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The Lincoln Efford Lecture

Conflict, Activism and the Climate Crisis

Richard Jackson
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Introduction

Tena koutou katoa. Rangimarie kia koutou.

I am deeply honoured to be here giving this Lincoln Efford lecture. The CWEA does brilliant work and is one of the community groups that not only enriches our collective social life through its activities and the relationships it sustains, but is exactly the kind of group that will play a crucial role in responding positively to the coming climate emergency. I commend its work and am very happy to be here speaking to you.

In the brief time I have, I want try and answer three main questions:

1. Will climate change cause an increase in conflict?
2. Are we prepared to deal with the effects of climate change, including its potential for generating higher levels of social conflict?
3. What we can do to prepare for the climate emergency?


Will climate change cause an increase in conflict?

I am sure I don’t need to rehearse the scientific consensus on climate change; new data and reports come out almost weekly which detail how the climate is changing and what risks it poses. It will suffice it to say that according to the 2018 IPPC Report: if the global temperature rises by 1.5°C, humans will face unprecedented climate-related risks and weather events. In fact, we are on track for a 3-4°C temperature rise. Even if we cut all emissions today, we are still set for a temperature rise, due to the cumulative effect on the climate. To meet a goal of 1.5 °C warming would require immediately cutting the planet’s emissions to 45% below 2010 levels by 2030. However, current pledges by world governments, and current economic trends, are not enough to limit rises to 1.5°C. 

The IPPC report also recommends investing a lot of money in climate mitigation methods: around 2.5% of global GDP for two decades. Sadly, there is currently no evidence that any states are taking the kind of actions that will be needed to keep temperature rises down to 1.5 degrees.

The reality is that climate change is already having devastating effects on our planet and the people and species who live on it. For example:
· There are already millions of so-called ‘climate change refugees’ – people forced to migrate from their homes because climate change has undermined food production systems and livelihoods – and this is likely to increase, especially when rising sea levels make a great many cities uninhabitable, and food production systems are disrupted;
· A 2012 report commissioned by 20 different governments by the humanitarian organization DARA estimates that about 5 million people die each year from air pollution, hunger and disease as a result of climate change and carbon-intensive economies. That annual toll will likely rise to claim an estimated 100 million lives by 2030 if current patterns of fossil fuel use continue. More than 90% of these deaths will occur in developing countries. 
· An article from Reuters on Tuesday 7th May, 2019 entitled “A million species at risk” stated: “Relentless pursuit of economic growth, twinned with the impact of climate change, has put an ‘unprecedented’ one million species at risk of extinction, scientists said yesterday in a landmark report on the damage done by modern civilisation to the natural world.” Some scientists suggest that we are at the start of a new mass extinction.

In this context, it seems obvious that climate change will result in increased levels of conflict, and with conflict comes an increased risk of political violence. Here, I want to briefly discuss how climate change is related to increased conflict, and what form this could take. 

In fact, there’s a great deal of research on this topic currently taking place, as you can see if you search the internet under the heading “climate change and conflict”. The consensus of all the major studies of the last few years is that climate change is an indirect cause of conflict, or what analysts call a “threat multiplier” or a “conflict multiplier”. In other words, it is not that climate change directly or inevitably results in increased conflict; it depends on how people respond. For example, greater water scarcity can lead to greater cooperation between people if they choose to work collectively; on the other hand, it could also lead to increased competition and conflict. 

So, how exactly can climate change act as a conflict multiplier? There are a number of ways this can happen, some of which we are already beginning to see. 

Displacement

One of the key ways in which the effects of climate change can indirectly lead to increased levels of conflict is through the mass displacement of people which is a direct consequence of climate changes. 

For example, natural disasters are believed to displace three times as many people as war and conflict. As more frequent natural disasters by way of storms, droughts, heat waves, and extreme weather events occur, the number of people displaced by climate change effects is set to rise. 

More specifically, the World Bank Group has reported that the impact of climate change in sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia and Latin America could result in the displacement and internal migration of more than 140 million people before 2050.

Part of what this means is that, as some predictions suggest, the annual stream of migrants to the EU could triple by the end of the century. This is partly because, as the IPPC says, regions in Africa within 15 degrees of the equator will suffer even greater effects of the global rise in temperatures, suffering extended droughts, heat waves and crop failures. The Western Sahel region will experience the strongest drying due to temperature rise. And because countries in these regions already have limited capacity to adapt, it’s likely that economic conditions will deteriorate, violent conflicts over scarce resources like water will increase, and people will go on the move essentially as “climate refugees”. 

In a global sense, climate change will undoubtedly lead to what we might call “climate apartheid” – which is the intensification of inequality between the poorer countries of the world, many of whom are in regions where the negative effects of climate change will be most strongly experienced, and rich countries where climate change could actually help them to even greater levels of wealth and success. This will in turn create ever greater pressures on people to migrate to those wealthier, more stable regions.

The point is this: while mass migration of people doesn’t inevitably lead to conflict; it could also lead to greater cooperation and a spirit of hospitality and welcome instead. (Some scholars have suggested that the so-called migrant crisis in Europe is actually a “hospitality crisis”.) However, recent evidence suggests that mass migration can be a trigger for increased inter-group conflict, especially when societies don’t have the capacity to absorb so many people, when they move into situations of already scarce resources, and when identity politics – nationalism and xenophobia – are consequently stoked by politicians, certain sections of the media, and extremist groups. 

Scarce resources

Another consequence of climate change is going to be greater competition over scarce resources, including water itself in regions that already struggle in this regard such as the Middle East and North Africa. Other crucial resources which could become scarce in certain regions include arable or grazing land, plants and crops, fish stocks, and so on. 

An example of how resource conflict and climate change go together is the way in which in a great many societies, land is a source of individual and group identity; many indigenous communities around the world derive a spiritual identity through connection to the land. The problem is when land becomes unusable or inaccessible through climate effects (such as erosion, flooding, salinization, etc), this could lead to increased competition, loss of identity, dislocation, and so on.

As before, this does not necessarily mean that there will be conflict; scarce resources can be a spur towards greater cooperation and sharing. However, there is certainly an enhanced risk that resource scarcity will generate intense competition between groups, elites, states and corporations – which in turn could lead to more violent conflict, especially in light of the global arms trade. Some studies have suggested that there is a strong likelihood that climate change will result in greater numbers of both internal civil wars, and inter-state wars.

Economic crises and institutional failure

Another indirect pathway from climate change to conflict is via the effects of economic crises and the failure of institutions to adapt. In both the global south and the global north, the costs associated with climate change directly (in terms of natural disasters, for example) and directly (in terms of adapting – relocating people from coastlines, for example), are going to be considerable. In poor countries, as well as rich countries, the resources needed will far outstrip what governments currently have or bring in by taxation, and in most countries, public institutions do not have the capacity to deal with the needs. In other words, the economic costs of climate change and adaption could lead to crises, increased poverty and increased inequality (as the wealthy are much more able to adapt). What we know from many studies is that economic crises and state failures to assist people in need is often a trigger for corruption, exploitation by elites, public anger and eventually, armed conflict and political violence.

Social stress

A final way to think about this is to simply note that climate change can create even greater levels of stress within communities. In communities which are already experiencing conflict over other issues, such as inequality or lack of recognition, adding the stresses of climate change can intensify these existing conflicts.

I should also note that there is some evidence, and some scientists argue, that there is measurably link between heat and aggression in individuals, in that heat can increase stress which can then increase levels of aggression. 

The broader point is that through these different pathways, and notwithstanding that climate change is an indirect cause, we can predict with a fairly high degree of confidence that we are facing a world where as the climate emergency intensifies, so will levels of political and social conflict. As levels of conflict increase, the likelihood of political violence will also increase. Along with all the other obvious reasons, this is yet another reason why we need to consider climate change the challenge of our generation and make every effort to try and mitigate its harmful effects.


Are we prepared to deal with the effects of climate change?

Sadly, our current national and international institutions are ill-equipped to deal with both the coming disruption and conflict caused by climate change, and the kinds of radical society-wide changes needed to adapt and change our way of life and values. 

This is due to a number of issues: 
· The short-termism inherent to the electoral cycle; 
· The zero-sum game of electoral competition; 
· The lack of broad representation in Parliament; 
· The status quo conservatism of ministries; 
· The bonds between business and politics such that politicians are more afraid of, and beholden to, corporate interests and lobbyists than they are to the broader public; 
· The under-funding of public institutions as a result of neoliberal ideology; 
· Tax avoidance and the under-taxing of corporations and the wealthy, which means that public institutions don’t have the capacity to make the kinds of interventions and investments needed for social and economic transformation. 

All of these factors add to the inertia built into the system. The reality is that there is an adaptive capacity gap – the amount of adaption we are going to require far outstrips the institutional and material resource capacities we currently have in our political system.

Perhaps the biggest problem is that, as the famous Princeton Study demonstrated, at least in the US (but it’s also generally true for many other countries), ‘the general public has little or no independent influence’ on policymaking, while ‘economic elites’ have a ‘quite substantial, highly significant, independent impact on policy.’ In other words, the political system is captured by the very class who benefit most from its continuation. It is unlikely to voluntarily undertake to transform the system which benefits the rich. 

In the end, as George Monbiot recently put it:

The political class… is strategically incapable of addressing even short-term crises, let alone a vast existential predicament. […] Those who govern the nation and shape public discourse cannot be trusted with the preservation of life on Earth. There is no benign authority preserving us from harm. No one is coming to save us. None of us can justifiably avoid the call to come together to save ourselves.


What can we do to prepare for the climate emergency and the conflict it will likely generate?

Because no one is coming to save us, and because governments and public institutions cannot yet be relied upon to respond adequately, citizens, communities, civil society organisations, universities, churches and a great many other groups will need to find ways of dealing with these challenges themselves. In a very real sense, we are going to have to save ourselves. 

First of all, in responding to the potential conflict I have talked about which could result from climate change, we will clearly need a lot more research and training so that we know better how to engage in conflict resolution, conflict de-escalation, inter-group bridge-building and constructive inter-group dialogue. In part, this is the role of the National Centre for Peace and Conflict Studies where I work. We do research and teaching to better understand conflicts and how to deal with them in constructive and nonviolent ways. It will be necessary for everyone to learn how to better resolve the coming conflicts, and it would be a good idea to include peace and conflict studies in school curriculums, public service training and community programmes.

Second, in responding to the bigger climate emergency, there are clearly a great many things we will need to do as a society to try and limit the level of climate warming and adapt to the changes it is bringing. For example, we will need to: 

· Transition to a low carbon economy; 
· Develop a low or no growth economic system; 
· Put restrictions on the activities of corporations; 
· Enact radical changes to the taxation system; 
· End subsidies for carbon-based energy companies; 
· Provide subsidies for green housing, green transport and green energy;
· Invest in new green technologies; 
· Develop sustainable green public transport systems; 
· Change building codes and enact green housing policies; 
· Promote cultural changes to consumption patterns; 
· Make changes to the education system; 
· Make changes to farming practices and food production and distribution networks; 
· Work fe-militarisation and the dismantling of the war system; 
· Devolve power and promote greater direct democracy and local autonomy; 
· And many more.

The key issue here is that much of this will require strong legislation and enforcement by the institutions of the state, although local communities will also have an important role to play. And because of the adaptive capacity gap I have discussed and the current capture of the state to corporate interests, this means that there is an important role for nonviolent direct action by environmental activists. Governments, major institutions, corporations, and to some extent, the wider society, are going to need to be forced into making radical change. They will not do it willingly; as we have already seen, appeals to science and reason will not be enough to generate the kind of action from government that we need. 

In effect, this mean we will have to be prepared to use coercive force in rebellious, disruptive, direct action – as virtually every other progressive movement of the past has had to do, such as the abolitionist movement, the suffragettes, land rights and Maori sovereignty, anti-nuclear movement, and so on. Certainly, we will have to go beyond the ritualised, domesticated politics of the existing system which the political class and system can easily ignore. Instead, following the lead of groups like Greenpeace and Extinction Rebellion, actions will need to be dramatically relevant, forceful and disruptive. This kind of coercion is necessary because: (1) the political class needs to fear the (disobedient) people more than it fears the special corporate interests; and (2) the broader fear of change needs to be overcome.

However, direct action and political protest is not going to be enough on its own. It will not suffice to simply act against current policies and ways of doing things and rely on the government to do all the hard work. There is also a crucial need for the simultaneous building of alternative structures and institutions which embody and enact the kind of world we want to create – what Gandhi called the Constructive Project and other protest movements call prefiguration. This approach entails creating new realities through action and it is exemplified in the popular phrase “be the change you wish to see in the world”. Act as if the world you want to make already exists.

Majken Sørensen calls it constructive resistance, and says that it “occurs when people start to build the society they desire independently of structures of power.” It is people acting together to “acquire, create, built, cultivate and experiment with what people need in the present moment — or what they would like to see replacing dominant structures or power relations.” Importantly, there are numerous examples of activist communities experimenting with exactly these kinds of actions all over the world. Extinction Rebellion not only practice direct democracy in their organising, but they are also trying to create and expand the reach of “citizen assemblies” as a way of creating a new kind of democratic politics that is not reliant on political parties and existing political institutions. Other groups are creating their own food production systems in local areas to help create food security and reduce inequalities – through communal gardens and guerrilla gardening, for example. Some are creating carbon free transportation systems, or reclaiming the streets for walking and cycling. Others are building shared eco-housing communities or eco-villages, creating home-schooling cooperatives, establishing bartering systems and recycling systems, and many, many more such activities.  

Importantly, in both the protest action and the constructive action, activism will need to be guided by key principles of social justice, decolonisation, sensitivity to all the different kinds of violence our society is characterised by (such as making sure that our movement is not reproducing sexism, racism, ableism, etc), radical nonviolence (means-ends consistency), and democratic participation.

In the end, a key outcome of this kind of environmental activism will actually be a greater capacity to deal with the types of conflicts I have outlined which are inevitably going to occur. That is, as we learn how to be in community with others, cooperate in collective activities to change our economic and political systems, and debate vigorously with each other in direct forms of democratic decision-making, we will be learning how to deal with difference, disruption and conflict. We will be learning how to co-create a new society and a positive future in the midst of crisis, anxiety and the tensions brought on by climate disruption.

Concluding remarks

It’s going to be difficult and disruptive to make the kind of radical changes we need to adapt to the climate emergency – but there will be major disruption in any case. Change is almost always traumatic and upsetting. But as individuals, we have an ethical responsibility to try our best to take personal responsibility. I want to end by suggesting that each of us will need to do two things to respond and make a difference: (1) we will need to overcome our fear; and (2) we will need to maintain hope in the long struggle ahead. 

First, it is crucially important that we each find a way to overcome fear – fear of change, fear of the state’s coercive power, fear of social sanction, and so on. Fear is what keeps people subservient and compliant in a system which disempowers, brutalises and disfigures them – and which is currently destroying the planet. We need to overcome fear in order to liberate ourselves so we can become a force for the liberation of others. This can be achieved in large part through taking the first step of joining together with others in protest movements. Fear is best overcome in cooperation with others who share your concerns and values. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Second, it is crucially important to maintain hope. I once heard that whatever exists is possible. If environmentally sustainable communities exist (and they do), then it is possible. If the power of collective nonviolent resistance has overthrown powerful governments and affected radical changes (and they have), then it is possible. There is another helpful quote: “things are politically impossible until they are not”. Radical change to a green economy and a socially just, radically democratic society is going to be impossible until it’s not.

Rebecca Solnit spoke about hope last year in an article in the Guardian. She said:

[As protesters, we need] hope because it navigates a way forward between the false certainties of optimism and of pessimism, and the complacency or passivity that goes with both. Optimism assumes that all will go well without our effort; pessimism assumes it’s all irredeemable; both let us stay home and do nothing. […]

Hope is a belief that what we do might matter, an understanding that the future is not yet written. It’s informed, astute open-mindedness about what can happen and what role we may play in it. Hope looks forward, but it draws its energies from the past, from knowing histories, including our victories, and their complexities and imperfections. It means not […] assuming you know what will happen when the future is unwritten, and part of what happens is up to us. 

No one is coming to save us. It’s up to us to save ourselves and our future. This is a reason for hope.

Thank you.

