the different approach to 

security from that of the state centric view.
15

 

 

The concept of…human security represent, therefore, both a horizontal 

extension of the parameters of security policy to include an even larger set of 

problems, such as poverty, epidemics, political injustice, natural disasters, 

crime social discrimination, and unemployment, as well as a vertical 

extension of the traditional referent object of security policy to…below the 

level of the nation-state.
16

 [Emphasis in the original] 

 

Two different approaches developed from this basic argument of human security, 

one that encompassed the approach of the UNDP and was framed ‗freedom from 

want‘ and the other that of the Human Security Network, a network of states and 

NGOs designed to achieve human security. The first one, freedom from want, 

encompassed the ideas of UNDP and believed human security to be about 

ensuring basic human needs in economic, health, food, social, and environmental 

terms.
17

 The other approach, that was framed ‗freedom from fear‘, was relatively 

narrower in scope than the previous approach and believed human security to be 

about removing the use of, or threat of, force and violence from people‘s everyday 

lives.
18

  

 

All these definitions have though in common references to some threats that linger 

and have the potential to, in some way, harm our existence and core values. The 

problem both lies in defining these threats and also in who we are and what our 

core values are. It thus seems straightforward that the issue of threat is the next 

subject to be examined. 

                                                           
14

 Krause, Keith. Towards a Practical Human Security Agenda. 
15

 Krause, Keith. Towards a Practical Human Security Agenda. Page 10. 
16

 Stares, Paul B. Introduction. in The New Security Agenda: A Global Survey. Edited by Paul B. 

Stare. Japan Center for International Exchange, 1998. Page 15. 
17

 Krause, Keith. Towards a Practical Human Security Agenda. 
18

 Krause, Keith. Towards a Practical Human Security Agenda. 
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2.2 What are threats? 

 

The first concern here is to clarify how human actors and especially decision 

makers address security, or rather the lack thereof. The lack of security is most 

often defined by the existence of a threat or threats.
19

  

A threat analysis, the first step in determining risk, identifies and evaluates 

each threat on the basis of various factors, such as its capability and intent to 

attack an asset, the likelihood of a successful attack, and its lethality. Risk 

management is the deliberate process of understanding "risk"--the 

likelihood that a threat will harm an asset with some severity of 

consequences—and deciding on and implementing actions to reduce it.
20

 

[Emphasis added by the author] 

 

Security can and should be evaluated in a two step process. First one evaluates the 

threats that can be found towards all aspects of society.
21

 Threats can be defined 

here as both the possible impact an event entails, such as possible massive energy 

shortage, economic impact and health issues that a major volcanic eruption would 

cause, but also the likelihood that such an event would happen on that scale.
22

 

Measuring the likelihood is never an exact science but it is an aspect which 

unfortunately is often left out or misjudged when threats are evaluated. Threats are 

therefore here composed of the sum of the scale of impact and likelihood. 

Threat = Likelihood + Scale of Impact 

This definition, though not perfect, provides a basis for evaluating security. Here 

below, the interplay between the likelihood and impact of a threat have been 

represented in a diagram of the threat level to give an idea of the threat evaluated 

with the possible threats ranging from low to critical.
23

  

                                                           
19

 For discussion on the evaluation of threats and risks see: Bailes, Alyson. Introduction: A world 

of risk, Sipri yearbook, Stockholm 2007. 
20

 Combating Terrorism: Threat and Risk Assessments Can Help Prioritize and Target Program 

Investments. 4 September 1998. Report to Congressional Requesters. 
21

 It has also been argued that the process should be reversed, that is vulnerabilities to be evaluated 

and then threats are examined.  
22

 Liotta, P.H. and Shearer, Allan W. Gaia´s revenge: Climate change and humanity´s loss. 

Praeger Publishers, Westport, 2007. Page 11. 
23

 Picture on the next page taken from http://www.charityvillage.com/cv/research/rom18.html 
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The second step is to examine the vulnerabilities of the given society, not only 

towards the threats that have been defined but also from other aspects of society. 

Vulnerability does not need a threat to become a security issue as well as a threat 

does not need a vulnerability to become a security issue. But if these two coincide, 

such as in the case of terrorism where a well-defined threat coexists with open 

societies with many vulnerable targets; the security issue becomes even larger as 

the possible impact of the security threat would be greater. 

 

In the post-9/11 world, threats are defined more by the fault lines within 

societies than by the territorial boundaries between them. From terrorism to 

global disease or environmental degradation, the challenges have become 

transnational rather than international. That is the defining quality of world 

politcs in the twenty first century.
24 

 

It needs to be noted that the cost of prevention and reaction could be added to this 

equation, bringing the equation closer to a cost-benefit analysis. That added 

dimension gives policy makers the opportunity to evaluate realistically what could 

                                                           
24

 The 9/11 Commission Report: Final Report of the National Commission on Terrorist Attacks 

upon the United States. Northon & Company, New York, London, 2004. 

Figure 2 
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be done to mitigate risk given the limited resources of the state. The formula can 

also therefore be displayed as:  

Threat = Likelihood + Scale of Impact (+ Cost) 

Finally, when discussing security it is also important to mention that threats can 

both be real or imagined, that is, real in the sense of having a basis for the threat 

or imagined in the sense of being perceived by the general public as being a threat 

without basis.
25

 Both are important, and dismissing a threat as being highly 

unlikely or unrealistic does not make it any less threatening for the individual. A 

good remedy for such threats is simply to inform the general public on the faults 

of the perceived threat instead of simply stating that it is irrelevant for security 

considerations. This works both ways. That a threat is being perceived at one time 

to be highly unlikely or unrealistic does not necessarily make it an irrelevant 

threat. 

 

 

2.3 Traditional security and the old security spectrum 

 

Together, threat and vulnerability provide a picture of the security challenge to be 

dealt with. That picture has conventionally been one of military confrontation 

between states and security was thus termed military security. Military security is 

often defined as ―perceived or actual freedom from the threat or use of organized 

violence for political purposes‖.
26

 This definition generally speaking excludes 

other forms of violence, such as crime, and acts committed by other actors. 

 

National security used to be considered by studying foreign frontiers, 

weighing opposing groups of states, and measuring industrial might. To be 

dangerous, an enemy had to muster large armies. Threats emerged slowly, 

often visibly, as weapons were forged, armies conscripted, and unit trained 

and moved into place. 
27

 

                                                           
25

 Buzan, Barry. People, States, and Fear: An Agenda for International Security Studies in the 

Post-Cold War Era (2nd edition). L. Rienner, June 1991. 
26

 Herring, Eric. Military Security, in Contemporary Security Studies. Edited by Alan Collins. 

Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2007. Page 130. 
27

 The 9/11 Commission Report: Final Report of the National Commission on Terrorist Attacks 

upon the United States. Page 362. 
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Security is thus achieved by defending against foreign coercion, attack, and 

invasion through maintaining adequate military defenses.
28

 The state both holds a 

monopoly on domestic security and the use of force and is the sole provider of 

security from external threats: the responsibility for the security of the state 

therefore lies firmly with the state.
29

 States are considered to be secure when there 

is an absence of a military threat or there is sufficient military response available 

to protect the nation from external overthrow or attack.
30

 

If this security spectrum is tested against the example of the Nordic countries, 

their approaches to security were quite straightforward during the Cold War. The 

Western Nordic states; Iceland, Norway and Denmark joined NATO as a means to 

deal with the military and existential threat posed by the Soviet Union.
31

 Sweden 

strengthened its national military and pledged neutrality to minimize the threat it 

posed to the Soviet Union. If Sweden had joined NATO it would probably have 

upset the power balance that existed in the North.
32

 Finland on the other hand had 

no other choice than to sign a cooperation agreement with the Soviet Union and 

lean to the East to protect itself from being overrun by the Soviet army, as other 

European states had experienced. This picture of states‘ strategic choices reflects a 

setting of zero-sum, military confrontation with the involvement of the major 

powers. It has a ‗state centric‘ view and focuses on the tools of traditional military 

defense. This has been shown in the figure below which notes the major 

geostrategic orientation of each state.
33

 Each of the Nordics only needed one 

decision on security status to meet its strategic needs: the security spectrum was 

thus quite simple and could be defined in traditional military terms. 

                                                           
28

 Stares, Paul B. Introduction. in The New Security Agenda: A Global Survey. Page 13. 
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2.4 New security threats and the new security spectrum 

 

The old conventional military terms have, however, in the Post-Cold War era, 

proven not to be sufficient to describe the concept of security as discussed 

previously.
34

 

The concept of security, once framed largely in conventional military terms, 

today must expand its frame of reference and take into account a range of 

evolving threats — international terrorism, drug trafficking, money 

laundering, illegal arms dealing, trafficking in persons, institutional 

corruption, organized crime. In some countries, poverty, disease and 

environmental degradation increase vulnerability and help undermine human 

security.
35
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There is now a new and wider array of security threats that decision makers are 

being forced to deal with. The first thinkers to challenge the traditionalist view of 

military security were those advocating a focus on economic and environmental 

agendas in international relations in the 1970s and 1980s.
36

 Consideration of the 

relevance of economic security was first couched in relation to military security; a 

firm economic base was needed to support military security and economic targets 

could be targeted as a means to a military victory.
37

 Now the economy as the 

foundation of society is considered a security aspect of its own as it can serve as a 

defender against other security threats, cause them and have a massive impact on 

a society. Environmental security was, in a similar way, firstly discussed in 

military terms, both as a means to sabotage opponents and as a side effect of war. 

The transborder aspect of many of the environmental threats has now elevated the 

latter into a security aspect of its own, as environmental problems or degradation 

has both the potential to destabilize fragile states and to undermine the prosperity 

and safety of richer ones. Energy security, another example of new fields of 

security, is a rising concern for all states, especially since the oil crisis of 1973.
38

 

The military itself and all functions of a modern society depend in one way or 

another on the delivery of energy and preservation of energy-using 

communications. The ‗energy weapon‘ has also been used recently for political 

means: many claim the Gulf War of 1990-1991 as well as Operation Desert Storm 

in Iraq of 2003 to be about oil.
39

  

Other new security threats already mentioned are terrorism and organized crime. 

In many states organized crime has the potential to seriously destabilize peace and 

security and even lead to further conflict. Somalia is a prime example of a lawless 

state in conflict internally and with other states, where organized crime leads to 

further destabilization of society. To a lesser degree Colombia can be mentioned 

where whole regions of the country were under the command of drug lords. 

Terrorism on the other hand is the new security threat which probably has been 
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New threats 
to security

Terrorism
HIV

Avian flu

Energy 
security

Climate 
change

Crime Migration

discussed the most in recent years. Terrorism as such is not a new thing but its 

widespread use, the emergence of new actors – including highly internationalized 

networks - as well as the higher profile of the attacks has caused them to be 

termed a ‗new threat‘. The traditional target of the state that was the main focus of 

terrorism has now been blurred as has been seen by the indiscriminate attacks in 

Iraq.
40

 Diseases, such as avian influenza, SARS and HIV, have now also started to 

be considered a security threat through their impact on the social fabric and the 

potential they have for destabilizing whole communities.
41

 

 

 

 

 

A clear example of this shift is the transformation process that the North Atlantic 

Treaty Organization (NATO) has gone through in the last decade or so. NATO 

was built on Cold War military confrontation between states of the East and the 

West and had in many ways lost its raise d’état with the demise of the Cold War. 

It was now faced with what it deemed to be new security threats. 

 

In 1999, the Allies agreed a new Strategic Concept. This document, which 

sets out the security threats faced by the Alliance and the way in which it 

seeks to address them, described the security risks as ―multidirectional and 

often difficult to predict‖ and devoted special attention to the threat posed by 

the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction and the means of their 

delivery. It also made clear that Alliance security interests could be affected 

by other risks of a wider nature, such as acts of terrorism, sabotage and 

organised crime, as well as the disruption of the flow of vital resources.
42 
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The increased attention given to examining all aspects of these new security 

threats has also made it clear that the state is no longer the only actor on the stage 

as suggested in chapter 2.1, either in the sense of being the only provider of 

security or as the only target against which threats are considered to be directed. 

Today´s terrorist cells do not respect borders or governments, nor does 

environmental degradation and other new security threats. Individuals doing 

mischief, intentional or unintentional, causing meltdowns in nuclear reactors and 

so on, and organizations, both non-governmental and businesses alike, have 

become direct targets and no less been actors affecting security in various parts of 

the world. Big companies have wrought havoc in Africa at the same time that they 

are targets of criminal and terrorist attack and of natural hazards back in the West 

or East. 

 

A variety of forms of armed violence perpetrated by non-state and state-

affiliated actors are becoming widespread and increasingly interconnected in 

both conflict and post-conflict settings. In different combinations, these 

forms often account for much of the ongoing violence in areas affected by 

armed conflicts.
43 

 

This also means that the clear difference of providers of security and users has 

also faded. Through the different array of new security threats that have 

proliferated, the providers have in many ways also become the users.
44

 Businesses 

have taken on security roles or hired security services to protect themselves and 

their interests, and so on. Reverting to the NATO example put forward previously, 

that organization has similarly realized that it is no longer the sole provider of 

security, and that to be able to address the threats which may affect allied security 

interests from anywhere in the world, it needs a global reach and new partners. 
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Although NATO members have occasionally disagreed over the most 

appropriate ways to respond to new security threats, all recognise that such 

threats may originate from beyond the Euro-Atlantic area, and that they 

cannot be solved by one organisation alone, nor by relying on defence 

structures designed to deal with conventional military conflicts. … As a 

result, NATO has moved from being a geographically defined alliance to 

one that recognises that security threats are no longer limited in terms of 

their location and predictability and is prepared to address them whenever 

and wherever they occur.
45 

 

Some scholars say that this increase in actors in the international arena has been 

further advanced by the globalized nature of today´s communication.  

 

More recently, international relations (IR) scholars have invoked the 

network metaphor to depict loosely coupled cross-border associations of 

groups and individuals who act and interact in the international arena 

independently of—and frequently in opposition to—states. These include 

transnational social movements, organised criminal gangs and terrorist 

organisations, NGOs, and international associations of scientists and 

experts.
46

  

 

 

These ‗networks‘ tend to be highly decentralized with no clear head controlling 

the actions of the limbs, informal in nature with no clear hierarchy making them 

very hard to deal with.
47

 This also translates into an even more fragmented picture 

of actors that play a role in security and puts an added pressure on international 

cooperation to deal with these networks. 
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The impact of this change on the security spectrum can be seen in the figure 

below which shows how different organizations could now cover the complete 

security spectrum
48

 (seen in shades of grey) of a Nordic country, for example 

Iceland. This security spectrum is defined here for simplicity‘s sake to cover 

functional security, human security, civil crisis management, environmental 

security and so on as well as traditional military threats as was the case during the 

Cold War. NATO is displayed as being able to deliver a certain aspect of security, 

referring to traditional military needs while the European Security and Defence 

Policy (ESDP), the military arm of the European Union (EU) established since 

1999, is shown to deliver civil crisis management capabilities.  

 

It is important to note here as one of the fundamentals of this analysis that none of 

the security providers is necessarily or automatically in conflict with any other 

security arrangement or players, as its role only intersects that of other security 

arrangements partially. ESDP is therefore presented as complementing NATO, 

rather than fighting to take its place. The Nordic countries strongly oppose the 

idea that other security arrangements are to replace existing ones. They for 
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example support the ESDP based on its additional benefits to their security, not as 

a possible replacement for NATO. 

 

The four Nordic countries´ basic position towards the ESDP could be 

described as a theme with four variations. The theme is these countries´ 

attempt to keep territorial defence or defence guarantees outside the EU, 

while generally accepting that the EU can undertake the Petersberg tasks. 

According to Nordic views, the EU should focus on the civilian part of crisis 

management, as a manifestation of a wider concept of security.
49 

 

The implication of this way of approaching security and its providers is that 

instead of depending solely on NATO as was displayed in the chapter on 

traditional security, the EU or other security arrangements for delivering security, 

also to cover the new threats they now face, the Nordic states have had and will 

continue to have the chance to diversify their means of pursuing security to match 

the way that their security needs have been and still are changing and diversifying. 

One can also argue that by tasking more organizations with the protection of 

security, one‘s vulnerability decreases in line with the ‗principle‘ of not putting all 

one‘s eggs in one basket.
50

 This may offer many new opportunities in the coming 

years for Nordic as well as other decision makers on security issues. 

 

 

2.5 A multidimensional security concept 

 

A multidimensional security concept refers to the combination of and preparation 

of a response to these new security dimensions which have been emerging. The 

new dimensions that warrant reference to a multidimensional national security 

concept can be seen in the ‗Threat Triangle‘ displayed below.
51

 These dimensions 

are new transnational human threats such as terrorism and crime, and other 

national threats such as functional security and socio-economic and corporate 
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security or other non-military challenges to human security. Together with 

traditional military threats and conflict they make up a multidimensional security 

concept that requires decision makers to examine other threats to societies than 

were previously necessary or possible to cover. 

 

The multidimensional security concept can be seen to have two main overarching 

features, Interdependence and Human security. Interdependence refers here to the 

fact that many of the threats that the world faces today do not originate in any one 

country and cannot be dealt with by a single country. International criminals have 

easier access across national borders, and global warming and other natural 

phenomena like diseases pose new and unprecedented threats. The common factor 

here is interdependence, the participation in the international world.  

Another factor that can be seen in the multidimensional security concept is the 

emphasis on human security or what has been coined as a people-centered view of 

security, discussed above in chapter 2.1.
52

 The focus is not on the effects that 
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these threats have on the state (even though state security is not contradictory to 

human security) but rather on the effect it has on individual survival. Only 

traditional military threats and terrorism have a more state-based security view 

while the other threats have at least a considerable human security component. 

Finally, the widening of the spectrum has gone hand in hand with increased 

interest in the way that different threat or risk factors can interact with and 

aggravate each other. Such interactions are now better understood in relation to 

traditional armed violence or ‗hard‘ security – i.e., the various non-military factors 

that can provoke conflict, can worsen its impact, and need to be addressed during 

reconstruction. But different dimensions of security can also become interlinked 

in ‗peacetime‘ conditions as a result of major accidents, breakdowns or natural 

forces.
53

 A notable example of this interplay could be considered that of energy 

security. The impact of energy shortages can have widespread implications for 

most societies. Modern societies in particular depend on oil for the functioning of 

society, leaving them more vulnerable to the provision of it than others. Most food 

production is dependent on oil in some way as well as the shipment of goods for 

their production, the provision of domestic security is also at risk, police and 

rescue services are all depend on oil for their function. Major civil disturbance 

could also be expected if the provision of energy would fail, as energy keeps 

houses warm and food on the table of ordinary people. The production of energy 

can be a threat in itself, the Chernobyl accident a case in point and oil spills of the 

coast of any state would have major consequences on its natural resources and so 

on. Less noticeable threats could also be mentioned. HIV or other infectious 

diseases can have devastating effects on the social fabric of any society if left 

unchecked and their impact felt in all sectors of the society, be that military 

aspects, economic and so on. The complexity of the threat and the possible 

widespread impact is the common theme of these security threats. 
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As could be expected, this interdependency and the widening of the security 

spectrum have had a serious impact on the remedies possible to deal with the 

threats posed. Decision making and policy planning needs to be as complex and 

comprehensive as these new threats are, and it cannot be broken down into 

individual fields were policy makers can deal with them. Rather they need to 

coordinate their approach to them and no less the approach of the ever growing 

field of experts, states and organizations and even individuals that need to 

cooperate to deal effectively with the threats. The impetus for cooperation has 

thus increased significantly as the complexity of the approach to security has 

increased. This can be sharply contrasted with the old ‗civil-military‘ concept 

were providing security could be secured by one actor and a unified command.  

The ‗war on terror‘ can be taken as an example of this complexity of approach. 

The sheer complexity of battling terrorist around the world, defending against the 

imminent threat and no less the long term threat is a complex task, involving 

military actors, development actors, financial experts in both state and private 

bodies, police activity, religious leaders and so forth. Most, if not all, have 

realized that state vs. state military action is an insufficient approach for battling 

terrorism. The highly contested Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRT´s) of 

NATO in Afghanistan give a clear example of how the operational approach has 

also diversified. Civilian development advisers are now deployed alongside or 

rather as a part of NATO´s peace enforcement and peacebuilding activities in 

Afghanistan. Local actors, the government, NATO, UN, NGO´s, individual states 

and individuals are all playing a part here in an intricate interplay of policy 

options.  

All in all it can be concluded that the multidimensional security concept is a 

significantly more multifaceted approach than the old traditional security concept 

due to the increased complexity of the threats posed, thus adding strain to policy 

makers due to the increased interdependence and complexity of security in today´s 

world.  
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2.6 Climate change in the security spectrum 

 

But does climate change belong to this threat triangle as a new security threat? 

One of the corners of the threat triangle set out in the discussion of the 

multidimensional security concept above was that of natural threats, non-military 

challenges to human security. One of those threats that can be seen to belong to 

this part of the multidimensional security concept is the environmental dimension 

of security, which climate change belongs to.
54

 

 
Environmental security threats can be defined as ‗behavior directed against 

the environment [which] might be seen as a threat to the security of the 

people or political entities associated with that environment.
55

 

 

The Security Council has in fact taken action on environmental threats, the first 

time in 1991 after the Gulf War mandated by the SC, partly acknowledging this 

connection. In the resolution adopted it said that Iraq could be held ―liable under 

international law for any direct loss, damage, including environmental damage 

and the depletion of natural resources…as a result of Iraq´s unlawful invasion and 

occupation of Kuwait.‖
56

 Environmental damage was used as a weapon of war in 

this case.
57

 Other links between environmental change and conflict that could be 

mentioned would be for example the impact warfare has on the environment; the 

fact that states may fight over dwindling supplies of resources; declines in food 

production due to environmental factors can lead to conflicts and cause societal 

stress, and so on.
58
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One of the main aspects of the threat posed by environmental issues and climate 

change is the issue of ecological carrying capacity which refers to environmental 

capacity to carry the human population in for example food production, water 

availability and so on.
59

 With major environmental changes this carrying capacity 

can be damaged, causing conflict, involuntary migration which can put burden on 

the areas that receive those refugees, and so forth. Research has also shown that 

environmental systems ―may exhibit sudden changes or ―threshold‖ effects, which 

means that it may be much easier than previously thought to push a system from 

one equilibrium state to a very different equilibrium state.‖
60

 A case in point could 

be the ozone layer which showed evidence of massive environmental changes 

after hitting a tipping point of possible change.
61

 An example of how this 

environmental scarcity could materialize would be a scarcity conflict over one of 

the 261 major river systems that are shared by two or more countries.
62

 

 
Changes in the variability and distribution of rainfall could also exacerbate 

fresh water scarcity in water-deficient states. In a world where over 2bn 

people already live in countries suffering moderate to high water stress, and 

half the population is without adequate sanitation or drinking water, 

relatively small shifts in rainfall patterns could push countries and whole 

regions into deficit, leading to a series of water crises with global 

implications.
63

 

 

Opinions are divided upon how much this water scarcity is currently a threat. 

There are those that hold that the link to conflict is clear, saying that the 

―environmental decline occasionally leads to conflict, especially when scarce 

water resources must be shared.
64

 Others have pointed out the fact that water 
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scarcity leads to cooperation rather than conflict.
65

 The threat still remains, 

especially in the unknown future under climate change and increased population 

pressures, and the fact that this is a contended issue that forces states to cooperate 

underpins the importance of water and the environment. 

 

If climate change is now examined in particular it is first important to note the 

need to discuss climate change overall rather than just global warming as many 

do. Though a formal definition is hard to come by it can be said that climate 

change includes everything related to the increase in greenhouse gases, such as 

increased extreme weather conditions, changed rainfall patterns and so on.
66

 

Global warming on the other hand only addresses one part of climate change, that 

is the warming of the earth, which for example by the abrupt climate change 

scenario introduced in chapter seven might end up as global cooling instead of 

global warming. Climate change as a catch-all phrase for these changes will have 

to suffice for the time being. Climate change can be seen to firmly belong to the 

group of environmental threats though one stark difference can be made between 

climate change and other environmental threats. The majority of the 

environmental threats posed, with the major exception of the thinning of the ozone 

layer, have impacts at the intra-state or regional level and only a few could be 

called of an international nature.
67

 Climate change is by its nature of a global scale 

and cannot be dealt with by those sub-global arrangements that could be 

employed to solve other environmental threats. It is important to note that 

                                                                                                                                                               
Climate Change, in Survival, page 33 and discussion in Klare, Michael T. Resource wars; The new 

landscape of global conflict, pages12 and 138-190. 
65

 For the argument for water leading to cooperation rather than conflict see: Pushkina, Darya with 

Faw, Leah. Conflict or cooperation- water in central Asia. Paper to be presented at the Annual 

Convention of the International Studies Association, March 2006. Can be accessed at: 

http://www.allacademic.com/meta/p_mla_apa_research_citation/0/9/8/5/1/p98511_index.html 
66

 IPCC formal definition says that climate change is ―A change of climate which is attributed 

directly or indirectly to human activity that alters the composition of the global atmosphere and 

which is in addition to natural climate variability observed over comparable time periods.― Taken 

from IPCC website: http://www.ipcc.ch/pdf/glossary/ipcc-glossary.pdf. The dispute often revolves 

around what is human induced climate change, which according to IPCC is what the international 

community is dealing with and what therefore should be included. Though the large majority of 

relevant scientists believe climate change to be caused by huma activity, see Liotta, P.H. and 

Shearer, Allan W. Gaia´s revenge: Climate change and humanity´s loss, page 4, this is an 

irrelevant discussion as for the purpose of discussing climate change as a security threat, this 

discussion does not have an impact in the short term as the security considerations still remain, 

irrelevant of who or what is causing the change itself.  
67

 Homer-Dixon, Thomas. Environmental Scarcity and Intergroup Conflict, in World Security: 

Challenges for a new century, second edition. Page 291. 



33 
 

examining climate change as a security issue will likely bring new actors to the 

topic, while it is however unlikely to exclude others from it. If the Security 

Council addresses the issue it does not hinder the work of the United Nations 

Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) or others who are fighting 

climate change. 

 

When examining the security threat posed by climate change it is necessary to 

examine two different scenarios, as will be discussed in length in chapters 7.1 and 

7.2. The former is that of an abrupt climate change scenario where climate change 

itself becomes a security threat. Though this may not happen as of today the risk 

posed needs to be assessed and the threat cannot be disregarded. The second one 

is closer to today´s current reality and is already taking place or is quite likely to 

take place. It concerns the indirect impact of present and ‗creeping‘ climate 

change on economic and human security and state behavior in a number of 

dimensions, including the sources and courses of armed conflicts. These indirect 

impacts can materialize in various forms, be it through forced environmental 

migration that destabilizes the local population or through increased pressures 

after a major weather incident leading to a humanitarian crisis.  

Climate change is even considered likely to lead to energy conflicts through its 

pressures on demand and the way these energy supplies are obtained and 

secured.
68

 The impact of those could be minor or medium in scale, leading to 

resource loss, impact on the societies in question and have major economic loss or 

gain, depending on the vulnerabilities in question. The economic security of 

societies could thus be in jeopardy together with its possible impact on other 

security dimensions. This impact could be furthered by the effect climate change 

may have as a conflict primer for other security threats. The link to energy 

management is particularly noteworthy as these two are interlinked in a causal 

relationship that will only be broken by extensive introduction of alternative, 

clean energy sources. The relationship flows both ways, as climate change is 
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likely to have major impact on the delivery and discovery of energy in the years 

and decades to come. 

Climate change needs to be examined as a prima facie security issue on its own 

merits rather than a part of the environmental security discussion as it likely to 

have a greater impact on its own than other aspects in the environmental security 

category. 

 

 

2.7 Conclusion on new security threats 

 

The end of the Cold War had an immense effect on the international community 

and not least on prevailing approaches to security.
69

 It has been argued that the 

basis of this change was not the traditional change of power balance as some 

would maintain, but rather simply a change of approach to security. An all-out 

war that destroys all civilizations was no longer mankind‘s biggest threat and a 

redefinition of the concept of security was called for. Analysts and decision 

makers are now forced to take into consideration such new security threats as 

threats to human security, energy security and other new security risks that have 

proliferated in the last decades. 

 

The threats to peace and security in the twenty-first century include not just 

international war and conflict but civil violence, organized crime, terrorism 

and weapons of mass destruction. They also include poverty, deadly 

infectious disease and environmental degradation since these can have 

equally catastrophic consequences. All of these threats can cause death or 

lessen life chances on a large scale. All of them can undermine States as the 

basic unit of the international system. 
70 

 

One way of looking at this change is the different time horizon of threat that 

policy makers have adopted. During the Cold War the immediacy of the inter-
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state military threat was so overwhelming that the time horizon was very short, 

and the only threat considered was the one that was imminent. Since that threat 

became smaller for most states in the international system, the horizon has both 

widened to include new threats and also grown longer in time-span, meaning that 

it now encompasses threats that take more time to present themselves. This has 

also resulted in a more complex security environment for decision makers to deal 

with both in assessing the threat posed by these threats, no less than in deciding 

what to do to prevent these threats from materializing. The increased time horizon 

discussed previously has also made the allocation of public and private resources 

a more complex task. The short term interests of politicians, for example electoral 

gain, might outweigh the long term needs in decision-making on security.  

The wide array of new threats has also put pressures on increased planning and 

policy making to handle and coordinate the different approaches needed for the 

management of these threats. More institutional frameworks and actors, both 

governmental and private, now have a sway in security issues as providers, users 

and sometimes threats themselves, which makes decision making a fragmented 

process. This also means that the process is harder and harder to survey and to 

monitor effectively for the benefit of the public. Here another point from the 

previous discussion on threats becomes relevant, that of perceived threat and 

actual threat. The public concerns and public pressures might not be based on 

actual threats or vulnerabilities but rather a perceived threat that has been 

exaggerated by the media or other actors. This multidimensional security concept 

therefore carries a considerable inherent problem for decision makers and indeed 

society as a whole as the threats posed might not be entirely correct and no less 

the actions to prevent them. 

 

The conclusion is that today´s world is faced with and must live with multiple 

threats, and requires a multidimensional security concept in order to correctly 

identify these threats, their inter-relation, and the principles and priorities to guide 

responses. If the most important or most relevant threats are examined, a policy 

package based on human security and an interdependent world should logically 

emerge. Climate change, previously considered not as a threat on its own, but 



36 
 

rather as a part of the framework of environmental security, is now firmly within 

the framework of new security threats as a security threat in its own right. It is 

hard to say on the other hand that a clear actor or institution has emerged to deal 

with this security aspect of climate change though many frameworks have been 

established to deal with it in general. The question then becomes who or what 

should deal with climate change as a security threat? 
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3.0 Theoretical Approach on New Security Threats 

 

This question posed is not as straightforward as one could expect. Various 

frameworks and actors are available to deal with security issues in the 

international system but most will be likely to want to use different approaches to 

the system and the problem, depending on their view on the system and the 

problem. 

Climate change is a security threat no single country would be able to deal with on 

its own, leaving it to the international community to set up or use existing 

frameworks for addressing the issue. These choices of actors or frameworks 

depend on the relevant approaches and analysis of international relations and, in 

particular, the way that those participating in the system employ the options 

available for them to deal with climate change as a security threat at the start of 

the 21
st
 century. 

Here the two important theories of international relations, realism and 

neoliberalism, will be examined with the view of explaining these approaches to 

the international system and international organizations in particular. The view of 

security that they represent will additionally be shortly discussed. This is 

necessary to be able to correctly evaluate the question of agendas and 

responsibilities for action regarding climate change as a security threat. 
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3.1 Realism, international institutions and security 

 

Although scholars manage to disagree about most things in international relations, 

there does seem to be a considerable consensus that realist thought has been a 

dominant school of thought for centuries.
71

 Realism puts forwards a fairly dark 

and pessimistic view of the international community which the theory claims is no 

community but rather a system of anarchy where selfish sates try to maximize 

their interests in every way possible in constant conflict with other actors in the 

system.
72

 The role of the state is to ensure its survival, the ultimate pursuit is for 

power, war is inevitable and suspicion is high. One must expect an attack from all 

others at all times even though it is not always the case. Realist theory is 

fundamentally based in the sole player of the state on the international arena and 

others are simple extras with no lines. A principle of self-help exists as states 

cannot depend on other states or actors to secure the survival of the state. This 

means that the roles that international organizations and international law play are 

minimal and these are seen simply as potential tools for the realist zero-sum game 

of each state.
73

  

A new strain of realism, neorealism, puts forward the idea that the international 

system is a force in itself and is the main explanatory factor in international 

relations.
74

 It is not human nature, as realism puts forward, which is to blame for 

suspiciousness and fear towards other states in the system but the system itself 

leads to fear, jealousy and insecurity.
75

 The basic theme in both theories remains, 
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however, a system of anarchy where states act to try to maximize their interest 

under different circumstances.   

It is hard to put neorealism forward as a plausible theory on the work of the 

international system and organizations. Its proponents believe that international 

organizations are completely useless and that they even make things worse, as 

they create false hope among some states on the possible outcomes of 

international relations.
76

 The emphasis has been almost solely on the anarchy of 

the system and the relations of states within that system. Realism on the other 

hand, while believing states to be the main actors of the international system, is 

open – unlike neorealism - to the idea of extras which can be used for gaining a 

better position in the international system, so long as this is more than other states 

get. For example, regarding the United Nations, it cannot be overlooked that this 

organization does participate in international relations, both as at least a partially 

independent actor and also as a platform for discussion and problem solving in the 

system. The Secretary-General of the UN has, both in the past and the present, 

taken on the role of a mediator and even tried to influence the discussion of 

important contemporary issues such as climate change.
77

 The pressure exerted on 

permanent missions by NGOs has increased considerably and the international 

UN staff has considerable impact on the shape of the debate in international 

relations through its both positive and normative work on UN reports, statements 

and so on.
78

  

Neorealism fails on many accounts to describe the functions of the international 

system and in particular for that of cooperation and the role of international 

organizations in the system, such as mentioned above. Why do states bother to 

participate in, and more importantly to pay for, international organizations if they 
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do not even see them as a possible tool for achieving their realist agenda? 

Neorealism will thus not be considered as a plausible approach to the international 

system in general and international organizations in particular.    

Within the realist doctrine there have emerged new approaches to try to 

incorporate or deal with the problems mentioned above. Joseph Grieco is a known 

realist who has discussed the idea of state cooperation in the system of self-help, 

but he claims that it is then harder to implement, to maintain and it depends solely 

on the power of states.
79

 The reason for this is that states think more of relative 

than absolute gain in the system of self-help and this leads to less inclination to 

cooperate. This effectively means that a state needs to gain more relatively than 

other states participating in the international organization, if other states gain more 

they will become stronger and a bigger threat. In short, the realist view of 

international organizations is that their role in the international system is minimal 

or that they are simply overridden. The new approaches of realism do open for the 

idea that cooperation could be compatible to realist thought, but that it is difficult 

in almost every way as states are stuck in a game of relative gain. 

 

 

3.1.1 Realism, security and the perception of threat 

 

The realist definition of security and threat is purely in ‗state centric‘ terms, as 

could be expected from the previous discussion. 

Approaches to security focused on states have long dominated international 

relations thinking, in two senses. First, states have been the central actors in 

international affairs. Second, security has been considered their most 

important concern. As a result international relations theory and analysis has 

long sought to explain the core elements of security relations among states. 

[Emphasis in the original]
80
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This discussion relates back to relative and absolute gain as it creates in the mind 

of realists a security dilemma. Additional military power gained by other states in 

the system will make them less secure and less able to thwart an attack, which 

forces them to increase their own military power. This in turn is seen by other 

states in the system and the state that originally added military power as a security 

loss for them, and a vicious cycle or a security dilemma emerges.
81

 A secure 

world is thus one where there is a power balance between those that have power 

and those states do not try to seek more power. To the realist this is an unlikely 

scenario and therefore the international system is not secure and is constantly 

seeking its power balance.  

Power is thus a basis for security and one gains power in the international system 

by either defending territory and the power base it provides or gaining other 

territories by any means necessary. Security is a military term for the realist, and 

the realist approach to security is therefore tied to an understanding of traditional 

military security and the old security spectrum of the Cold War. 

 

 

3.2 Neoliberalism, international institutions and security 

 

The counterpart theory in international relations to the realist school of thought is 

what has been termed as liberalism. According to liberal thought, man is good in 

his nature and with more and better knowledge he will realize his error and 

change his behavior.
82

 It is the system that is broken, not the human. As Immanuel 

Kant, one of the founding fathers of liberalism, said: 
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Reason provides the discipline to balance the selfish side of human nature. ... 

Nations, too, will gradually move from international anarchy to order when 

reason dictates that wars are too costly and unprofitable.
83

 

 

By building up international organizations and putting emphasis on cooperative 

measures in the international system, cooperation as an alternative to conflict can 

be achieved and lead to peace.
84

 Liberalism, contrary to realist thought, is ready to 

allow more actors on the stage than the state, such as for example non-

governmental organizations, individuals and businesses. The state is also not seen 

as a unitary actor with a common approach and goal, but rather a compromise 

between interests within it that may also not be clearly defined. Different 

approaches within liberalist thought can be divided into four branches, mercantile, 

democratic, social and neoliberal institutionalism.
85

 The last named addresses 

international organizations in particular and is most often referred to as 

neoliberalism. 

Neoliberalism has focused on questioning realist approaches to the international 

system and asking why countries freely rather choose to cooperate in an 

international system of anarchy?
86

 Neoliberalism comes to the same conclusion as 

liberalism but the basis for that conclusion is not the same. The reason for 

cooperation in the international system is that states are not meeting other actors 

for the first time when they meet, but rather can be said to be participating in a 

constant and repeated version of a ‗Prisoner‘s dilemma‘ whereby they learn to 

recognize the behavior of other states and learn to avoid bad decisions in the 

model. As they are learning entities, they are more inclined to cooperate closely 

with states with similar goals and objectives and try to resolve their disputes with 

other states: the fact that behaviour is not new and unpredictable makes it easier 

for states to try to maximize their benefit within the system. 
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It is important to note that here neoliberalism differs significantly from liberalism; 

it claims that states cooperate because it maximizes their benefit, not because man 

is good and is by nature prone to cooperation as liberalism believes. Neoliberalism 

sees institutions in the international system, both formal and informal, as a way to 

achieve and facilitate that cooperation and in that way contribute to the security of 

states. The role of states within neoliberalism is also more related to that within 

the realist approach than liberalism, as neoliberalism accepts the idea that states 

are in fact the main actors on the international arena and the ‘system‘ is in an 

anarchic state. There are even those who believe that neoliberalism should be 

grouped with the realism doctrine rather than the liberal school of thought.
87

 

Realists and neoliberals do differ, though, on the level of anarchy in the system 

and to what extent other actors do have influence in the system.
88

 

Liberalism is on the other hand normative in its nature and wants to display the 

world as it should be, while realists claim that they are describing the world as it 

is. Less emphasis is put on explaining the behavior of states than on suggesting 

how it should and could be. The liberalist view is therefore often too optimistic on 

the nature and role of international organizations and its approach tends to be 

unrealistic:  

 

As sovereign entities, states are free to bring their disputes to an international 

agency or refuse to participate. They are free either to bargain or to make no 

concessions at all. They may accept decisions and comply with the spirit of 

resolutions agreed to by a majority of members of the agency, or they may 

refuse to cooperate in carrying out these recommendations. If a state must be 

coerced, it will be by the action of other states. International organizations 

generally have no independent means of carrying out coercion.
89
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Neoliberalism is a better approach in the discussion on international organizations, 

as it puts more emphasis on understanding and explaining their actual role than 

liberalism does; it is positive rather than normative; and it embraces the realist 

assumption that everything is not automatically good in the world.  

One of the main arguments against neoliberalism is that it may serve as a 

workable theory, but only for the soft issues of politics, such as for economic 

issues.
90

 In his article The false promise of international institutions John 

Mearsheimer takes a firm position against the importance of international 

organizations and the theories that have emerged explaining their existence, such 

as neoliberalism. He criticizes the theory as being too focused on economic, 

environmental and other soft issues while not being able to apply the same 

theories to security behavior.
91

 The growth of first-order security threats as was 

discussed in second chapter cannot be disregarded as for the fact that states do 

cooperate in the international system, often benefiting other states 

disproportionally and thus acting against the realist doctrine. Mearsheimer‘s 

objections are not sufficient to disregard the neoliberal approach to security, 

though they may have rung true during the Cold War period. 

 

As noted, neoliberalism shares with realism the fundamental ideas of the state 

being the primary actor in the international arena and the international system 

being in a state of anarchy. They disagree on the other hand on how absolute these 

claims are and how much room they leave for the influence of other actors and the 

possible impact of cooperation in the system. Neoliberalist thought emphasizes 

absolute gain within the system while realists will only think about relative gain. 

With the new realist theories that are emerging, such as Grieco‘s rational choice 

realism, one could simplify this even further and state that the dispute on relative 

and absolute gain is the main dispute between the schools of thought. 
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3.2.1 Neoliberalism, security and the perception of threat 

 

The neoliberal or liberal definition of security and threat is, contrary to realism, 

not expressed in ‗state centric‘ terms as could be expected from the previous 

discussion. These schools are ready to see other actors on the stage that can affect 

security, with the implication that threats are not entrenched in the system, 

transactions are no longer zero-sum and thus, one‘s gain is not necessarily 

another‘s loss. 

 

A central conclusion of liberalists, in theory and practice, is that the security 

dilemma is not inherent in international politics. States can, and many do, 

reach such a satisfactory level of agreement and cooperation that being 

heavily armed, even with weapons of mass destruction, does not lead them 

to regard each other as intrinsically threatening.
 92

 

 

Neoliberalism and liberalism do argue that security can be reached by cooperation 

while the world may be somewhat within the realm of realism as is. This security 

cooperation is best achieved within international organizations and regimes. 

 

Ultimately, this invites thinking of international politics as the gradual 

construction and further evolution of effective international community, 

global or regional. People and governments come to accept that security is 

interdependent - seeking security unilaterally is ultimately futile. … They 

take a global view on the environment, terrorism, epidemics, disasters –not a 

narrowly national one – as the only practical basis for coping with those 

problems.
93 

 

The theory is ready to take on the new aspects of security as security is not 

defined solely in military terms. The neoliberal approach to security can therefore 

be tied to the understanding of the new security threats and the new security 

spectrum of today´s world. 
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3.3 Conclusion on theoretical approaches to new security threats 

 

Climate change, as has been pointed out, is a security threat that seems to be a 

threat that one single country would be unable to deal with on its own, leaving it 

to the international community to set up or use existing frameworks for addressing 

the issue. The two theories of international relations, realism and neoliberalism, 

seem to offer the most plausible approaches to explain different approaches within 

the international community to the issue of security as well as the approach of 

different actors towards the frameworks available for dealing with climate change.  

As noted, realism as a theory does not account for the existence, or more 

accurately the functions, of the United Nations or the Security Council in 

particular. This becomes even clearer when discussing new security threats such 

as climate change, which, according to realist thought, should not be a security 

issue to be dealt with by the international community as the gain is unequally 

distributed around the world - the most vulnerable states are likely to gain the 

most from action on climate change. 

At this point those that favor liberalism might claim victory. As has been pointed 

out, however, this interpretation cannot account for the behavior of states that do 

not seem to be working for the common human good and is simply too optimistic 

to be realistic. If liberalism would prevail then climate change would be firmly 

dealt with by the UN or its bodies and there would be no need for any debate on 

this. As it turns out this is not the case. 

Neoliberalism is thus likely to be the most relevant theory to explain the approach 

of the international community to the UN system, the Security Council in 

particular, and to new security threats that are emerging, such as climate change. 

States‘ understanding of security has only recently advanced to what is now 

understood to be a common and global element of the threats posed to all and 

where they have seen common action as the solution.  

This can be felt by the increased attention paid to the United Nations, which, also 

in accordance with neoliberal thought, seems to have been deemed more effective 

for dealing with these new threats. But why should such hopes be attached to the 
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UN and particularly the Security Council? To answer that question it is necessary 

to examine the development the UN and in particular the Security Council has 

been experiencing. This is necessary to be able to correctly evaluate the question 

of agendas and responsibilities for action regarding climate change as a security 

threat and to firmly place today´s Security Council in the neoliberal approach as 

has been suggested here.  
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4.0 A New Security Council 

 

As discussed in the introduction, when analyzed according to the theory of Robert 

Cox and Harold K. Jacobson which examines decision-making in and the power 

of international institutions, the Security Council can be shown to have many 

ways to influence world affairs and would achieve a full score under their 

analysis.
94

 To react to threats to peace and security in the world the Council has a 

power base in its Charter and its permanent members not rivaled by any 

institution in the world. Chapters VI and VII of the Charter give the Council 

power to intervene in conflicts and disputes around the world, set up economic 

sanctions and adopt binding resolutions for all members of the United Nations. 

The working methods of the Council should therefore be a good measurement of 

the workings of international relations, both because of the image that the Council 

has and no less because of the immense power the Council possesses. As the issue 

at hand is to examine these new security threats it would be easy to conclude that 

if in fact there has been this shift in security paradigms as has been discussed in 

chapter two they should be visible in the working method of the Security Council 

due to the reasons discussed above. 

When examining whether there has been a change in the work of the Security 

Council it is most productive to split the debate in half: first of all to examine the 

pattern of activity of the Council, which can be seen in for example the number of 

resolutions adopted and meetings of the Council, and secondly to examine the 

output of the Council, which can be seen for example by the use of the veto and 

the nature and number of cases that the Council is dealing with. This chapter does 

not examine the expansion of the substantive work of the Council which will be 
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examined in chapter six and it will be argued that the Security Council has moved 

into the new security spectrum. 

This chapter will thus examine the background of the United Nations and the 

Security Council in particular. The Security Council‘s mission and its guiding 

ideas are introduced, and it will be argued that the Security Council has 

transformed its role in some ways after the end of the Cold War. Data on different 

aspects of the Council´s pattern of activity will be presented to support the thesis 

that there is in fact a new Security Council working today, closer to the ideas of 

the ―founding fathers‖ of the UN. 

 

 

4.1 United Nations and the Security Council 

 

It is important first to define what an international organization is in the 

international system. A common mistake is to confuse the terms institution or 

regime with that of an organization and to apply them without reservation.
95

 

International institutions refer to the equivalents of social contracts and rules of 

the system in the same way that for example a marriage or the right to property 

are institutions in man´s everyday life. International organizations on the other 

hand refer to those organizations that manage those institutions in the international 

system.
96

  

International organizations have only been a part of the international system for a 

relatively short time while international institutions have longer been a part of the 

system.
97

 They did not become an established trait of the international system 

until after the Second World War and their number has spiraled during the last 
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decades.
98

 These changes have raised questions on the role of international 

organizations in the international system and scholars believe that such change 

will continue, but different ideas exist on the causes of this development.
99

 Their 

nature has also been evolving; there are now all kinds of international 

organizations, formed by states or non-governmental actors and with 

multiplication of states in the international system. International organizations 

have certain traits which make them distinguishable from institutions, most 

notably; 1) a permanent institutional structure; 2) free association in the sense that 

states are not forced to participate; 3) a basic document that puts forward the goal, 

organization and realm of competence, 4) a deliberative body that has similar 

traits to a parliament and is expected to represent the wishes of the general 

members and 5) a permanent staff.
100

 All of the above can be seen in the structure 

of the United Nations. 

 

The United Nations is also the international organization that has been given the 

most attention, on account of the number of functions it performs, its influence, 

and not least because representatives from a large majority of the states belonging 

to the international system also belong to it.
101

 The organization was founded in 

1945 and was at least in part, based on the League of Nations.
102

 Today 192 states 

belong to the United Nations and only a handful of states and territories stand 

outside it. The United Nations organizational structure is in large part based on 

that of the League of Nations, but the founders of the United Nations set out with 

the notion of correcting the flaws the League of Nations had displayed and which 
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caused its downfall.
103

 The United Nations, like the League of Nations, was tasked 

with preserving peace and security in the world, while it was given means to 

achieve that goal which the League was not given: 

 

Then, unlike during the League period, they gave the United Nations the 

authority to enforce the peace through diplomatic, economic, and even 

military action in response to ―threats to peace... acts of aggression or... 

breaches of peace.‖
104

 

 

According the Charter of the Organization its powers are divided into six different 

parts: the General Assembly, where all members of the organization have a voice; 

the Security Council, composed of the permanent five and ten elected members; 

the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), where international economic, 

social, cultural, educational and health issues are discussed; the Trusteeship 

Council, which was entrusted with administrating territories that fell short of a 

sovereign state and were unable to administer themselves; the International Court 

of Justice, tasked with serving as the main court of the United Nations; and the 

Secretariat, tasked with managing the day to day activities of the organization.  

Of these bodies two have been distinguished as handling issues related to security. 

The Security Council was given the primary responsibility for the maintenance of 

peace and security in accordance with the Charter while the General Assembly 

was tasked with managing the ―general principles of co-operation in the 

maintenance of international peace and security.―
105

 Of the two, the Security 

Council has clearly emerged as the dominant actor in matters related to security. 
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4.2 The work of the Security Council 

 

The first barometer for activity of the Council that will be examined is how often 

the Security Council meets to discuss issues within its competence. Meetings of 

the Security Council can be roughly split into two categories, formal meetings and 

informal meetings. During the years of the Cold War it was customary to settle 

issues and discuss the topics of the Council in formal, open meetings but now the 

issues are mostly discussed in informal, closed meetings of the Council.
106

  

In the 1990s the meetings of the Council went from around a 150 meetings in the 

year 1989 to over 500 in the year 2002. In the working year 2005-2006 this 

number had risen to over 610 meetings and the development seems set to 

continue.
107

 In the figure below the trend becomes obvious in the year 1991.  
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This increase becomes an even sharper contrast when compared with that of the 

work of the Council during the Cold War. After 1948 there was a constant 

decrease in the meetings of the Council which reached its lowest point in 1959 

when the Security Council met only five times.
108

 The number of meetings 

increased slowly though from that point on until the dramatic changes at the end 

of the Cold War discussed above was witnessed.
109

 Around 1995, sharp criticism 

was voiced within and outside the Council on the increase of informal meetings 

versus the number of formal meetings.
110

 The Security Council reacted to that 

criticism by increasing the number of meetings open to the whole membership of 

the UN to address the Council on thematic issues, and furthermore by introducing 

other forms of interaction between the Council and important stakeholders which 

can be seen inter alia in the increased numbers of meetings with troop 

contributing countries.
111

  

 

The same increased activity can be seen when examining the number of 

resolutions adopted. Around 1990 there was a leap in the adoption of resolutions 

in the Security Council. During the Cold War the Council never adopted more 

than 30 resolutions a year but has not gone below 50 resolutions since the end of 

the Cold War, with the annual output usually averaging around 70 resolutions.
112

 

This increased can clearly be seen on the figure below were the sharp increase 

after 1989 can be contrasted against the low level of activity during the Cold War. 

The fact that the Council is now adopting more resolutions may seem trivial but 

the fact remains that more resolutions passed indicates a more active involvement 

in world affairs. This can also serve as an indication of the increase in topics 

discussed within the Council which will be discussed further in chapter six.  
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In addition, the Council has been witnessing an increased use of the presidential 

statement, which is issued by the president of the Security Council on behalf of 

the whole Council, and thus requires consensus within the Council. Their number 

has also increased significantly, averaging of fifty-three a year since 1993, 

yielding another indicator of an increase in output of the Council, but also a clear 

indicator of the increased cooperation as each text presented on behalf of the 

Council is adopted by the concurrent vote of all members of the Council in an 

informal session before it is presented.
113

 

 

The third measurement provided in this chapter for the increased activity of the 

Council is the increased cohesiveness and cooperation of the Council members, 

also partially seen above on the increase of presidential statements. After the end 

of the Cold War there was a sharp decline in conflict within the Council and 

cooperation rose, at least to the public eye. All matters are dealt with before they 

are brought to a vote and when a veto is about to be cast it is clear to all members 
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of the Council before the voting process starts.
114

 On the figure below the 

development of the use of the veto can be seen. The Soviet Union was the most 

frequent user in the first years of the UN, but this is partially misleading as two 

thirds of the vetoes cast by the Soviet Union were on the admittance of new 

members to the UN and reflected a simple calculation on how to maintain the 

Cold War power balance within the organization.
115

 The two periods during the 

Cold War period where there is a decline in the use of the veto can be attributed 

simply to the fact that the Council was inactive at times as been pointed above.  
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After the end of the Cold War the use of the veto has almost exclusively been 

limited to the United States and then almost always on issues related to the state 

of Israel. The change is clear; cooperation has emerged as the means of 

conducting business within the Security Council. 

 

 

4.3 Conclusion on a new Security Council 

 

The first half of this examination of whether there has been a change in the 

activity of the Security Council seems to show a clear increase, seen by the 

increase in meetings and resolutions and the decrease in the use of the veto. This 

change is not exclusive to the Security Council. Other international organizations, 

as well as international cooperation in general, seem to be on the rise with 

increased cooperation among the major powers. Notable examples are the 

increased G-8 activity and Russia-EU dialogue, and even in the security sphere 

there is increased cooperation as can be seen on for example by the Russian-

NATO dialogue and the Chinese-Russian Shanghai Cooperation. 

This change has not been taking place in a power vacuum and can be clearly 

based in the geopolitical changes that have been taken place after the fall of the 

Soviet Union. These changes have had significant impact on the relations and 

agendas of all the major powers, if not every actor in the international system. 

This fundamental change in the approaches of these actors have allowed a new 

approach to issues of the Security Council that is less adversarial and does not 

contain the same zero-sum character that the Security Council of the Cold War 

was based on.  

This also applies to what can be called a rising power, China, and its power within 

the Security Council. China has taken on a leadership role within the United 

Nations on behalf of the G-77 states, giving it a strong position in addition to its 

veto power within the Security Council. It has thus a vested interest in an effective 

UN and Security Council which works to reinforce its power in the international 

system. Russia is struggling with maintaining its status in the international system 
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and the Security Council is an excellent forum for its efforts. Similar sentiments 

could be felt to apply to the United Kingdom´s and France´s engagement with and 

within the Council.  

Other factors have also lead to increased cooperation in the Security Council. The 

rise of ‗rogue states‘ that are not a satellite state of any of the big powers has 

presented the permanent members with common enemies of some sort which are 

more effectively dealt with collectively and with the backing of the Security 

Council. The recent example of piracy off the coast of Somalia could be viewed as 

an example of a problem of the ‗global commons‘ deemed to be better approached 

collectively. Functional threats such as terrorism can be seen as another example 

of this increased common interest of the permanent members. All the permanent 

members benefit from the action taken on terrorism as they all could claim to be 

fighting or likely soon to be fighting some form of terrorism within their own 

borders. 

Experiences with some of these ‗rogue states‘ states, Iran and Sudan as a case in 

point, have however revitalized the discussion about implications for the UN 

when ‗rogue states‘ have the backing of one of the permanent members of the 

Council: in this case Russia and China respectively, which have been backing 

these two countries on the basis of their energy interests in their territories. 
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5.0 Theoretical approach to a New Security Council 

 

The question then becomes what is likely to be the theoretical approaches 

reflected in the way that states approach the Security Council and how has this 

changed since the Cold War? To seek explanations for this, the dynamics behind 

the SC‘s operation will now be examined in the light of theory and practice, 

leading to an analysis of the character and the drivers of its new activity of the 

Council. This leads in turn into the final part of this discussion on the work of the 

Security Council in chapter six where the expansion of the substantive work of the 

Council will be examined. 

This analysis provides a conceptual basis for the conclusion that new ideas, soft 

security issues and concerns belonging to others than the leading powers – e.g. 

small states - have an opportunity to influence agendas and action within the SC. 

It will be argued that neoliberal theories can best describe and explain the change 

in the working of the Council. While this holds true for the general work of the 

Council, realism is only in decline while it has not disappeared. 

 

 

5.1 The Security Council, its foundation and the Cold War period 

 

The theoretical base of the foundation of the United Nations and the existence of 

the Security Council can broadly speaking be related to the school of thought of 

‗collective security‘ which the League of Nations was based on as well. 

According to that theory, all states take collective responsibility for the security of 

all, and protect other states against those that violate the convention that the 

collective is based on. The idea of collective security is rooted in the liberal school 

of thought, discussed shortly in chapter 3.2, and on the idea that such regimes or 
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institutions can make it so costly for states to go to war that they will not risk it.
116

 

Known realists were said to have declared at the foundation of the United Nations 

that: 

 

There will no longer be need for spheres of influence, for alliances, balances 

of power, or any other of the special arrangements through which, in the 

unhappy past, the nations strove to safeguard their security or to promote 

their interests.
117

 

 

Most can agree that this statement, as history has shown, did not have a 

foundation in reality and may also have served the new organization badly.  

Expectations of its success were driven too high by the euphoria of those who had 

just finished a brutal war.  

Some have argued that the founding ideas of the United Nations were in fact not 

based on those views or at least, that they were never put into practice. It can for 

example be questioned whether the great powers ever intended to join the 

organization with the intent to provide security for all within the system.
118

 It can 

be argued that they did exactly the contrary, i.e. pushed for the foundation of the 

organization to solidify the power they had accumulated by their victory in the 

Second World War, or even to advance their power by putting in place 

international rules and codes of conduct written in large part by themselves. The 

veto power of the United Kingdom and France can be given as an example of 

states that have used their UN role to advance their power relative to their 

objective status in the international system, which has been diminishing. 

It can thus be claimed that the founders of the United Nations were in fact realists 

and their goal was to secure their position in the international system rather than 

to protect all states.
119

 ―The new organization was not intended to be a 
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supranational entity (or a world government), and the UN Charter enshrines the 

doctrine of state sovereignty.‖
120

 During the years of the Cold War the affairs of 

states that fell within the power sphere of either superpower, or conflicts involving 

states that had their support, were not discussed. The power balance among 

leading states was of utmost importance as shown by the use of the veto 

previously. The Soviet Union‘s attempt to use the veto to maintain the power 

balance within the UN is a clear sign of realist calculations.
121

 The Security 

Council in fact turns out to embody realist thought, as this example shows: it was 

not intended to serve as a body of collective security, but rather to be used as an 

ideological playing field where the opponent could be attacked. 

 

The Security Council did most of its work in public those days, and much of 

its news was generated when the ambassadors, especially the Soviet and 

American ambassadors, battled with fiery words and nasty barbs. While 

diplomats like to call the Security Council a world forum, it was more like a 

world theater with the most histrionic ambassadors credited with 

accomplishing the most for their governments.
122

 

 

Another example of this could be taken from the reaction of the Council to the 

Korean War that was fought largely along the lines of the Cold War. The conflict 

could not be discussed until the representative of the Soviet Union was absent, 

having pulled out to protest the status of the People‘s Republic of China. The 

United States then seized the opportunity and passed a resolution that rendered 

South Korea all help, including military help, to thwart the attack from North 

Korea.
123

 It was clear to anyone that the Council was not working on the basis that 

it was intended to work on and ―[i]n essence, Security Council resolutions on 

Korea provided international legitimacy to U.S. decisions that would have been 

the same with or without the United Nations.‖
124

 On some other issues, however, 

the Council did manage to agree on less aggressive actions that in no way or in at 
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least a very limited way were connected to the conflicts of the Cold War: an 

example of this could be the economic sanctions that were levied against the 

South-African apartheid regime. 

 

In the early years of the United Nations, the enforcement mechanisms of 

chapter 7 remained inoperable, mainly due to Cold War tension. It was seen 

as a major achievement of the Council when it acted under chapter 7 against 

a member state in 1977 (South Africa, due to its apartheid policies) for the 

first time, a full thirty-two years after the founding of the UN.
125

 

 

This points in the same direction that the Council was not fully functional, at least 

not according to the principles laid out in the Charter of the UN. It is not hard to 

understand the viewpoint of scholars who have said that the Council in that time 

did not even manage to be a negotiating forum where states could reach a 

compromise. In most cases the Council simply did not reach a conclusion and 

states worked towards their goals outside of the Council.
126

 This view is clearly 

displayed in the former Secretary-General Javier Pérez de Cuéllar´s first report to 

the UN in September 1982. He described the Security Council as: 

 

[U]nable to take decisive action to resolve international conflicts. He said 

that its resolutions, even when passed unanimously, ―are increasingly defied 

or ignored by those that feel themselves strong enough to do so.‖... ―[T]he 

prospect of realizing such measures is now deemed almost impossible in our 

divided international community.‖ He concluded, ―We are perilously near to 

a new international anarchy.‖
127 

 

It could be said that the traditional role of the Security Council during the Cold 

War revolved around military security, state security and the power balance of the 

great powers. State sovereignty was a cornerstone of the Council´s approach to 
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conflicts as clearly laid out in the Charter.
128

 Both are classical signs of realism, 

the emphasis on military security and the sovereignty of states. The fact that the 

permanent members viewed their work in the UN as a waste of time, unless to get 

a cheap shot in the media, can also be associated with the thesis of realism that 

international organizations are not beneficial. The few more positive examples 

like the case of South Africa serve mostly to show clearly the kind of impact that 

the Council could have had if it functioned as planned. It can thus with fair 

certainty be said that the Security Council did work on a basis of realist thought 

throughout the Cold War.  

 

 

5.2 A neoliberal Council? 

 

In September 1987 the Party Chairman of the Soviet Union Communist Party, 

Mikhail Gorbachev, encouraged the international community to entrust the United 

Nations with a bigger role in international relations. Even though this declaration 

was met with mixed reactions by the Reagan Administration it could be seen as a 

turning point indicating a new era of work for the United Nations, as presented in 

chapter four above.
129

 The figures presented there show the significant change that 

took place around 1990 in the number of resolutions, the significant decrease in 

the use of the veto as shown and the increase in informal and formal meetings. In 

the same way it will be shown in chapter six that the number of resolutions under 

Chapter VII increased significantly during the same period; as well as the 

deployment of peacekeeping forces, all clear signs of a changed Council. These 

changes are hard to explain under the realist school of thought, according to which 

the United Nations - and the Security Council in particular due to its work in the 

security sphere - should be absolutely powerless, shunned and disregarded. 
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Though these changes have not gone so far as to make it possible to discuss them 

as a ―new world order‖ in the liberal sense of the word, they do clearly indicate 

differences both in relations between the actors concerned and the judgements 

made by these actors on the nature of security needs and remedies.  

 

According to neoliberal thought, for example Keohane and Nye, one could see 

some fundamental changes in the work of the Security Council if it was indeed 

working according to the neoliberalist logic. These changes would include: (1) 

increased connection between states and other actors and acknowledgement of the 

many ways international relations can develop between actors across borders; (2) 

a new agenda of international relations with no difference between ‗low‘ and 

‗high‘ politics; and (3) a decrease in the efficiency of military action as a part of 

diplomacy and foreign policy.
130

 

The first point seems to be clearly happening, it seems clear that an increased 

connection between states and other actors has been taking place as discussed in 

the previous chapter on the work of the Security Council. States dedicate their 

time and resources to the Council and the UN as a whole making it clear that they 

do feel as the Council is at least more effective than other options available in the 

international system. Cooperation has also increased as discussed and political 

showcasing has also decreased significantly and issues are discussed in informal 

meetings where solutions can be sought without loss of face.
131

 Turning to the 

second point, a new agenda of politics is in the process of being formulated, as 

will be discussed in chapter six, though it is too early to conclude that no 

difference will be made in future between ‗low‘ and ‗high‘ politics. It can 

however be said that this distinction has been fading slowly away. Finally, 

regarding the third point of decreased importance of military action it is hard to 

conclude definitively though it can be stated that its importance has been 
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decreasing, seen by the fall in inter-state conflicts and a rise in intra-state 

conflicts.
132

 

 

Another clear indication of a neoliberal Security Council is the collective 

information that the Council members use for decision making, information 

coming from the UN Secretariat, as well as from reports made on behalf of the 

Secretary-General and approved by the Council. This means that the UN‘s own 

institutional analysis has a significant sway on what gets through to Council 

members, though much more on the non-permanent members as their institutional 

memory, as well as intelligence services are generally less active and competent 

than that of the permanent members. Yet another point is the monitoring work 

carried out by the UN Secretariat, in following up on decisions of the Council. A 

well-known example of this is the work carried out on the follow up on 

Resolution 1325 (2000) on Women, Peace and Security but its implications can be 

felt on other fields than literally expressed in the Resolution as well as 

Resolutions 1373 and 1540 that will be discussed in chapter 6.1. Here in the same 

way the Secretariat of the UN plays a significant role in how information is 

disseminated. Both these points, related to information flow, would point in the 

direction of a neoliberal institution rather than a realist approach as it does not 

allow for other actors to have an impact on the decision making in the Council. 

 

A final point to examine, and possibly the most significant so far in the discussion 

on a neoliberal Council, is the legitimacy that the Council possesses. This 

legitimacy, which can be viewed to have increased after the end of the Cold War, 

also indicates a turn towards neoliberal thought over realism.
133

 In the previous 

discussion on the Korean War it was stated that the US gained international 

legitimacy by getting a resolution passed on UN-backed intervention. In what has 

been termed as the biggest post Cold War crisis, the second Gulf War in 2003, a 

similar scenario had a different outcome: the US tried to gain international 
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legitimacy for an intervention in Iraq and did their utmost to get a resolution 

through the Council, but could not gain a majority. In the event the US invaded 

Iraq with a limited coalition of supporters, basing its case on a previous UNSC 

resolution and on the claimed imminence of the threat from Saddam Hussein.  

Widespread lack of support for the US‘s reasoning in this case was both cause and 

effect of the failure to gain explicit UNSC authorization. The leaders of the 

coalition were, however, obliged to come back to the Security Council after 

overthrowing Saddam Hussein, to establish a legal status for the occupation of 

Iraq that would allow urgent matters such as Iraqi debts and sanctions to be 

addressed. Today´s Council might thus be described as bringing together 

representatives of different approaches and ideas that are working together to find 

a compromise, rather than sworn enemies as previously was the case, and the 

legitimacy of the Council can be perceived to have increased as a result. Today‘s 

resolutions have gone through a negotiation process where different 

representatives, bringing different approaches to the table, have likely had an 

impact on the decisions of the Council.  

 

The politics of legitimacy is central to international relations. When states 

perceive an international organization as legitimate, they defer to it, associate 

themselves with it, and invoke its symbols. ... The Council's authority 

depends on its legitimacy…
134

 

 

The fact that the United States tried fervidly to seek the legitimacy of the Council 

before acting unilaterally in Iraq and even then trying to hide behind former 

resolutions, seems to confirm the point that the Council holds greater legitimacy 

than during Cold War periods. 

 

It seems to be clear from the discussion above that the work of the Security 

Council and its role in the international system has changed from the end of the 

Cold War. Scholars do not seem to deny that a change has taken place but rather 

debate how great it has been and how big an impact it has had. The changes 

identified seem mostly, if not all, to point in the same way and to support the 
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theory that the Council now reflects the approach of neoliberal thought rather than 

the realism it was based on during the Cold War. 

 

 

5.3 Conclusion on a theoretical approach to the Security Council 

 

The conclusion is that the approach to the Council seems to have changed due to 

the changing security and political environment after the end of the Cold War, as 

discussed in chapter 4.3 and argued in this chapter. What was previously a 

Security Council based on realist approaches has now, and still is, gradually 

moving towards an institution where norms and values seem to be of an 

importance, issues are discussed not solely out of the sheer self-interest of each 

state regarding the Council, and its activity and its importance have significantly 

increased. 

As discussed previously, the Council has increasingly started to address threats 

that relate more to human security than traditional military security through the 

thematic issues it has addressed, such as on women, peace and security and 

children in armed conflict. Such ‗soft‘ security issues should not be on the agenda 

of the Council according to realists. In the same way it is clear that issues related 

to such states as Myanmar, North Korea and others would not have made it to the 

agenda of the Council in the Cold War as they would have been argued to be 

internal affairs and the Chinese and Russians would have blocked such advances 

by other states. If these statements hold true, as will be argued in the next chapter, 

neoliberalism seems to account for the approach of the majority of countries to the 

work of the Security Council after the end of the Cold War. It is however unlikely 

that this neoliberalism will materialize into a world run according to liberal 

thought. 
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6.0 A new Security Council in a new Security spectrum  

 

As the issue at hand is to examine these new security threats, such as climate 

change, it would be easy to conclude that if in fact there has been this shift in 

security paradigms as has been discussed in chapter two they should be visible in 

the working method of the Security Council. At the same time the most important 

indication that the Council has turned towards a neoliberal paradigm with a new 

view on global security is the output of the Council or the substantive work of the 

Council, including how it is addressing the individual cases of security breaches. 

As discussed in the introduction to chapter four it is beneficial when examining 

whether there has in fact been a change in the work of the Security Council to 

split the debate in half.  The pattern of activity of the Council has been examined 

in chapter four; and now the output of the Council will be examined by looking at 

three distinct features in the work of the Council.  

The first factor, and arguably the most significant change and clearest example of 

how the SC has reacted to the changing perceptions of the security spectrum, is its 

approach to individual issues and the deepening of its approach to individual cases 

on its agenda. This can be seen on the increased use of resolutions under the 

enforcement Chapter VII of the Charter and the nature and number of cases that 

the Council is dealing with.  

The second factor that will be examined is that of thematic issues that the Security 

Council has identified in approaching new threats (or new dimensions to threats) 

will be introduced and it will be argued that these approaches have had an impact 

on understandings of security by the Security Council and improved its work and 

coverage of the security spectrum.  
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The third change in approach experienced is the Council´s approach to conflict 

and peacebuilding. New issues have made their way on to the agenda of the 

Council and the approach to each conflict can be seen on the change to 

peacekeeping methods employed to encompass both non-military instruments and 

targets for the non-military transformation of problem locations. 

This discussion will lead to the conclusions that the two ideas, of the new Security 

Council and the new security spectrum, have in fact merged and serve as a basis 

for the following discussion on climate change as a new security threat within the 

scope of the Security Council. 

 

 

6.1 The Security Council’s approach to new security threats 

 

In the Cold War the Security Council believed its role to be to facilitate the big 

powers‘ attempt to prevent other wars and conflicts between states, often with 

associations to the big powers, escalating into World War III.
135

 Other issues were 

simply secondary and believed to be better addressed in other venues. An example 

of this, as stated previously, is the Council‘s approach to the issues of state 

sovereignty which it has always taken very seriously: sovereignty can even be 

named one of the cornerstones of the Council‘s approach to peace and security.
136

 

The issues on the agenda of the Council have, however, been moving gradually 

away from traditional conflicts between states to conflicts within states or civil 

wars; and in recent years the awareness of the impact of refugees, natural resource 

issues, and other topics that had traditionally been labeled ‗soft‘ security issues or 

individual security issues has increased considerably. The UN-mandated 1990-

1991 Gulf War has been considered to mark a key turning point for this change 
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and the increased involvement of the Security Council in security issues around 

the world.
 137  

In a meeting of the Security Council on the 31 January 1992, the heads of state 

and/or government of the SC met to adopt a Resolution that can be seen somewhat 

as a blueprint for the new agenda of the Council. In the final declaration it is 

stated that:  

 

The absence of war and military conflicts amongst states does not in itself 

insure international peace and security. The non-military sources of 

instability in the economic, social, humanitarian and ecological fields have 

become threats to peace and security. The United Nations membership as a 

whole needs to give the highest priority to the solution of these matters.
138

 

 

Recognizing at the same time the increased role of the Council in acting to resolve 

these issues, the declaration has been called a ―timely recognition of the fact that 

there are new favorable international circumstances under which the Security 

Council has begun to fulfill more effectively its primary responsibility for the 

maintenance of international peace and security‖.
139

 The Security Council seems 

to have taken this new approach to heart and this can be seen on various factors.  

The Council did for example expand its reach into domains that traditionally were 

considered out of its reach. This can be seen particularly well in its change of 

stance towards the issue of sovereignty since the Gulf War.
140

  

 

 

 

                                                           
137

 Hume, Cameron R. The Security Council in the Twenty-First Century, in The UN Security 

Council; From the Cold War to the 21st century. Edited by David M. Malone. Lynne Rienner 

Publishers, 2004 Page 609. Here all reference to Gulf War refers to the UN mandated, US-led 

intervention in the invasion of Iraq in Kuwait, 1990-1991. 
138

 Presidential statement of the Council, UN Doc. S/23500 (31 January 1992), taken from Tinker, 

Catherine. Environmental Security: Finding the Balance, in Adapting the United Nations to a 

Postmodern Era: Lessons Learned, 2nd edition. 
139

 Dedring, Juergen. The Security Council, in The United Nations at the Millennium: The 

Principal Organs. Edited by Paul Taylor and A. J. R. Groom, Continuum International Publishing 

Group, 2000. Page 85. 
140

 Hume, Cameron R. The Security Council in the Twenty-First Century, in The UN Security 

Council; From the Cold War to the 21st century. 



70 
 

The principle of inviolability, as stated in Article 2(7), is no longer 

understood as defending absolute conceptions of state sovereignty, as was 

demonstrated repeatedly by Security Council action on Somalia (1993), 

Haiti (1994), Albania (1997), and East Timor (1999).
141

 

 

Cases where the Council has respected state sovereignty in recent practice, such as 

Sudan, have not always been based on the sovereignty claim though it has been 

used as a cover for ulterior motives. Sudan is a prime example of this as China 

holds back on Security Council action primarily in exchange for access to massive 

oil fields that China controls. Another case in point would be the widening of the 

spectrum to include other new conflicts such as intra-state conflicts.
142

 

 

The Council specifically designated Iraqi repression of the Kurds as the 

source of refugee flows that ‗threaten international peace and security‘. Both 

the Cambodian and Yugoslav peacekeeping missions attempted to remedy 

internal ethnic or political conflicts. The Somali relief mission responded to 

humanitarian problems created by internal clan rivalry.
143

 

 

Some might be inclined to say that the fact that some of these missions, such as 

Somalia, failed to some extent do not warrant the discussion of this change. But 

the fact remains that the Council did take unprecedented action towards internal 

conflicts, as it had not done previously without the clear consent of the state in 

question. 

 

Another point to examine is the use of resolutions adopted under Chapter VII of 

the UN Charter. The enforcement mechanisms of the UN Charter were 

particularly difficult to agree upon during the Cold War as has been discussed 

previously. The Iran-Iraq War saw the first collective action for a considerable 

time under Chapter VII, where the permanent members collaborated over 

imposing a cease-fire, threatening to use sanctions if either party did not 
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comply.
144

 The change from the Cold War period is clear as over 90% of all 

resolutions referring to Chapter VII of the Charter have been adopted after the end 

of the Cold War.
145

 Now the Council adopts roughly one such resolution a week 

while previously it adopted one such resolution or not even one every month. This 

increase can be seen on the figure in chapter 4.2 where the number of general 

resolutions is also displayed and discussed. The importance of the increase in 

Chapter VII resolutions can be sharply contrasted from that of other resolutions 

because they carry more weight for the parties to the dispute and the international 

community as they have a binding nature, while all other resolutions adopted have 

not.
146

 The indication is that after the end of the Cold War the Council seems to 

take ―stronger‖ decisions regarding peace and security, that is, it is more willing to 

use the stronger enforcement measures available to it. 

A final point to examine would be the number of conflicts that the Security 

Council examines, which has also risen. The approach of the Council to conflict 

has also become more in-depth with each occasion.
147

  

 

[T]he impact on the Security Council was swift and massive, and resulted in 

a quick succession of major breakthroughs in nearly all ‗regional conflicts‘. 

This list includes the Iran-Iraq war, and the crises in Afghanistan, Central 

America, Namibia, Cambodia and, a few years later, South Africa. Suddenly 

it appeared as if there were no problem that could not be solved in the new 

spirit of goodwill, harmony and common security.
148

 

 

Now, and from 1970, more than 90 percent of all disputes that are referred to the 

United Nations are referred to the Security Council rather than the General 

Assembly, a ratio that is likely to have increased even further since the end of the 
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Cold War.
149

 The sheer number of conflicts referred to Council would mean that it 

is believed to be, at least, the ‗best worst‘ solution available. 

 

The substantial number of disputes submitted to the United Nations reflects a 

need that is fulfilled by the existence of such an organization and a 

willingness on the part of some of the parties to rely on UN contributions to 

seeking solutions to the problem. Small states have been especially willing 

to request UN aid in conflict resolution.
150 

 

 The same can be seen as well from the increased number of thematic issues dealt 

with.
151

 In the figure below the issues on the Security Council agenda can be seen, 

with thematic issues that are the topic of the next chapter displayed in green.
152
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The Security Council has even gone further and taken on or rather started to live 

up its role as a norm setter in international relations and international law, both by 

following those norms and no less by setting new ones. Such approaches can be 

considered to be peripheral during the Cold War but for some time now have been 

actively used.
153

 The most notable of these are in the field of weapons of mass 

destruction and the issue that has lately received the most attention, terrorism. The 

importance of the issue to the Council can be seen by the fact that about ―a third 

of the resolutions regarding terrorism have been taken under Chapter VII, both 

before and after September 11.‖
154

 Contrary to common perception though, the 

Security Council was very much active in addressing terrorism prior to the attacks 
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of September 11.
155

 Sanctions against Libya, Sudan and against the Taliban 

regime had all been adopted before these attacks and the Council had also adopted 

some of these resolutions under Chapter VII of the UN Charter. 

 

Following the 11 September attacks, it has further involved itself in 

the domestic realm of states through its counter-terrorism ‗legislation‘, 

in particular on measure that states should take to suppress terrorist 

financing.
156

 

 

Resolution 1373 of September 28, 2001 can however be seen as a turning point in 

many ways for the Council as in this Resolution, adopted under Chapter VII of the 

Charter, the Council created a Counter-Terrorism Committee, tasked with among 

other things the monitoring of financial networks supporting terrorism and safe 

havens for terrorists.
157

 The Resolution was unique, not only for its global reach 

and binding effects for all member states of the UN, but no less for the norm 

setting nature of the Resolution, bordering on a legislative function. The Council 

clearly expanded its reach with this Resolution. 

 

The Security Council of the Cold War attempted to secure the military security of 

states and to prevent the risk that a great power conflict would break out. Its 

cornerstone was the sovereign state. As was predicted by Keohane and Nye, the 

issues addressed by the Council have little by little been moving from traditional 

conflict to conflict within states and civil wars; and in the last years the impact of 

refugees on conflict, the role of natural resources, and other issues traditionally 

considered ‗soft‘ security issues - including human security - have started to make 
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their mark on the Council. These issues, among others, are generated and 

characterized by the increased interaction between other actors than states, trans-

border phenomena, and most importantly the decreased role of the military.  

 

Underlying many of the Security Council´s innovations, in particular those 

that have come about since the end of the Cold War, has been an important 

normative shift that has manifested itself in the expansion of what the 

Council consideres a threat to international peace and security.
158

 

 

The substantive approach of the Council has thus widened and most importantly 

deepened, and the Council now addresses more issues including even issues that 

were considered taboo during the Cold War period, displayed in the figure 

below.
159

 The figure displays well the change that has been taking place from hard 

security to that of including internal conflicts and terrorism, issues closer to the 

softer end of the spectrum. The role of natural resources, climate change, refugees 

and other cross-cutting issues have then moved the Council further along the 

security spectrum and broadening its approach. The only part of the whole 

security spectrum that the Council seems not to have addressed in itself is human 

security in its purest form, though the Council has done so indirectly through its 

approaches to thematic issues which are the subject of the next discussion. 
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6.2 The Security Council´s thematic issues 

 

Human security can be seen to be the purest form of individual security, as 

discussed in chapter 2.1 on security. This concept was actually first popularized in 

the work of UN agencies on ‗human development‘, but has started to appear also 

in the approach of the Security Council since the end of the Cold War.
160

 Its 

influence can be seen most notably in the range of thematic issues addressed in 

UNSC texts such as Resolution 1325 (2000) on women, peace and security and 

Resolution 1379 (2001) on children and armed conflict. 

If the thematic issues themselves are now looked at more specifically, they can in 

fact be viewed as being an answer to demands on the Security Council to deal 

with these new, ‗softer‘ security issues, though their topics of course also reflect 

the specific concerns giving rise to resolutions and arising in individual countries 
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and areas. Thematic issues are usually, if not always, placed on the agenda and the 

discussion of the Council defined by the presidency of the month, which rotates 

between the permanent and non-permanent members of the Council.
161

   

 

In contrast to the full-year term of the General Assembly´s president, the 

presidency of the Security Council rotates monthly by English alphabetical 

order of states. The president has some control over the agenda – the calling 

of meetings and Council debate – but his rulings are subject to challenge by 

the Security Council.
162

 

 

The idea of thematic issues is, as previously discussed, for the Council to be able 

to address cross-cutting issues that relate to peace and security in the world. 

Example of such thematic issues are; natural resources and conflict, small arms 

and light weapons, terrorism and the protection of civilians in conflict. These 

resolutions are thought to have achieved certain results that would have been hard 

to address in country-specific resolutions as they transcend borders, dealing with 

issues that may not have a territorial base and means of expression, and can also 

be a matter of concern in cases involving no overt armed conflict. An example of 

such a resolution is Resolution 1325 (2000) on women, peace and security which 

has for example increased the number of women deployed in peacekeeping 

missions, making them more capable of reaching the women of the societies in 

conflict. Another example of such a resolution could be Resolution 1368 (2001) 

on threats to international peace and security caused by terrorism and various 

resolutions on children in armed conflict, including Resolution 1379 (2001). 

These resolutions have been mentioned in particular as they have focused 

attention on the given issue and thereby have affected the political approach to the 

topic in international relations.
163

 The division between issues of all meetings of 

the Security Council for a working year has been displayed on the figure below, 
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where it can be seen that thematic issues account for only four percent of the total 

meetings of the Council.
164

 This can be misleading as the impact of these thematic 

issues has repercussions across many individual, national or regional issues, as 

reflected both in the choice of security issues that the UN chooses to address in 

the first place, and in the wider range of functional tasks the UN now considers 

necessary in handling individual conflicts and peacebuilding (eg gender advisors 

in DPKO). 

 

 

A certain frustration can be detected among the permanent members of the 

Council with the increase of all these new topics and they have now started to try 

to restrain their number.
165

 Another criticism that is sometimes heard is that even 
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though the Council has turned towards a more involved and complex role in 

international peace and security it has not been able to see through all of the topics 

it has addressed and remedies it has proposed into the implementation phase. The 

credibility of the Council has suffered from adding more resolutions to the 

existing pile of resolutions that cannot be implemented. It is better to have fewer, 

better decisions that can be followed through and implemented.
166

  

No position is taken here for or against those arguments but the importance of the 

non-permanent members‘ ability to add new security concerns to the agenda of 

the Council becomes relevant if there is a possibility that the permanent members 

are not willing to do so. In the final report of the Danish Permanent Mission to the 

UN on their contribution during their term in the Security Council for the years 

2005-2006 indicates that it is indeed hard for smaller states to initiate and follow 

through on issues such as the new security issues and a great amount of effort is 

needed to do so. Most non-permanent members of the Council will thus most 

often stick to the agenda and try to avoid offending the bigger countries on the 

Council.
167

 The Danish did nevertheless, for example, manage to put the 

Peacebuilding Commission, with help from other non-permanent members of the 

Council, on the agenda of the Council as they worked hard for its inclusion.
168

 

Another example would be Colombia, as when presiding over the Security 

Council, initiated a presidential statement on the practical issues that the Council 

could address to hamper the negative impact of small arms on security.
169

 A new 

view or a new perspective on security, such as Colombia could claim that it 

possessed based on its own experience on the impact of small arms, was here an 

important aspect of the logic of including the issue on the agenda of the Council. 

―[S]maller delegations can make a difference in the Security Council, but usually 

because they have a very strong ambassador with a strong personality, or because 
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he or she has much to contribute in substance on certain issues.‖
170

 It is therefore 

possible for smaller, less powerful states to address these new security concerns at 

the Council, even though the permanent members are not encouraging it. 

 

 

6.3 The Security Council and peace operations 

 

Another indication of this change in the workings of the Security Council is the 

increased number of peacekeeping missions that the Council mandated in the 

1990s, which multiplied in a short time. The picture shows the timeline of 

operation of peacekeeping mission that the Security Council has mandated since 

its foundation. As clearly displayed with the orange color on the figure below the 

number of missions mandated in the 1990s has substantially increased and is 

multiple that of the Cold War.
171

 ―During the 40 years from 1948 to 1987, only 13 

operations were authorized by the Security Council and the General Assembly. In 

the following twenty years (1988-2007) the Council established a further 50.‖
172
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As discussed earlier, when security was defined in military terms and conflict was 

between states, actions to preserve peace were also defined in military terms and 

led to peacekeeping being defined in the same way. In his Agenda for Peace, 

former Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali put forward in 1992 new 

approaches to peacekeeping which can be seen to reflect the UN‘s and the 

Security Council´s approach to this changing security environment. He felt it was 

clear that the peacekeeping and peacemaking efforts of the Cold War were 

insufficient to deal with the new conflicts that were flourishing within states. 

Boutros Ghali believed that the peace efforts of the UN and the Security Council 

in particular could be divided into four categories, preventive diplomacy, 

peacemaking, traditional peacekeeping and peacebuilding.  

Preventive diplomacy can include everything from sending fact finding missions 

to preventive deployment of peacekeepers, as was done in the FYR of Macedonia, 

and even early warning systems of conflict. Peacemaking refers to actions under 

Chapter VI of the Charter such as negotiation, mediation, conciliation, arbitration 

and judicial settlement between the parties to the conflict, but no less to all forms 

of sanctions, like those applied in the case of Iran. Traditional peacekeeping 

Figure 13 



82 
 

revolves around troops being deployed to stand in between the parties to the 

conflict that have reached a ceasefire, with the task of monitoring or maintaining 

peace while a political settlement is reached. Peacebuilding refers to actions that 

have come to be understood as prerequisites of peace as the understanding of the 

complex interplay between peace and the rebuilding of societies has grown, and 

most people have realized that it is necessary to support societies that are in the 

early stages of recovering from conflict.
173

 This new task can include traditional 

peacekeeping, but in this context it is designed to support civil structures in post-

conflict reconstruction with the aim of stabilizing and promoting peace. With the 

interventions in the former Yugoslavia, Somalia and Afghanistan it became clear 

that a new approach, peace enforcement, was necessary to encompass those 

deployments where the consent of the parties to the conflict is absent. This can 

also be related to the prevalence of new security actors as discussed previously. 

For example, NATO and the US were mandated by the Security Council to secure 

the delivery of humanitarian aid in Somalia despite the lack of consent from 

parties to the conflict: to an extent there was no real, functional government, but 

there were also so many different actors that any form of consent would have been 

hard to secure. As these missions were mandated by the Council to, at least 

partially, enforce peace their rules of engagement had to be wider and more 

powerful than previous missions. Such actions had indeed been used by the UN in 

the Korean War, but those actions can hardly be used as an example for post-Cold 

War conditions as they were approved by the Security Council, with the Soviet 

delegate absent and against the Soviet Union‘s will.
174

 The scope of activities that 

the UN peacekeepers fulfill has thus widened significantly since the supervise 

ceasefires and patrolled buffer zones of the Cold War.
175
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Peacekeeping operations have been responsible for the organization and 

monitoring of elections (e.g., UNTAC in Cambodia and MONUC in the 

DRC); have supported refugee return (e.g., UNPROFOR in Bosnia and 

UNAMIR in Rwanda); have implemented programmes to disarm and 

demobilise former combatants (e.g., UNAMSIL in Sierra Leone and 

UNTAES in Eastern Slavonia); have supported the delivery of humanitarian 

aid (e.g., UNPROFOR in the former Yugoslavia and UNOSOMs I and II in 

Somalia); and have been deployed to prevent the spillover into a country of a 

neighbouring conflict (UNPREDEP in Macedonia).
176 

 

Figure 14 

 

Here above these different reactions to threats to peace and security in the world 

have been displayed for ease of comparison.
177

 They have been categorized 

according to whether they include conciliatory actions, enforcement actions, and 

military actions; whether the consent of parties is needed, and if they include 
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 The table is constructed from ideas put forward in Bellamy, Alex J., Williams, Paul and Griffin, 

Stuart. Understanding Peacekeeping and Boutros Boutros-Ghali. Agenda for Peace, Report of the 

Secretary-General, pursuant to the statement adopted by the Summit Meeting of the Security 

Council on 31 January 1992. General Assembly resolution A/47/277 – UN document reference 
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Name Description 
Conciliatory Enforcement Military Consent of Social 

actions Actions actions parties reconstruction 

Preventive 

diplomacy 

Fact finding missions, early warning of 

potential conflicts, confidence-building 

measures and preventive deployment 

Yes No No Yes No 

Peacemaking 

Negotiation, mediation, conciliation, 

arbitration and judicial settlement between 

the parties to the conflict, in addition to all 

forms of sanctions 

Yes Yes No Yes/No No 

Peacekeeping 

Stand in between the parties to the conflict 

that have reached a cease fire and are 

intended to monitor or maintain peace 

while a political settlement is reached 

Yes/No Yes/No Yes Yes No 

Peace  

enforcement 

Intended to enforce peace mandated by 

the SC under Chapter VII of the Charter 

and have for that a wider enforcement 

mandate and rules of engagement 

Yes Yes/No Yes No Yes/No 

Peacebuilding 

Can include traditional peacekeeping but 

it´s function is to support civil structures 

in post-conflict reconstruction with the 

aim of stabilizing and promoting peace 

Yes No Yes Yes Yes 
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Preventive 
diplomacy

Peacemaking

Peacekeeping
Peace 

enforcement

Peacebuilding

social reconstruction. The table clearly displays the different degrees of 

approaches by the Council.  

What previously was considered an absolute rule, namely the consent of parties to 

the conflict, was now starting to matter less as peacemaking and peace 

enforcement missions increased substantially. Social reconstruction, an issue 

thought previously to belong to the field of development, was now related to 

security and peace and thus moved up the agenda of the Council.
178

 The most 

important factor of this change in the approaches to peace is the fact that the ―tool 

box‖ of the Council was enlarged and made the Council more able to deliver on 

its mandate.
179

   

 

 

Whereas peacekeepers had before placed themselves between parties to conflict 

and often helped to prolong ‗frozen‘ conflicts, as of the 1990s the Council could 

now react to conflict in a more varied way. The fact that a large portion of those 

states that experience conflict will fall into conflict again within ten years is likely 

to have had an impact on this, as it increased the understanding that states should 
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be monitored, built up and their status as a peaceful state secured.
180

 Here above 

this process has been displayed as a cyclic figure to present the idea that this can 

be a continuous process instead of a simple line that has a beginning and an end. It 

is also necessary to see that more than one peace action can be used at the same 

time. 

 

 

 

6.4 Conclusion on a new Security Council in a new security spectrum  

 

Even though the Security Council is based on the same Charter rules as it was 

during the Cold War it can be asserted in no unclear terms that a new, functional 

Security Council has emerged on the basis of the old one.
181

 The number of 

meetings and resolutions has dramatically increased, the Council now more often 

reacts unanimously and deals with an increased number of issues as well as more 

complex ones. 

Some might be inclined to dismiss this line of argument as one-sided, too 

narrowly focused on the positive changes in the Council. Yet the simple fact is 

that the most notable changes in the work of the Council have been of a positive 

nature. Even so, the Council still does not fully ―use‖ its mandate and some 

problems of the Cold War persist. The five permanent states have the most 

information necessary for effective decision making which they do not always 

share. This also holds true for the staff of the UN: they forge a long term 

relationship with the P-5 states and non-permanent members will thus not get as 

much information as the permanent states. An example is the claim that during the 

Rwanda genocide, reports from the peacekeeping force were withheld by the 

Secretariat from the Council which of course led to uninformed decision making 
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in the beginning of the crisis by some states.
182

 Another problem that still persists 

is that tradition dominates the Council, which puts the non-permanent members at 

a disadvantage and the permanent members in a dominant position thanks to 

knowing the details necessary to be effective within the Council. The General 

Assembly is also resisting what it sees as a power grab from the Security Council 

on many issues traditionally in its own power domain, so a certain power struggle 

can be experienced between the two bodies.
183

 The experiences in Somalia, 

Rwanda and Sudan have also put this change into perspective. It is hard to claim 

that a brave, new Council has taken up leadership for the world when it sat and 

watched endlessly while human suffering was taking place and still is taking 

place. The assessment of the ‗new‘ SC is in no way a black and white picture. 

 

It is important to note that this change may also not go unchallenged. The 

dominance of the United States in the international system may make other states 

call this increased activity of the Council into question. 

 

US-dominated consensus raises greater difficulties with the apparent 

expansion of the Council´s mandate by redefining threats to international 

peace and security. Continued resort to these non-traditional initiatives may 

lead UN member states to express serious reservations about the Council´s 

actions. With its new status as the sole superpower, the United States may be 

even more suspect in non-Western eyes. Without broader representation, the 

Council itself may fall subject to the same doubts.
184

 

 

This fact is believed to have materialized in the Council´s involvement in Haiti, 

driven by US action, and the Council´s inaction in Rwanda, believed to have been 
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driven by US inaction.
185

 Another explanation for this selectivity is also believed 

to reflect the political realities that the Security Council acts within: rather than 

the unwillingness to act, member states are simply not willing to provide the 

forces needed for the Council to fulfill its role. The increased activity of Russia 

and China, although at first instance it may seem to hinder the work of the 

Council, may indeed also serve the long term interest of the Council as it ensures 

that UN action serves the interests of a broader set of member states and counters 

US dominance, thus minimizing the risk of reservations being made. 

 

How do these changes reflect upon the single new security threat that was 

distinguished from the others in the previous chapters? This is hard to judge 

unless climate change is clearly established as a security threat. The next section 

will therefore, elaborating on the introduction in chapter 2.6, consider to what 

extent climate change presents the picture of a new security threat in the context 

of the new Security Council. 
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7.0 Climate Change as a Security Threat. 

 

The underlying causes of conflict are often overlooked when dealing with the 

complexity of armed conflict. One of the factors that is regularly overlooked is the 

security implications of climate change and the impact climate change has as a 

conflict primer.
186

 The new, emerging security threat of global climate change has 

until recently mostly been defined in economic terms. It can however be shown 

that it is a part of that larger multidimensional security concept that needs to be 

dealt with in today´s globalized world; principally in the continent of Africa 

where vulnerability to this threat is particularly high.
187

 

Chapter 2.6 above set out the general argument for characterizing climate change 

as a security issue within an inter-related, multidimensional security spectrum. 

Here the argument will focus on its connection with other issues addressed by the 

UN and SC, leading to the conclusion that the SC can and should address itself to 

the issue and help finding solutions. Indeed, the case of climate change will be 

used in order to argue that the SC is likely to move further into holistic 

approaches to security situations of nations or societies in the future. 

As already noted, when examining the security threat posed by climate change it 

is necessary to examine two different scenarios. The former is that of an abrupt 

climate change scenario where climate change in itself becomes a security threat. 
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Though this may not happen as of today the risk posed needs to be assessed and 

the threat cannot be disregarded. 

The second scenario is closer to today´s current reality and is already taking place 

or is quite likely to take place. It concerns the indirect impact of present and 

‗creeping‘ climate change on economic and human security and state behavior in 

a number of dimensions, including the sources and courses of armed conflicts. 

 

 

7.1 Direct-Abrupt security scenario of climate change 

 

A daunting report was published in October 2003 named ―An Abrupt Climate 

Change Scenario and Its Implications for United States National Security‖.
188

 

There had been others before and more would follow, but this report in particular 

was of interest as it was prepared and paid for by the U.S. Department of Defense, 

the Pentagon.
189

 That the Pentagon was ready to support a report of this nature, 

despite the well-known fact that the Bush Administration did not believe climate 

change to be real, can be considered quite a statement.  

The conclusions of the report might be surprising as it suggests war will break out 

due to drops in temperatures, rather than increases as the world is currently 

experiencing. The authors base this on evidences from previous periods in the 

earth‘s history. 
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The research suggests that once temperature rises above some threshold, 

adverse weather conditions could develop relatively abruptly, with persistent 

changes in the atmospheric circulation causing drops in some regions of 5-10 

degrees Fahrenheit in a single decade. Paleocliatic evidence suggests that 

altered climatic patterns could last for as much as a century, as they did 

when the ocean conveyor collapsed 8,200 years ago, or, at the extreme, 

could last as long as 1,000 years as they did during the Younger Dryas, 

which began about 12,700 years ago.
190

 

 

The authors argue that this tipping point can be reached at any given point in the 

future climatic change, unleashing a catastrophic climate scenario, resulting in 

massive resource shortages, environmentally induced migration on an 

unprecedented scale and global conflict as a result.
191

 Here the possible impact on 

the ocean conveyer can be considered as an example of such an abrupt climate 

change scenario. The picture below shows the Gulf Stream and its flow down 

from the North Atlantic to the South Atlantic were it mixes with other streams and 

currents. The stream functions, in much simplified terms, is due to the difference 

in weight of hot and cold water and more salted water and less salted water. 

Change in salt water in the Northern part or temperature changes in the South 

could thus impact the cycle.
192
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One of the likely effects of the abrupt scenario is that this stream is turned off and 

stops pushing warm water up towards the west coast of the US and Northern 

Europe. This could happen due to a number of reasons, for example the push of 

cold water from the melting Greenland glaciers flowing into the stream, disrupting 

the balance of more and less salted water and thus turning the conveyer off. For 

many this may sound unlikely, but oceanic evidence suggests that the Gulf Stream 

has already decreased in power by as much as 30% since the 1960‘s.
193

 The 

effects of such a change, the single most important one being the possible collapse 

of the ocean conveyer, at least for Europe, could be devastating and have wide 

spread affect on all aspects of modern day life. Europe would be fighting over 

resources and migration from the North would increase pressures on already 

stretched populations, all in all a catastrophic scenario. 
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Peace and 
Security

Economic and 
social security

Environment

7.2 Indirect- Current security scenario of climate change  

 

Climate change has though, as is, not materialized in this way and is in itself not 

very tangible. The bigger impact of climate change is likely to be the indirect 

threat, to be experienced through other effects triggered by climate change. The 

basic argument goes that the environmental threat has an impact on the economic 

and social security of individuals, in particular in conflict zones. Lack of 

economic and social security, for example lack of clean water due to extreme 

weather or lack of rainfall, can have an impact on peace and stability in many 

instances. Conflict can then have a negative impact on the environment in many 

ways.
194

 These connections can flow both ways, causing a vicious cycle.  

 

 

 

Contrary to what may be common belief, the United Kingdom was not the first 

state to speak out on climate change as a security threat. States such as the 

Maldives, Tuvalu and other small island states have been trying to put the issue on 

the agenda of the international community for many years, and have been leading 

nations in the international arena on the issue of climate change as a security 
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threat. The United Kingdom was on the other hand the first permanent member to 

take the initiative to develop the issue as a security threat. In her speech to the 

General Assembly of the UN in 2006, Secretary of State Margaret Beckett, stated 

this opinion clearly: 

 

Our collective responsibility to each other is nowhere more evident than in 

the huge challenge posed by climate change...When the Prime Minister 

appointed me as his Foreign Secretary in May [2006], he specifically 

charged me with putting climate security at the heart of our foreign policy. 

Our climate presents us with an ever-growing threat to international security. 

Dealing with climate change... Is no longer a choice, it is an imperative.
195

  

 

The United Kingdom then went on to initiate a thematic debate in the UN Security 

Council on the 17 April 2007, but no resolution was adopted.
196

 In its concept 

paper on the issue, the United Kingdom permanent mission to the United Nations 

laid out the fundamental security threats that climate change is likely to have on 

international peace and security, seen in the figure below.
197

  The story of this SC 

initiative will be told in full in section 7.5, but here an initial sketch is given of 

each of the connected issues shown in the figure. 
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a) Border disputes 

Growing populations of the earth, especially in developing countries, are likely to 

put strains on current resources. The countries of the Middle East and North 

Africa for example share important sources of water, both potable and for 

irrigation, and borders between the nations of the world have not all been settled. 

Boutros Boutros-Ghali, former Foreign Minister of Egypt and United Nations 

Secretary-General, said in 1988 that ―The next war in our region will be over the 

waters of the Nile, not politics.‖
198

 Though these disputes have so far been 

managed peacefully there is no guarantee that they will be in future when both 

population pressures and climate change will increase. Melting ice and rising sea 

levels will also put pressure on existing borders. 

 

b) Migration 

First it is important to recognize that it is in no way a new phenomenon that 

environmental pressures shape human migration and settlement patterns.
199

 The 

overpopulation of the earth and the environmental changes associated with 
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climate change are likely to result in sea level rise, lack of fresh water and 

extreme weather conditions that will substantially change current migration 

patterns and force more people to move against their will.
200

 Some estimates have 

projected that up to 200 million people may be displaced due to climate change by 

the middle of the century.
201

 This will put pressure on existing population‘s and is 

known to alter the economy, land distribution, access to water and political power 

balances in the receiving areas.
202

  

 
Migration does not in itself lead directly to conflict. But it can alter the 

ethnic composition and population distribution within and between states, 

which can increase the potential for instability and conflict - particularly in 

situations of resource scarcity, and in already sensitive cross-border areas.
203

 

 

Nationalistic ideas are already resurging in some states and societies that are 

facing these new pressures, creating the potential for internal conflict or forceful 

measures against the states of origin. Academics disagree, however, on whether 

the link to conflict is direct - that is, if environmental refugees contribute to 

conflict in their location - or indirect, that environmental refugees fleeing a 

climate war contribute by other means to conflict in their host region.
204

 

 

c) Energy supplies 

Energy is by no means a new conflict primer, be it over oil or other sources of 

energy. Both US-led Gulf Wars have been attributed to motives linked with 

United States energy security, Russia has used natural gas as a means of settling 

disputes with its former satellite states, and China has blocked consensus on the 

conflict in Darfur due to its oil interests in the region. These are examples of cases 

where energy supplies are fought over, as in the case of Iraq, and where energy 
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supplies play a major geopolitical role in determining the outcome of conflict. 

Another case in point would be Angola, where, since fighting came to an end in 

2002, the government has continued to use oil as a currency, both to maltreat its 

population and equally to buy protection from friendly nations.
205

 Madeleine 

Albright, former Secretary of State of the United States, made this second point 

clear in 1997, speaking on a Chevron oil platform off the coast of Angola. 

"Angolan oil already accounts for seven percent of U.S. imports -- three times as 

much as our imports from Kuwait in early 1990."
 206

 The intended comparison 

with the first Gulf War is clear; the US will defend Angola in the same way it 

defended Kuwait. Climate change is expected to complicate this relationship 

between energy and conflict even further, as changes continue both in energy 

consumption patterns and in the way these energy supplies are obtained and 

secured.
207

  

 

 

d) Other resource shortages 

 
Climate change is likely to make essential resources (notably freshwater, 

cultivable land, crop yields and fish stocks) more scarce in many parts of the 

world, particularly in already vulnerable societies. Resource scarcity 

threatens people's livelihoods, especially when changes occur relatively 

quickly. Much depends on the adequacy of adaptation strategies.
208 

 

Climate change is likely to affect food security, water security and other aspects 

of human security as populations and competition grows in those countries that 

already could be considered to be vulnerable, countries of the developed world. 

Research has for example shown that the ―risk of hunger in Mali may increase 

from 34% of the population to 44% due to land degradation and further to 64 and 

72% due to climate change...―
209

, moving Mali from category 4 to category 5, the 
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highest risk category in FAO´s food security ranking.
210

 Where limited resources 

become even scarcer, the competition over those resources could easily lead to 

conflict.
211

 Resource shortages may not only lead to conflict in areas of shortage 

but also in areas where resources are abundant. This could for example be seen in 

the history of conflict in Somalia, where the environment was harsh and 

environmental change impacted the society but more importantly, warlords fought 

to secure areas which contained resources. It could be shown that these regions 

were less stable than those that already had limited resources.
212

 

 

e) Societal stress 

An underlying cause of poverty has been shown to be conflict. This causal effect 

does not flow in only one direction; poverty is also likely to lead to conflict.
 213 

Climate change is likely to hit the poorest the worst, not least because they will 

not be able to mitigate the effects or deal effectively with extreme weather 

conditions. Some states cite climate change as their most serious threat in meeting 

the UN Millennium Development Goals
214

: a view that the 2006 Stern Report on 

the economics of climate change supports, noting that ―Climate change is a grave 

threat to the developing world and a major obstacle to continued poverty 

reduction across its many dimensions―.
215

 This may not lead to conflict entirely on 

its own but coupled with other conflict primers - such as inequality, weak states 

and ethnic disparities - may contribute to political violence and conflict both 

within and between nations. 
216
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f) Humanitarian crises 

Humanitarian crisis on a larger scale can contribute to societies being destabilized. 

Drought, floods or other extreme weather conditions are likely to follow climate 

change and likely to impact most heavily on vulnerable nations, which are also the 

states most likely to fall into conflict.
217

 Frankly speaking, if Hurricane Katrina 

was of such a scale that the richest country in the world could not deal effectively 

with it, how can the developing countries that are lacking infrastructure such as 

Myanmar or the poorer countries of Africa be able to do so? Such weather 

patterns can lead to societal stress, migration and direct loss of life in the societies 

affected. 

 

 

7.3 How relevant is climate change as a security threat? 

 

As argued above, it is now generally acknowledged that the issues generally 

termed ‗soft‘ security can threaten peace and stability in the world, and that it is 

not possible any more to separate the agenda of traditional security from conflict 

threats based on the new security threats, such as climate change.
218

 Kofi Annan, 

former UN Secretary-General, stated this in 2006 in no unclear terms: 

 

Climate change is a threat to peace and security. Change in rainfall patterns 

can increase tension between states and communities, lead to conflict and 

cause forced migration, particularly in states were poverty and instability are 

great. Because of that climate change needs to possess the same position in 

the minds of politicians as conflict, poverty and the spread of weapons of 

mass destruction.
219

 

 

If the two overall, abrupt and gradual scenarios outlined above in section 7.1 and 

7.2., are consider in global terms it will be seen that the threat assessment is 
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different for each one. On the abrupt scenario, the authors of the Pentagon report 

themselves said that they have ―created a climate change scenario that although 

not the most likely, is plausible, and would challenge United States national 

security in ways that should be considered immediately.‖
220

 If the threat 

assessment that was presented in chapter 2.2 above is applied to climate change, it 

becomes clear that the security implications of an abrupt climate scenario are 

considerable. The scale of impact would be devastating in many ways and the 

impact would be felt worldwide.  The debated question is the likelihood of such a 

scenario. Most would say that the likelihood is low and therefore the threat would 

be medium.
221

 The scale of impact is however of such a magnitude that this 

scenario could not be underestimated. Further research is needed to be able to 

estimate the likelihood correctly and to ensure that it is not being underestimated. 
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The second, indirect or current, security scenario is more difficult to dissect. 

Above some of the possible impacts of climate change were put forward in a non-

exclusive way or in any ranking of importance. The likelihood of different 

impacts of climate change leading to conflict or causing other threats to security 

can be seen to be different, as well as the possible impact of each one. Disruption 

of energy supplies has for example a relatively high likelihood and the possible 

impact is rising with rising demand for energy. Conflicts are already happening 

that are related to energy supplies, as in Sudan.
222

 The risk of this can be 

considered medium and in certain cases the level has reached high. At the same 

time other threats, such as direct border disputes, have yet to materialize or the 

climate link to previous disputes has yet to be established. There is a certain 

difficulty with assessing this threat as the indirect threats can be hidden under 

layers of other reasons such as ethnicity or the will to gain territory. Until this link 

has been established the threat has to be evaluated low or at most medium. Water 

shortages and other shortages of natural resources are however likely to move this 

threat up the scale. When occurring together as they often will, the sources of 

indirect threat can raise the impact to medium and occasionally even to high, and 

the likelihood can be, as has been shown in the discussion above, ranging from 

low to high. This ranks the threat from indirect climate change scenario as 

medium to high, and in certain instances reaching critical levels.
223
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Applying the concept of security assessment discussed in chapter two, it is clear 

that climate change in general is a security threat. As to the implications, the 

impact could be devastating - as shown above - and wide ranging and the 

vulnerabilities associated are great. The troublesome part of this debate is the 

evaluation of the likelihood of the threat. The point of departure needs to be that 

with growing scientific backing for the hypothesis of man-made climate change, it 

will be hard for the international community to dismiss the possibility or ignore 

the threat as very unlikely.
224

 This leads to the conclusion that decision makers 

worldwide are and will be obliged to deal with climate change as a credible threat. 
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7.4 Climate, poverty and conflict- A vicious cycle for Africa? 

 

It has already emerged from the above discussion of security implications of 

climate change that the vulnerabilities associated with the latter are not distributed 

equally for all societies around the world. A common theme in describing the 

security problems associated with climate change, at least from the indirect 

threats, is that climate change will have a more serious impact in developing 

countries due to their perceived vulnerability.   

 

In the absence of adaptation, climate change is expected to hit LDCs harder 

than DCs (IPCC, 2001b, 2001c). Key concerns in LDCs include threats to 

food security and health, economic decline, inundation of coastal areas, and 

(in some cases) physical existence. Key concerns in DCs generally are less 

extreme and more localized, including coastal erosion, damage to coastal 

property, adverse impacts on tourism, rising insurance costs, and declining 

crop yields. At the same time, LDCs have a lower capacity to adapt to 

climate change than DCs due to poverty, less technological advancement, 

and higher dependence on the environment for subsistence.
225

 

 

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) concluded that one of 

the most vulnerable continents to climate change and climate variability was 

Africa, due to its low adaptive capacity and also the possible interplay between 

the impact of climate change and other societal problems in the continent.
226

 

An example of this vulnerability is the case of West Africa which alone contains 

11 of the world‘s 25 poorest countries and is currently one of the unstable regions 
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of the world.
227

 The region shares 25 trans-boundary watercourses and has 

experienced a marked decline in rainfall ranging from 15 to 30% depending on the 

area. The result is that the region‘s major rivers, the Niger, Senegal and Volta, are 

experiencing between 40 to 60% decrease in average discharge, having the 

potential of destabilizing the region.
228

 

The case of Nigeria also shows how the interplay of oil and climate is well on its 

way to ravaging the land. The oil companies have control over 50% of 

agriculturally productive lands in the Niger Delta, the Sudan savannah ecology is 

changing to pure Sahel conditions, and the influence of the Sahara is increasing 

southwards leading the Fulani herdsman of the lower Sahel and Sudan savannah 

ecologies to move south. This puts existing populations in North Nigeria under 

pressure in addition to the extreme rainfall patterns experienced there, ranging 

from the most recorded rainfall in the 1950s to the least recorded rainfall in the 

1980s.
229

 Of the 37 cases of communal clashes reported in the same region in the 

years 1990-2005, 19 of these cases were related to land resources, 13 were related 

to agricultural land use and 4 related to oil and environment issues, though most 

of them materialized as ethnic or communal clashes.
230

 Another study found that 

of all conflicts in northern Nigeria, including household/family conflicts, over half 

were resource related.
231
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This leads to the conclusion that contrary to common perceptions, climate 

conflicts are not a thing of the future, i.e. something to be aware of and take into 

consideration for future planning.  

 

A new understanding of today´s threats are at the same time emerging. In 

that way a new report from the United Nations Environmental Programme 

on the situation in Darfur in Sudan, that war-torn country, is a clear 

testimony on how natural environment, poverty and population increases 

have a intertwined impact and can be the root cause of conflict and terrible 

tragedies. In the report it is warned that a strong link exists between 

environmental factors, land destruction, desertification and conflict. 

This tells us that a richer understanding exists that sustainable development 

can be seen as precondition for a sustainable peace [Emphasis added by the 

author].
232

 

 

Today´s conflicts in Africa are grounded, at least partially, in climate change as 

displayed in the cases above. Another well-known claim is that the violence in 

Darfur and Somalia are based on the lack of access to food and water.
233

 The civil 

war in the Ivory Coast is believed to have been based in part on ethnic clashes 

after a great number of people fled the northern part of Burkina Faso.
234

 It can 

therefore be concluded that climate change is a credible and important security 

threat for Africa: 

 

The Christian Aid charity warns that 184 million people could die in Africa 

alone as a result of climate change before the end of the twenty-first century, 

through floods, famine, drought, and conflict. Similarly, Oxfam relates 

climate change to droughts in northern Kenya, in turn leading to conflict 

between the Turkhana pastoralists and their neighbors.
235 
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7.5 Climate change on the agenda of the Security Council 

 

States such as Kiribati, Samoa, Micronesia, St. Lucia and Tuvalu as well as the 

United Kingdom and African states have put forward the view that climate change 

is a threat to peace and security in their speeches in the General Assembly. Most 

of those that are already threatened by climate change belong to the groups of 

states called Small Island Developing States (SIDS), Pacific Island Forum, and 

Caricom as well as the African group.
236

  

 

The Pacific Small Island Developing States (PSIDS) have in particular advocated 

fiercely for the Security Council to discuss the abrupt scenario and for the Council 

to examine and address climate change as a direct security threat. In a speech to 

the General Assembly the spokesperson for the PSIDS group, H.E. Mrs. 
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Figure 21 
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Fekitamoeloa ‗Utoikamanu, permanent representative of the Kingdom of Tonga 

made this intention very clear: 

 

The PSIDS have drafted resolution titled ―the threat of climate change to 

international peace and security‖. The draft resolution was made available in 

June [2008] to all UN Member States, and the resolution will be discussed 

during the current 62
nd

 session of the General Assembly. We have 

consistently spoke about the security implication of climate change; and now 

we are seeking the support of the full UN Membership to recognize climate 

change as a threat to international peace and security by adopting resolution 

at the 62
nd

 session of the GA. The resolution simply asks the Security 

Council to consider and address the threat posed by climate change to 

international peace and security... The adoption of the resolution will be a 

positive reflection upon the shift of paradigm of UN Member States, to 

recognize the cross-cutting nature of climate change and fully recognize 

climate change as a threat to international peace and security.
237 

 

The reason why this issue has, nevertheless, not yet ranked higher on the agenda 

of the Council is that those states that have the most power on the Council have 

yet to feel the implications of climate change. Those states that already face the 

most direct implications of the change, as discussed above, do not carry much 

power in the international system or have resources to advocate for its inclusion, 

as they are mostly poor or small states. 

The 2007 debate in the Security Council which has been mentioned here above 

marked a clear change as it was led by one of the permanent members, the United 

Kingdom. The opening of the UK concept paper makes this clear: 

 

The focus of the debate will be on the security implications of a changing 

climate, including through its impact on potential drivers of conflict (such as 

access to energy, water, food and other scarce resources, population 

movements and border disputes). No other international forum has yet 

addressed these issues at this level.
238

  

 

The discussion did, however, in the event focus exclusively on the indirect 

implications of climate change and this seems to reflect a certain compromise. 

Clearly, the Council was not ready to address the abrupt scenario that the 
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countries mentioned previously, as well as the United Kingdom on this occasion, 

may have hoped that the Council would set its stamp on. 

 

The immediate drivers of conflict are likely to remain national and regional 

power struggles; ideology; ethnic, religious and national tensions; and severe 

economic, social or political inequality. The cumulative impacts of climate 

change could exacerbate these drivers of conflict, and particularly 

increase the risk to those states already susceptible to conflict, for 

example where weak governance and political processes cannot mediate 

successfully between competing interests.
239

 [Emphasis in the originial] 

 

Though at first sight this part of the UK draft might seem to imply skepticism on 

whether the abrupt and direct threat scenarios from climate change are real, in fact 

it probably reflects acceptance that there was not a consensus in the Council to 

include these issues in the first debate held.
240

 It is also understandable that the 

Council would be more inclined to address the wider, current threat which was 

assessed above as being objectively a matter of medium or high threat for the 

world as a whole, and in its extremes capable of being at times both a low threat 

and also a critical threat.  

 

One of the main worries of those opposing the thematic discussion of climate 

change in the Security Council, the most notable of them being China, was linked 

with the general concern of many that the Council has been invading the territory 

of other institutions of the UN, such as the General Assembly, or the ground 

covered by specific agencies and instruments such as in this case, the UN 

Framework Convention on Climate Change.
241

 The United Kingdom mission took 

great pains to emphasize that it did not intend the SC discussion to overtake that 

of other bodies that have been addressing climate change. 
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A Security Council discussion will therefore make a useful initial 

contribution, while recognising that it is for other UN bodies (in particular 

the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change) to pursue other aspects 

of climate change ... which are not within the Security Council‘s mandate... 

While the physical effects of climate change and what can be done about 

them are important issues, it is their potential impact on security that is the 

proposed focus of this Security Council debate.
242

 

 

Another claim was that the Council had moved outside the scope of its mandate, 

not only in addressing climate change as a security issue, but in raising other 

similar issues that either were being addressed elsewhere or that it simply was not 

the role of the Council to deal with. Article 39 of the UN Charter, however, 

clearly sets out the fact that it is in fact the Security Council itself that determines 

―the existence of any threat to the peace, breach of the peace, or act of 

aggression―, and more importantly decides itself ―what measures shall be taken in 

accordance with Articles 41 and 42, to maintain or restore international peace and 

security―.
243

 If the Council has been able to extend its reach into domestic affairs 

of states contrary to even the Charter of the UN itself, and to adopt far reaching 

and binding resolutions for all members of the UN while resting on this 

foundation in the Charter, it is hard to see why the Council should not be able to 

address the new issues of human security, such as that of climate change.
244

 It is 

thus safe to assume that the:  

 

Security Council has the legal authority to address the causes and 

consequences of climate change, and that its recent counter-terrorism and 

non-proliferation measures provide an illustrative institutional framework 

within which to address this emerging ‗threat to international peace and 

security‘.
245

 

 

Simply put, the powers of the Council are wide-reaching when it comes to 

security and it is therefore a powerful tool to address these new security threats.  
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In the case of climate change this tool has not, however, so far been used fully to 

address its security implications. No resolution or presidential statement was 

adopted at the SC session on the 17 April 2007 as was done for many of the other 

new security threats, meaning that no decision was implemented. The discussion 

was not continued in 2008, although regular discussions on the thematic issues 

have also been a custom even if they do not need to be held yearly. This is thought 

to be mainly related to the loss of interest from the main contributor on the issue 

within the Council, namely the United Kingdom. The initiative in 2007 is thought 

to have originated directly from Tony Blair, a Prime Minister who took climate 

change to heart and fought hard for its inclusion. When Gordon Brown took over 

as Prime Minister the issue seems to have been put on the back burner, and UK 

action on remedial work was diverted to other forums like the EU, at least for the 

time being.
246

 This may be attributed not only to the personal disputes between 

Tony Blair and Gordon Brown but also to the fact that the UK saw that the issue 

was a non-starter for the US under George W Bush and that no progress would 

have been made without their support on the issue.
247

 The Chinese objections are 

also likely to have hindered further movement on the issue.  

The Chinese and Americans may have been right to question the motives of the 

European permanent members which through the EU have invested great political 

capital in the issue of climate change and could be considered likely to start such a 

discussion simply to push for increased efforts on economic and technical 

remedies in the upcoming post-Kyoto negotiating process.
248

 No conclusion on 

such motives will be offered here but this shows simply how complicated the 

process of working on new security threats within the Security Council can be. 
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There is no doubt, nevertheless, that in the eyes of many this debate was a big step 

and addressed a real need that the UN would sooner or later have to face up to in a 

more substantial fashion. 

 

But we are not fully succeeding through our international cooperation. 

Perhaps it is because we have been treating climate change principally as an 

environmental issue. At best we recognise its socio-economic implications. 

But with this open debate in the Security Council, climate change is finally 

being recognised for what it is: Climate change is a significant security issue 

that requires the highest attention of world leaders.
249

 

 

 

7.6 Conclusion on climate change as a security threat 

 

This text has not offered any discussion of whether climate change is actually 

happening. For that the reader is referred to the IPCC and its extensive research on 

the matter.
250

 Those who disagree on climate change most often do not dispute 

that environmental change is happening. They rather dispute whether the change 

is the result of human activity or a part of a natural cycle that would have 

happened regardless. For the purpose of discussing climate change as a security 

threat, this discussion is not relevant in the short term.
251

  

Only the strongest opponents of climate change would believe climate change not 

to be a direct or indirect security threat.  This is made clear, inter alia, by the fact 

that the US military has been considering climate change as a threat multiplier, 

that is, a force that can exacerbate other threats and increase the threat posed by 
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them, regardless of the views held by President Bush as Commander in Chief.
252

 

The US national security act of 2010 is even expected to formally address climate 

change as a threat and the planning required for the US to deal effectively with the 

threat, set in motion during the Bush administration.
253

 Retired Admiral T. Joseph 

Lopez has argued publicly that the war on terror will be extended due to factors 

rooted in climate change.
254

 As is stated in no unclear terms in the UNDP Human 

Development Report of 2006: 

 

Climate change now poses what may be an unparalleled threat to human 

development. Much of that threat will be transmitted through shifts in 

hydrological cycles and rainfall patterns and the umpact of higher surface 

temperature on water evaporation. The overall effect will be to exacerbate 

risk and vulnerability, threatening the livelihoods, health and security of 

millions of people.
255

 

 

Climate change may be dismissed as only an underlying cause of conflict that tips 

the balance of fragile societies towards conflict. But such objections are limited to 

a simplistic A to B connection. The truth is that today´s world is complex and the 

challenges mankind faces are equally complex. No country or society is able to 

face these challenges on its own and consensus has been growing on the need for 

concerted and coherent efforts to combat these new, emerging security threats. All 

the analysis above suggests that states need to build a consensus on the fact that 

the environment is changing and that the international community needs to 

address the short term security concerns now while it continues discussing the 

long term impact. In sum, the international community needs to give increased 

attention to the security threat posed by climate change; especially in the case of 

Africa were vulnerabilities leave countries more exposed to its direct and indirect 

effects.  
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8.0 The Future, what lays ahead 

 

Regardless of whether the international community manages to strike an 

ambitious deal to follow the Kyoto Protocol, the inherent inertia of the climate 

system (whereby past emissions will cause future warming) means that a certain 

amount of climate change is ‗locked in‘. Whatever happens to greenhouse gas 

emissions over the next few decades, Africa will still be faced by a range of 

serious challenges that will fundamentally change the productive landscape of the 

continent, redrawing the maps of rainfall, water availability, food production and 

population distribution.
256

 The security implication of these changes cannot be 

underestimated. But how can this threat be addressed by the international 

community? 

 

This distinction between threats and vulnerabilities points to a key divide in 

security police, namely, that states can seek to reduce their insecurity either 

by reducing their vulnerability or by preventing or lessening threats. These 

alternatives underline respectively, the ideas of national and international 

security. In other words national security policy can either focus inward, 

seeking to reduce the vulnerability of the state itself, or outward, seeking to 

reduce external threat by addressing its sources.
257

 

 

One of the conclusions of chapter four was that the most important factor of the 

change in the approaches to peace of the Security Council is the fact that the ―tool 

box‖ of the Council was enlarged and made the Council more able to deliver on 

its mandate. In terms of climate change and new threats this becomes particularly 

relevant, as previous forms of peacekeeping can only be seen to apply to the 

traditional threats to peace.  
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When there is a potential for conflict arising, the UN or the Council can 

implement preventive diplomacy in any form it sees fit: send peacekeepers as a 

preventive deployment, send diplomatic envoys, or in the case of climate change 

and other new security threats, warn of the potential connection between climate-

driven root causes of the conflict that is rising so they can be corrected before 

conflict breaks out.
258

 If moving on to prescribe or organize action, the Security 

Council could either seek to mitigate the root cause (i.e. the impact of climate 

change), or to minimize the risk that it will increase armed violence and seek to 

contain its general harm to human security. The second approach is examined here 

as the first approach seems, at least according to the view of most UN members, 

to be outside the current scope of the Security Council. 

 

The main focus of such an approach would be to use the tools currently available 

to the Council, most importantly that of preventive diplomacy, peacemaking and 

peacebuilding. In the case of peacemaking, aside from the extreme method of 

deployments for peace enforcement, these would include both negotiations and 

the softer enforcement mechanisms of the Council, such as economic sanctions. 

All or any of these could be applied to prevent, halt or end conflicts where climate 

impact was seen as a driver of conflict and more importantly intervene before 

these underlying factors due trigger conflict. 

In the peacebuilding stage the society in question is assisted in rebuilding to avoid 

future conflicts. Knowledge of the root causes of the conflict are key here to 

prevent the society from relapsing into conflict, be it due to new security issues or 

traditional ones.
259

 Logically, in a climate-influenced case the UN‘s efforts for this 

purpose would include identifying the climate-driven element in tensions and 

supporting local policies to solve the given problems in a more peaceful and 

effective way.  
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The ‗tool‘ of preventive diplomacy warrants a special examination in the case of 

climate change. Various UN Secretary-General´s have pointed out that the 

institution should increase its share in preventive action, the most recent of them 

being Kofi Annan in his report ―In larger freedom‖: 

 

No task is more fundamental to the United Nations than the prevention and 

resolution of deadly conflict. Prevention, in particular, must be central to all 

our efforts...Although it is difficult to demonstrate, the United Nations has 

almost certainly prevented many wars by using the Secretary-General‘s 

―good offices‖ to help resolve conflicts peacefully. And over the past 15 

years, more civil wars have ended through mediation than in the previous 

two centuries, in large part because the United Nations provided leadership, 

opportunities for negotiation, strategic coordination and the resources to 

implement peace agreements.
 260

 

 

In his report ―Agenda for peace‖ in the year 1992 the then Secretary-General, 

Boutros Boutros-Ghali, put forward similar ideas on the reform of the work of the 

institution. He addressed the need for an early warning system to warn of potential 

conflicts and the task of the UN to deal with conflict before it breaks out if 

possible, instead of trying to mediate ongoing conflict and deal with the aftermath 

of conflict.
261

 

In the concept paper prepared by the UK mission in preparation for the discussion 

on climate change this ideas was raised in one of the questions. ―How can the 

Security Council play a part in a more integrated approach to conflict prevention 

as foreseen in UNSCR 1625, including greater emphasis on climate-related 

factors?―
262

 Resolution 1625 (2005) is a declaration of the Council on how the UN 

can ―enhance the effectiveness…in preventing armed conflicts and to monitor 

closely situations of potential armed conflict‖.
263

 It also requests the Secretary-

General to assess ―regularly the developments in regions at risk of armed conflict‖ 

and encourages ―the Secretary-General to provide information to the Council on 
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such developments pursuant to Article 99 of the Charter.‖
264

 Article 99 of the 

Charter gives the Secretary-General the right to bring before the Council ―any 

matter which in his opinion may threaten the maintenance of international peace 

and security.‖
265

 This view was reaffirmed in a presidential statement adopted by 

the Security Council on August 28 2007 which concluded that the UN should do 

more on preventive measures, such as addressing the root causes of conflict, 

developing early warning systems, mediating disputes and coordinating the efforts 

of U.N. bodies, regional organizations and others trying to prevent new wars.
266

 

The lack of resources allocated to preventive measures can also be starkly 

contrasted with the $18 billion the Council has spent on peacekeeping efforts.
267

 

This is not to say that this was money that should not have been spent but it is 

easy to see that preventive measures should be considerably cheaper to deploy 

without even factoring in the cost associated for the communities in conflict. 

As thematic issues have become a part of the new Council´s work on the new 

security threats they can in many ways be seen to belong to the field of preventive 

work by the SC, based on the ideas of Kofi Annan and Boutros Boutros Ghali 

which have been mentioned above. Even though there seems to be a certain 

weariness that has emerged on thematic issues they are still serving as impetus for 

change. A policy making resolution on climate change and conflict, similar to that 

of women, peace and security (1325), children in armed conflict (1261 or 1314) or 

even the stronger resolutions of the Council such as that on terrorism (1373) or 

weapons of mass destruction (1540), could have been adopted to emphasize and 

concretize the role of the UN and the Security Council in dealing with the security 

threat of climate change. Such a resolution could include setting up a monitoring 

body which could do research on the connection between climate change and 

conflict, and could offer predictions on where conflict would break out on the 

basis of climate change, be it for lack of water, floods or other environmental 

changes. According to Article 29 of the UN Charter ―[t]he Security Council may 
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establish such subsidiary bodies as it deems necessary for the performance of its 

functions―
268

 and in Article 34 it says that ―[t]he Security Council may investigate 

any dispute, or any situation which might lead to international friction or give rise 

to a dispute, in order to determine whether the continuance of the dispute or 

situation is likely to endanger the maintenance of international peace and 

security.‖
269

 

Precedents can also be found for the Security Council setting up institutions for 

following up on its resolutions, although the examples are not related to climate 

change. With Resolutions 808 (1993) and 827 (1993) the Security Council 

established the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) 

and with Resolution 995 (1994) the Council set up the International Criminal 

Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR).
270

 The Security Council has also founded a special 

working group which is tasked with preventing and solving conflict in Africa.
271

 

That working group is intended to deliver reports to the Security Council on how 

to facilitate cooperation with other institutions of the UN in their approach to 

Africa.  

One could even imagine a scenario were the Council would simply impose 

measures regarding climate change under Chapter VII as the Council has done 

with some of the new security threats, most notably on terrorism with UNSC 

Resolution 1373 and on weapons of mass destruction with UNSC Resolution 

1540, as discussed in chapter 6.1. These Resolutions both set binding 

requirements on all members states of the UN as they were adopted under Chapter 

VII of the Charter and set up monitoring committees for their implementation. 

More importantly they were norm setting in nature, even bordering on legislative, 

and addressed new security threats such as climate change has shown itself to be. 
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The Council did in fact set up a monitoring and a reporting mechanism in 2005 on 

the issue of the protection of children in armed conflict that would report on 

behavior of individual states.
272

 In addition the Council reaffirmed its intention: 

 

to consider imposing, through country-specific resolutions, targeted 

and graduated measures...against parties to armed conflicts on the 

agenda of the Council and in violation of applicable international law 

relating to the rights and protection of children in armed conflict.
273

 

 

This setup could be imitated when setting up a system for climate change. In 

addition there is also a body which the Council could either defer power and 

resources or simply put under its control. This is the Global Climate Observing 

System, a partnership of UN agencies including the World Meteorological 

Organization (WMO) and the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) and the 

African Union (AU) which agreed in 2006 to intensify monitoring of global 

warming trends in Africa in a new initiative called ClimDev Africa but lacks 

resources for effectively delivering on this mandate.
 274 

The Council can thus refer 

to various previous actions in its decision to deal with climate change. 

 

The ideas above are what can be seen as the optimal solution, and similar 

proposals might be developed with equal justification for other new threats to 

security, such as energy security which has been closely linked with climate 

change. What is likely to happen may be a more moderate version of the above, 

not because the Council does not have the skills, means or competence to deal 

with them as has been shown by the examples above, but rather because the will 

of the states in question is harder to predict. The change of leadership in the US is 
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a good starting point for the Security Council to be able to address these threats, in 

particular climate change. 

 

Global warming is one the greatest threats of this century. The basic facts are 

no longer in doubt… Unless we change course now, disruption of our 

climate system will wreak havoc on countless millions of lives in the decade 

ahead… For years, the US has lagged as other nations took the lead in 

meeting these threats. That much change. As president, Barack Obama will 

lead the US and the world in addressing climate change… But truly taking 

on climate change requires global cooperation. As president, Mr Obama will 

invite the world back to Washington and make it known that the US is ready 

to rejoin the community of nations in this challenge.
275

  

 

The United Kingdom has already taken on leadership for the issue and France 

would likely follow suit as climate change is a priority for the EU as a whole. 

Russia is a wild card in this discussion. The move to ratify the Kyoto Protocol was 

a big gesture by Russia but the reasons behind it, whether designed to put more 

pressure on the US or simply wanting to address the issue and gain a seat at the 

table, remains unclear. China is likely to be the main source of opposition to such 

a resolution, seeing it as a possible power grab on behalf of the Security Council 

from the General Assembly or from the negotiation process on the agreement 

intended to replace the Kyoto Protocol.
276

 

Seen with the lens of the two schools of thought that were presented above, the 

change in the presidency of the United States can have major consequences on the 

approach of all members of the Council, most notably the permanent members. 

China‘s view is a typical realist zero-sum approach as it questions the motives of 

the other permanent members in bringing the issue of climate change to the 

Council. China is left wondering if it is solely for the idealistic reasons proclaimed 

that these countries want the Security Council to examine climate change, or are 

they trying to blow smoke into the eyes of their negotiating partners in 

Copenhagen, where the states of the world will be meeting this year to discuss a 
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post-Kyoto climate agreement? Only time can show the Chinese the real motives 

of the other members as they will learn from the behavior of these states what 

their real intentions are. The arrival of president Obama, as discussed before, is 

likely to shake things up in any event, even for the Chinese realists. All in all, 

what is likely to happen is that there will be further engagement with the Security 

Council on the issue because the small and medium countries, following their 

typical neoliberal approach to security through collective international institutions, 

will see it as beneficial, and the bigger actors such as the United States will have 

increasingly strong realist motives - as the importance of the issue in the world‘s 

new security spectrum becomes more obvious - for addressing it in a forum where 

their own control and the leadership of Western ideas are still so strong a feature. 

The truth is that predicting the future of the Security Council behavior is difficult 

for the simple reason that most of the Council members believe that they can 

resort to any action, given that they have the political support for it.
277

 

 

 

The Security Council also considers itself to be above the law. In theory, the 

Council is bound by the provision of the Charter. But the Charter does not 

contain any constraints on the functioning of the Council except laying down 

the majority required for adopting decisions. Nowhere does the Charter say 

that the Council cannot deal with a particular subject or issue. The only 

restraint on the authority of the Council is the practical one of a country 

intending to raise an issue mustering the necessary political support within 

the Council.
278

 

 

All scenarios are therefore plausible; for instance if two permanent members work 

together with the consent of the others, they can bring change as president Obama 

so eloquently promised in his campaign. Even non-permanent members can have 

a significant impact in this way, again with the consent of the permanent 

members, as was seen in the case of the Peacebuilding Commission.
279
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In relation to climate change this can be taken to mean that measures to deal with 

the direct threat of climate change itself are not likely to be dealt with by the 

Security Council, save through the thematic, lesser policy making resolutions on 

security. The real security providers in this aspect are likely to be those dealing 

with the long term issue of climate change such as the UNEP, IPCC and even 

other international actors such as the European Union.
280

 It is unlikely that anyone 

is interested to revolutionize the institutional framework already in place to deal 

with those issues just so that they can be debated, as such, in the Security Council. 

It seems clear that containing and reversing climate change is judged by all parties 

to be an issue outside the scope of the Security Council, thus the scope for 

disagreement lies in how far the Council can go in discussing the security 

implications and examining the future implications of, say, inaction on reversing 

climate change.  

The Security Council is however likely to deal with the indirect threats of climate 

change as discussed above, both because they relate more to the conventional 

demonstrations of conflict, and no less for the simple reason that these aspects 

seem as of today, at least according to the threat assessment in chapter 7.3, to be 

more of a threat.  Developing an analogy from other existing issues: 

 

About a third of the resolutions regarding terrorism have been taken under 

Chapter VII, both before and after September 11. In contrast, none of the 

decision concerning women, children, conflict prevention, and sustainable 

development were adopted under Chapter VII. The Council in this way may 

have made clear that its primary concern is the management of crisis and 

armed conflict. Broader concerns are seen in relation to that.
281

 

 

The indirect threats caused by climate change are thus most likely to end up in the 

Council‘s future approaches to the issue of climate change as a new security 

threat. 
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In the beginning of this thesis, the following question was asked: 

Does the United Nations‘ Security Council (SC) have the skills, will and 

competence to deal with the multidimensional security concept that has emerged 

after the end of the Cold War? If so is, should the threat posed by climate change, 

or other new security threats, be dealt with by the Security Council? 

 

The Security Council, working on the basis of the new security spectrum in the 

post-Cold War period, does seem to have the skills and competence to deal with 

the multidimensional security concept, including the related threats posed by 

climate change and other new threats. The main question seems to evolve around 

the will of the Council which ultimately lies with the member states of the UN 

and the Council, though in particular with the five permanent members. The shift 

currently being experienced in approaches to managing security in the 

international system may indicate that these threats will be dealt with in a 

cooperative way, and not exclusively but primarily by the Security Council. If so, 

the Council may finally live up to its mandate to carry the primary responsibility 

for the maintenance of international peace and security.  
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