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Climate Change and 
National Security
A Q&A with BGen Stephen Cheney, 
American Security Project

The American Security Project, 
a non-partisan national security 
think tank, promotes “honest 

dialogue about security that is as robust 
as it is realistic,” according to its website. 
With a board of business leaders, former 
members of Congress, former govern-
ment officials and senior retired military 
officers, ASP seeks to educate Americans 
to understand “the dangers and opportu-
nities of the 21st century, the spectrum of 
available responses, and the benefits and 
drawbacks of each course of action.”

Climate change is one of ASP’s top 
priorities. CCBJ discussed the group’s 
perspective with CEO Stephen Cheney, 
retired U.S. Marine Corps Brigadier 
General. Cheney’s defense career includes 
serving as Deputy Executive Secretary to 
Defense Secretaries Cheney (no relation) 
and Aspin, serving as Inspector General 
of the Marine Corps, and Commander 
of Parris Island. Following retirement 
from the Marines, Gen. Cheney became 
COO of Business Executives for National 
Security. A past Military Fellow and cur-
rent member of the Council on Foreign 
Relations, Cheney is also a member of the 
Secretary of State’s International Secu-
rity Advisory Board and Foreign Affairs 
Policy Board.

CCBJ: Where and how is climate change 
causing military conflict today?

Cheney: Not many people would asso-
ciate the Arab Spring that began in 2011 
with climate change. But in 2010, leading 
up to those events, drought, record-high 
temperatures and forest fires decimated 
the Russian wheat crop which caused the 
price of wheat to escalate in the Middle 
East, where bread is the main staple. 

In Syria, from 2007 to 2011, the coun-

try experienced the worst drought in its 
history. That caused significant migrations 
of people from agrarian areas to the main 
cities, Aleppo being the most prominent. 
When the Arab Spring hit there, people 
who were upset with the government over 
the costs of necessities like food and water 
began to protest, which ultimately led to 
the civil war.

In Mali, the Tuareg insurrection can 
be traced in part to the fact that these 
nomadic people had been forced out of 
their traditional lands because of severe 
drought. Boko Haram has taken advan-
tage of the fact that severe drought has 
forced mass migrations in Northern Nige-
ria and surrounding countries. When you 
look at aerial photos of Lake Chad (on 
the borders of Niger, Nigeria and Chad), 
you can see that this water resource has 
been dramatically reduced.

Climate change wasn’t the primary 
cause of any of these conflicts, but it am-
plified them. It’s a threat multiplier. When 
there’s economic instability, when people 
aren’t being paid enough and unemploy-
ment grows, particularly among youth, 
that fosters instability like we’re seeing in 
the Middle East. 

CCBJ: Competition for water resources 
and large-scale migration of people im-
pacted by climate change seem to be the 
two main ways in which climate change 
can lead to international conflicts. To 
what extent do you agree? What other 
climate-related stressors would you rank 
in the top security threats, and why?

Cheney: There haven’t been large-scale 
massive conflicts caused by the search 
for water to date, however, you can see it 
coming. When you look at the Nile, most 
of Egypt’s population lives predominantly 
in regions serviced by water coming from 
the Nile. If it’s diverted or declines, that 
will be a huge problem. The Tigris and 
Euphrates river system supplies water 
to Turkey, Syria, Iraq, Iran and Kuwait. 
Shortages and problems with that natural 

resource would contribute to terrorism 
and instability.

The glaciers that provide a huge water 
resource for India, Pakistan and China 
are receding, and that could lead to a real 
problem among three nuclear-armed na-
tions. Pakistan and India have threatened 
each other before, and I can conceive 
of a time 15 to 20 years down the pike 
where there’s going to be a fight for water 
resources in that part of the world. That 
would be a phenomenal problem.

CCBJ: DOD’s 2014 Adaptation Road-
map looks at many of the same measures 
that local governments are considering 
or enacting to improve resilience at do-
mestic bases, such as improved manage-
ment of stormwater and water resources. 
How can DOD work with local commu-
nities on resilience and adaptation?

Cheney: I’ve had personal experience 
with catastrophic weather events and the 
need for integrated, regional planning for 
climate change adaptation and disaster 
response. I was Commanding General at 
Parris Island in South Carolina in 1999 
when Hurricane Floyd threatened. The 
island is only 15’ or 16’ above sea level, and 
the predicted storm surge was 25’, so I 
had to order evacuation of 8,000 or 9,000 
personnel. We had a pretty good plan 
rehearsed. We’d arranged with the local 
school system to use all their buses in an 
emergency to move all our recruits and 
permanent personnel to Albany, Georgia. 
As part of the arrangement, we helped 
maintain the buses. 

But there was a problem. When you 
put 300 or 400 buses on the road in a six-
hour  period in a place that doesn’t have 
the road infrastructure to handle them, 
you’re going to slam that place shut. I had 
a difficult time getting the Governor to 
declare a State of Emergency so the roads 
could become one-way, so we decided to 
evacuate before he ultimately declared the 
emergency. That turned into one of the 
largest traffic jams in the history of the 
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area.
You have to coordinate all these kinds 

of considerations with local governments. 
In this event, the Hurricane didn’t hit di-
rectly, so the base avoided major damage. 
Hampton Roads in the Norfolk Area is a 
good example of the kind of cooperation 
that is needed. The civilian community 
there fully recognizes the problems they 
have with sea level rise and flooding. 
They’re working hand in glove with the 
military on adaptation measures to deal 
with flood events that are going to flood 
the bases, stations and towns simultane-
ously.

CCBJ: ASP has created a Global Secu-
rity Defense Index (GSDI) on Climate 
Change. Can you describe what the 
index reveals so far?

Cheney: Our team went to every em-
bassy in Washington and asked how they 
had addressed climate change in their 
national security plans. More than 70% of 
countries in the world do recognize it as a 
threat to their national security. Since that 
study, 195 countries stood up at COP21 
and said it’s a threat, which validates our 
research. Military establishments in all 
these countries, including China and 
Russia, have recognized the problem. They 
understand that they have to do some 
long-term planning and adaptation to 
climate change.

There’s a huge international compo-
nent to this, especially for the U.S. as the 
predominant military power in the world. 
Look at Typhoon Haiyan in the Phil-
lipines. We sent 12,000 soldiers, sailors, 
airmen and marines to assist after that 
disaster, which killed 7,000 people. Why 
did we do that? Number one, we’re the 
only country with the ability to respond 
with those kinds of assets and people in 
that time and space. And we did it to 
meet humanitarian needs. 

As a sideline, since then the Phillipines 
has signed a defense agreement with us 
and they’re warming back up to the U.S. 

I wouldn’t say that’s directly because 
of Haiyan. It has a lot has to do with 
China, but the U.S. is definitely fostering 
cordial relations with vulnerable countries 
because of our response to catastrophic 
weather events.

CCBJ: What kind of security concerns 
does the opening of Arctic sea lanes rep-
resent, especially with respect to Russia?

Cheney: Andrew Holland, our Senior 
Fellow for Climate and Energy, has pub-
lished a short paper on this and we hope 
to have a report coming out on this in the 
Spring. I follow this issue because I sit 
on the Secretary of State’s International 
Security Advisory Board. 

What Russia is planning and doing 
regarding the Arctic might surprise some. 
Russia looks at climate change and what 
it’s doing to open the northern sea routes 
as an economic opportunity, not necessar-
ily a military threat. They view it as their 
waterways being opened up. They’re going 
to have international shipping going 
through those waterways, they will earn 
revenues from that while taking some 
responsibility to protect shipping and 
respond to emergencies.

Yes, they are bolstering their Arctic 
forces significantly, but it’s important to 
note that they’re focused on restoring 
their defense capabilities to what they had 
in the late ‘70s early ‘80s. Plus they’re a bit 
diverted now by places like the Ukraine 
and Syria. I see what they’re doing in the 
Arctic, and I don’t think it’s a cause for 
huge alarm on our military side. I don’t 
foresee a military confrontation going on 
in the Arctic. It’s more a case of the Rus-
sians protecting their resources.

By the way, under the Law of the Sea 
Convention, which the U.S. Congress 
won’t ratify, Russia has submitted claims 
to parts of the Arctic. But we don’t have a 
seat at that table. The same thing is play-
ing out in the South China Sea, yet we’re 
one of the only nations not participating 
in that discussion. R

ICF: Leading Climate Change 
Consultancy Examines 
Growth Drivers and 
Challenges
Q&A with Anne Choate and Randall 
Freed, SVPs

ICF International’s 5,000 staff 
working out of 70 offices worldwide 
provide professional services and 

technology solutions that deliver benefi-
cial impact in areas critical to the world’s 
future. One of the firm’s core areas is 
climate change, a topic in which it cred-
ibly claims to have the largest and most 
diverse consulting practice in the world. 

CCBJ spoke with SVP Anne Choate, 
who leads the Climate and Sustainability 
business and SVP Randall Freed, leader 
for Strategic Growth & Innovation for 
the Sustainability & Management Ser-
vices Division, which includes Choate’s 
team.

CCBJ: While its implementation will 
unfold over several years, the Paris 
agreement sets ambitious goals for 
GHG mitigation. What are your top 
thoughts on what the agreement’s GHG 
mitigation goals mean for your clients 
and your firm? 

ICF: On the mitigation side, 160 
countries have submitted INDCs (In-
tended Nationally Determined Contribu-
tions), which represents a real landmark. 
All of these countries have at least gotten 
through enough of a planning process to 
articulate goals. These national pledges 
will be reviewed every five years and be-
come gradually more ambitious. 

So in many ways, 2015 represents 
the year when globally, we shift from an 
emphasis on planning to an emphasis on 
implementation. Over the past 15 years or 
so, we’ve been helping a lot of our more 
progressive clients to implement climate 
and clean energy programs, and this is 
clearly the wave of the future.


