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Foreword 

As we enter a new decade, the international security landscape never ceases to change and evolve, both 

on a macro and micro level. This is compounded by the fact that the remit of the security professional not 

only continues to expand to meet new threats but also requires the exploitation of new opportunities and 

technologies to ensure the continuing safety of people and other assets. Undoubtedly, there will be many 

new challenges to face in the decade ahead. Instability in the Asia-Pacific must be on the agenda, as US-

China security competition increases and climate migration from the Pacific Islands becomes a greater 

issue. The realities of climate change have a security dimension, as well as their wider impact on the 

world population and the environment. Extreme weather conditions such as drought affect agricultural 

output and bring into sharp focus the need for potable water, one of the fundamental human rights. In 

turn, this leads to food insecurity and increased criminality. 

Climate change and potential food insecurity inevitably leads to an increase in migrants seeking to move 

to more stable areas. Mass relocation due to geopolitical tensions has already witnessed a rise a migration 

crisis which is likely to foreshadow further potential security threats unless this situation is managed 

effectively and sympathetically. The last few years have also seen a major rise in populist Governments 

gaining power, which often includes a move towards prioritising a country’s interests and culture, with 

increased opposition in the form of protest movements against such regimes. This is increasingly common 

worldwide and is a trend that’s likely to continue shaping the security sector moving forwards. 

The rise of technological capabilities has also led to a sharp increase in human trafficking incidents and 

involvement of the non-state actor in matters of international security. Therefore, the international 

security framework will experience significant adjustments in its scope, as non-traditional security 

becomes more of a prominent threat to society. Security threats will always continue to evolve and 

change over time and the nexus between matters of traditional and non-traditional security will also 

become further intertwined.  
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Ecological Security: a crucial new 

approach to climate change  

by Aish Cowgill, ed. Emily Taylor 

 

Abstract  

This article argues for the utilisation of an 

ecological security framework to analyse the 

problems created by climate change. In order to 

achieve this, the article outlines the ecological 

security concerns faced by vulnerable people in the 

Global South and why these problems are of 

importance. Further, it identifies the challenges 

future generations will face due to the severe 

impacts of climate change if ecological security is 

not taken into account. It also argues for the 

protection of other living beings in order for 

ecological security to be realised.  Through 

research on these issues using a range of journal 

articles and secondary sources, the article 

concludes that realist conceptions do not 

adequately address and provide solutions for the 

wide range of issues presented. In order to better 

address the challenges climate change poses to 

vulnerable populations of the Global South, to 

future generations and other living beings, an 

ecological security framework should be applied. 

In protecting the most vulnerable groups in society 

from the impacts of climate change, global peace 

and security can be better assured.  

 
1 M. McDonald, ‘Climate Change and Security: Towards 
Ecological Security?’, International Theory, vol. 10, no. 2, 

2018, 153–180. 

Key words: Ecological Security, climate change, 

Global South, threat multiplier. 

To alleviate the implications of climate change and 

salvage the prospect of future human progress and 

international stability, it is imperative that scholars 

and policymakers shift their focus from dominant 

conceptions of security.1 The conceptualisation of 

climate change from dominant security standpoints 

ignores the ongoing human cost of environmental 

disaster and prioritises the wellbeing of an elite 

minority. This prioritisation is unfeasible given its 

propensity to dramatically increase human 

suffering and eventually destabilise international 

order. The emergent discourse of ecological 

security alternatively discusses the dramatic impact 

of climate change upon the world’s most 

vulnerable populations and advocates for their 

protection to ensure the stability of global 

development. Adopting this perspective allows us 

to consider how populations from the Global South 

bare the largest burden from the impacts of climate 

change, and further lack the resources to mitigate 

its effects. In addition, this shift allows us to 

acknowledge the significant temporal ramifications 

of climate change for both future generations and 

other living species. Utilising a discourse of 

ecological security illuminates the varied effects 

that climate change, has, and will have, on 

vulnerable populations across time, space and 

species.  
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Ecological Security 

Climate change is defined as ‘a change in the 

pattern of weather, and related changes in oceans, 

land surfaces and ice sheets, occurring over time 

scales of decades or longer’,2 and it has occurred 

gradually since the formation of the Earth four 

billion years ago. However, the rapidity of climate 

change during the twenty-first century elicits 

significant concern.3 The framework of ecological 

security challenges traditional realist and human 

security theories which narrowly evaluate the 

enhanced propensity for state conflict from 

environmental instability.4  Instead, it prioritises 

the protection of the world’s most vulnerable as 

the foundation of any society. Matt McDonald 

posits that ecological security ‘is oriented towards 

ecosystem resilience and the rights and needs of 

the most vulnerable across space (populations of 

developing worlds), time (future generations) and 

species (other living beings).’5 An ecological 

security dimension holistically analyses the effects 

of climate change at a state and individual level. 

Through shifting security discourse towards 

protecting the world’s most vulnerable groups, the 

future stability and development of humankind can 

be assured.6 Ecological security thereby establishes 

a necessary lens for state practice, promoting the 

 
2 Australian Academy of Science, ‘What Is Climate 

Change?,’ Australian Academy of Science,  

https://www.science.org.au/learning/general-
audience/science-climate-change/1-what-is-climate-

change#:~:text=Climate%20change%20is%20a%20change,

on%E2%80%94over%20hours%20to%20weeks (accessed 

25 September 2020).  
3 H. Shaftel, ‘Overview: Weather, Global Warming and 

Climate Change’, Climate Change: Vital Signs of the 

Planet, 2020, <https://climate.nasa.gov/resources/global-

warming-vs-climate-change> (accessed 13 June 2020). 
4 R W Mansbach & KL Taylor, Introduction to Global 

Politics, Milton, United Kingdom, Taylor & Francis Group, 

survival of future generations, populations of the 

Global South and other living beings. 

 

Vulnerable populations in the Global South  

The ecological security framework is an important 

tool of analysis as it demonstrates how the 

negative effects of climate change will be 

disproportionality borne by the most vulnerable 

populations, particularly those within the Global 

South. These negative effects include health 

impacts resulting from an increase in diseases, 

extreme weather events which damage 

infrastructure and forced displacement causing 

instability within nations states. The existing 

turmoil, poverty and debt within these regions 

renders nations unable to mitigate the further 

devastation inflicted upon environmentally 

predisposed areas. The external reliance of 

developing nations on developed nations has 

virtually ensured that the main proprietors of the 

Anthropocene, do not suffer its consequences.7  

The negative impacts of climate change on human 

health have been demonstrated in a World Health 

Organisation (WHO) approximate study, factoring 

a subset of the possible health impacts, and 

2017, 

<http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uow/detail.action?do

cID=5148624> [accessed 27 April 2020]. 
5 McDonald, p.155.  
6 P. Hough, ‘Ecological Security,' Rethinking Security in 

the Twenty-First Century, ED Jacob (ed), New York, 

Palgrave Macmillan US, 2017, pp. 183–194, 
<http://link.springer.com/10.1057/978-1-137-52542-0_13> 

(accessed 13 June 2020). 
7 N McGill, ‘Vulnerable Populations at Risk From Effects 

of Climate Change’, American Journal of Public Health, 
vol. 107, 2017, p. 8. 

https://www.science.org.au/learning/general-audience/science-climate-change/1-what-is-climate-change#:~:text=Climate%20change%20is%20a%20change,on%E2%80%94over%20hours%20to%20weeks
https://www.science.org.au/learning/general-audience/science-climate-change/1-what-is-climate-change#:~:text=Climate%20change%20is%20a%20change,on%E2%80%94over%20hours%20to%20weeks
https://www.science.org.au/learning/general-audience/science-climate-change/1-what-is-climate-change#:~:text=Climate%20change%20is%20a%20change,on%E2%80%94over%20hours%20to%20weeks
https://www.science.org.au/learning/general-audience/science-climate-change/1-what-is-climate-change#:~:text=Climate%20change%20is%20a%20change,on%E2%80%94over%20hours%20to%20weeks
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assuming continued economic growth and health 

progress, ‘concluded that climate change is 

expected to cause approximately 

250 000 additional deaths per year between 2030 

and 2050; 38 000 due to heat exposure in elderly 

people, 48 000 due to diarrhoea, 60 000 due to 

malaria, and 95 000 due to childhood under 

nutrition.’8 An example of how climate change 

will affect the health and security of individuals is 

through rising temperatures, which increases 

habitable environments for mosquitos and vector 

borne diseases.  These are already one of the 

leading causes of illness and death in developing 

countries and are likely to escalate. Increasingly, 

variable rainfall patterns are also likely to affect 

the supply of freshwater, compromising sanitation 

within vulnerable populations and intensifying the 

likelihood of cholera, dysentery and hepatitis.9 

Through the ecological security framework these 

issues are given more prominence. 

 
8 WHO, ‘WHO | Climate change and human health - risks 

and responses. Summary.’, WHO, World Health 

Organization, 2020, 

<https://www.who.int/globalchange/summary/en/index2.ht

ml> [accessed 17 May 2020]. 
9 K. L Akerlof et al., ‘Vulnerable Populations Perceive 

Their Health as at Risk from Climate Change’, 

 

 

Conversely, the increased risk of disease and 

inability to access healthcare is disregarded by 

realist scholars as unimportant to statecraft. 

Through the lens of ecological security this 

position would be criticised as it would result in 

the stagnation of global development and 

potentially state upheaval.10 McDonald’s approach 

considers state functionality as motivated by the 

wellbeing and contribution capability of its 

citizens, a combination of many security lenses.11 

Ecological security thereby combines the strengths 

of realist, human, constructivist and liberal security 

measures; whilst abating the narrow weaknesses of 

each through cross-combination. The prioritisation 

of vulnerable groups promotes optimal state 

productivity from the bottom up and protects the 

interests of aforementioned competing security 

models. Traditional security lenses were also 

International journal of environmental research and public 

health, vol. 12, no. 12, 2015, 15419–15433. 
10 M. J Trombetta, ‘Environmental security and climate 

change: analysing the discourse’, in Cambridge Review of 
International Affairs, vol. 21, no. 4, 2008, 585–602. 
11 McDonald, pp. 153–180. 

WHO (2020) Climate Change and Human Health- Risks and Responses p. 4. 
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developed pre-climate concerns and thus lack the 

appropriate measures, responses and consideration 

to value drastic environmental change as a 

significant global threat. According to Hough,12 

the continued use of traditional security, in regard 

to climate change, will ultimately result in the 

eventual extinction of the human species. Hence 

ecological security, by prioritising the wellbeing of 

vulnerable populations, protects the prosperity of 

all states and enhances overall security.   

Extreme weather- related events like storms, 

floods, cyclones, are another environmental factor 

which threatens the ecological security of 

vulnerable populations. In 2018, ‘almost two-thirds 

of international displacement was triggered by 

disasters,’13 which resulted in the forced movement 

of over seventeen million people due to weather 

related events.14 During the past 20 years the 

number of recorded disasters has doubled.15 

Although, disaster damage is not only implicit in 

immediate death rates, but also the recovery costs 

incurred upon targeted areas. In 2017, Puerto Rico 

suffered both Hurricane Irma and Maria. Despite 

two years of recovery, a majority of the island still 

does not have access to power or pre-disaster 

levels of sanitation.16 Agriculture, Puerto Rico’s 

primary industry, observed an eighty percent crop 

value loss ($780 million USD);17 a quarter of the 

 
12 Hough, pp. 183–194. 
13International Displacement Monitoring Centre, Global 

Report on Internal Displacement 2019.GRID, 2019 
14 Ibid. 
15 W. Kälin, ‘The Climate Change – Displacement Nexus’, 
Brookings, 1, 2008, <https://www.brookings.edu/on-the-

record/the-climate-change-displacement-nexus/> (accessed 

7 May 2020). 
16 ER Boose, MI Serrano & DR Foster, ‘Landscape and 
Regional Impacts of Hurricanes in Puerto Rico’, Ecological 

Monographs, vol. 74, no. 2, 2004, 335–352. 

island’s public schools were forced to close, 

affecting an estimated 60,000 students; and one in 

three citizens remain without a permanent home.18 

Hence, post-disaster response and aid is severely 

limited within developing nations and threatens to 

increase intergenerational socio-economic 

inequality across these areas. With weather-related 

disaster almost certain to become more frequent, 

the imperative for adopting a discourse of 

ecological security to ensure vulnerable 

populations are protected and international security 

is persevered becomes exceedingly clear. 

Due to a rise in disease and extreme weather 

events as a result of anthropogenic climate change, 

forced displacement is currently growing at an 

exponential rate. This poses many challenges for 

state and human security. There are currently 

sixty-eight million forced global migrants, 

however the UN has estimated that, with continued 

projection and intervention absence, another 200 

million may also be declared as ‘climate migrants’ 

within the next thirty years.19 Climate change 

disproportionately affects the globe’s poorest 

individuals, who are five times more likely to be 

displaced by extreme weather than those living in 

17 Mercy Corps, ‘The facts: Hurricane Maria’s effect on 
Puerto Rico’, in Mercy Corps, , 2018, 

<https://www.mercycorps.org/blog/quick-facts-hurricane-

maria-puerto-rico> (accessed 18 May 2020). 
18 Ibid. 
19 Migrants in Countries in Crisis, ‘Fact Sheet No.20, 

Human Rights and Refugees-  Introduction’, 2019, 

<https://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:

UsEm8Dv6xXAJ:https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publi
cations/FactSheet20en.pdf+&cd=1&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=au

&client=firefox-b-d> (accessed 16 April 2020). 
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wealthy nations.20 Furthermore, over half of the 

world's population, especially marginal 

demographics, live within sixty kilometres of the 

sea and major ice sheet mass loss.21 This will result 

in the worldwide eradication of large coastal 

cities.22 In extreme cases, entire states may be 

submerged, resulting in nations being unable to 

protect their entire populations from 

displacement.23 These nations are often equatorial 

and are hence more likely to be underdeveloped, 

therefore unable to demonstrate successful 

mitigation strategies.24 The United Nations 

Development Program has stated that that 

vulnerable areas are already experiencing the 

effects of environmental displacement. This can be 

observed in the Horn of Africa, whereby drought 

and desertification has rendered many pastoralists 

sedentary since 2010.25 When adopting the lens of 

ecological security, it is clear that the impacts of 

climate change on vulnerable populations are not 

just protection issues, but also threaten global 

stability and the future of humanity.  

 

 

 
18 A. Dupont, ‘The Strategic Implications of Climate 

Change’, Survival, vol. 50, no. 3, 2008, pp. 29–54. 

21 N. Myers, ‘Environmental Refugees: A Growing 

Phenomenon of the 21st Century’, Philosophical 

Transactions: Biological Sciences, vol. 357, 2002, pp. 609–

613. 

22 Ibid. 

23 D. Lu & C Flavelle, ‘Rising Seas Will Erase More Cities 

by 2050, New Research Shows’, in The New York Times, , 

29 October 2019, section Climate, 
<https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/10/29/climate/

coastal-cities-underwater.html> (accessed 5 June 2020). 

 

 

Future Generations  

The Pentagon has determined that climate change 

is the largest threat to human existence and 

subsequently ‘deaths from war and famine will run 

into the millions until the planet’s population is 

reduced to an extent that the earth can cope.’26 

‘Even if emissions are stabilised at 1990 levels’, as 

required by the Kyoto Protocol, the effects will be 

‘exceedingly long lived for many centuries’, due to 

climate inertia.27 The limited success of the 2015 

Paris Agreement exemplifies the incongruence 

between politics and science, as does the dearth in 

24 W. Kälin, ‘The Climate Change – Displacement Nexus,' 

Brookings, 2008, <https://www.brookings.edu/on-the-
record/the-climate-change-displacement-nexus/> (accessed 

7 May 2020). 

 

25 Ferris, pp. 109–117. 

26 A Causevic, ‘Facing an Unpredictable Threat: Is NATO 

Ideally Placed to Manage Climate Change as a Non-

Traditional Threat Multiplier?’, Connections, vol. 16, 2017, 

pp. 59–80. 

27 Dupont, pp. 29–54. 

New York Times (2019) Rising Seas Will Erase More Cities by 2050,  

New Research Shows p. 1. 

https://www.brookings.edu/on-the-record/the-climate-change-displacement-nexus/
https://www.brookings.edu/on-the-record/the-climate-change-displacement-nexus/
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suitable energy replacements and the profitability 

of climate change as ‘disaster capitalism.’28 These 

factors reinforce the catastrophic consequences 

which will be inherited by future generations. 

Guaranteeing an unstable future, through slow 

onset disaster, will unjustly inhibit the future of 

humanity for the next millennia, therefore an 

emphasis on ecological security is needed in order 

to prevent this. 

As climate change is a ‘threat multiplier’29 it 

substantially endangers ecological security in a 

significant way, which is overlooked by realist 

conceptions of security. Climate change is 

considered a ‘threat multiplier’ by the United 

Nations, Pentagon and European Union because of 

its interconnection with other security concerns 

that are political, economic and social in nature.30  

Realist national security concerns are incomplete 

because they do not account for this intersection 

between other security concerns. This dismissal of 

ecological security could create instability for 

nation states as these ‘threat multipliers’ would go 

unrecognised.31 Examples of some major climate-

fragility risks which threaten stability for future 

generations are included in the 2015 report “A 

New Climate for Peace.” These risks include 

 
28 P.S Adler, ‘Book Review Essay: The Environmental 

Crisis and Its Capitalist Roots: Reading Naomi Klein with 

Karl Polanyi*—Naomi Klein: This Changes Everything: 

Capitalism vs. the Climate’, Administrative Science 

Quarterly, vol. 60, 2015, NP13–NP25. 

29 Causevic, pp. 59–80. 

30 Ibid, p. 68. 

31 McDonald, p. 162. 

32 K. Nett & L Rüttinger, Insurgency, Terrorism and 
Organised Crime in a Warming Climate, Berlin, Adelphi, 

2016, p. 68. 

competition over local resources, livelihood 

insecurity, migration, extreme weather events and 

effects of climate policies that were not 

intended.’32 Furthermore, the average rise in 

temperatures between two and four degrees 

Celsius, is likely to cause a fifty percent rise in 

armed conflicts, and subject ‘at least a dozen’ 

generations to constant resource conflict and 

competition.33 Due to these threat multiplying 

factors, the future maintenance of international 

stability and all security dimensions will be 

severely challenged due to the risk of conflict 

posed to future generations. Therefore, an 

ecological security framework that accounts for 

these threat multipliers is essential for maintaining 

peace and world order. 

A further example of how future generations will 

be impacted by the ecological insecurity created by 

climate change is a dramatic decrease in food 

security which has the potential to shorten the 

average human lifespan by fifteen years.34  As 

argued by Richard Manning, the extent of modern 

global food production is firmly reliant upon the 

fossil fuel industry, and the unsustainability of this 

practice cannot support an expected population of 

ten billion people by 2050.35 Hence, not only will 

33 S.M Hsiang, M Burke & E Miguel, ‘Quantifying the 

Influence of Climate on Human Conflict’, Science, vol. 

341, no. 6151, 2013, 1235367–1235367. 

34 Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 

Nations, Climate Change and Food Security: A Framework 
Document, Rome, FAO INTER-DEPARTMENTAL 

WORKING GROUP ON CLIMATE CHANGE, 2008, p. 

55. 

35 Mansbach and Taylor. 
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future global food production be hindered, but its 

nutritional value will also be impeded by higher 

atmospheric concentrations of carbon dioxide. A 

significant portion of the globe will be 

malnourished, unable to access the satisfactory 

intake of 2100 calories per day, established by the 

World Food Program.36 Political unrest will unduly 

increase, in congruence with ‘threat multipliers’ as 

already exhibited in 2006, when drought in major 

wheat producing countries resulted in a spike in 

food prices.37  

 

Other living beings 

When applying the lens of ecological security, 

many human practices are directly detrimental to 

the environment and the other living species. This 

contrasts traditional security approaches, which 

forcibly exacerbate the underlying drivers of 

ecological insecurities and injustices. A majority of 

realist and neoliberal scholars entirely neglect the 

existential implications for non- human species as 

a result of climate change.38 For example, 

economists William Nordhaus and Joseph Boyer 

‘treat the welfare cost as too uncertain to be 

quantified’, and Bjorn Lomborg fails to address the 

consequences of the Anthropocene upon animals 

 
36 World Food Program, ‘The WFP food basket | World 

Food Programme’ 2020, <https://www.wfp.org/wfp-food-
basket> (accessed 22 May 2020). 
37 J. Hansen et al., ‘Assessing “Dangerous Climate 

Change”: Required Reduction of Carbon Emissions to 

Protect Young People, Future Generations and Nature’, 
PLOS ONE, vol. 8, no. 12, 2013, e81648. 
38 R.K Mizan, ‘Climate Change, Adaptation and 

International Relations Theory’, E-International Relations, 

2016, <https://www.e-ir.info/2016/04/29/climate-change-
adaptation-and-international-relations-theory/> (accessed 

19 May 2020). 

entirely.39 However, ecological security contends 

that a dearth in academic literature cannot justify 

the failure to consider the effects of climate change 

upon non-human populations, as it can inflict 

devastating implications.40 The ecological security 

framework addresses this detrimental impact on 

other living species and seeks to advocate for their 

protection.   

The discourse regarding ecological security 

protects the rights of non-human species as an at-

risk group that demands equal consideration, due 

to their right to live, but also as a precursor to the 

damage which will be inflicted upon humanity.41 

Ecological security relies upon the preservation of 

four interrelated dynamic equilibriums: ‘between 

human populations living at higher consumptions 

levels and the ability of nature to provide resources 

and services; between human populations and 

pathogenic microorganisms; between human 

populations and those of other plant and animal 

species; and among human populations.’42 

Imbalances in any of these equilibriums constitutes 

an insecurity.43 This imbalance is evident through 

the increasing levels of extinction. A rise of two 

degrees Celsius, could commit 15% to 37% of all 

species to extinction by 2050 as a result of 

39 W Hsiung & CR Sunstein, ‘Climate Change and Animals 

Responses to Global Warming: The Law, Economics, and 
Science of Climate Change’, University of Pennsylvania 

Law Review, vol. 155, 2006, pp. 1695–1740. 
40 McDonald, 153–180. 
41 R Cho, ‘Climate Change Poses Challenges to Plants and 
Animals’, State of the Planet 2015, 

<https://blogs.ei.columbia.edu/2015/02/03/climate-change-

poses-challenges-to-plants-and-animals/> [accessed 24 

May 2020]. 
42 McDonald, pp. 153–180. 
43 McDonald, pp. 153–180. 
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anthropogenic climate change.44 Extinction levels 

are likely to be more profound, as the IPCC 

projects that atmospheric temperatures will rise by 

at least 3.2 degrees Celsius within this timeframe.45 

Further, the Earth Institute, at Columbia 

University, predicts that ‘evolution would have to 

occur 10 000 times faster than it typically does in 

order for most species to adapt and avoid 

extinction.’46 This would have disastrous 

consequences for humanity as we are reliant upon 

these animals and plants to maintain ecosystems.  

This demonstrates the necessity of an ecological 

security framework as high levels of extinction 

will result in significant levels of insecurity.  

Human expansion, due to climate change events, 

has also resulted in the further destruction of 

animal habitat and the transmission of zoonotic 

diseases to human populations, such as Covid-19.47 

These factors exemplify an overwhelming risk to 

the ecological security equilibrium, which will 

inevitably diminish humanity’s reliance upon 

environmental exploitation. Development and high 

living standards rely upon this concept which 

dramatically threaten human security. Therefore, 

contrary to traditional measures, ecological 

security recognises the profound damage that 

climate change will inflict upon other living 

 
44 Hsiung and Sunstein, pp. 1695–1740. 
45 SL Harlan & DM Ruddell, ‘Climate change and health in 

cities: impacts of heat and air pollution and potential co-
benefits from mitigation and adaptation’, Current Opinion 

in Environmental Sustainability, vol. 3, no. 3, 2011, pp. 

126–134. 
46 R. Cho, ‘Climate Change Poses Challenges to Plants and 
Animals,’ State of the Planet, 2015, 

<https://blogs.ei.columbia.edu/2015/02/03/climate-change-

species; and inadvertently the precedent this then 

imposes upon humanity.  

 

Conclusion 

The lens of ecological security demands to be 

considered as it acknowledges the alarming risk of 

anthropogenic climate change to global security, as 

opposed to the environmental neglect inherent in 

traditional security concerns. The Global South 

cannot mitigate the effects of environmental 

instability, which will result in an exponential 

increase in poverty, disease and mass 

displacement. Future generations will inherit these 

dilemmas, forcing many to live marginally with 

the consideration of shorter life spans and 

continuing conflict.  The emergence of an 

ecological security lens is also undeniably essential 

for the survival of other living beings; whose 

current destitute state reflects the consequences of 

traditional security methodology. The 

destabilisation of global security and development 

as a result of climate change, can only be remedied 

through ecological security discourse which 

overwhelmingly improves the limitations of 

traditional security measures. 

 

 

poses-challenges-to-plants-and-animals/> (accessed 24 

May 2020). 

47 F Armstrong, ‘COVID-19 and climate change 
connected’, La Trobe University, , 2020, 

<https://www.latrobe.edu.au/news/articles/2020/opinion/co

vid-19-and-climate-change-connected> (accessed 13 June 

2020). 

https://blogs.ei.columbia.edu/2015/02/03/climate-change-poses-challenges-to-plants-and-animals/
https://blogs.ei.columbia.edu/2015/02/03/climate-change-poses-challenges-to-plants-and-animals/


13 
 

 13 

References 

Adler, PS, ‘Book Review Essay: The Environmental Crisis 

and Its Capitalist Roots: Reading Naomi Klein with Karl 

Polanyi*—Naomi Klein: This Changes Everything: 

Capitalism vs. the Climate’, Administrative Science 

Quarterly, vol. 60, 2015, pp. 1-13. 

Akerlof, KL, PL Delamater., CR Boules, CR Upperman, & 

CS Mitchell, ‘Vulnerable Populations Perceive Their 

Health as at Risk from Climate Change,’ International 
Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, vol. 

12, 2015, pp. 15419–15433. 

Armstrong, F, ‘COVID-19 and Climate Change 

Connected,’ La Trobe University, 2020,  

<https://www.latrobe.edu.au/news/articles/2020/opinion/co

vid-19-and-climate-change-connected> viewed 13 June 

2020. 

Australian Academy of Science, ‘What Is Climate 

Change?,’ Australian Academy of Science,  

https://www.science.org.au/learning/general-

audience/science-climate-change/1-what-is-climate-
change#:~:text=Climate%20change%20is%20a%20change,

on%E2%80%94over%20hours%20to%20weeks viewed 25 

September 2020.  

Boose, ER, MI Serrano, & DR Foster, ‘Landscape and 
Regional Impacts of Hurricanes in Puerto Rico,’ Ecological 

Monographs, vol. 74, 2004, pp. 335–352. 

Causevic, A, ‘Facing an Unpredictable Threat: Is NATO 

Ideally Placed to Manage Climate Change as a Non-
Traditional Threat Multiplier?,’ Connections, vol. 16, 2017, 

pp. 59–80. 

Cho, R, ‘Climate Change Poses Challenges to Plants and 

Animals,’ State of the Planet, 2015, 
<https://blogs.ei.columbia.edu/2015/02/03/climate-change-

poses-challenges-to-plants-and-animals/> viewed 24 May 

2020. 

Dupont, A, ‘The Strategic Implications of Climate 

Change,’ Survival, vol. 50, 2008, pp. 29–54. 

Ferris, E, ‘Climate-Induced Resettlement: Environmental 

Change and the Planned Relocation of Communities,’ SAIS 

Review of International Affairs, vol. 35, 2015, pp. 109–117. 

Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 

Climate Change and Food Security: A Framework 

Document. Rome, FAO inter-departmental working group 

on climate change, 2008, p. 55. 

Hansen, J, P Kharecha, M Sato, V Masson-Delmotte, F 

Ackerman, DJ Beerling, et al., ‘Assessing “Dangerous 

Climate Change”: Required Reduction of Carbon 

Emissions to Protect Young People, Future Generations 

and Nature,’ PLOS ONE, 8, 2013, pp. 81648 - 81648. 

Harlan, SL, & DM Ruddell, ‘Climate Change and Health in 

Cities: Impacts of Heat and Air Pollution and Potential Co-

Benefits from Mitigation and Adaptation,’ Current Opinion 

in Environmental Sustainability, vol. 3, 2011, pp. 126–134. 

Hough, P, ‘Ecological Security’ in Rethinking Security in 

the Twenty-First Century. Jacob (ed), New York, Palgrave 

Macmillan US, 2017, pp. 183–194, 
<http://link.springer.com/10.1057/978-1-137-52542-0_13> 

viewed 13 June 2020. 

Hsiang, SM, M Burke, & E Miguel, ‘Quantifying the 

Influence of Climate on Human Conflict,’  Science, vol. 

341, 2013, pp. 1235367–1235367. 

Hsiung, W, & CR Sunstein, ‘Climate Change and Animals 

Responses to Global Warming: The Law, Economics, and 

Science of Climate Change,’ University of Pennsylvania 

Law Review, vol. 155, 2006, pp. 1695–1740. 

International Displacement Monitoring Centre, Global 

Report on Internal Displacement 2019. GRID, 2019. 

Kälin, W, ‘The Climate Change – Displacement Nexus,’ 
Brookings, 2008, <https://www.brookings.edu/on-the-

record/the-climate-change-displacement-nexus/> viewed 7 

May 2020. 

Lu, D, & C Flavelle, ‘Rising Seas Will Erase More Cities 
by 2050, New Research Shows,’ The New York Times, 29 

October 

2019,<https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/10/29/cli

mate/coastal-cities-underwater.html> viewed 5 June 2020. 

Mansbach, RW, & KL Taylor, Introduction to Global 

Politics.Milton, UNITED KINGDOM, Taylor & Francis 

Group, 2017, 

<http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uow/detail.action?do

cID=5148624> viewed 27 April 2020. 

McDonald, M, ‘Climate change and Security: Towards 

Ecological Security?,’ International Theory, vol. 10, 2018, 

pp. 153–180. 

McGill, N, ‘Vulnerable Populations at Risk From Effects of 

Climate Change,’ American Journal of Public Health, vol. 

107, 2017, pp. 8–8. 

Mercy Corps, ‘The Facts: Hurricane Maria’s effect on 
Puerto Rico’.in Mercy Corps, 2018, 

<https://www.mercycorps.org/blog/quick-facts-hurricane-

maria-puerto-rico> viewed 18 May 2020. 

‘Migrants in Countries in Crisis,' Fact Sheet No.20, Human 
Rights and Refugees-  Introduction, 2019, 

<https://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:

UsEm8Dv6xXAJ:https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publi

cations/FactSheet20en.pdf+&cd=1&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=au

&client=firefox-b-d> viewed 16 April 2020. 

Mizan, RK, ‘Climate Change, Adaptation and International 

Relations Theory,’ E-International Relations, 2016, 

<https://www.e-ir.info/2016/04/29/climate-change-
adaptation-and-international-relations-theory/> viewed19 

May 2020. 

https://www.latrobe.edu.au/news/articles/2020/opinion/covid-19-and-climate-change-connected
https://www.latrobe.edu.au/news/articles/2020/opinion/covid-19-and-climate-change-connected
https://www.science.org.au/learning/general-audience/science-climate-change/1-what-is-climate-change#:~:text=Climate%20change%20is%20a%20change,on%E2%80%94over%20hours%20to%20weeks
https://www.science.org.au/learning/general-audience/science-climate-change/1-what-is-climate-change#:~:text=Climate%20change%20is%20a%20change,on%E2%80%94over%20hours%20to%20weeks
https://www.science.org.au/learning/general-audience/science-climate-change/1-what-is-climate-change#:~:text=Climate%20change%20is%20a%20change,on%E2%80%94over%20hours%20to%20weeks
https://www.science.org.au/learning/general-audience/science-climate-change/1-what-is-climate-change#:~:text=Climate%20change%20is%20a%20change,on%E2%80%94over%20hours%20to%20weeks
https://blogs.ei.columbia.edu/2015/02/03/climate-change-poses-challenges-to-plants-and-animals/
https://blogs.ei.columbia.edu/2015/02/03/climate-change-poses-challenges-to-plants-and-animals/
http://link.springer.com/10.1057/978-1-137-52542-0_13
https://www.brookings.edu/on-the-record/the-climate-change-displacement-nexus/
https://www.brookings.edu/on-the-record/the-climate-change-displacement-nexus/
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/10/29/climate/coastal-cities-underwater.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/10/29/climate/coastal-cities-underwater.html
http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uow/detail.action?docID=5148624
http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uow/detail.action?docID=5148624
https://www.mercycorps.org/blog/quick-facts-hurricane-maria-puerto-rico
https://www.mercycorps.org/blog/quick-facts-hurricane-maria-puerto-rico
https://www.e-ir.info/2016/04/29/climate-change-adaptation-and-international-relations-theory/
https://www.e-ir.info/2016/04/29/climate-change-adaptation-and-international-relations-theory/


14 
 

 14 

Myers, N, ‘Environmental Refugees: A Growing 
Phenomenon of the 21st Century’.in Philosophical 

Transactions: Biological Sciences, vol. 357, 2002, pp. 609–

613. 

Nett, K, & L Rüttinger, Insurgency, Terrorism and 
Organised Crime in a Warming Climate. Berlin, Adelphi, 

2016. 

Shaftel, H, ‘Overview: Weather, Global Warming and 

Climate Change’.in Climate Change: Vital Signs of the 
Planet, 2020, <https://climate.nasa.gov/resources/global-

warming-vs-climate-change> viewed 13 June 2020. 

Trombetta, MJ, ‘Environmental security and climate 

change: analysing the discourse,’Cambridge Review of 

International Affairs, vol. 21, 2008, pp. 585–602. 

WHO, ‘WHO | Climate change and human health - risks 

and responses. Summary,’ WHO, World Health 

Organization, 2020, 
<https://www.who.int/globalchange/summary/en/index2.ht

ml> viewed 17 May 2020. 

World Food Program, ‘The WFP food basket | World Food 

Programme’. 2020, <https://www.wfp.org/wfp-food-

basket> viewed 22 May 2020. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Exploring the linkages between climate-

induced ethnic relocation and 

intercommunal violence in the South 

Pacific 

by Annika Reynolds, ed. Emma Thompson 

 

Abstract  

Although it is an emerging concern amongst 

policy-makers, whether ethnic relocation due to 

climate change is a cause of inter-communal 

violence is still contested. Quantitative research 

into this question suggests there is a causal 

pathway. However, in the South Pacific, where 

peaceful ethnic relocation is relatively frequent, 

this theory of conflict has limited explanatory or 

predictive value. Thus, this article seeks to 

deconstruct the linkage between ethnic relocation 

and intercommunal violence, assessing whether 

social factors influence intergroup threat 

perceptions. This article will utilise a multiple-case 

analysis of ethnic relocations in the South Pacific, 

highlighting that three social factors significantly 

contribute to intercommunal violence post-

relocation. These factors are the perceived abuse of 

land rights, perceptions of inequality between 

ethnic communities and the instrumentalisation of 

ethnicity in politics.  
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By 2050 in the South Pacific, climate-induced sea 

level rise is estimated to reduce available territory 

by 30%, likely leading to large-scale migration.48 

Regional policymakers are deeply concerned about 

these potential impacts, with Australia’s 2016 

Defence White Paper identifying environmental 

migration as a driver of South Pacific conflict.49 

However the exact causal relationship between 

climate-induced ethnic relocation, defined as 

concentrated migration of an ethnic group, and 

intercommunal violence, defined as group-level 

ethnic violence without State involvement, is 

contested.50 The quantitative research into this 

causal pathway is relatively robust but assumes 

that the mere existence of interethnic migration is 

sufficient to generate intercommunal violence.51 In 

the South Pacific, where peaceful ethnic relocation 

is relatively frequent, such theories of conflict have 

limited explanatory or predictive value. Thus, this 

article aims to illuminate the ideational factors that 

increase intergroup threat perceptions, as a means 

of deconstructing the ethnic relocation-conflict 

linkage in the broader climate-conflict pathway. 

This article will argue three factors significantly 

contribute to hostilities between migrant and host 

communities: perceived disrespect and abuse of 

land rights regimes; perceptions of horizontal 

inequalities between ethnic communities; and the 

instrumentalisation of ethnicity in politics. This 

article provides a review of the robustness of the 

 
48 World Bank Group, Impact of Climate Change On Low 
Islands, Washington, 2015, p. 21. 
49 Commonwealth of Australia, 2016 Defence White Paper, 

Canberra, 2016. 
50 I. Salehyan, ‘Climate change and conflict: making sense 
of disparate findings,’ Political Geography, vol. 43, 2015. 

broader climate-induced migration-conflict 

pathway. It then assesses how the three dominant 

factors influence intergroup perceptions through 

constructivist and social psychology theories. To 

demonstrate these claims, a comparative case study 

of ethnic relocations in Papua New Guinea (PNG) 

and Kiribati-Fiji is utilised, highlighting that 

ideational factors play a significant role in either 

enflaming community divisions or dampening 

them.  

The quantitative literature assessing the causal 

pathway between climate-induced migration and 

conflict provides a relatively robust but generalised 

causal chain. Koubi’s review of the quantitative 

climate-conflict literature demonstrates migration 

is a significant ‘indirect pathway,’ especially inter-

ethnic migration that ‘stir[s] ethnic tensions.’52 For 

example, Couttenier and Soubeyran found 

interethnic migration led to ‘ethnic fractionalising’ 

in the receiving community and strongly correlated 

to inter-communal violence. 53 Although the 

quantitative literature has been able to isolate that 

inter-ethnic migration correlates more strongly 

with intercommunal violence, much of the 

literature assumes that new ethnic make-ups are 

sufficient to cause minority marginalisation and 

violence. These assumptions partially emerge from 

the methodological shortcomings of large-N 

quantitative research, which has a limited capacity 

51 M. Couttenier and R. Soubeyran, ‘Drought and civil war 
in sub-Saharan Africa,’ The Economic Journal, vol. 124, 

2013. 
52 V. Koubi, ‘Climate Change and Conflict,’ Annual 

Review of Political Science, 2019, p. 348. 
53 Couttenier and Soubeyran, ‘Drought and civil war,’ p. 

222. 
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to capture ‘complex causal linkages.’54 However, 

in the South Pacific context, climate-induced 

ethnic relocation, for example due to volcanic 

activity, occurs relatively frequently without 

corresponding rates of intercommunal violence.55 

This highlights the need to deconstruct the ethnic 

relocation-conflict linkage within the broader 

climate-conflict casual chain with, as Buhaug 

states, ‘more sophisticated theoretical models.’56  

 

Key factors linking ethnic relocation to inter-

ethnic violence 

Thus, to address the aforementioned gap, this 

section draws on constructivism and social 

psychology to assess the key ideational factors that 

give rise to South Pacific interethnic violence. 

Migrant-host violence is inextricably linked to the 

‘politics of belonging to a given territory’ 

compared to the ‘alien-ness’ of migrants.57 

Therefore, it is critical to engage with 

constructivist theories to deconstruct the ideational 

factors influencing the ethnic relocation-conflict 

link. Constructivism argues an actor’s identity 

shapes their interests, and that the perceptions of 

actors are influenced by socialisation with other 

actors. In the South Pacific, where land rights and 

 
54 H. Buhaug, ‘Climate-conflict research: some reflections 

on the way forward,’ WIREs Climate Change, vol. 6, 2015, 

p. 270. 
55 B. Burson and R. Bedford, Clusters and Hubs: Towards 

a Regional Architecture for Voluntary Adaptive Migration 

in the Pacific, Genva, Nansen Initiative, 2013, p. 16. 
56 Buhaug, ‘Climate-conflict research,’ p. 170. 
57 I. Côté and M.I. Mitchell, ‘Deciphering ‘Sons’ of Soil’ 

Conflicts: A Critical Survey of The Literature,’ 

Ethnopolitics, vol. 16, 2017, p. 336. 
58 T. Weir and Z. Virani, ‘Three Linked Risks for 
Development in The Pacific Islands: Climate Change, 

intercultural equality are cultural pillars, the 

following three factors are hypothesised to 

fundamentally shape community perceptions: the 

perceived disrespect or abuse of land rights,58 

perceptions of horizontal inequality,59 and the 

‘instrumentalization’ of ethnicity in politics.60 

Moreover, by drawing on social psychology 

theories, this article assesses whether these 

ideational factors contribute to the social 

conditions for interethnic violence. Social 

psychology theories highlight social groups 

become ‘less permeable’ where groups perceive 

each other as ‘threats.’61 These inter-ethnic 

cleavages allow for the spiralling interethnic 

tensions that cause ethnic marginalisation and, 

potentially, outbreaks of intercommunal violence. 

The perceived disrespect or abuse of land rights 

regimes has a significant impact on intergroup 

threat perceptions. In the South Pacific, land 

ownership regimes are usually under customary 

law – arising from an enduring historical 

connection to the land, and are communal, shared 

amongst the local ethnic group.62 Côté and 

Mitchell emphasise this ‘ethnicization of land 

ownership’ imposes a high symbolic value on the 

land and links the ethnic group’s ownership of the 

land to their continued cultural identity.63 The 

Disasters and Conflict,’ Climate and Development, vol. 3, 

2011. 
59 Côté and Mitchell, ‘Deciphering ‘Sons’ of Soil’ 
Conflicts’. 

 60 C.T. Timura, “Environmental Conflict” and the Social 

Life of Environmental Discourse,” Anthropological 

Quarterly, vol. 74, 2001, p. 109. 
61 Adrian Martin, “Environmental Conflict between 

Refugee and Host Communities,” Journal of Peace 

Research, vol. 42, 2005, p. 334. 
62 Weir and Virani, ‘Three Linked Risks for Development’. 
63 Côté and Mitchell, ‘Deciphering ‘Sons’ of Soil’ 

Conflicts’. 
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preservation of land rights regimes, which often 

bestow a monopoly of the land to the hosting 

population, is a core interest of local ethnic 

groups.64 Thus, how migrant-host communities 

socialise over land rights can significantly impact 

intergroup threat perceptions. On one end of the 

spectrum, Côté and Mitchell demonstrate that 

intergroup legal ‘disputes’ over land ownership 

can foster perceptions that migrant groups are 

seeking to ‘steal’ the land and thus destroy the host 

community’s culture.65 However, even minor 

infractions, such as the perceived disrespect of 

customary mores, can also result in negative 

socialisations.66 These negative socialisations 

decrease the willingness of the two ethnic groups 

to cooperate over the land, forming cleavages 

between the communities that allow threat 

perceptions to increase. Thus, 

▪ Ethnic relocations that cause host 

communities to perceive the disrespect or 

abuse of their land rights regimes are more 

likely to experience the social conditions 

for violence.  

Another major causal factor linking ethnic 

relocation to spiralling interethnic tensions are 

perceptions of horizontal political and economic 

inequalities between host and migrant 

communities. Stewart describes horizontal 

 
64 Seraina Ruegger, ‘Refugees, Ethnic Power elations, and 

Civil Conflict in the Country of Asylum,’ Journal of Peace 

Research, vol. 56, 2019. 
65 Côté and Mitchell, ‘Deciphering ‘Sons’ of Soil’ 
Conflicts,’ p. 343. 
66 Ruegger, ‘Refugees, Ethnic Power Relations, and Civil 

Conflict’. 
67 F. Stewart, ‘Horizontal Inequalities and Conflict,’ in F. 
Stewart (eds), Horizontal Inequalities and Conflict: 

inequalities as perceived economic and political 

inequalities between defined cultural groups.67 

Ethnic relocation, especially to minority regions, is 

seen to create interethnic political inequalities 

when it occurs with the support of the state. This is 

because state-sanctioned migration correlates to 

greater political access and use of government 

resources to support the migrating community.68 

Due to the geography of the South Pacific, it is 

common for central governments to plan ethnic 

relocations prior to predicted natural disasters. 

These programs often form part of the 

government’s platform, fostering local perceptions 

that the government will privilege migrant 

communities to maintain political power.69  

Additionally, ethnic relocation is perceived to lead 

to a number of economic impacts, including 

income redistribution, and higher unemployment 

amongst host communities. This fosters a 

perception that the economic balance of power is 

tilting in favour of migrants.70 The impact of these 

political and economic perceptions is negative 

socialisations between migrant and host 

communities, cementing local perceptions of 

horizontal inequality.71 This cultivates the 

conditions for interethnic violence by reforming 

migrant-host narratives from ‘individualist’ to 

Understanding Group Violence in Multiethnic Societies, 

Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, 2008. 
68 Côté and Mitchell, ‘Deciphering ‘Sons’ of Soil’ 

Conflicts’. 
69 K.H. O’Rourke and R. Sinnott, ‘The Determinants of 

Individual Attitudes Towards Immigration,’ European 

Journal of Political Economy, vol. 22, 2006. 
70 Côté and Mitchell, ‘Deciphering ‘Sons’ of Soil’ 
Conflicts’.  
71 F. Stewart, ‘Horizontal Inequalities and Conflict,’ p. 12. 
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‘group-level accounts of inequality,’ making ethnic 

groups less permeable.72 Therefore, 

▪ Ethnic relocations that cause host 

communities to perceive or experience 

horizontal inequalities vis-à-vis migrant 

communities are more likely to experience 

the social conditions for violence. 

Finally, the manipulation of ethnicity for political 

power is a dominant causal factor linking ethnic 

relocation to the conditions for intercommunal 

violence. Martin argues the ‘instrumentalization’ 

of ethnicity, drawing on collective identities for 

strategic purposes by political figures, influences 

the group’s self-perception of their identity and 

interests.73 In the South Pacific, the political 

narratives of local leaders are powerful speech 

acts, because  leaders are not only government 

officials but likely also possess traditional 

authority.74 Political narratives that rely on an 

exclusionist ethnic narrative are internalised by the 

broader ethnic group, shaping perceptions that 

migrants are a ‘threat’ to the host community’s 

economic position, political power, and culture.75  

Moreover, ethnic-based instrumentalisation also 

involves structural mechanisms, including group 

mobilisation and marginalisation of the migrant 

ethnicity in political institutions. This often occurs 

in the South Pacific context through the barring of 

migrant communities from traditional political 

 
72 Ibid, p. 164. 
73 Martin, “Environmental Conflict’, p. 335. 
74 S.R. Hamer, ‘Emplacement and Resistance: Social and 

Political Complexities in Development-Induced 

Displacement in Papua New Guinea,’ The Australian 

Journal of Anthropology, vol. 27, 2016, p. 284. 
75 Martin, “Environmental Conflict’. 

forums and customary practices.76 Additionally, 

the political manipulation of ethnicity serves to 

legitimise the local grievances arising from the two 

previously addressed factors, land rights abuses 

and horizontal inequalities. Politicians elevate 

these grievances to treat them as group-wide 

threats, exacerbating the negative impact of these 

two causal factors on intergroup socialisation and 

cultivating the conditions for large-scale social 

‘othering.’77 Thus, 

▪ Host communities that respond to ethnic 

relocations with the manipulation of 

ethnicity in politics are more likely to 

experience the social conditions for 

violence. 

 

Assessment of causal factors in South Pacific 

case studies 

Finally, this article assesses these three hypotheses 

through South Pacific comparative case studies. A 

comparative case study enables both an assessment 

of the existence of the causal factors discussed and 

how they interact in differing contexts.78 The first 

case study is of the intrastate ethnic relocation 

from the Manam Islands in PNG to the mainland 

(2004-2005), which shows evidence of all three 

causal factors contributing to intercommunal 

violence in 2006. The second case study, involving 

76 M. Kaplan, ‘Fiji’s Coups: The Politics of Representation 

and the Representation of Politics’ in V.S. Lockwood (ed.), 
Globalization and Culture Change in the Pacific Islands, 

Upper Saddles River. Pearson Prentice Hall, 2004. 
77 Timura, ‘Environmental Conflict’. 
78 Tobias Ide, “Research methods for exploring the links 
between climate change and conflict,” WIREs Climate 

Change, vol. 8, 2017. 
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interstate relocation from Kiribati to Fiji, also 

shows evidence of the causal factors but 

intercommunal violence has not yet occurred.79 

These case studies allow for an assessment of 

whether the presence or absence of the three 

factors provides a compelling explanation for the 

two divergent outcomes of the ethnic relocations. 

Although the Kiribati-Fiji case involves interstate 

relocation, this dimension is unlikely to have an 

impact on the findings as most ethnic relocations 

involve state support, including the PNG case, and 

quantitative research indicates international 

relocation has similar impacts to intrastate 

relocation.80 

The ethnic relocation in PNG of Manam Islanders 

to the Madang province occurred in a manner that 

was perceived as disrespectful of local land rights. 

Manam Island is one of the most active volcanoes 

in PNG and the 2004-2005 eruption was 

particularly severe, forcing all 10,000 Manam 

Islanders to relocate to the mainland.81 The PNG 

government, in response to the ethnic relocation, 

assigned ‘care centres’ in former colonial 

plantations, which under PNG law were ‘alienated 

from its traditional owners,’ though Madang locals 

argued they had ongoing ‘traditional’ land 

ownership.82 Extended occupation by other 

ethnicities was seen as disrespectful of this 

 
79 R. Smith and K.E. McNamara, ‘Future Migrations from 

Tuvalu And Kiribati: Exploring Government, Civil Society 

and Donor Perceptions,’ Climate and Development, vol. 7, 

2015. 
80 Côté and Mitchell, ‘Deciphering ‘Sons’ of Soil’ 

Conflicts’. 
81 United Nations Human Rights Commission, Protecting 

the Human Rights of Internally Displaced Persons in 
Natural Disasters – Challenges In The Pacific, Suva, 

Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2010. 

ownership and a threat to maintaining an 

uninterrupted flow of traditional authority.83 

Moreover, Manam Islanders follow different 

cultural traditions relating to land use, compared to 

the Madang taoa system.84 These two differing 

traditions resulted in minor infractions, for 

example Manam Islanders chopped down valuable 

trees, reinforcing perceptions that Manam 

Islanders were taking advantage. Within six 

months, these negative perceptions and 

interactions caused deep interethnic divides, with 

Madang locals requesting the PNG government 

‘evict’ the Manam Islanders for their disrespect of 

the land.85 When this did not occur, interethnic 

violence flared, resulting in the deaths of 20 

people.86 Thus, the role of land rights regimes and 

their perceived abuse provides an explanatory link 

between the ethnic relocation of Manam Islanders 

to Madang and the subsequent emergence of 

interethnic violence. 

Moreover, perceptions of horizontal inequalities 

between Manam Islanders and Madang locals 

alongside xenophobic political campaigns 

contributed to the deterioration of intergroup 

relations. The Manam Islander relocation was 

supported by the PNG government, providing land 

and international aid for the care centres. Madang 

peoples saw this government intervention as 

82 J. Connell and N. Lutkehaus, ‘Environmental refugees? 

A Tale of Two Resettlement Projects in Coastal Papua New 

Guinea,’ Australian Geographer, vol. 48, 2017, p. 82. 
83 Ibid. 
84 B. Reilly, ‘Ethnic Conflict in Papua New Guinea,’ Asia 

Pacific Viewpoint, vol. 49, 2008. 
85 Connell and Lutkehaus, ‘Environmental refugees? A tale 

of two resettlement projects,’ p. 83. 
86 Ibid. 
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providing greater political power to the Manam 

Islanders.87 As one Madang chieftain stated, the 

government’s actions created ‘a feeling of 

worthlessness’ and fear that the PNG government 

would protect the Manam Islanders in land 

disputes.88 Equally, the presence of Manam 

Islanders caused economic redistribution between 

the communities and higher unemployment of 

Madang youth. These perceived political and 

economic inequalities were the two most cited 

reasons for Madang locals stating that Manam 

Islanders are responsible for ‘all… major social 

problems’ in surveys.89 Moreover, these 

inequalities, alongside the perceived disrespect of 

land rights, were the basis of a number of local 

political campaigns.90 These attitudes culminated 

in new resettlement regulations only weeks prior to 

the first outbreak of violence, demonstrating how 

political narratives served to legitimise Madang 

fears that the Manam Islanders were a threat.91 

Thus, perceived horizontal inequalities and 

political narratives both explain the changing 

attitudes of Madang locals towards Manam 

Islanders and the rise of interethnic hostilities, 

which underpinned the ultimate emergence of 

intercommunal violence.  

 
87 Connell and Lutkehaus, ‘Escaping Zaria’s Fire?’ p. 19. 
88 J. Mercer and I. Kelman, “Living Alongside a Volcano in 
Baliau, Papua New Guinea,” Disaster Prevention and 

Management: An International Journal, vol. 19, 2010, p. 

418.  
89 Ibid. 
90 Connell and Lutkehaus, ‘Escaping Zaria’s Fire?’. 
91 Martin, ‘Environmental Conflict’. 
92 T. Mamau, ‘Kiribati To Start Farming Its Land In Fiji,’ 

The Fiji Times, Fiji, 2017, 
https://www.rnz.co.nz/international/pacific-

news/322637/kiribati-to-start-farming-its-land-in-fiji. 

The second case study, the ethnic relocation of i-

Kiribati to the Natoavatu Estate in Fiji has also 

been perceived as disrespectful to local land 

regimes. Kiribati purchased the freehold land in 

Vanua Levu in 2014 with plans to begin ethnic 

relocation in 2020, although some i-Kiribati have 

already migrated.92 However, the land is 

considered a ‘part of the Fijian soul’ under iTaukei 

customary law and local ethnic groups have long 

considered legal purchase secondary to traditional 

connection to the land.93 The purchase has been 

perceived by local iTaukei as a threat to 

vakavanua, their land rights customs.94 However, 

Fiji has invested in awareness campaigns to shift 

land rights discourses. Hermann and Kempf’s 

survey found many locals expressed concerns that 

migrating i-Kiribati would not initially respect 

vakavanua. But they recognised climate change is 

an existential threat for the i-Kiribati who ‘need 

new land to assure survival,’ and that ‘cultural 

sensitivity’ can be learned.95  

This recognition differs from the cultural 

alienation of the Manam Islanders by the Madang, 

showing that perceived disrespect of land regimes 

can be overcome with positive counternarratives. 

Thus, in the Kiribati-Fijian case, although there 

were perceptions of land rights disrespect, these 

93 J. Crosetto, ‘The Heart of Fiji’s Land Tenure Conflict: 

The Law of Tradition and Vakavanua, the Customary Way 
of the Land,’ Pacific Rim Law and Policy Journal, vol. 71, 

2005, p. 71. 
94 E. Hermann and W. Kempf, ‘Climate Change and the 

Imagining of Migration: Emerging Discourses on Kiribati’s 
Land Purchase in Fiji,’ The Contemporary Pacific, vol. 29, 

2017. 
95 Hermann and Kempf, ‘Climate Change and the 

Imagining of Migration,’ p. 250. 

https://www.rnz.co.nz/international/pacific-news/322637/kiribati-to-start-farming-its-land-in-fiji
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concerns have been tempered by recognition of the 

impact of climate change and that Fijians, in 

extending a hand of solidarity, can maintain their 

culture through kinship.    

In contrast to the PNG case, the proposed ethnic 

relocation of i-Kiribati to Vanau Levu has not 

resulted in perceptions of horizontal inequalities 

nor the instrumentalization of ethnicity in politics. 

Although it would be expected that the Kiribati 

government sponsoring the ethnic relocation would 

condition the iTaukei to perceive the migration as 

upsetting the political balance of power, domestic 

Fijian narratives have countered this expectation.96 

As noted above, the Fijian government has 

invested in climate change awareness campaigns 

and the Fijian President has stated nations who will 

lose territory from climate change have ‘true 

friends in Fiji who will not let [them] down.’97  

These campaigns and political positions have 

fostered the narrative in Fiji that ethnic groups, like 

the i-Kirbati, are ‘victims of climate change’ rather 

than outsiders invading Fijian land to upset the 

economic and political balance. Moreover, both 

Kiribati and Fiji have engaged in politics of ‘hope’ 

through these narratives, portraying each other as 

kin rather than different ethnic groups competing 

over the same resources.98 These narratives of 

kinship and deliberate emphasis of the mutual 

victimisation by climate change have 

 
96 D. Orcherton et al., ‘Perceptions of Climate 

Vulnerability, Tenure Security and Resettlement Priories: 

insights from Law Town, Fiji Islands,’ Australian 
Geographer, vol. 48, 2017, p. 238. 
97 Ratu Epeli Nailatikau, ‘Address at State Dinner, Fijian 

Government Online Portal, Fiji, 2014, 

http://www.fiji.gov.fj/Media-Center/Speeches/HIS-
EXCELLENCY--ADDRESS-AT-STATE-DINNER-

HOSTED-BY-.aspx. 

fundamentally shaped iTaukei perceptions of the 

Kiribati relocation, minimising perceptions of 

interethnic differences and threats.99 Thus, 

allowing for a cooperative and open approach to 

the migration. Hence, though the relocation has not 

fully occurred, and this analysis cannot 

conclusively determine that the social conditions 

for ethnic violence do not exist, the ideational 

factors indicate a future of solidarity and 

intercommunal cooperation rather than violence.  

The case studies reveal the differing impacts of the 

three causal factors on interethnic social dynamics 

and the emergence of intercommunal violence. It is 

notable that both cases caused locals to perceive 

the migrating community as disrespectful of 

traditional land rights regimes. However in 

contrast to this article’s first claim regarding land 

rights regimes, these perceptions were tempered in 

the Kiribati-Fiji case with kinship narratives, 

preventing the expected negative social impacts.100 

These results suggest the role of land rights 

regimes is more complicated than initially 

hypothesised, as perceived disrespect can be 

internalised by the host community in ways that do 

not result in spiralling ethnic tensions.101  

Contrastingly, this articles’ claim that perceptions 

of horizontal inequalities increase the likelihood of 

intercommunal violence has been proven by these 

cases. In the PNG case, perceived inequalities 

98 Hermann and Kempf, ‘Climate Change and the 

Imagining of Migration,’ p. 251. 
99 S. Klepp and J. Herbeck, ‘The Politics of Environmental 
Migration and Climate Justice in the Pacific region,’ 

Journal of Human Rights and the Environment, vol. 7, 

2016. 
100 Hermann and Kempf, ‘Climate Change and the 
Imagining of Migration’. 
101 Weir, ‘Three Linked Risks for Development’.  
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fostered higher threat perceptions, whereas the 

Kiribati-Fijian case emphasised the role of climate 

change to prevent local discontent. In support of 

this articles’ final claim , both cases demonstrate 

the significant role of political discourse in shaping 

migration narratives,102 which proved capable of 

combatting perceived disrespect of land rights and 

horizontal inequalities.103 This suggests the 

dynamics between the ideational factors is more 

interconnected than hypothesised and that political 

narratives can play a powerful mitigating role 

against intercommunal violence. To what extent 

political narratives interact with the other 

ideational factors discussed is beyond the scope of 

this article, raising the need for further research 

and policy development. Overall, the two case 

studies provide support for the broader argument 

this article poses, that ideational factors have a 

critical role in conditioning local responses to 

climate-induced ethnic relocations.  

 

Conclusion  

In conclusion, this article has sought to deconstruct 

the implicit assumption that ethnic relocation leads 

to intercommunal violence through a constructivist 

framework. This article hypothesised that: the 

perceived disrespect and abuse of land rights 

regimes; perceived horizontal inequalities; and 

instrumentalization of ethnicity in politics are 

significant factors that lead migrant-host 

communities to view each other as threats, 

 
102 Ruegger, ‘Refugees, Ethnic Power Relations, and Civil 

Conflict’. 
103 Côté and Mitchell, ‘Deciphering ‘Sons’ of Soil’ 

Conflicts’. 

cultivating the conditions for intercommunal 

violence. The two case studies assessed support 

this, with all three factors evident in the spiralling 

interethnic tensions that led to the emergence of 

violence in PNG, compared to kinship narratives in 

Kiribati-Fiji that have promoted interethnic 

cooperation. However, the exact relationship these 

ideational factors have requires further research, in 

particular to determine the extent that positive 

political narratives can mitigate against other 

negative social interactions.  

This article illuminates that ethnic relocation does 

not inevitably lead to intercommunal violence; it is 

possible to foster political narratives of hope. The 

impact of man-made climate change, particularly 

rapidly rising sea levels, is an emerging threat to 

many countries in the South Pacific and will 

continue to worsen in coming decades. To address 

this threat and ensure the security of these states, 

the region and their regional relations, it is more 

important than ever that Pacific communities 

‘stand shoulder to shoulder’ as they ‘face’ climate 

change.104 
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Abstract 

This article offers a feminist critique on realism in 

International Relations (IR), particularly in how 

the realist account has narrowedly conceptualised 

global security by prioritising state survival above 

the individual life. Drawing on the work of 

Christian Reus-Smit and Duncan Snidal, the article 

explores how realism interprets the world and how 

realism deems that world ought to look like 

through the feminist lens. Despite their shared 

basic beliefs and equal importance, classical realist 

and neo-realist/structural realist thinking strands 

are both examined considering their fundamental 

differences. Prior to these analyses, the article 

establishes a deeper theoretical understanding of 

the feminist perspective to IR by explaining some 

of the key concepts that are affiliated with the 

theory, as well as outlining its theoretical mission. 

The article then moves on to firstly argue that 

feminist critique has exposed realist representation 

of world politics and security to be exclusive and 

detached, therefore, is immoral in its indifference 

to the experience of the marginalised in particular 

and of human in general. The second argument 

denotes that while realist guideline to international 

politics and security is not corrupt in itself, 

feminist investigation has, nonetheless, revealed 
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that realist recommendations carry many 

unintended immoral consequences.  

 

Key words: Feminism, Realism, gender, 

parchiatry, International Relations theory. 

 

In international relations (IR), feminism refers to 

the scholarly effort to infuse gendered concerns 

into the study of world politics. Falling under the 

wider umbrella of modernist critical theory, 

feminist theory fundamentally rejects the world as 

it is and thus, investigate its formation in an 

attempt to help humanity achieve emancipation.105 

In alignment with such a commitment, the 

feminism in IR has dissected many core concepts 

upheld since the birth of the discipline such as 

state, war or security to reveal them as deeply 

gendered and problematic.106 Hence, the feminist 

undoubtedly theory finds itself at odds with the 

realist tradition – one that plays a significant role 

in constructing the conventional understanding in 

IR.107 This article argues that feminist analysis of 

the state and its actions highlights the apathetic 

lens and insecurity amplification of realism in 

global politics. Building upon the idea proposed by 

 
105 C Browne. Critical social theory, London, Sage 

Publications, 2017, p.3; RW Cox, “Social Forces, States 

and World Orders: Beyond International Relations 
Theory,” Millennium, vol. 10, no. 2, 1981, p.129.  
106 A Harel-Shalev, “Feminist International Relations (IR) 

Theory” in The Palgrave Encyclopedia of Global Security 

Studies, S Romaniuk, M Thapa & P Marton (eds), Cham: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2019, p.1.  
107 J Donnelly, Realism and International Relations, 

Cambridge, England, Cambridge University Press, 2004, 

p.1. 

108 C Reus-Smit & D Snidel, “Between Utopia and Reality: 

The Practical Discourses of International Relations” in The 

Reus-Smit and Snidal, the article points to the idea 

that every theory encompasses an empirical and 

normative aspect.108  

 

Key concepts of Feminism and its mission in IR  

It is first crucial to fully comprehend the feminist 

idea and theoretical mission in criticising realism. 

The feminist approach to IR originates from the 

feminist theory as an intellectual extension of the 

1970s feminist social movement.109 Two 

significant concepts of the feminist theory are 

‘Gender’ and ‘Patriarchy’. Different from ‘sex’,  

“gender” is understood as a socially and culturally 

constructed concept that assigns different 

characteristics and roles to each sex, formulating 

notions about masculinity and femininity.110 With 

this philosophy, feminist thinkers argue that while 

biology may determine the behaviour of men and 

women, gender is not a legitimate or natural 

justification for discriminating practices and 

institutions.111 However, ‘patriarchy’, which obeys 

the ‘rule by father’ doctrine of how ‘it is right and 

proper for men to command and women to obey’, 

is deeply embedded in society and perpetuates 

Oxford Handbook of International Relations, C Reus-Smit 

& D Snidel (eds), Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2010, 

p.6. 
109 J Carlson & R Ray, “Feminist Theory,” in Oxford 

Bibliographies Online – Sociology, 2018, available at 

https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo

-9780199756384/obo-9780199756384-0020.xml.  
110 N Castree, R Kitchin & A Rogers, “Gender” in A 

Dictionary of Human Geography, Oxford, Oxford 

University Press, 2013. 
111 J Ann Tickner, Gender in international relations: 

feminist perspectives on achieving global security, New 

York, Columbia University Press, 1992, p.7. 

https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780199756384/obo-9780199756384-0020.xml
https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780199756384/obo-9780199756384-0020.xml
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unequal power relations between men and 

women.112 

Applying these insights to view global security, 

feminists perceive IR as a prime example of 

‘patriarchy’ considering how males dominate the 

field.113 R.W. Connell highlights that such 

domination is seen as appropriate since the conduct 

of foreign affairs values power, strength, 

rationality. These characteristics are typically 

associated with ‘hegemonic masculinity’, which is 

the idealised form of manhood endorsed to sustain 

a patriarchal order.114 Adhering to its roots in 

modernist critical theory, feminist theorists believe 

this patriarchal structure in IR must be eliminated 

for human emancipation.115 Joan Scott has 

suggested how feminist scholars would 

operationalise this mission, by identifying 

hierarchical constructions and factors that sustain 

them through their analysis.116 In doing so, these 

constructions can be challenged, consequently 

prevent their unconscious reproduction. The goal 

of feminism in IR is, therefore, is not only to add 

insights about women but also to challenge 

established understandings in global politics.  

 
112 L Code (ed.), Encyclopedia of feminist theories, 

London, Routledge, 2000, p.378.; D Thorburn, “Feminism 
Meets International Relations,” in SAIS Review, vol. 20, no. 

2, 2000, p.2 
113 T Ruiz, Feminist Theory and International Relations: 

The Feminist Challenge to Realism and Liberalism, 
California State University Stanislaus, 2005, p.1. 
114 RW Connell, Masculinities, Cambridge, Cambridge 

Polity, 2005, p.77. 
115J Ann Tickner, Gender in international relations: 

feminist perspectives on achieving global security, New 

York, Columbia University Press, 1992, p.5. 

116 Joan Wallach Scott, Gender and the politics of history, 
New York, Columbia University Press, 1999, pp.40-41. 

Feminist analysis of the empirical aspect of 

Realism: exclusive and detached  

Employing a gendered lens to analyse classical 

realist thoughts, feminism has revealed the realist 

worldview as partial. Realism is based on 

hegemonic masculine ideas that speak for the 

experience of only certain men. Classical realism 

is generally underpinned by the belief that conflict 

is inescapable, and politics is necessarily the field 

for the pursuit of power.117 In explaining the 

inevitability of war, classical realism points human 

nature for their answer. This is evident in Thomas 

Hobbes’ famous ideology of ‘human’ as inherently 

bad, selfish and untrustworthy.118 Informed by this 

perspective, classical realists have painted a picture 

of world politics with images of global insecurity. 

However, this Hobbesian account is profoundly 

gendered and thereby partial. Hobbes’ description 

of human behaviour is primarily an embodiment of 

an adult male, which is characterised by 

aggression, autonomy and egoism.119 Furthermore, 

Hobbes’ construction of the state of nature also 

denies maternity that requires nurturing behaviour 

and socialisation for the survival of the next 

generation.120  

117 RH Jackson & G Sørensen, Introduction to International 

Relations: Theories and Approaches, Oxford, Oxford 
University Press, 2007, p.305. 
118 A Nuri Yurdusev, “Thomas Hobbes and international 

relations: from realism to rationalism,” in Australian 

Journal of International Affairs, vol. 60, no. 2, 2006, p.305. 
119 C Di Stefano, “Masculinity as ideology in political 

theory: Hobbesian Man Considered,” in Women’s Studies 

International Forum, vol. 6, no. 6, 1983, p.365.  
120  J Flax, “Political Philosophy and the Patriarchial 
Unconscious: A Psychoanalytic Perspective on 

Epistemology and Metaphysics” in Discovering 

Reality:Feminist Perspectives on Epistemology, 

Metaphysics, Methodology, and Philosophy of Science, S 
Harding & M Hintikka (eds), Dordrecht, Springer, 1983, 

p.250. 
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Similarly, Niccoló Machiavelli’s worldview in The 

Prince – the foundational work in realism – 

perpetuates an idealist masculine perception. A 

consistent theme of his literature is the acceptance 

or even celebration of princes’ quest for power 

through war. This theme can be traced from 

Machiavelli’s endorsement of the citizen-warrior 

concept, which originated from Greek city-states. 

Ancient Greeks believed that the legitimacy of 

citizenship is best proven through one’s 

courageous engagement on the battlefield.121 

Influenced by this militarised vision of citizenship, 

Machiavelli’s perception of society privileges 

specific masculine qualities while simultaneously 

devaluing femininity.122 The man and state must 

possess virtu (skills and resources lying in 

manliness) to overcome fortuna (uncontrolling 

situations lying in feminity).  

 

Neo-realism and new insights 

Building upon these perceptions of pre-twentieth-

century thinkers, Hans Morgenthau has infused IR 

with the same gendered account of world politics. 

Outlined in his ‘Six Principles of Political 

Realism’, politics is seen to have roots in human 

 
121 C Hooper, Manly states: masculinities, international 

relations, and gender politics, New York, Columbia 
University Press, 2001, p.64; L Strauss, “Niccolo 

Machiavelli” in History of Political Philosophy, L Strauss 

& J Cropsey (eds), London, University of Chicago Press, 

1987, p.297. 
122 WL Brown, Manhood and politics: a feminist reading in 

political theory, Totowa, Rowman & Littlefield, 1988, 

p.72. 

123 Hans Joachim Morgenthau, Politics among nations: the 
struggle for power and peace, New York, Alfred A. Knopf, 

(1949) 1978, p.4. 

nature or can be explained in reference to the 

individual.123 Adopting a Hobbesian/Augustinian 

vision of human nature, Morgenthau paints another 

picture where human behaviour is only 

representational to that of certain men and as a 

reflection of their masculine experiences.124 

Indeed, the hegemonic masculine view of human 

nature contributes to the understanding of the state 

as a self-interest driven actor, which constructs a 

conflictual international system.  Such a view often 

overlooks other IR characteristics such as 

cooperation or regeneration.125 Feminist 

interrogation, through the discoveries of gendered 

constructions embedded in the so-called 

“universally valid” worldview of realism, revealed 

the inherent exclusiveness of the realist empirical 

account.126 

Feminism also finds the realist portrayal of the 

world incredibly detached from human experience 

in general, contradicting realism’s founding 

principle of commitment to reality as a legitimate 

source for political intellectual knowledge.127 

Indeed, realist and neo-realist thinkers’ aim to 

scientise IR theories is problematic. Adopting neo-

positivist methodologies, neorealists construct 

theories with a high level of abstraction to garner 

124 J Ann Tickner, ‘Hans Morgenthau’s Principles of 

Political Realism: A feminist reformulation’, 

Millennium,vol. 17, no. 3, 1988, p. 432.  

125 Ibid.  

126 Hans Joachim Morgenthau, Politics among nations: the 

struggle for power and peace, New York, Alfred A. Knopf, 

(1949) 1978, p. 5. 

127 K Stullerova, “Embracing ontological doubt: The role of 

‘reality’ in political realism,” in Journal of International 

Political Theory, vol. 13, no. 1, 2016, p. 64. 
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more predictability.128 Particularly, Kenneth Waltz 

reimagines states as ‘units’ or participants in the 

structure of international affairs with no functional 

differences.129 The image of the states in a 

neorealist world is seemingly devoid of humans. 

All things that happen at the unit level, including 

individual interactions, are deemed by Waltz as 

unimportant in the study of the discipline.130  

 

The sin of apathy  

Overall, realism emerges as an immoral account 

that ignores the experience of the marginalised in 

particular, and of the individual in general. The 

realist tradition is not unaware of the experience of 

females, socially marginalised groups, or the 

individuals in international affairs. It simply 

chooses to talk about the world, state, and security 

with an apathetic lens.  In her ground-breaking text 

Banana, Beaches and Bases, Cynthia Enloe 

reveals the intense involvement of women – as 

diplomats’ wives, female soldiers, and prostitutes – 

in diplomacy, military bases and transnational 

corporations.131 These extensive and wide-ranging 

roles of women are actively trivialised and ignored 

 
128 RK Ashley, “The Poverty of Neorealism,” in 

International Organization, vol. 38, no. 2, 1984, p. 249. 

129 Kenneth Neal Waltz, Theory of International Politics, 

New York, Random House, 1979, pp. 93-96. 

130 Ibid, p. 6. 

131 C Enloe, Bananas, Beaches and Bases: Making 

Feminist Sense of International Politics, Berkeley, 

University of California Press, 2000. 

132 A Harel-Shalev, “Gendering ethnic conflicts: minority 

women in divided societies – the case of Muslim women in 

by realist thinkers to fit into the hegemonic 

masculinity agenda. 

One major feminist critique in IR is that the 

conventional realist understanding of security is 

limited to the state survival while abandoning the 

individuals.132 While Leviathan claims that only in 

the state can human safely practice morality, 

feminist scholars have pointed out how women are 

still facing immoralities and insecurities in the 

form of gender-based violence that are not 

regulated domestically.133 ‘The personal is the 

political’, stated by Enloe in advocating for an 

emphasis on private matters as a part of 

international politics and security rather than a 

narrow focus on national security interests.134 It is 

immoral to actively ignore injustices inflicted upon 

certain groups or an individual as a whole.  

The works of Carol Cohn somehow explain for the 

realist’s apathetic lens. Highlighting how strategic 

discourses surrounding weapons of mass 

destruction use technical language,  realist thinking 

downplays the deadly consequences and human 

sufferings associated with nuclear 

confrontations.135 Realism can only envision the 

pursuit for power, national security or war by 

leaving out the brutality experienced by 

India,” in Ethnic and Racial Studies, vol. 40, no. 12, 2017, 

p. 2115. 

133 J Ann Tickner, Gender in international relations: 

feminist perspectives on achieving global security, New 

York, Columbia University Press, 1992, p.57.  

134 C Enloe, Bananas, Beaches and Bases, p.315. 

135 C Cohn, “Sex and Death in the Rational World of 

Defense Intellectuals,” in Signs: Journal of Women in 

Culture and Society, vol. 12, no. 4, 1987, p. 690. 
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individuals that are intrinsically a part of these 

activities.136 To conclude, feminist analysis has 

revealed the exclusive and detached representation 

of the world promoted by realism to be inherently 

immoral in its indifference to human experience, 

especially that of the marginalised.  

 

Normative aspect of Realism: moral or 

immoral? 

Despite the ethical rationale behind realist thinking 

in international politics, feminists view it as having 

unintended immoral consequences. Realism, 

especially classical realism, is widely criticised for 

its lack of morals.137 The common reference to 

Thucydides’ quote ‘the strong do what they want 

and the weak suffer what they must’ in realism 

indicates an immoral approach to statecraft, in 

which power and politics succumb to ethical 

standards.138 In his six principles which set the 

foundation for classical realism, Morgenthau also 

advocates for the autonomy of politics, to make 

moral, economic or religious judgement 

implacable to political decisions.139 While some 

people argue that realism has its own morality not 

 
136 C Sylvester, War, Feminism and International relations, 

New York, Routledge, 2012, p.18. 

137 Ashley, ‘The Poverty of Neorealism’, 234; RO 

Keohane, “Theory of World Politics: Structural Realism 

and Beyond” in Political Science: The State of Discipline, 

AW Finifter (ed), Washington DC, APSA, 1983, p.519. 

138 R Strasser, The Landmark Thucydides:A Comprehensive 

Guide to the Peloponnesian War, Free Press, New York, 

1996, p.13. 

139 Hans Joachim Morgenthau, Politics among nations: the 

struggle for power and peace, New York, Alfred A. Knopf, 

(1949) 1978, pp 11-15. 

adhering to international standards,140 Morgenthau 

asserts that being virtuous or having good 

intentions in world politics cannot guarantee 

ethical outcomes.141 A man can scarify himself in 

pursuit of higher morality, but not a state.142 When 

making normative statements on how actors need 

to ensure states survival in the pursuit of power, 

classical realism is basing that claim off ethical 

considerations.  

 

Feminist scholars might be sceptical of whether 

realist theorists and those who seek to adopt it in 

policymaking can live up to the moral standards 

that they have set for themselves, or whether their 

standard is even ethical enough. The 

aforementioned overvaluing of the state in realist 

thinking could make Morgenthau’s ethics 

counterproductive, since the survival of the 

abstract state is made the endpoint instead of 

security for its citizens. Furthermore, in the logic 

of realism, its moral mission of ensuring state 

survival justifies the infliction of immoral actions 

onto those that exist outside the national 

territory.143 Advocating for an understanding of 

security in relations to individuals’ enjoyment of 

140 M Cozette, “Reclaiming the critical dimension of 

realism: Hans J. Morgenthau on the ethics of scholarship,” 

in Review of International Studies, vol. 34, no. 1, 2008, p.5. 

141 Hans Joachim Morgenthau, Politics among nations: the 

struggle for power and peace, New York, Alfred A. Knopf, 

(1949) 1978, p. 6.  

142Ibid., p. 10 

143 MC Desch, “It is kind to be cruel: the humanity of 

American Realism,” in Review of International Studies, 

vol. 29, 2003, p. 415. 
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justice regardless of nationality, feminist 

perspective in IR may consider realist morality to 

be not moral enough. While the validity of realist 

self-devised morality is still up for debate, the fact 

that realist normative claims are based on an 

ethical consideration should still be acknowledged.  

 

Normative aspect of Neo-realism: better or 

worse? 

That being said, the feminist inspection of realist 

normative assumptions, or realist beliefs of what 

the world ought to look like, has discovered many 

unintended and immoral consequences. Normative 

claims made by classical realism and structural 

realism, despite being informed by different 

accounts of world politics, arrive at a similar 

conclusion of what needs to be done in global 

affairs to achieve security and stability. States must 

always be suspicious of others’ intentions and act 

on the basis of the worst-case scenario of being 

attacked. This has led to the advocacy of self-help 

and pursuit for power to strengthen states 

capabilities in defence of its sovereignty.144 

Neorealism shares similar normative assumptions 

despite its intention of endorsing descriptive and 

predictive qualities only.145 Neorealism ensures 

state survival through power balance in anarchy.146 

 
144 Ibid.  

145 T Lundborg, “The ethics of neorealism: Waltz and the 

time of international life,” in European Journal of 

International Relations, vol. 25, no. 1, 2019, p.229. 

146 JJ Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, 

New York, W.W. Norton & Company, 2014, p.3. 

By saying that power balance is the only possible 

outcome of power struggles of states in 

international politics, neorealism is in fact 

promoting the practice of balancing by shaping 

people’s imagination. Unconsciously, neorealism 

has made a normative claim because it is not fully 

aware of the effects that a theory could have on 

people.  

 

Realist thinking – as explained above – is 

immensely influential in the discipline of IR, not 

solely within the theoretical realm but also in 

practical terms. Recommendations of established 

realist scholars like Morgenthau and Waltz are 

taken seriously by heads of governments and 

policymakers.147 Hence, realist thinking has great 

implications for a country’s foreign policies. In 

saying states should pursue or balance power by 

engaging in warfare and arms races, realists are 

essentially responsible for the spreading global 

insecurity. While realists consider the adoption of 

their recommendations serves an ethical purpose of 

ensuring states’ survival in the international 

system, feminist scholars find that realist 

objectives have failed to make the population 

safer, and sometimes even became victims of 

147 J Hollander, “Prof. Kenneth N. Waltz’s Political 

Realism Wins James Madison Lifetime Achievement 

Award In Political Science,” in Colombia University News, 

2000, available at 

http://www.columbia.edu/cu/pr/00/03/kennethWaltz.html; 

WE Scheuerman, “Realism and the Left: the case of Hans 

J. Morgenthau,” in Review of International Studies, vol. 34, 

2008, p.29. 

http://www.columbia.edu/cu/pr/00/03/kennethWaltz.html
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states’ actions.148 Regardless of its potential to 

enhance states’ security, nuclear weapons have 

only reduced human security, as seen in Hiroshima 

and Nagasaki. Realist normative claims, although 

might possess ethical roots, have accidentally 

further perpetuated human suffering and are, 

thereby, immoral.  

 

Conclusion  

Feminism in IR has set the theoretical mission to 

challenge conventional understandings of the state, 

war and security upheld by the discipline, with 

realism as a major source of influence in shaping 

how these understanding came about. Feminist 

interrogation of the states and its actions in the 

international sphere has revealed the realist 

account of politics to be immoral in both its 

interpretation of the world and its idealised 

version. The feminist perspective, finding the 

realist empirical account of world politics as both 

exclusive of the marginalised and detached from 

the individual, would conclude it to be immoral in 

its choice to actively ignore these voices. Feminist 

breakdown of the normative dimension to realism 

has also found that although not corrupt in itself, 

how realism is telling actors to behave may have 

unintended consequences that are immoral.  

 

 

 
148 J Ann Tickner, Gender in international relations: 

feminist perspectives on achieving global security, New 

York, Columbia University Press, 1992, pp.19-20. 
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‘Technological Trafficking’: how human 

traffickers are embracing emerging 

technologies and why innovative solutions 

are needed in response 
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McAneny 

 

Abstract 

Human trafficking has existed for millennia, 

known more commonly as slavery. While 

significant progress was made in the eradication of 

slavery in the late 19th and early 20th century, the 

combination of rapid globalisation and 

increasingly sophisticated technological 

developments have contributed to a resurgence of 

human trafficking. This article will explore the 

ramifications technology has had on the human 

trafficking industry and examine the response of 

authorities and other related actors, such as NGO’s 

and multilateral organisation, to these 

developments. It will then go on to discuss the 

potential solutions to this growing problem, 

highlighting the need for anti-trafficking 

organisations and authorities to embrace emerging 

technologies to combat traffickers and raise 

awareness of the magnitude of the problem among 

the general public. The article concludes that the 

main barrier limiting the effectiveness of current 

anti-trafficking efforts is a lack of resources for the 

 
149 M Kavenagh, ‘Human trafficking: the third largest crime 
industry in the world.’, ECPAT International, 6 August 

2018. 

development of sophisticated anti-trafficking 

technology. 

 

Key words: human trafficking, technology, 

modern slavery, organised crime, human security 

 

Introduction 

Over the last 50 years, the world has undergone a 

wave of progress and experienced a level of 

development unprecedented in human history, with 

a plethora of technological breakthroughs in 

electronics, transport and communication 

technologies ushering in a new age of 

globalisation. For all the benefits these 

developments have wrought, they have also 

contributed to the birth of a new era of organised 

international crime, particularly in relation to the 

scale and complexity of global human trafficking. 

Human trafficking is the third largest criminal 

industry in the world, behind drug and arms 

trafficking, with over 24 million people 

experiencing forced labour conditions and sexual 

exploitation as a result.149 Although the numbers of 

trafficking victims are increasingly globally, 

fortunately so too are the number of detections, 

prevention operations and convictions. This is 

primarily due to the multilateral efforts to improve 

data collection methods and cybersecurity 

technologies necessary to detect and prevent 

human trafficking.  
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This article will explore how evolving 

technologies are transforming the nature of human 

trafficking operations and the manner in which it 

can be detected, as well as outlining some of the 

issues facing anti-trafficking authorities that must 

be overcome in order to effectively limit the 

continuing growth of the human trafficking 

industry. So far authorities use of technology to 

combat human trafficking has lagged behind the 

rate at which traffickers adopt and adapt emerging 

technologies for their own criminal enterprises.  

Furthermore, a lack of awareness of the scale and 

severity of modern human trafficking by the public 

and in mainstream discourse hinders efforts to 

combat the issue. The main contention of this 

article is that a three tiered approach to fighting 

trafficking is needed to successfully halt the tide of 

human trafficking in the 21st century, namely; the 

need for greater awareness of the problem in 

mainstream discourse and more information 

regarding human trafficking processes available to 

the public, increased funding for the development 

of specific anti-trafficking technologies and a 

greater flexibility on the part of anti-trafficking 

groups to adopt and improve upon emerging 

technological tools and solutions. 

 

 

 

 
150 A.A Aronowitz, Human Trafficking: A Reference 

Handbook, ABC-CLIO Publishing, Santa Barbara, 2017, 

p.8 
151 United Nations, International Covenant on Civil and 

Political Rights, 1966, Art. 8.  

The history of human trafficking and its place 

as a contemporary security threat 

The current methods and processes involved in 

human trafficking crime may be relatively new, 

but the practice of transporting people for labour 

and sexual exploitation purposes has existed for 

millennia. From ancient times to the colonial 

projects of the 18th and 19th centuries, human 

trafficking has existed throughout the world albeit 

under the label of slavery. Infamous examples of 

slavery include the abhorrent and lucrative 

African-American slave trade that saw native 

Africans enslaved and transported to the U.S to 

work on plantations as well as the widespread 

slave trafficking within the Indo-Pacific region.  

Historical slavery was much akin to what is now 

known as forced labour.150 Whilst slavery has 

since become illegal in most member-states of the 

UN,151 international criminal organisations, 

renegade military forces and some unscrupulous 

corporations have taken up the role abandoned by 

states to profit off the trafficking and exploitation 

of humans.152  

The sheer magnitude of contemporary global 

human trafficking operations is extremely 

confronting. Human trafficking operations 

frequently cross both physical state borders and the 

murkier cybersecurity boundaries raised by States, 

individuals and corporations alike. The profits of 

human trafficking contribute to the funding of 

international criminal enterprises, while trafficking 

152 H Darnton & T Hoang, ‘Accelerating the use of tech to 

combat human trafficking.’ Global Initiative, 30 April 

2019. 
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operations have also become an instrumental tool 

of war in smaller theatres of conflict around the 

world. Both of these factors have transformed 

human trafficking into an activity that is capable of 

threatening the stability and security of States and 

citizens alike. In recent years human trafficking 

activity has increased, having benefitted from the 

2016 Syrian migration crisis which continues to 

have a large impact on global migration patterns. 

The crisis has increased the ability for human 

trafficking operations to go undetected amidst the 

chaos and instability of disproportionately high 

migration patterns throughout the Middle East and 

North Africa, where the issue of forced labour is 

particularly prevalent.153  

One of the most serious difficulties in combatting 

human trafficking is the lack of attention and 

resources granted to the issue internationally by 

governments and the mainstream media alike. 

Fortunately, the status quo of human trafficking 

being considered ‘taboo’ is beginning to change. 

For instance the trafficking of women and girls for 

sexual exploitation purposes and financial gain 

amidst war has come into sharp focus within 

mainstream discourse following the abduction of 

300 Nigerian schoolgirls by Boko Haram in 2014 

and the subsequent #BringBackOur Girls 

campaign.154 Alongside these abductions for 

predominately sexual exploitation, Boko Haram 

have also trafficked boys and men to become 

soldiers or suicide bombers in their armed forces, 

 
153 United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2018 

GLOBAL REPORT ON TRAFFICKING IN PERSONS, 

2018, p. 11. 
154 J Bigio & R Vogelstein, ‘Human trafficking isn’t just 
morally repugnant. It’s also a security threat.’, The 

Washington Post, 12 February 2019. 

as have other terrorist organisations.155 According 

to the International Labour Organisation, human 

trafficking in 2014 reported a 150 billion dollar 

profit from trafficking services, sales and 

ransoms.156 These massive profits are then 

funnelled back into a myriad of different 

international criminal activities and conflicts which 

continue to undermine the security of States and 

civilian populations, particularly in the Global 

South.157  

 

‘Techno-Trafficking’: traffickers adopting 

emerging technologies to expand their 

operations 

The rapid development of the internet and other 

communications technologies has changed the very 

fabric of society, transforming the way individuals 

live and socialise and the way corporations and 

governments function with human trafficking 

being no exception. While the increasing scale of 

human trafficking is due in some degree to 

external global factors, such as the Syrian 

migration crisis mentioned above, it can also be 

attributed to the prevalence of affordable and 

accessible technologies.  

This issue of new technologies becoming an 

integral part of trafficking operations was 

highlighted at the Vienna Forum to fight Human 

Trafficking and has grown to become a serious 

155 J Bigio & R Vogelstein, ‘The Security Implications of 

Human Trafficking’, Council on Foreign Relations 

Discussion Paper, October 2019, p.4. 
156 ILO, Profits and Poverty, International Labour 
Organisation, 2014, p. 45. 
157 Ibid.  
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concern and primary area of focus for anti-

trafficking organisations in recent years.158 With 

more widespread access to affordable technology 

that is becoming ever harder to trace, technological 

innovations in encryption and blockchain are 

allowing traffickers to operate with impunity in the 

lawless digital frontier to shroud and expand their 

activities and establish global trafficking chains 

across the globe.  

 

Cryptocurrencies: a crucial tool for traffickers 

With traditional credit cards and bank accounts 

being easily monitored and tracked by authorities, 

traffickers had to find new ways of conducting 

transactions for trafficked persons or services over 

the internet whilst remaining anonymous. The 

most obvious solution for this problem was the 

adoption of cryptocurrency transactions.159 

Cryptocurrency is a digital currency that is sent 

between users on peer-to-peer networks without a 

centralised bank. Cryptocurrency has boomed in 

popularity in recent years due to the anonymous 

nature of its transactions, with sophisticated 

encryption techniques protecting the identity of the 

parties involved. A 2018 report uncovered that in 

2015 44% of transactions using bitcoin, the most 

prominent of the cryptocurrencies, were related to 

illegal activities such as the drugs trade, and arms 

and human trafficking.160 Since its rise to 

 
158 United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, Commission 
on Crime Prevention and Criminal Justice Seventeenth 

session Vienna, 2008, pp. 14–18,. 
159 T Revell, ‘How AI and bitcoin can stop sex trafficking.’ 

New Scientist, Vol. 235, 2017, p.7. 
160 S Foley, JR Karlsen & TJ Putniņš, ‘Sex, Drugs, and 

Bitcoin: How Much Illegal Activity Is Financed Through 

prominence in the mid-2010s, multilateral 

organisations, governments and NGOs have put 

pressure on cryptocurrency companies to crack 

down on illegal transactions made using the 

technology. However, like many technologies 

associated with trafficking and other illegal 

activities, criminals have consistently shifted 

between platforms to smaller and lesser known 

currencies such as Dash or Monero in attempts to 

pre-empt authorities efforts to legislate and control 

the larger cryptocurrencies.161 While the ability to 

track bitcoin and other cryptocurrency transactions 

related to illegal activity is gradually improving, 

the sheer scale of the illegal operations that 

accounted for nearly half of bitcoin transactions 

demonstrate the monumental challenges faced by 

authorities in adapting to combat human 

trafficking operations that are constantly 

innovating. 

 

VPNs, encryption and the Dark Net 

Further technological methods that traffickers use 

are a combination of anonymous online data 

storage and hosting services, communication apps 

and data encryption techniques to bypass the 

digital forensic investigations that are conducted 

by authorities.162 Simple applications and services 

such as virtual private networks (VPNs), end to 

end messaging encryption and darknet web hosting 

Cryptocurrencies?’ Review of Financial Studies, Vol. 32, 
no. 5, 2018. 
161 Ibid, p.3. 
162 K Guilbert, ‘Chasing shadows: can technology save the 

slaves it snared?’ Thomson Reuters Foundation, 21 June 
2018. 
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services are widely available and easily accessible 

for even moderately technologically savvy 

individuals and groups. Even these relatively 

simple entry level technological tools are 

extremely effective and are difficult for authorities 

to overcome in light of their lack of resources and 

often outdated tools and tracking techniques. 

Probably the most basic yet effective method 

available to traffickers is the use of WhatsApp 

calls which are end to end encrypted instead of 

using normal telephone networks, which 

authorities are capable of tracing and recording.163  

These examples are just a few of the plethora of 

technological methods employed by human 

traffickers to evade detection by the authorities 

who are often left outpaced and insufficiently 

equipped to respond effectively. The simplicity 

and accessibility of these techniques are what 

makes them so attractive for human traffickers and 

so difficult to deal with for authorities. All of these 

methods arise from applications and services 

designed for use by ordinary people in an evolving 

online society and market that is placing an ever-

greater focus on online privacy. Authorities have 

little to no hope of being able to prevent the 

development of these technologies, as they are 

legitimate products serving a legitimate need in 

modern life. Nor is it as simple as identifying 

individuals using these technologies, as human 

traffickers and other criminals make up only a 

portion of the millions of users, the majority of 

 
163 Ibid. 
164M Hernández-Álvarez, ‘Detection of possible human 

trafficking in Twitter.’ 2019 International Conference on 
Information Systems and Software Technologies (ICI2ST), 

2019, p.188. 

whom are utilising these technologies for 

legitimate purposes. This problematic interaction 

highlights the crucial need for anti-trafficking 

authorities to innovate in the technological sphere 

themselves, and to aim not just to keep up with the 

constant flow of technical progress but to outpace 

it and be equipped with the sophisticated tools 

needed to thwart traffickers. 

 

The ese of social media to identify and target 

trafficking victims   

One of the most significant societal changes which 

has impacted the manner in which human 

trafficking is conducted in the 21st century is the 

accessibility of social media to both international 

criminal organisations and potential victims. The 

push-pull dynamics usually present in international 

trafficking operations are amplified by the use of 

curated social media accounts, primarily 

Instagram, Facebook or Twitter to draw in and 

establish communication with young people across 

the globe and particularly in the Global South.164  

An example of this process was observed recently 

when twenty Venezuelan women were targeted by 

Instagram posts that promoted luxurious European 

lifestyles and high paying jobs in the hospitality 

and sex industry. The women subsequently moved 

to Austria and were then manipulated, isolated and 

exploited in a country where they did not speak the 

language and no longer had bodily autonomy.165166 

165 I Chen & C Tortosa, ‘The Use of Digital Evidence in 

Human Trafficking Investigations.’ Anti-Trafficking 

Review, vol. 14, 2020, p. 122.  
166 S Raets & J Janssens, ‘Trafficking and Technology: 

Exploring the Role of Digital Communication 
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Social media can also be used to establish personal 

connections through curated profiles based on 

personal information available on the internet such 

as location, interests and identities.167168 Due to the 

perceived physical barriers of digital 

communication, victims are more likely to lower 

their psychological barriers and become more 

comfortable and confident to communicate and 

listen to propositions offered by these 

traffickers.169 

Raising education and awareness of these types of 

trafficking recruitment methods would help 

mitigate the impact of these methods, particularly 

in relation to young people who are especially 

vulnerable. This need for education relating to 

online safety is also a symptom of the greater 

problem of the significant lack of awareness most 

members of the public have regarding the severity 

and extent of human trafficking in the 21st century.  

While a general ability to ensure their own 

individual online safety is a positive first step in 

protecting against traffickers, the more informed 

the general population is about the dangers and 

signs of human trafficking, the more capable 

authorities will be at combatting trafficking 

operations. Governments, multi-lateral 

organisations and NGOs must make a greater 

effort at spreading awareness of the issue and 

providing individuals with the tools to recognise 

human trafficking recruitment and transport 

operations. Faced with an informed public, the 

 
Technologies in the Belgian Human Trafficking Business.’, 

European Journal on Criminal Policy and Research, vol. 

25, 2019, p.7 
167 L Shelley & C Bain, ‘When We Talk About Human 

Trafficking, We Also Need to Talk About Tech. Here’s 

pool of potential victims for trafficking will be 

greatly decreased and the likelihood of authorities 

receiving aid in the form of tip-offs for easily 

recognisable suspicious activity will be improved 

significantly. 

 

The use of personal information for blackmail 

The same technology that facilitates the 

connections between potential victims and 

traffickers to lure them overseas or kidnap them 

also doubles as a powerful blackmail tool to ensure 

that victims remain under the control of traffickers. 

The gathering of personal data contained in apps or 

personal profiles is one of the more straightforward 

and common forms of blackmail used by 

traffickers.  

A more targeted form of blackmail is also 

prevalent, involving the grooming of particularly 

vulnerable young women through job offers in 

industries such as modelling and asking to take 

nude photos or videos as an ‘application’.170 

Although blackmail was a technique that existed in 

pre-social media trafficking, the ability to publish 

this blackmail material to the whole network of a 

victim’s friends or family has caused it to be used 

to an even more damaging potential by traffickers.  

The shame associated with this blackmail or 

arising from being sexually exploited or tricked 

into a forced labour situation is so great in many 

cultures that it alone is sufficient to maintain 

Why.’ ,BRINK – News and Insights on Global Risk, 11 

March 2019.  
168 Raets & Janssens, Trafficking and Technology, p.7. 
169 Ibid. 
170Kieran Guilbert, ‘Chasing shadows’. 
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control over the victim and ensure their 

compliance and silence and keep them trapped in 

the industry.171  

 

Anti-trafficking Operations and Technology  

The same technology that is being used to lure 

people into human trafficking schemes is also 

capable of being used by authorities to identify 

traffickers and trafficking operations.  The 

collection of data from social media websites 

including messages, posts, recordings, private and 

public groups are proving invaluable to authorities, 

as is the purchasing patterns of individuals that 

correspond with trafficking crimes leaving digital 

footprints to identify offenders.172 Another benefit 

of trafficking operations moving online is that anti-

trafficking operations have become safer for the 

individuals involved, as the shift online allows for 

greater access and protection whilst conducting 

undercover work and sting operations through the 

very same channels that traffickers use.173  

However, the scale of the human trafficking 

industry is so vast that any serious anti-trafficking 

operations requires cooperation between a number 

of governments, interest groups and NGOs to 

effectively uncover these large trafficking 

networks. Because of the bureaucratic and 

administrative difficulty of such multi-lateral 

efforts, traffickers have the advantage of being 

 
171 D Boyd et al., ‘Human Trafficking and Technology: A 
framework for understanding the role of technology in the 

commercial sexual exploitation of children in the U.S.’, 

Microsoft Research Connections, 2011, p.5. 
172 Raets & Janssens, ‘Trafficking and Technology’, p.11. 
173Ibid, p.12. 

able to adapt more rapidly than authorities can 

respond.  

 

The role of states & international organisations 

in anti-trafficking efforts 

In the international arena multilateral organisations 

such as the United Nations (UN) have been 

making continuous efforts to recognise and 

publicise the scale and severity of modern human 

trafficking through their United Nations Office on 

Drugs and Crime (UNODC).174 The primary 

program designed to achieve this is the Human 

Trafficking and Migrant Smuggling Section 

(HTMSS), which aims to provide support to states 

to implement UN legislation, such as the 

Convention against Transnational Organised 

Crime (UNTOC) and their UN Trafficking in 

Persons (TIP) Protocol.  

The TIP has had mixed success, being ratified by 

most member-states but containing non-binding 

language which absolves mandatory duties.175 

These international organisations work side by side 

with national governments, authorities and law 

enforcement by implementing a range of strategic 

planning and policy development initiatives, and 

assisting with the improvement of legal 

frameworks to more effectively deal with 

174 United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2018-
Highlights At A Glance, Human Trafficking and Migrant 

Smuggling Section (HTMSS), 2019, p.1. 
175 RG Blanton, SL Blanton & D Peksen, ‘Confronting 

human trafficking: The role of state capacity.’, Conflict 
Management and Peace Science, Vol. 36, no. 4, 2018, 

p.472. 
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trafficking offences.176 In recent years HTMSS has 

operated in Brazil, Morocco and Egypt amongst 

others to identify and build networks to support 

anti-trafficking initiatives through the 

improvement of data gathering, analysis and 

tracking technology.177 In the global effort towards 

anti-trafficking, states and international 

organisations must continue to work more closely 

with a multitude of other minor actors to combat 

this illegal activity. 

 

The role of NGOs: a critical contribution 

Anti-trafficking efforts have also evolved beyond 

the traditional multilateral state efforts and have 

come to incorporate NGOs, transnational 

corporations and even individuals. This is due in 

part to the accessibility of anti-trafficking 

technology, as well as the somewhat lacklustre 

success of multilateral efforts. Many UN treaties 

lack the necessary enforcement provisions to 

create accountability for states where trafficking 

originates or thrives.178  

Non-government organisations have begun to take 

on a prominent role in anti-trafficking efforts by 

continuing to develop more sophisticated 

technological tools to combat human trafficking 

and creating grass-roots movements to raise 

awareness of forced labour and sexual exploitation 

and to provide support for former victims. 

 
176 United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2018-

Highlights At A Glance, (HTMSS)  p.4 
177 Ibid. 
178 United Nations, United Nations Convention Against 
Transnational Organized Crime, Nov. 15, 2000, 2225 

U.N.T.S. 209 

Organisations such as Thorn, popularised by the 

involvement of actors Ashton Kutcher and Demi 

Moore, through their Spotlight program aim to 

supplement and aid the work done by local 

governmental authorities in identifying possible 

child trafficking victims through tracking 

movements of known or suspected trafficking 

organisations and routes.179 

In another effort, Collective Liberty, which 

describes itself as a combination between a tech 

start-up and advocacy group utilises emerging 

technologies to assist law enforcement in 

compiling and processing massive amounts of 

data. By using machine learning algorithms in 

conjunction with AI to analyse news reports, court 

documents, Freedom of Information Act requests, 

online forums and prostitution websites alongside 

first-hand accounts from victims they aim to create 

potential criminal networks through connecting 

conversations, people, transactions from bank 

accounts and past trafficking criminal history.180 

Founder Rochelle Keyhan noticed the same “huge 

gap when it came to tech-related solutions" in 

fighting trafficking, highlighting that … 

[something like Collective Liberty] didn't exist but 

was necessary” and thus took the initiative to 

create this platform.  

 

179 S Roy, ‘Ashton Kutcher Is Fighting Online Child Sexual 

Abuse With Backing From a $280 Million Fund.’ Global 

Citizen, 17 April 2019. 
180 MJ Gaynor, ‘This D.C. start-up Uses Technology and 
data to help Police stop Human trafficking.’ The 

Washington Post, 9 March 2020. 
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The role of corporations: true corporate 

responsibility or avoiding public backlash? 

Private corporations have also begun to play a 

larger role in the fight against human trafficking, 

with the technological sector stepping up their 

efforts to cooperatively develop technologies that 

can assist in combatting human trafficking. A 

principal example of industry involvement is Tech 

Against Trafficking, a coalition of technology 

companies including Amazon, Microsoft, Nokia, 

Vodafone and others who collaborate through their 

Accelerator Program to utilise their technologies to 

prevent and uncover human trafficking rings.181  

These efforts are also supported by international 

organisations such as the Organization for Security 

and Cooperation in Europe and the International 

Organisation for Migration, which have 

collectively created more than 260 technological 

tools used to support and carry out anti-trafficking 

analysis. Within these initiatives, Tech Against 

Trafficking’s most acclaimed contributions are its 

satellite imagery and geospatial mapping 

technologies used to track and intercept vessels 

that are involved in illegal trafficking.182 This 

technology has so far mainly focused on mapping 

and monitoring trafficking activities in regions 

including North America, Europe and parts of East 

Asia, leaving  areas in Africa, Oceania, South 

America and the Middle East that are particularly 

problematic in terms of trafficking activities 

neglected.183  

 
181 Darnton & Hoang, ‘Accelerating the use of tech to 

combat human trafficking.’. 
182 Ibid.  
183 Ibid.  

Multinational corporations are also taking the 

initiative to investigate their complex global 

supply chains for practices of illegal labour, both 

to display corporate responsibility as well as to 

avoid the legal and public relations consequences 

of being associated with the practice.184 The 

emerging technology of block-chain that is a 

critical foundation of cryptocurrency transactions 

has recently begun to be utilised by corporations to 

track and verify the legitimacy of crucial resources 

used in the production of their products to ensure 

that they are not sourced from wholesale vendors 

employing slave labour. This has proved to be 

extremely effective in relation to the supply of rare 

minerals, such as cobalt which is a critical 

component of many computer chip and battery 

technologies, from impoverished African nations 

where forced labour and slavery practices are 

especially prevalent and concerning.   

 

The role of individuals: an increasingly 

important aspect 

One of the principal reasons for the success of 

global human trafficking networks over the last 

few decades is that the majority of individuals in 

society are uninformed about the realities of 

modern human trafficking and will usually fail to 

recognise the signs of trafficking activity. In an 

attempt to remedy this issue a number of public 

service announcement campaigns and apps have 

been developed in recent years that target noticing 

184 UN Global Compact, ‘Decent Work in Global Supply 

Chains.’ United Nations Global Compact Action Platform, 
2020. 
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the signs of human traffickers in everyday life and 

online, and reporting both modern slavery and 

sexual exploitation.185186 In the UK, the Clewer 

Institute supported by the Church of England, the 

National Crime Agency and the Gangmasters and 

Labour Abuse Authority Police created the Safe 

Car Wash app.187 The application asks customers 

of car washes a series of questions regarding the 

conditions of the business, the cost of the service 

and apparel of the workers. If their information 

indicates signs of forced labour, they are 

encouraged to call the Modern Slavery Helpline.188 

In the U.S., Truckers Against Trafficking (TAT) is 

an educational app that identifies red flags of 

trafficking, in particular sexual exploitation, across 

the North American continent, with signs including 

a lack of ID, brandings or having someone speak 

for them.189 According to the TAT 2018 annual 

report, over 680,000 trucking industry and over 

55,000 bus industry members have been trained in 

identifying trafficking, showing the growing role 

individuals are playing in preventing trafficking 

from occurring.190  

Providing education, awareness and greater 

resources to the general population regarding 

forced labour and sexual exploitation arising from 

trafficking is an incredibly useful tool to increase 

individual’s awareness of their surroundings for 

trafficking activity. This increased awareness of 

human trafficking within their communities and 

 
185S Milivojevic, H Moore & M Segrave, ‘Freeing the 

Modern Slaves, One Click at a Time: Theorising human 
trafficking, modern slavery, and technology’, Anti-

Trafficking Review, No. 14, p.23. 
186 M Withers, ‘Social Media Platforms Help Promote 

Human Trafficking.’ Psychology Today, 22 November, 
2019. 

globally is bringing the issue into focus within 

public discourse. This is a necessary step in the 

fight against human trafficking, as increased 

awareness and public opinion can pressure states to 

increase their anti-trafficking efforts, as well as 

fostering dialogue on the issue, as demonstrated by 

the aforementioned #BringBackOurGirls 

campaign. Widespread community awareness of 

both online and offline trafficking behaviour, 

combined with increasingly sophisticated 

technological efforts from states, NGOs and 

corporations to stop traffickers from accessing 

victims in the first place are needed to thwart the 

activities of traffickers. As the above examples 

indicate, significant positive progress has been in 

this fight, but further developments are crucial to 

the success of stopping trafficking completely. 

  

Limiting factors: a lack of resources & 

bureaucratic corruption 

Two of the greatest barriers obstructing anti-

trafficking efforts are a lack of resources and 

issues of systemic corruption within 

administrations tasked with combatting trafficking. 

Blanton et al. utilise the principal-agent theory to 

propose that the state’s capacity to prevent human 

trafficking is a combination of bureaucrats as 

agents not acting upon government policies, who 

act as the principle, in an ‘agency-loss’ 

187 The Archbishops’ Council of the Church of England, 

‘Safe Car Wash.’ The Clewer Initiative, 2020. 
188 V Combs, ‘Anti-human trafficking apps increase 

awareness and action from churches to truck stops.’ 

TechRepublic, 19 June 2019. 
189 Ibid 
190 Truckers Against Trafficking, 2018 Annual Report, 

2019. 
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phenomenon combined with the effects of outdated 

tracking techniques and technologies.191 

Essentially, agency-loss with this lack of focus as 

well as blatant ignorance of effective anti-

trafficking strategies allows corruption to thrive.192 

There are two possible explanations for this 

phenomenon, with the first being a combination of 

corruption and weak legal systems which 

intentionally turn a blind eye to trafficking 

activities. This theory is supported by the low 

numbers of convictions, with 10,000 global arrests 

between 2006-2016, which is an increase but not 

proportional with estimated trafficking activity, as 

a result of ‘corruption in law enforcement, border 

control, and judicial systems”.193 The second 

explanation is less nefarious, and is simply the fact 

that many that states do not have the necessary 

resources, either financially or technologically, to 

implement thorough anti-trafficking measures. 

Technology designed to combat human trafficking 

can only be properly developed and implemented 

when the bureaucracy supports, funds and works 

with these projects. 

Whilst improvements are being gradually made the 

technology to find traffickers and specific 

information and evidence of their actions still lags 

behind developments in technology used by 

traffickers themselves. The sheer amount of data 

related to potential trafficking organisations is 

more than most anti-trafficking bodies can handle, 

 
191 R Blanton, S Blanton & D Peksen, ‘Confronting human 
trafficking: The Role of state capacity.’ Conflict 

Management and Peace Science, Vol. 37, no. 4, p.472. 
192Ibid, p.474. 
193 Ibid, p.474 quoting S Kara, Sex Trafficking : Inside the 
Business of Modern Slavery, Columbia University Press, 

New York, 2009. 

with growing calls for the use of intelligent AI 

systems that can process large datasets to be used 

in the fight against trafficking.194 Whilst the data 

exists, the resources needed to develop AI capable 

of cataloguing it or employing sufficient 

manpower to comb the data by hand are 

exceptionally costly. In order to overcome this 

strain on resources, other actors such as 

corporations and NGOs need to step up and 

become further involved in the anti-trafficking 

movement. The success of trafficking operations in 

nations in the Global South particularly is 

primarily due to the lack of resources and funding 

available to combat the activities. 

 

Conclusion 

With large parts of the world shutting down due to 

the COVID-19 pandemic, the mass unemployment 

of people on the brink of poverty desperately 

looking for employment combined with companies 

that desperate to restart start production after large 

losses of income is predicted to cause a surge in 

human trafficking.195 In light of the constantly 

evolving nature of the technological tools used by 

human traffickers it is crucial that anti-trafficking 

authorities must remain committed to constantly 

re-appraising their own anti-trafficking techniques 

and need to continue innovating in order to gain 

the upper hand against trafficking organisations. 

194 Raets & Janssens, ‘Trafficking and Technology’, p.12 
195 H Welch & J Bigio, ‘As the Global Economy Melts 

Down, Human Trafficking Is Booming.’, Foreign Policy, 

10 August, 2010. 
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States, multilateral organisations, NGOs, 

corporations and individuals must act together to 

stamp out trafficking in our society. A 

comprehensive framework that incorporates 

emerging technological developments but also 

acknowledges the socio-economic barriers that 

limit the effectiveness of anti-trafficking 

authorities to operate certain regions in the Global 

South is needed to effectively combat the human 

trafficking problem currently facing the world. In 

conjunction to this, greater international efforts to 

increase the Global South’s access to anti-

trafficking resources is necessary, as is the need for 

a specific focus on feminist perspectives within the 

discourse surrounding the issue of human 

trafficking. The 21st century can be the century that 

the world dismantles the global human trafficking 

system to help restore human security to 

vulnerable groups but to do so a greater emphasis 

must be placed upon technological innovation.  
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The role of the networked individual in 

contemporary politics: a window into the 

rise of the Hong Kong protests 

by Tegan Sharp, ed. Cameron Smith 

 

Abstract 

This article examines how social media has 

changed the dynamic of social movements, 

through a case study of the Hong Kong protests. It 

argues that while there are weaknesses to social 

movements generated online, the transition from 

individualism to a connected society has made 

citizens more powerful in contemporary politics. 

This digital revolution, the article contends, has 

made way for a more connected society which has 

created a threat to state power. The article argues 

that social networking has revolutionised the role 

of the individual in contemporary politics. 

 

Key words: protests, social media, Hong Kong, 

digital revolution, power. 

 

There is a large amount of contention in the current 

field of International Studies regarding how social 

media has impacted the role of the individual in 

contemporary politics, and whether this influence 

has been positive or negative. Since the 

popularisation of the Internet in the 1990s, it has 

been argued that digital media has enhanced the 

citizen’s level of political participation. Research 

suggests that while the Internet itself does not 

necessarily lead to an individual’s participation in 
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politics, there is overwhelming evidence to show 

that the connection of individuals across the globe 

has had a positive impact on how people engage 

with their governments. The new era of social 

movements, being driven by connected individuals 

over online platforms, has arguably created a threat 

to state power.  

As people take to the streets by the thousands, it is 

argued that political authority can become 

weakened and with the rise of online social 

networking this is becoming more common. 

However, there is also evidence to suggest that 

there are contradictory effects of social networks 

on political movements. While social media can 

help to mobilise the masses, it also creates 

movements which lack leadership and authority to 

influence change. This is a controversial debate in 

the current literature regarding the global political 

economy, and various social movements have been 

studied to help gain insight into the topic. This 

article will argue that while there are weaknesses 

to social movements generated online, the 

transition from individualism to a connected 

society has made citizens more powerful in 

contemporary politics.  

This article will briefly review the existing 

literature on the topic of social media and social 

movements before outlining how it will provide an 

original contribution to the current debate. It will 

then examine the recent Hong Kong protests using 

the theoretical frameworks outlined in the 

 
196 C. Tilly, Social Movements (Paradigm Publishers, 

London, 2004). 
197 A. Flanagin, B, Bimber, C. Stohl, ‘Technological 

Change and the Shifting Nature of Political Organization’, 

literature review and analyse the role of the 

networked individual in the movement. The article 

will conclude with a summary of research findings 

and potential discussion questions for further 

consideration.  

 

Literature Review 

Scholars have contested for many decades the 

conditions in which social movements are most 

likely to emerge and why. The digital revolution 

brought with it many new forms of 

communication, including the rapid emergence of 

social media, which has led scholars into a debate 

about the impacts of social media on the 

mobilisation and success of social movements.  

This article will use the widely accepted definition 

of ‘social movements’ by Charles Tilly, which is 

that “social movements are a series of acts, 

displays and campaigns by which ordinary citizens 

make collective claims”.196 Social movements 

have been employed throughout history in order to 

transform societies in various ways and with 

varying scales of success. However, large-scale 

social movements have become prominent in 

recent years as a response to the contentious 

politics of the contemporary world.197 The existing 

debate lies among scholars whom are now looking 

at social media as a tool in shaping social 

movements and facilitating collective action, both 

online and in the streets. Leenders and Heydemann 

highlight that, while studies on the usage of social 

in A Chadwick & P Howard (eds), Routledge Handbook of 

Internet Politics, Routledge, London, pp. 72–85. 
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media in stimulating social movements has only 

begun to circulate over the last decade, works on 

social movements and collective action have been 

around as early as the 1960s.198 This early 

emergence of information regarding a key aspect 

of the current debate, helps in understanding the 

new role of social media as an organisational tool. 

There was a wave of debate, inspired by the Arab 

Spring, which stimulated the study of contentious 

politics and in particular the role of social media in 

protests.199  

One of the earliest scholars to write about the 

possibilities of social networking being used as a 

tool for collective action is Clay Shirky. He argues 

that global communication networks have gotten 

deeper, more complex and in turn, more 

participatory over the last few decades. According 

to Shirky, the average person has gained greater 

access to information and has been provided more 

opportunities to engage in the public sphere which 

has led to an enhanced ability to partake in 

collective action. These increased freedoms 

combined with the power of technology to connect 

individuals, has coordinated mass movements 

around the world with citizen’s demanding 

change.200 Traditional tools used to circulate 

information and mobilise the masses had to be 

done through the use of social hubs such as 

universities, news sources and coffee shops; 

however, the rise of the Internet revolutionised 

 
198  R. Leenders, S. Heydemann,, ‘Popular Mobilization in 
Syria: Opportunity and Threat, and the Social Networks of 

the Early Risers’, in Mediterranean Politics, vol. 17, no. 2 

(2012), pp.139-159. 
199 M. Lim, ‘Clicks, Cabs, and Coffee Houses: Social 
Media and Oppositional Movements in Egypt, 2004-2011’, 

Journal of Communication, vol. 62, (2012), pp. 231-248. 

communication. People no longer have physical 

barriers of time and space preventing them from 

exchanging thoughts and ideas; a development 

which saw the networked population jump from 

millions to billions in a very short period.201 

Citizens, activists, organisations and governments 

are all actors whom engage and participate in 

social media networking, which has arguably 

created a more linear communication flow. This 

transition away from top-down communication, as 

seen in most forms of mainstream media, allows 

for increased communication between ordinary 

citizens and external actors.  

Shirky argues that social media has replaced 

traditional mobilisation structures entirely, 

becoming the primary coordination tool for 

contemporary social movements. This is due to its 

characteristics of speed, reach and cost. Firstly, the 

speed in which social media allows for people to 

communicate means that people can gain access to 

information about events which are happening in 

real time. Secondly, the international scope of 

social media allows for the diffusion of 

information across countries on a scale which is 

not possible through traditional mobilisation 

techniques. The third key benefit of social media 

as a tool to organising social movements is that 

there is little to no costs, a factor which arguably 

provides a voice to those who may otherwise not 

be heard.202 Downey and Fenton highlight how this 

200 C. Shirky, ‘The Political Power of Social Media: 
Technology, the Public Sphere, and Political Change’, in 

Foreign Affairs, vol. 90, no. 1 (2011), pp. 28-41. 
201 ibid. 
202 Ibid, 
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final factor has been a debate itself, as scholars 

have contested the effects of abundant information 

being put into the hands of ordinary citizens. While 

traditional mobilisation methods generally began 

with actions from larger agents, social media has 

developed a platform in which anybody can 

broadcast what they know to a large audience.203 

Critics of Shirky, namely Gerbaudo and Torres 

Soriano, argue that social media has not 

revolutionised the mobilisation system of social 

movements, but that they have happened around 

all around the world and throughout history, with 

or without the presence of this new factor. These 

arguments have been substantiated on the grounds 

that it is difficult to prove that in the absence of 

social media recent movements would not have 

been possible.204 However, Shirky  argues that the 

rise of social media has not changed the fact that 

movements happen, only altered the landscape in 

which individuals are commanded by a new set of 

rules.205 Therefore, Shirky does not disagree that 

social movements have happened in the past and 

that they are possible without social media, but that 

the role of the citizen has changed from 

individualistic to being part of a networked 

society.206  

Another criticism to be raised against the role of 

social media being positive for social movements it 

 
203 J. Downey, N Fenton, ‘New media, counter publicity 

and the public sphere’, in New Media & Society, vol. 5, no. 

2 (2003), pp. 185-202 
204 M. Torres Soriano, ‘Internet as a driver of political 

change: Cyber-pessimists and cyber-optimists’, in Journal 

of the Spanish Institute of Strategic Studies, vol. 1, no. 1 

(2013), pp. 1–22., and, P. Gerbaudo, Tweets and the 
Streets: Social Media and Contemporary Activism (Pluto 

Press, London., 2012). 

that it changes the power structure, leaving a mass 

of mobilised individuals leaderless and thus 

without authority to enforce change. This has been 

seen over recent decades in various cases of media 

driven revolutions around the world, from Gezi 

Park in Istanbul to Tahrir Square in Cairo. Critics 

argue that while social media enables multiple 

direct connections between citizens and activists, 

they are only ‘weakly-tied networks’. The 

decentralisation of power is thought to make 

leadership within social movements superfluous 

and less important than those developed through 

traditional mobilisation methods. While Gerbaudo 

does not deny that social media plays a role in 

current social movements, he views the role as part 

of a highly complex system in which physical 

public spaces interact with virtual online spaces.207 

 

The Hong Kong protests as a case study 

This case study will look at how social media has 

impacted the role of the individual in 

contemporary politics and how it influenced the 

rise of the recent Hong Kong protests. It will begin 

by providing a brief overview of the case and how 

it is relevant to the topics explored in this article. 

Then, following the same structure of the literature 

205 C. Shirky, ‘The Political Power of Social Media: 

Technology, the Public Sphere, and Political Change’, 

Foreign Affairs, vol. 90, no. 1 (2011), pp. 28-41.  
206 R. Leenders, S. Heydemann,, ‘Popular Mobilization in 

Syria: Opportunity and Threat, and the Social Networks of 

the Early Risers’, in Mediterranean Politics, vol. 17, no. 2 

(2012), pp.139-159. 
207 P. Gerbaudo, Tweets and the Streets: Social Media and 

Contemporary Activism (Pluto Press, London, 2012). 
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review, it will examine the Hong Kong protests 

through both a positive and negative lens.  

In March 2019, the Hong Kong government 

proposed a bill which would have allowed 

extraditions to mainland China and in response the 

citizens of Hong Kong took to the streets to protest 

in record-breaking numbers. While the protests 

began peacefully, the Hong Kong police responded 

with violent tactics causing controversy at an 

international level. Despite the ‘Extradition Bill’ 

which sparked the protests being dropped, the 

movement gained momentum and has evolved into 

a more radical call for change in Hong Kong.208 A 

vast number of Hong Kong protestors were 

mobilised through online media platforms which 

allowed for organisation and communication 

through various channels. This outlines how the 

recent Hong Kong protests are a relevant and 

timely case study for investigation.  

Looking at the Hong Kong protests through an 

optimistic framework of social media in social 

movements, it can be argued that the level of social 

disruption achieved in this case would not have 

been possible through traditional mobilisation 

methods. The speed at which the citizens of Hong 

Kong came into unrest was possible due to their 

utilisation of the social media platforms 

‘Telegram’ and ‘Lihkg.com’.209 Another aspect of 

the Hong Kong protests which draws attention to 

the role social media, is in the global reach that the 

 
208Amnesty International, ‘Hong Kong’s Protests 

Explained’, 2019, 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2019/09/hong-

kong-protests-explained, (viewed 8 October 2019). 

protests have achieved. The protests took a central 

position on the world stage with various citizens, 

activists and organisations from across the globe 

showing support for the protestors. This has only 

been possible through the rise of the networked 

individual, considering citizens from different 

countries can now communicate and share 

information at the click of a button.  

Another aspect of Shirky’s framework which can 

be applied to this case is his theory of social 

movements within authoritarian regimes. In this 

theory, revolutions are formed by a shared 

awareness within a population which experiences 

discontent with its political situation and creates 

what he describes as the ‘dictators dilemma’. The 

dilemma occurs when a state accustomed to having 

monopoly over public speech finds itself being 

held accountable for inconsistencies between its 

views and those of the public. While the traditional 

response to this is to stifle an uprising through 

censorship and propaganda, the breakthrough of 

social media into society makes this ineffective as 

communication channels remain open.210 This 

theory can be applied directly to the recent Hong 

Kong protests as citizens unrest was caused by a 

mutual dissatisfaction of their situation with China, 

and due to the rise of social freedoms in Hong 

Kong, the dictators dilemma can be clearly 

identified. Using Shirky’s framework the 

209 A. Lo, ‘Our social media warriors are reaching a dead 

end’, South China Morning Post, 11 September 2019. 
210 C. Shirky, ‘The Political Power of Social Media: 
Technology, the Public Sphere, and Political Change’, 

Foreign Affairs, vol. 90, no. 1 (2011), pp. 28-41. 
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protestors can be viewed in a position of power 

which threatens the existing political authority.  

Alternatively, the Hong Kong protests can be 

examined through a pessimistic lens and the 

negative impacts of social media on the movement 

can be uncovered. The momentum of the Hong 

Kong protesters was arguably slowed down by the 

same social networks that got them their large 

crowds to begin with. Due to the lack of leadership 

in the horizontally structured movement, there is 

no ability to cut a deal with the China, and anyone 

who attempts to compromise will get torched 

online. This highlights the very problem of 

previous social movements generated by social 

media and gives a current example of where things 

went wrong for revolutions such as Gezi Park and 

Tahrir Square.  

Journalist Alex Lo, from South China Morning 

Post, compares the Hong Kong protests to 

previously failed social media driven revolutions. 

He joins the criticisms of Gerbaudo and Torres 

Soriano in pointing out that the horizontal 

leadership structure of the protests has made them 

strong in nature, but leaderless. The protestors are 

being driven by a mutual anger towards China, but 

their frustration cannot produce policy, and the 

disruption without a plan of execution is only 

breaking down walls without building any new 

ones. Lo adopts a pessimistic view of the 

movement in suggesting that people will only live 

with instability for a short period of time and 

inevitably when the unrest ceases, China will take 

 
211 A. Lo, ‘Our social media warriors are reaching a dead 

end’, South China Morning Post, 11 September 2019. 

over with the only outcoming being a more rapid 

ending to the independence of Hong Kong.211 This 

can be seen to have been well substantiated over 

the last six months.   

Therefore, it is clear that there are many aspects to 

consider when identifying the effects of social 

media on the recent Hong Kong protests. The 

coordination of the protests and the civil 

disobedience that was played out has shown what 

is possible when people come together united 

under a common goal. Through traditional 

mobilisation methods it would have been 

extremely difficult to see the number of protestors 

that have been coordinated by social networking. 

While the movement lacked real leadership and its 

goals were not concrete, it is evident that the 

influence of social media was proven beneficial to 

getting the attention of the world and making 

progress on their goals. Individuals whom have 

participated in the Hong Kong protests may not 

have had the opportunity to be heard if it had not 

been for the movement which was generated 

thanks to the rise of the networked society.  

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, while there are many weaknesses to 

the overall effectiveness of social movements 

which are formed by online networks, the rise of 

social media has changed the way in which 

individuals participate in contemporary politics. 

The digital revolution has made way for a more 
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connected society which is changing the nature of 

global power relations and bringing small events to 

the world stage. As individualism has transformed 

into an intricate system of social networking, 

citizens have found power in numbers to demand 

change and challenge authority and state power. 

While many media led social movements have 

failed to achieve their aims, it is arguable that they 

have still helped to shape the current global 

political economy and bring awareness to various 

issues. Perhaps as more social movements take 

place across the globe, people will learn from the 

mistakes of those before them and adopt a system 

which can contend with the major political 

authorities. Among many contested aspects of 

social media’s influence on mass movements, one 

thing is certain and that is the way in which social 

networking has revolutionised the role of the 

individual in contemporary politics. From this 

research, two important questions have been 

devised: Is it possible for social media generated 

movements to form a leadership which can act 

without drawing power away from the individuals 

that are behind it? Has the nature of governments 

dealing with mass social movements changed 

given the influence of social media in putting them 

on a global stage? These questions seek to find 

further insight regarding whether the weaknesses 

of social movements can be overcome and the 

impact that social networking has had on political 

authority.   
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The emerging threat of Nuclear 

Terrorism in the age of Globalisation 

by Mitchell Wood, eds. Caleb Connolly and Nick 

Rogers 

 

Abstract 

This piece crucially examines the ongoing threat of 

nuclear terrorism in the post-9/11 world via an 

analysis of terrorist entities which seek to obtain 

nuclear weaponry; and the post-Soviet dispersal of 

nuclear materials formerly belonging to the Union 

of Soviet Socialist Republics which have been 

sought by various non-state terrorist actors; and 

how such a nuclear security threat is in need of 

urgent comprehension and assessment by the 

international community as it relates to 

international security. 

 

Key words: nuclear weapons, terrorism, USSR, 

non-state actors 

 

As the world becomes increasingly globalised and 

interconnected it has also become increasingly 

 
212. United Nations, 'Statement Attributable To The 

Spokesperson For The Secretary-General On The Entry 

Into Force Of The International Convention For The 

Suppression Of Acts Of Nuclear Terrorism', Office of the 
United Nations Secretary-General, 2007 

<https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2007-06-

hostile as great power competition intensifies and 

as international actors move to amass 

unprecedented weaponry which threatens 

international stability and security. Whilst there is 

a myriad of security threats which concern the 

international community today, the most perennial 

of those threats is that of “nuclear terrorism”. This 

kind of threat is defined as the solicitation and use 

of nuclear weapons or the coordinated attack on a 

nuclear facility by a terrorist entity or rogue actor. 

Former UN Secretary General, Ban Ki Moon 

stated that: “nuclear terrorism is one of the most 

serious and pressing threats to the international 

system. Even one such attack could inflict mass 

casualties and create immense suffering and 

unwanted change in the world forever, including 

the capacity [to spark international conflict and 

retaliatory warfare]. This prospect … compel[s] all 

of us to act to prevent such a catastrophe”.212  

This nascent security threat continues to grow, 

owing to advancements in nuclear technology, as 

well as poor regulatory oversight and control over 

nuclear materials in some countries, particularly 

those states which lacked the capacity to manage 

their own nuclear supplies due to the hangover 

effects of the disintegration of the Union of Soviet 

Socialist Republics (USSR) following the end of 

the Cold War in the early 1990s. Given the 

increasingly tense geopolitical climate as 

globalisation meets resistance, nuclear terrorism 

remains a salient threat in the 21st century as 

13/statement-attributable-spokesperson-secretary-general-

entry-force> (Accessed 4 July 2020). 
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terrorists have greater capacity to project their 

threats internationally. In order to demonstrate the 

contemporary threat nuclear terrorism poses to 

international security, this article will firstly 

delineate how the collapse of the Soviet Union as a 

case study to demonstrate the risks associated with 

poor regulatory frameworks of existing nuclear 

arsenals; secondly, highlight the propensity for  

terrorist organisations to seek to obtain nuclear 

weapons; and how both these aspects of nuclear 

terrorism culminate in posing serious ongoing risks 

to international security. Finally, the risk of 

terrorist attacks on nuclear facilities will be 

analysed. Fundamentally, the accumulation, 

administration and misuse of nuclear weapons and 

nuclear materials by terrorist actors is the most 

serious risk to the international system that can 

possibly be contemplated, and thus, it demands the 

attention of policymakers and diplomats alike.  

 

Securing existing Nuclear Arsenals 

Undoubtedly, the greatest security threat of the 

latter half of the 20th century was the potential 

deployment of nuclear weapons by traditional 

state-actors such as the Soviet Union and the 

United States. During the Cold War, the both states 

were engaged in a pattern of proxy wars 

underpinned by a policy of nuclear deterrence 

through “Mutually Assured Destruction”. These 

states accrued large stockpiles of nuclear weapons, 

 
213 Ronald Rich, 'Recognition Of States: The Collapse Of 

Yugoslavia And The Soviet Union' (1993) 4 European 

Journal of International Law. 

214 Ibid. 

aimed at deterring the other side in the event they 

ever considered using their arsenal. However, the 

1991 dissolution of the USSR culminated in the 

establishment of fifteen independent nation-states 

and a perceived sharp reduction in the possibility 

of state-sponsored nuclear war. However, the 

nuclear arsenal of the Soviet Union was based in 

four of those former Soviet Socialist Republics: 

Russia, Ukraine, Kazakhstan and Belarus.  

The dissolution created a new security threat as to 

who had control over the former USSR’s extensive 

nuclear arsenal.213 The period of the dissolution 

was marked by increased tensions between the 

newly sovereign states, including ethnic conflict 

and internal power struggles. This loss of control 

over the Soviets’ nuclear arsenal by a powerful 

central government had in turn markedly increased 

the risk of nuclear terrorism.214 The United States 

and its allies were increasingly concerned that the 

political chaos that ensued the Soviet collapse had 

allowed nuclear weapons and nuclear material to 

be stolen, sold or misused not just by these new 

republics but by interested arms dealers, terrorist 

organisations and their affiliates. Hence, the 

Cooperative Threat Reduction Program (CTR) was 

established by the United States in 1992 to 

vigorously respond to this dilemma. The CTR’s 

core aim was to facilitate the proper dismantling 

and containment of weapons of mass destruction in 

former Soviet states.215 “Project Sapphire” was a 

215 Paul Bernstein and Jason Wood, The Origins Of Nunn-

Lugar And Cooperative Threat Reduction, Center for the 

Study of Weapons of Mass Destruction: National Defence 
University, 2020 

<https://ndupress.ndu.edu/Portals/68/Documents/casestudie
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mission by the CTR that typified the danger of 

nuclear terrorism in the aftermath of Soviet 

dissolution.  

For instance, in 1993, Kazakhstan had secured help 

from the CTR to support their efforts to remove 

these weapons in exchange for aid aimed at 

developing its rich oil industries. Accordingly, the 

United States’ intelligence services discovered a 

stockpile of 600 kilograms of highly enriched 

uranium for nuclear submarines in Northern 

Kazakhstan, which would be enough material for 

twenty-four nuclear weapons.216 The Kazakhstani 

Government exposed evidence detailing the 

attempts by several state and non-state actors to 

identify and purchase Kazakhstan’s Soviet-era 

arsenal. These nefarious attempts to solicit nuclear 

materials and weaponry not only give credence to 

the concern that terrorist organisations do indeed 

desire nuclear capabilities, but subsequently led to 

stricter regulations of the trading of nuclear 

weapons and materials.217  

In this case, the United States was able to retrieve 

and store the uranium safely and secretly before 

they could be misappropriated. This very project is 

one of numerous examples of the United States 

working with states to stop nuclear materials from 

falling into terrorist possession and highlights its 

criticality as a security threat in not only avoiding 

such an event but in defending the international 

system from asymmetric nuclear conflict 218. 

 
s/CSWMD_CaseStudy-3.pdf> (Accessed 1 September 

2020). 

216 Ibid. 
217 Dena Sholk, 'Project Sapphire: 20 Years Later, And Still 

Relevant', The Diplomat. 2014 

Furthermore, the United States’ current funding to 

reduce the threat of nuclear terrorism in former 

Soviet nations alone still amounts to well over $1.8 

billion dollars per annum.  

Furthermore, as a result of increasing tensions 

between nuclear-armed states, nuclear terrorism 

poses a significant threat to international security 

as it has been demonstrated that nuclear powers 

can collapse, bringing nuclear instability and 

injecting global insecurity between states which in 

itself can induce further conflict.  

Accordingly, there are currently eight confirmed 

nuclear-armed nation-states: China, France, 

Russia, United Kingdom, United States, India, the 

Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, Pakistan, 

and allegedly Israel. In addition to this there are 

five NATO members in a nuclear arms-sharing 

program with the United States: Belgium, 

Germany, Italy, the Netherlands and Turkey. The 

current fracturing of the geo-political climate poses 

serious consequences for the stability of these 

nuclear alliances. A breakdown in domestic affairs 

akin to what occurred in Eastern Europe after the 

fall of the Berlin Wall alongside an increasingly 

hostile global strategic environment could render 

the protection and security of nuclear weapons 

within and between any of these nuclear states 

unfeasible, leaving them vulnerable to terrorist 

desires. Hence, a similar situation in the aftermath 

of the Cold War could repeat elsewhere. Thus, 

https://thediplomat.com/2014/11/project-sapphire-20-years-

later-and-still-relevant/ (Accessed 30 September 2020). 

218 Ibid. 

https://thediplomat.com/2014/11/project-sapphire-20-years-later-and-still-relevant/
https://thediplomat.com/2014/11/project-sapphire-20-years-later-and-still-relevant/


57 
 

 57 

providing terrorist organisations the opportunity to 

gain nuclear materials which could be used to 

commit terrorist acts on whole states, continents 

and regions.  

 

Terrorist Organisations 

Given the risk poor control over existing nuclear 

arsenals poses, the reality that terrorist 

organisations have sought access to nuclear 

materials presents a further grave risk to 

international security in the age of globalisation 

and asymmetric warfare. A prominent example of 

a situation where a terrorist organisation publicly 

expressed a desire to acquire and utilise nuclear 

weapons is Al-Qaeda, an extremist terrorist 

organisation whose membership is derived from 

various subgroups who have fought in various 

conflicts throughout the Middle East.219  

This organisation has been responsible for some of 

the most devastating terrorist attacks on states 

including the 9/11 attacks in New York City and 

the 1998 embassy bombings in Africa.220 Scholars 

note that terrorist organisations, like Al-Qaeda, 

demonstrate a nihilism so extreme that they in fact 

exhibit  a potential to procure and deploy nuclear 

weapons, even at the expense of their own lives. 

Jamal al-Fadl, a former Al-Qaeda member and 

subsequent informer, testified as to Al-Qaeda’s 

 
219 Rolf Mowatt-Larssen, 'Al Qaeda's Pursuit Of Weapons 

Of Mass Destruction', Foreign Policy, 2010 

<https://foreignpolicy.com/2010/01/25/al-qaedas-pursuit-

of-weapons-of-mass-destruction/> (Accessed 8 June 2020). 

220 Ibid. 
221 Matthew Bunn and Anthony Wier, ‘The Seven Myths 

Of Nuclear Terrorism’, Belfer Centre, 2005 

attempts to acquire South African Uranium 

through Sudanese government officials between 

1993 and 1994 for the purposes of terrorism. 

Furthermore, Osama Bin Laden himself in 1998 

declared in an interview to Pakistani journalist, 

Rahimullah Yusufzai, that: “acquiring [nuclear 

materials and weapons] for [defensive use] … is 

[their ideological] duty”.221 The aim to obtain 

nuclear weapons is a pattern repeated by other 

terrorist organisations from Eurasia to the MENA 

region to East Asia. Through acquiring nuclear 

materials, terrorist organisations seek to defend 

themselves from attack by traditional state actors 

like the United States who wield enormous 

advantages over them in terms of resources and 

raw capabilities. Furthermore, nuclear materials 

increase terrorist organisations capacity to do 

harm, thereby ensuring that their threats are heeded 

by state and non-state actors alike in order to win 

concessions from the powers they seek to threaten.  

While it has been demonstrated that terrorist 

organisations seek access to nuclear weapons, 

there is serious debate as to whether terrorist 

organisations have the actual will to use nuclear 

weapons should they attain them. Dr. Allison 

argues that whilst the threat of nuclear terrorism 

has changed it remains an inevitable “omnipresent 

reality” given the worsening geopolitical 

climate.222 The Bell vs McIntosh & Storey debate 

<https://www.belfercenter.org/sites/default/files/legacy/file

s/bunnwier.pdf> (Accessed 4 May 2020). 

222 Graham Allison, Nuclear Terrorism: The Ultimate 
Preventable Catastrophe, Times Books/Henry Holt, 2004, 

p. 45. 
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exemplifies the difference in scholarly opinion 

surrounding nuclear terrorism and terrorist 

organisations. Both McIntosh and Storey state that 

the acquisition of nuclear weapons does not 

automatically mean that they will be deployed by 

terrorist entities.223 They call this the 

“[a]cquisition-use assumption”. Through a 

liberalist theory they argue that terrorist 

organisations seek these weapons to achieve better 

policy outcomes by increasing the strength of their 

position in future negotiations. Arguing that there 

are five key outcomes of a terrorist organisation 

which seeks to acquire or in fact have acquired 

nuclear weaponry: attack; blackmail; opacity; 

latency/ambiguity; and dormancy.224 Alternatively, 

Mark Bell argues in response to McIntoch and 

Storey, via realist theory, that if terrorist 

organisations were to nuclearise, they would 

undoubtedly use these weapons in a series of 

attacks. Bell states that the “acquisition-use 

presumption” advanced by McIntosh and Storey 

remains to be seen as the presumptive objective of 

non-state actors;225 highlighting intercepted 

comments from Al-Qaeda members involved in 

planning nuclear attacks on the United States prior 

to September 11.226  

Terrorist organisations with the desire to obtain 

nuclear weapons are not only increasing in number 

and scale but are increasingly focused in securing 

 
223 Christopher McIntosh and Ian Storey, 'Between 

Acquisition And Use: Assessing The Likelihood Of 
Nuclear Terrorism' (2018) 62 International Studies 

Quarterly. 

224 Ibid. 
225 Mark Bell, 'Defending The “Acquisition-Use 
Presumption” In Assessing The Likelihood Of Nuclear 

Terrorism' (2019) 63 International Studies Quarterly. 

or attempting to develop much smaller and more 

advanced means of performing nuclear attacks. 

This includes using devices known as “dirty 

bombs”. Furthermore, the rise of different terrorist 

organisations, including far-right extremist groups, 

has seen nuclear terrorism remain a salient threat 

to global security which must be addressed. 

Complex geo-political situations, proxy wars, and 

civil wars have created political instability in 

vulnerable regions which has established spaces in 

which sophisticated terrorist groups have greater 

potential to attain nuclear weaponry and engage in 

nuclear terrorist attacks.  

  

Attacks on nuclear facilities 

The UN’s International Convention for the 

Suppression of Acts of Nuclear Terrorism states in 

Article 2(b) that it is unlawful to “damage a 

nuclear facility in a manner which releases or risks 

the release of radioactive material”.227 Chernobyl 

and Fukishima are clear examples of how such 

facilities harness the potential to cause significant 

loss of life and the destruction of large swathes of 

land should such facilities come under terrorist 

attack. Many national security analysts fear that 

similar catastrophes could be caused by terrorist 

activity. Nuclear power plants and other facilities 

containing nuclear material are sizeable targets to 

226 Ibid. 

227 UN Treaties, ‘International Convention For The 
Suppression of Acts of Nuclear Terrorism'. Treaties, 2005 

<https://treaties.un.org/doc/db/Terrorism/english-18-

15.pdf> (Accessed 1 September 2020). 

https://treaties.un.org/doc/db/Terrorism/english-18-15.pdf
https://treaties.un.org/doc/db/Terrorism/english-18-15.pdf
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those wishing to do maximum harm. Greenpeace’s 

own research states that the resulting deaths from 

any particular nuclear terrorist attack on any 

facility could amount to over a million people.228 

Furthermore, many facilities are in close proximity 

to major cities and global centres of commerce 

which not only indicates the ease with which 

terrorists may attack such facilities but the capacity 

for harm, including to critical elements of global 

infrastructure, which could incentivise terrorist 

attacks. A 1982 study from the U.S. Department of 

Energy found that if an aeroplane was deliberately 

crashed into a nuclear facility, and 1% of its fuel 

caught fire, the explosion would unleash an 

enormous dispersal of nuclear material.229  

A case study for this type of nuclear terrorism has 

been demonstrated by the various Chechen 

terrorists who have attempted to oust the Russian 

state from Chechnya. Russia has over 20 nuclear 

power stations, the majority of which are on the 

eastern side of the Ural Mountains. The Russian 

Ministry of Defence in 1991 claimed that Chechen 

militant groups were “training” saboteurs to attack 

nuclear power facilities in Chelyabinsk Oblast 

within the Ural Mountains region. In 2001, 

Russian officials further alleged that they had 

prevented supposed Chechen terrorists from 

entering storage buildings for nuclear material on 

 
228 Helmut Hirsch, Oda Becker, Mycle Schneider, and 

Antony Froggatt, ‘Nuclear Reactor Hazards: Ongoing 
Dangers Of Operating Nuclear Technology In The 21st 
Century', Scielo.br, 2007 

https://www.scielo.br/pdf/ea/v21n59/en_a19v2159.pdf 

(Accessed 2 September 2020). 

229Nuclear Energy, ‘Nuclear Terrorism’, Federation of 

American Scientist, 1993 

four separate occasions.230 In 2002, it was reported 

that Chechen terrorists were conducting 

reconnaissance missions centred on the Kurchatov 

Institute. An establishment which is Russia’s main 

nuclear energy research facility, containing many 

large test reactors.231 Whilst none of these plans to 

attack nuclear facilities have been successful, it 

highlights the threat that nuclear terrorism poses, 

even in powerful states such as the Russian 

Federation. Consequently, the United States’ 

Government’s 9/11 Commission stated that 

American nuclear facilities were considered a 

growing target for terrorist attacks. Similarly, the 

Federation of American Scientists released a report 

that declared terrorist attacks as one of the key 

threats to nuclear power plants stating: “if terrorist 

groups could sufficiently damage safety systems to 

cause a core meltdown, such an attack could lead 

to a massive radioactive release to the 

environment”.232  

 

Conclusion 

Nuclear terrorism is a grave threat to the 

international community due to its destructive 

power and the perceived motivations of those 

seeking to carry out this devastating type of attack. 

Analysing the dispersal of the former Soviet 

<https://fas.org/pubs/_docs/Nuclear_Energy_Report-

lowres.pdf> (Accessed 9 July 2020). 

230 Cheban Alexander, 'PIR Center', Pircenter, 2003 

<http://pircenter.org/en/articles/1312-wmd-terrorism-

originated-in-north-caucasus-again-on-the-agenda> 

(Accessed: 1 September 2020) 

231 Ibid. 
232 Nuclear Energy, Above n 18. 
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nuclear arsenal highlights the challenges posed by 

the insecurity of nuclear weapons possessed by 

states. Consequently, terrorist groups have 

demonstrated the intention and ability to attain 

nuclear weapons, with the stated desire of using 

them to threaten states, upend alliances and harm 

the international system. Furthermore, nuclear 

facilities represent a high-value target for terrorists 

which is emerging alongside the growth in nuclear 

facilities. A terrorist attack on a nuclear facility 

would be unfathomably disastrous and is one of 

the most significant risks to contemporary 

international security. The threat of nuclear 

terrorism is a highly complex geo-political issue 

which cannot be eliminated so long as nuclear 

weapons and nuclear energy exists, which they 

will continue to do so for the conceivable future. 

Whilst complete nuclear disarmament is 

unrealistic, more can be done to prevent the 

increased stockpiling of nuclear weapons as well 

as conflicts between nuclear states.  In order to 

safeguard the international community from 

nuclear terrorist attacks in the future, the current 

United Nations Counter-Terrorism Centre, 

working under the UN Office of Counter  

Terrorism should be expanded, including reforms 

to its architecture to make it more inclusive, 

especially with regard to rogue actors. The 

Offices’ current program focuses on chemical, 

biological, radiological and nuclear terrorism, with 

its primary role to act as an advisor to states. 

However, its mandate does not go far enough to 

seriously combat the rising threat of nuclear 

terrorism. This body must involve all current 

nuclear-armed states to better and more 

realistically inform the discourse surrounding 

nuclear arms regulation so as to limit the 

acquisition of nuclear weapons by terrorist 

organisations. Making all states responsible for the 

prevention of nuclear terrorism is key for maintain 

international security into the future. This office 

must also collaborate with the International 

Atomic Energy Agency to provide a clear response 

to maintaining the security of nuclear energy 

facilities. In essence, the international community 

must give further attention to this uniquely 

frightening issue of nuclear terrorism and coalesce 

to further develop the means to prevent this kind of 

disaster. Nuclear terrorism has the potential to 

transform whole societies into dust and thus, it 

must command the attention of governments 

everywhere in this globalised world to deny 

terrorists the capacity to perform such attacks 

through international collaboration, engagement 

and the pursuit of non-proliferation.  
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The strategic power of water security: 

China’s control over the Tibetan Plateau 

and Mekong River  

by Erica Bell, ed. Jitika Prasad  

 

Abstract 

This article examines China’s deliberate attempts 

to control water resources flowing into and through 

the country which is lesser known than the 

country’s strategy in the South China Sea. Using 

the Tibetan Plateau and Mekong River as case 

studies, it becomes increasingly apparent that 

China is attempting to address its domestic issues 

by destabilising water access for countries in the 

Indo-Pacific region. Beijing is provoking many 

countries in the immediate region over a resource 

essential for human survival, an intense 

provocation which may pose lethal consequences. 

 

Key words: water security, China, strategy, 

Tibetan Plateau, Mekong River. 
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The habits of history dictate that resources like 

water determine whether a power rises or falls, and 

in that effort, China’s unique geographic locations 

calls for unprecedented strategic planning as it 

seeks to reorder the world. The rapid urbanisation, 

industrial pollution and increased water use which 

has defined contemporary China also posits the 

state with crucial challenges that it must respond 

to, so as to secure the very essence of life and the 

life of the nation-state. These problems are not 

unique to China, however if the country wishes to 

continue its campaign to become a global power, 

water must be secured for every aspect of modern 

life. While China has garnered international 

criticism for its aggressive actions in the South 

China Sea, Beijing is also focusing “quietly” on 

other waters originating in the Chinese-controlled 

territory, Tibet, and which flows to other nearby 

countries.  

As part of its broader strategy to control natural 

resources, China's new strategy is determined to 

increase accessibility to freshwater, which has 

become increasingly in short supply in the region 

which poses serious risks to the sustainability of 

Asia's future. The Asian Development Bank 

estimated that South-East Asia will require $3.1 

trillion between 2016 and 2030 to develop energy, 

transportation, water and sanitation systems for 

sustainable development. Most of that investment 

is required in lower-income countries. This critical 

need for major infrastructure investment has 

created an opportunity for China to engage in 

 
233 Circle of Blue 2008, ‘China, Tibet and the Strategic 
Power of Water’, Water News, May 8, viewed 10 

September 2020, 

“infrastructure diplomacy”. Beijing has almost 

exploited all of the hydropower potential in its 

portion of the Mekong River and is lending 

support to downstream countries in Southeast Asia 

to develop their own hydropower facilities.  

Chinese dams will have a dramatic effect on water 

levels in the lower Mekong basin, which could 

give Beijing additional leverage over the region. 

China is now in a position to build strong 

connections with the countries of the lower 

Mekong basin through infrastructure development 

and dam construction which could inadvertently 

allow China to coerce its neighbours into accepting 

its strategic interests. This new era heralds a 

complex and dynamic world requiring basic 

building blocks and access to an adequate amount 

of water is fundamental for good health, 

industrialisation, economic growth and social 

welfare.  

 

The Tibetan Plateau 

The headwaters of six of Asia’s major rivers lie in 

the Tibetan Plateau. The Chinese government is 

responsible for providing essential resources to 

20% of the world’s population and the plateau is a 

place of great focus, with the Government 

harnessing freshwater from the plateau to meet its 

own food and water requirements by building 

dams, irrigation systems and creating water 

diversion projects.233 Consequently, China is the 

largest and most technologically-advanced of all 

https://www.circleofblue.org/2008/world/china-tibet-and-
the-strategic-power-of-water/.  
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the countries in its region, enabling the Asian giant 

to hold an important position of power over 

downstream countries.  

Dwindling water sources in the transboundary 

rivers of the Tibetan Plateau threaten water 

security and in fact pose a serious dilemma which 

may spark geopolitical conflict in the region. 

Specifically, this region contains many countries 

that are classified as developing countries (China 

included) and there are poignant issues that lead to 

heightened insecurities. These countries are 

fighting a constant battle against poverty, hunger, 

dense population and extreme pollution, therefore, 

to add another scarcity issue in this lethal 

combination inevitably leads to the securitisation 

of water and thus creates an atmosphere of 

agitation.  

Moreover, forty-six percent of the world’s 

population depend upon rivers originating in Tibet, 

including the Indus, Ganges, Brahmaputra, 

Irrawaddy, Salween and the Mekong rivers.234 

Meteoric population growth, industrialisation and 

climate change, however, threaten water security 

throughout South and South-East Asia. With 

China, India, Nepal, Bhutan, Bangladesh, Pakistan, 

Vietnam, Myanmar, Cambodia, Laos and Thailand 

all dependent on rivers originating in Tibet, 

predicted water shortages threaten the livelihoods 

of millions of people living in countries 

 
234 Pacific Institute 2019, ‘Water Conflict Chronology’, The 

World’s Water, viewed 10 September 2020, 

https://www.worldwater.org/water-conflict/.  
235 UNESCO 2020, The UN World Water Development 

Report 2020, UNESCO Environment, p. 60.  
236 Chellaney, B 2020, ‘China’s five-finger punch’, 

Australian Strategic Policy Institute, 22 July, viewed 10 
September 2020, https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/chinas-

five-finger-punch/.  

downstream and are serious challenge to their 

polities.235  

In 1950, Mao Zedong annexed Tibet, largely due 

to its strategic position and its water resources.236  

Most interestingly here, China through this 

annexation has implicitly acknowledges its 

domestic issues with water availability. This action 

was necessitated by China’s status as mostly an 

arid country, with water being a regarded as a 

national security issue of critical importance which 

threatens the country’s ability to grow and survive. 

Building dams, irrigation systems and diversion 

projects is considered vital not just for providing 

water to its 1.3 billion people, but also for ensuring 

domestic stability.237  

Any alteration to China’s control of Tibet and its 

water could alter the distribution of power between 

China and the countries downstream as well as 

heighten internal tensions, a notion that Beijing 

will be reluctant to countenance.238 Climate change 

is likely to result in elevated global temperatures, 

rising sea levels, increased frequency of extreme 

weather events and changing precipitation patterns. 

Increasing glacial melt in the Tibetan Plateau, 

combined with changing rainfall patterns across 

South and South-East Asia, threatens water 

security for millions who rely on the transboundary 

rivers rooted in Tibet.239 The annual rate of glacial 

melt in Tibet is currently 7%, which could result in 

237 Singh, AP & Tembey, U 2020, ‘India-China relations 

and the geopolitics of water’, Lowy Institute, 23 July, 

viewed 10 September 2020, 
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/india-china-

relations-and-geopolitics-water.  
238 Ibid.  
239 Liu, X & Yan, L 2017, ‘Elevation-Dependent Climate 
Change in the Tibetan Plateau’, Climate Science, vol. 2, p. 

14.  
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the loss of two-thirds of its glaciers by 2050.240 

Water flows in some rivers like the Brahmaputra 

have increased due to melting glaciers.241 River-

water supply will increase in the short-term but 

this will only last as long as the glaciers do.242 Asia 

cannot rely on increased run-off being a long-

lasting phenomenon and changing rainfall patterns 

are expected to further exacerbate dwindling 

freshwater sources.243 If countries cannot rely on 

run-off water to sustain their population, there are 

obvious issues relating to health but lack of water 

also leads to lack of sanitation and the emergence 

of numerous diseases. The ongoing and 

multifaceted consequences of lack of water are far-

reaching for every country. 

China’s population currently stands at 1.36 billion 

people, with an annual growth rate of 0.5%.244 The 

World Bank estimates that by 2030, China’s 

population will peak at 1.4 billion.245 The 55% of 

China’s population who reside in urban centres 

have an annual urban growth rate of 3%.246 

Increasing rates of urbanisation and population 

growth will increase the demand for water within 

China and place further pressure on Tibet’s 

declining water resources downstream. The 

Tibetan Plateau’s rich supply of natural resources 

has been exploited since the 1960s.247 Mining 

 
240 Ibid, p. 16.  
241 Hill, A 2020, ‘How Important Is Meltwater to the 

Chamkhar Chhu Headwaters of the Brahmaputra River?’, 
Frontiers in Earth Science, 31 March, viewed 10 

September 2020, 

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/feart.2020.000

81/full.  
242 Ibid.  
243 Ibid.  
244 World Bank 2013, ‘China 2030’, The World Bank 

Development Center of the State Council, the People’s 
Republic of China, Washington DC, United States, p. 15. 
245 Ibid, p. 16.  

threatens the fragile ecosystem of the plateau and 

poor environmental regulation has contributed to 

social tension within Tibet, and the repeated 

petitions against mining practices issued by 

Tibetans have largely been ignored.248 Protesters 

concerned about the pollution of Tibet’s streams 

and rivers have had their protestations suppressed 

by the Chinese authorities.249 Irrigated agriculture 

takes up almost 40% of land on the Tibetan 

Plateau.250 Chinese irrigation practices, however, 

are leading to the overexploitation of water 

resources, another element adding to increasing 

water scarcity on the plateau. Continued 

overexploitation will continue to add to tension 

between the countries downstream over shared 

water resources.  

The arid climate in China’s northern regions has 

created the need for it to divert water from the 

Tibetan Plateau into its northern and western 

regions. Dams, water diversion projects and 

irrigation systems have been created in the plateau, 

particularly upstream along the Mekong River. By 

2025, water scarcity is predicted to affect 1.8 

billion people, particularly across Asia.251 Chinese 

control in Tibet places it in a dominant position to 

control Asia’s water sources and therefore the life-

source of nearly all of Asia’s inhabitants. The 

246 Ibid.  
247 Zamlha, TG 2019, ‘China’s 60 Years of Environmental 

Destruction in Tibet’, Tibet Policy Institute, April 5, viewed 
10 September, https://tibetpolicy.net/chinas-60-years-of-

environmental-destruction-in-tibet/.  
248 Ibid.  
249 ICT 2015, ‘Tibet’s water and global climate change’, 
ICT Water Report 2015, p. 27.  
250 Ibid, p. 32.  
251 United Nations 2014, ‘Water Scarcity’, Water for Life 

2005-2015, 24 November, viewed 10 September 2020, 
https://www.un.org/waterforlifedecade/scarcity.shtml.  
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political issues swirling around China and Tibet 

have significant ramifications for the country and 

inevitably there will be increasing strategic 

consequences for China as each country in the 

region becomes more desperate for water.  

 

The Mekong River 

The Mekong River provides water, energy and 

food to six major countries in South-East Asia. 

About 250 million people live in the lower 

Mekong basin and 80% of them directly depend on 

the river for their food or livelihoods.252 The region 

has the most productive inland fishery in the 

world, which is valued at approximately US$17 

billion per year.253 The river is one of the most 

threatened in the world, however, largely due to 

the significant increase in the amount of water 

impounded behind large dams, the levels are not as 

dire as once thought.254  

Most of those dams are located within China, but 

there are plans for several more to be built in Laos 

and Cambodia.255 Those dams will not only 

devastate the ecological balance of the region, but 

potentially grant China additional means to coerce 

countries within its growing sphere of influence. 

 
252 Geall, S 2019, ‘Troubles on the Mekong: How Climate 

Change, Dams, and Geopolitics Threaten a River’s Future’, 

Foreign Affairs, 7 November, viewed 10 September 2020, 

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2019-11-
07/troubles-mekong.  
253 Ibid.  
254 Fawthrop, T 2018, ‘Mekong: more dams, more 

damage’, Lowy Institute, 28 March, viewed 10 September 
2020, https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-

interpreter/mekong-more-dams-more-damage.  
255 Ibid.  
256 Ibid.  
257 Johnson, K 2020, ‘Chinese dams held back Mekong 

waters during drought, study finds’, Reuters, 13 April, 

China has built 11 of the world’s largest dams on 

its portion of the river, with plans to construct 

several more.256 Those dams store more than 47 

billion cubic metres of water and can generate 

more than 21,000 megawatts of electricity.257 

Beijing has refused to join any international water-

sharing treaty, leaving those countries downstream 

with no option but to rely on China’s “good will” 

for the continued flow of water to their parched 

mouths.258 China is looking to securing water for 

the domestic population as well as gain a strategic 

and political advantage in the region. While many 

of China’s actions can be perceived as aggressive, 

the actions are also attempting to neutralise future 

issues by entrenching countries in a pattern of 

dependency.   

China’s control over the flow of water in the 

Mekong exhibits the considerable power 

imbalance between it and the smaller countries of 

mainland South-East Asia. China refuses to share 

hydrological data with downstream countries, 

choosing instead to retain it as a state secret.259 

Chinese water managers have reportedly 

maintained that “[n]ot one drop of China’s water 

should be shared without China using it first or 

without making those downstream pay for it”.260 

viewed 10 September 2020, 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mekong-river/chinese-

dams-held-back-mekong-waters-during-drought-study-

finds-idUSKCN21V0U7.  
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259 Eyler, B 2020, ‘Science Shows Chinese Dams Are 
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10 September 2020, 
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Relatively little of the water in the lower Mekong 

originates in China, however, suggesting that even 

if Beijing were to withhold that water, there would 

be limited risk of deteriorating water security. 

During the dry season and times of drought, 

however, when the lower Mekong basin depends 

on water from Chinese territory, China’s 

contribution to the total river flow can rise above 

40%.261 It is during those times that Beijing could 

apply additional pressure to the countries of 

mainland South-East Asia.  

Water is unlikely to be diverted out of the Mekong 

River system, but it could be withheld by China to 

pressure countries to comply with Beijing’s 

wishes. Record-low river levels throughout the 

lower Mekong countries in 2019 led to Thailand 

mobilising its military to respond to a drought 

emergency in the north-east, fishing communities 

on Cambodia’s Tonle Sap Lake reporting an 80%-

90% reduction in fish catches and a complete loss 

of access to fresh water in some highly populated 

parts of the delta in Vietnam.262 Thailand and 

Vietnam, which are both major suppliers to 

regional and global rice markets, recorded major 

declines in rice production.263 China claims that 

the regional drought is due to a strong El Niño 

event that reduced rainfall across the region, 

including parts of south-west China, and maintains 

that its dams played no role in the lowering of 

 
261 Fawthrop, T 2019, ‘Something Is Very Wrong on the 

Mekong River’, The Diplomat, 26 August, viewed 10 

September, https://thediplomat.com/2019/08/something-is-
very-wrong-on-the-mekong-river/.  
262 Eyler, B 2020, ‘How China turned off the tap on the 

Mekong River’, Stimson, April 13, viewed 10 September 

2020, https://www.stimson.org/2020/new-evidence-how-
china-turned-off-the-mekong-tap/.  
263 Ibid.  

water levels in the river.264 While it is difficult to 

verify such claims, the strategic gambit of China is 

unveiled for all to observe. 

It has long been anticipated that Chinese dams 

would reduce water supplies in downstream 

countries, but until recently there was little 

evidence of this occurring.  

A recent scientific study which utilises physical 

river gauge evidence from the Mekong River 

Commission and remote sensing processes, proves 

that Chinese dams do significantly reduce water 

flow in downstream countries.265 It found that 

about 125 metres of river height is missing at a 

tidal gauge at Chiang Saen, near the Burmese and 

Lao borders, compared to the 28-year record. River 

height was considerably lowered after 2012, when 

several Chinese dams and reservoirs became 

operational. The study also contradicts the official 

line given by Beijing in 2019.266 At that time, 

while the lower Mekong countries were suffering 

from one of the most severe droughts in recent 

history, Beijing claimed that it too was 

experiencing reduced rainfall.267  

It is a narrative that China continues to push, the 

data, however, indicates that the upper Mekong 

basin experienced above average levels of rainfall 

and snowmelt throughout the year. The significant 

decline in river water levels in the lower portion of 

264 Ibid.  
265 Ibid. 
266 Ibid.  
267 Satrusayang, C 2020, ‘The worst drought in living 

memory has been exacerbated by Chinese dams 

withholding water’, Thai Enquirer, 14 April, viewed 10 

September 2020, https://www.thaienquirer.com/11360/the-
worst-drought-in-living-memory-has-been-exacerbated-by-

chinese-dams-withholding-water/.  
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https://thediplomat.com/2019/08/something-is-very-wrong-on-the-mekong-river/
https://www.stimson.org/2020/new-evidence-how-china-turned-off-the-mekong-tap/
https://www.stimson.org/2020/new-evidence-how-china-turned-off-the-mekong-tap/
https://www.thaienquirer.com/11360/the-worst-drought-in-living-memory-has-been-exacerbated-by-chinese-dams-withholding-water/
https://www.thaienquirer.com/11360/the-worst-drought-in-living-memory-has-been-exacerbated-by-chinese-dams-withholding-water/
https://www.thaienquirer.com/11360/the-worst-drought-in-living-memory-has-been-exacerbated-by-chinese-dams-withholding-water/


67 
 

 67 

the basin was mostly caused by China impounding 

water in its dams, not a change in the region’s 

climate. In 2015, China established the Lancang-

Mekong Cooperation Framework (LMC) to 

compete with the Mekong River Commission, an 

international organisation set up in 1995 to co-

operatively manage the lower portion of the 

Mekong River.268 Beijing uses the LMC to push its 

own development agenda in the region, which 

extends far beyond the development of 

hydropower on the Mekong. The framework 

focusses on much wider issues than water security 

and is part of President Xi Jinping’s neighbour-

centric foreign policy, which aims to foster a 

“community of common destiny” in South-East 

Asia.269 China uses the LMC to help realise its 

economic and political goals in the region and 

create a near neighbourhood that is more 

accommodating of Chinese strategic interests.  

 

Conclusion 

With the world's most resource-driven economy, 

China has focused its attention to appropriating 

natural resources. Fresh water is the most essential 

of these resources for a country struggling to 

sustain a booming population and it is seeking to 

become the upstream controller by manipulating 

transboundary flows through dams and other 

structures. The UN has predicted that 75% of the 

world’s population will face freshwater scarcity by 

2050. If Tibet’s precious resources continue to 

decline, future water scarcity may become the 

 
268 Zhang, H 2018, ‘China’s water diplomacy in the 
Mekong: a paradigm shift and the role of Yunnan 

biggest transboundary challenge that the region 

will be compelled to address through either the pen 

or the sword. China has erected eight mega-dams 

on the Mekong just before the river leaves its 

territory and is building or indeed planning on 

another 20. The dams give China control over the 

flows of water and nutrient-rich sediment essential 

to the livelihoods of 60 million people in Southeast 

Asia. With its immense clout, Beijing has rejected 

the treaty-linked Mekong River Commission, and 

instead coerced the vulnerable downstream 

countries into joining its own Lancang-Mekong 

Cooperation initiative, which lacks binding rules. 

By increasing control over vital water resources 

through hydro-engineering structures, China is 

dragging its neighbours into a dangerous game of 

geopolitics over water security which serves only 

to intensify regional disharmony.  
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The South China Sea: more than just a 

flashpoint for US-China rivalry 

by Minh Phuong Vu, ed. Quy Thanh Nguyen 

 

Abstract 

The dispute over islands’ sovereignty and maritime 

boundaries in the South China Sea (SCS) has been 

a prominent international security concern in the 

past decade. Popular scholarly discussions tend to 

reduce the dispute to a bilateral competition and 

hold the dispute at the centre of the global security 

discourse by identifying it as a flashpoint between 

the U.S. and China.270 This article calls for a more 

elaborate understanding of the SCS dispute and its 

implications for global security beyond being a 

flashpoint for rivalry between these world powers. 

Even without U.S. involvement, the dispute 

remains one of today’s greatest global security 

phenomena since it entails food and energy 

security concerns with the potential emergence of 

regional military conflicts that would affect at least 

2.3 billion citizens of the claimant states.271 

This article first provides an overview of the 

dispute along with an analysis of the ambiguous 

nature of U.S. involvement. While the probability 

of a Sino-U.S. confrontation is undetermined, this 

article proposes that the tension of the dispute will 

endure due to other immediate security issues, 

being food and energy security besides traditional 

 
270 H White, ‘Why America Should Share Power’, The 
China Choice, Black Inc, Victoria, 2012, p. 470. 
271 United Nations Department of Economic and Social 

Affairs, Total population (both sexes cobined) by region, 

subregion and country, annually for 1950-2100 
(thousands), World Population Prospects: The 2017 

Revision, Population Division, New York, 2017. 

security concerns. The article then moves on to 

explain the second reason to consider the dispute 

to be a top security concern, which lies in the 

damaging implications to food security caused by 

serious fishery incidents. Lastly, the essay points 

out the likely outbreak of regional armed conflicts 

demonstrated through past military confrontations 

along with the current increasing militarization of 

the area, justifying the SCS dispute to be the most 

worrisome security issue at present.  

 

Key words: South China Sea, territorial dispute, 

multifaceted security concern, Sino-U.S. rivalry, 

Southeast Asia. 

 

The dispute finds its origin under the circumstance 

when claimant countries (People’s Republic of 

China (PRC), Republic of China (Taiwan), 

Vietnam, the Philippines, Malaysia, Indonesia and 

Brunei) assert overlapping claims over features, 

most noticeably the Paracel and Spratly 

archipelagos, and maritime space in the SCS. 

Among all claimants, China’s nine-dash line claim 

in 2009 which covers 90 per cent of the SCS 

remains the most controversial.272 Ownership is 

asserted by China on the basis of either historical 

occupation or international law, and sometimes 

both. Historical evidence provided by claimant 

states like China, Vietnam and Taiwan are 

272Bengco, R, Aquino mulls UN protest on Spratlys, 
maritimesecurity.asia, 2011, 

<http://maritimesecurity.asia/free-2/south-china-sea-

2/aquino-mulls-un-protest-on-spratlys/>, viewed 23 May 

2018. 
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abundant and diverse, with maps, literature, 

geographical documents and treaties proving 

states’ discovery of and exercise of jurisdiction 

over the islands in the past.273 Yet, most of these 

records are regarded by the international 

community as unconvincing and inadequate bases 

for legal sovereignty claims.274 

A more authoritative basis for countries’ claims 

can be found in international law, particularly 

principles  articulated in the 1982 UN Convention 

on the Law of the Sea, which grant countries 

rightful jurisdiction over 200 nautical miles of 

exclusive economic zone (EEZ) or 350 nautical 

miles of continental shelf extending from their 

coastal baseline.275 These principles found the 

basis for countries’ rights to economic 

exploitation, navigation, resource development and 

jurisdiction over both land and water.276  

However, till date, the United Nations Commission 

on Limits of the Continental Shelf has not 

published any official documents to distinctively 

distribute these zones.277 Moreover, since these 

rules only came into force in 1994, China has 

denied the relevance of UN’s principles, stating 

that Chinese declaration predates the law.278 As 

 
273 J Pan, ‘Territorial dispute between China and Vietnam 
in the South China Sea: a Chinese lawyer’s perspective’, 

Journal of East Asia & International Law, vol. 5, iss. 1, 

2012, pp. 215-222. 
274 B Hayton, ‘When good lawyers write bad history: 
unreliable evidence and the South China Sea territorial 

dispute’, Ocean Development & International Law, vol. 48, 

no. 1, 2017, p. 30.  
275 United Nations Treaty Collection, Convention on the 
Continental Shelf, 2016, available at 

https://treaties.un.org/Pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=IND&m

tdsg_no=XXI-4&chapter=21&clang=_en, viewed 23 May 

2018. 
276 United Nations Division for Ocean Affairs and the Law 

of the Sea 2011, Part V – exclusive economic zone, The 

historical accounts presented by claimant countries 

remain ambiguous and international legal 

standards proved unhelpful in this situation, the 

dispute persists and continues to pose major threats 

to regional peace and stability. 

 

Prospect of Sino-U.S. rivalry in the SCS 

The SCS is widely recognised as one of the most 

prominent security flashpoints in Southeast Asia. 

China’s rise, to an extent threatens the hegemony 

the U.S. long enjoyed in world politics. The U.S. 

and its allies, guided by the politics of balancing, 

would seek to contain China and prevent it from 

gaining enough power to elevate its position in 

global political arena and challenge the status 

quo.279 As  China’s excessive claim in the SCS is 

seen by the U.S. as an attempt to enhance its 

geopolitical power and attain regional hegemony, 

the SCS emerged as a crucial flashpoint where  

containment efforts by the U.S. might turn violent, 

further harnessing the dispute’s high profile in the 

international security sphere. 

Nevertheless, reality is far more complex as U.S. 

inconsistent positions reduces its credibility and 

United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, 2011 
available at 

https://www.un.org/depts/los/convention_agreements/texts/

unclos/part5.htm, viewed 23 May 2018. 
277 R O’Rourke, ‘Maritime territorial and exclusive 
economic zone (EEZ) disputes involving China: issues for 

Congress’, Congressional Research Service, 2017, p. 9. 
278 L Buszynski, ‘The South China Sea: oil, maritime 

claims, and U.S.-China strategic rivalry’, The Washington 
Quarterly, vol. 35, no. 2, 2012, p. 140. 
279 L Odgaard, ‘The balance of power in Asia-Pacific 

Security: US-China Policies on Regional Order’, Korean 

Journal of Defense Analysis, vol. 19, iss. 1, 2009, p. 31. 
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the predictability of if at all, it will engage in 

military interventions in the SCS. In 1974 when 

the PRC successfully occupied Yagong Island and 

the Crescent Group from South Vietnam, the U.S. 

promised not to get involved.280 However, after 

former President Barack Obama assumed office in 

2009 and launched “Pivot to Asia”, a campaign 

purposed to  direct the US foreign policy toward 

East Asian countries, concerns over the SCS 

dispute as a frontier for power struggle increased 

significantly.  

Notably, in a visit to Hanoi in 2010, Secretary of 

State Hillary Clinton stated that the SCS dispute 

was in U.S. national interest, which was then 

interpreted by Chinese Foreign Minister Yang 

Jiechi as an attack on China. While the Obama 

administration intensified its containment efforts, 

prospects of U.S. involvement in the dispute 

became dimmer as the succeeding Trump 

administration adopts a more isolationist approach 

to foreign policy. However, as Sino-U.S. 

relationship turns sour in recent years due to the 

ongoing trade war between two countries, Trump 

administration has started to increase their 

navigation operations in the SCS since 2019. In 

July 2020, the U.S.  declared China’s claim in the 

SCS “unlawful” and later sanctioned Chinese 

individuals and companies behind the construction 

and militarisation of artificial islands under 

China’s control.281 Yet, changes to U.S. domestic 

politics by the end of 2020 might once again 

 
280 J Garver, ‘China’s push through the South China Sea: 

the interaction of bureaucratic and national interests’, The 

China Quarterly, vol. 132, 1992, p. 1005. 
281 S Heavey, D Psaledakis & D Brunnstrom, US targets 
Chinese individuals, companies amid South China Sea 

dispute, reuters.com, 2020, 

impact U.S. policies in the disputed sea. Overall, 

empirical evidence illustrates an inconsistent 

pattern in US policy on the SCS rather than an 

explicit willingness to intervene militarily.  

Contrary to popular opinions, some scholars argue 

that the prospect for Sino-U.S. rivalry in SCS is 

overstated as economic interdependence and 

China’s promise to refrain from challenging the 

status quo endorsed in its ‘Peaceful Rise’ policy, 

delay countries towards the direction of hard 

balancing military alliance like during the Cold 

War.282 While this article does not favour any 

predictive claims over the other (the SCS being a 

contentious flashpoint or not), it argues that there 

are still reasons to consider the dispute a critical 

security concern with or without its prospect of 

escalating into a major powers war. This is because 

of the multifaceted challenges the dispute poses to 

international security. Although the prospect of 

China-US rivalry might be undetermined in the 

SCS, problems of energy and food security and 

military conflict on a regional scale are well 

observable in the wake of the dispute. 

 

Energy insecurity in the SCS 

The SCS dispute can be first characterised a major 

security concern due to its significance in the 

realm of energy security. The US Energy 

Information Administration estimated that the 

<https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-china-

southchinasea-companies/us-targets-chinese-individuals-

firms-amid-south-china-sea-dispute-idUSKBN25M1O6>, 

viewed 5 September 2020. 
282 Buszynski, op. cit., p. 142. 
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amount of untapped oil in the SCS is about 11 

billion barrels while diverse types of natural gas 

range from 190 to 500 trillion cubic feet.283 Even 

though such reserves are not as significant 

compared to others elsewhere, they still possess 

great appeal to countries in the region.284 Most 

active claimants in the dispute, being developing 

states, are in great demand for stable, affordable 

fuel supply for socioeconomic development.285 By 

2035, almost every country in Asia, including 

direct parties to the SCS dispute with the exception 

of Brunei, will become net importers of energy to 

meet the exceptional 200% projected growth in 

demand.286  

Rather than becoming heavily reliant on energy 

sources from the volatile regions in Africa and the 

Middle East, the SCS can act as a more ideal 

solution with financial perks to combat the energy 

crisis. Countries’ attempts to enhance energy 

independence by tapping into the SCS reserves 

have already surfaced. The Chinese National 

Offshore Corporation is planning US$30 billion 

budget to exploit oil and natural gas in the 

region.287 Similarly, the Philippines oil field near 

the Palawan island province is now crucial in 

 
283 Ibid, p. 145. 
284HA Ünver, Energy Security in the South China Sea’, 
Rising Powers in Global Governance, 

risingpowersproject.com, 2016, 

<http://risingpowersproject.com/energy-security-south-

china-sea/>, viewed 24 May 2018. 
285 F Baumert, ‘Maritime claims, energy and the South 

China Sea – an analysis on the role of energy security in the 

South China Sea Dispute between China, Malaysia, and 

Vietnam’, Master thesis, Faculty of Social Science, 
University of Vienna, 2016, p. 1. 
286C Schofield, Island disputes and the “oil factor” in the 

South China Sea, Sigers, 2016, 

<http://thesigers.com/analysis/2012/12/12/island-disputes-
and-the-oil-factor-in-the-south-china-sea.html>, viewed 24 

May 2018. 

relieving the country’s oil imports;288 and by 2012, 

Vietnam had signed 60 contracts aiming at oil and 

gas exploration and production in the SCS.289 

As parties’ conflicting interests became 

transparent, confrontations arose as a result in the 

form of a zero-end game where countries prevent 

one another from detection and extraction 

activities. For example, both Beijing and Hanoi 

have aggressively protested against their 

opponents’ oil drilling activities in the contested 

zones, leading to early withdrawal or suspension of 

several rigs.290 This practice produces nothing but 

damaging consequences to energy security as no 

states are now able to utilise nearby resources to 

safeguard their demand. In addition, such conflicts 

might potentially disrupt energy transit. Nearly a 

third of global crude oil and approximately half of 

global liquefied natural gas are transported through 

the SCS.291 Potential disruptions to energy transit 

are not only a matter exclusive to countries that 

encircle the SCS, but it also affects the African and 

Persian Gulf suppliers along with their major 

consumers in Asia such as Japan or South Korea. 

These adverse-to-all consequences justifies an 

287L Zou, Oil bonanza in South China Sea, Global Times, 

2011, 
<https://web.archive.org/web/20110603061108/http://speci

al.globaltimes.cn:80/2011-04/645909_2.html>, viewed 24 

May 2018. 
288 MC Hogan, ‘South China Sea’, in The Encyclopedia of 
Earth, National Council for Science and the Environment, 

Washington D.C, 2011. 
289 Buszynski, op. cit., p. 145. 
290 N Chandran, ‘China reportedly threatens Vietnam into 
ending energy exploration in South China Sea’, CNBC, 

2017, <https://www.cnbc.com/2017/07/23/china-threatens-

vietnam-over-south-china-sea-drilling.html>, viewed 2 

October 2017. 
291 Hogan, op. cit. 
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elevation of the dispute to one of the most 

concerning global security issues. 

 

Fishery in the SCS and food security 

The second reason to consider the situation in the 

SCS as one of the most alarming international 

security issues is attributable to its negative 

implications to food security. Despite being 

moderate in size, with its diverse marine species 

and abundant fish stock, the SCS is the fifth most 

productive fishing zone in the world that accounts 

for approximately 12% of global fish catch.292 

Such a marine source is crucial in preserving 

regional food security as countries fringing the 

SCS are some of the most reliant on fish for 

protein and micronutrient intakes.293 Apart from 

being a food supply, wild fisheries in the SCS 

deliver significant economic values and help 

ensure coastal populations’ livelihood. The fishing 

industry employs at least 3.7 million people and 

provides them with sufficient income for basic 

needs.294 

However, due to the impacts of climate change and 

overfishing, fish stocks in the SCS has depleted 

significantly, resulting in as much as 90% 

 
292 M Tsirbas, ‘Saving the South China Sea fishery: Time to 

Internationalize’, National Security College, Canberra, 

2017. 
293 MM Dey, MA Rab, FJ Paraguas, S Piumsombun, R 

Bhatta, MF Alam, & M Ahmed, ‘Fish consumption and 

food security: a disaggregated analysis by types of fish and 

classes of consumers in selected Asian countries’, 
Aquaculture Economics & Management, vol. 9, 2005 p. 95. 
294 C Schofield, R Sumalla, & W Cheung, Fishing, not oil, 

is the heat of the South China Sea dispute, Conversation, 

2016,<https://theconversation.com/fishing-not-oil-is-at-the-
heart-of-the-south-china-sea-dispute-63580>, viewed 25 

May 2018. 

reduction in fish catch since the 1960s and half of 

what is left is expected to vanish by 2045.295 As 

coastal resources become scarce, fishermen sail 

further, beyond their national maritime boundaries 

and enter contested waters.296 Food security 

pressure along with ambition to further embolden 

asserted territorial claims has motivated claimant 

states to approve the expansion of fishing grounds, 

in the case of China through the provision of 

financial and political support for distant fishing 

vessels in disputed zones.297  

The growing number of fishing boats traversing 

into foreign waters and disputed EEZ has led to 

feelings of intrusion, and compelled states to 

enforce aggressive protection and retaliation 

mechanisms leading to various incidents of violent 

clashes. Even without direct involvement in the 

dispute, Indonesia has tightened its law to oppose 

illegal foreign fishing activities. Within two years 

since implementation, Indonesian authorities have 

blown up around 64 fishing vessels from China, 

Thailand, Vietnam and the Philippines and 

detained their fishermen.298 Filipino coast guards 

were also reported in 2013 to have fired 200 

machine gun rounds at a Taiwanese boat that 

295 RU Sumaila & WWL Cheung, ‘Boom or Bust: The 

Future of fish in the South China Sea’, OceanAsia Project, 

Hong Kong, 2015, p. 1. 
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297 H Zhang, ‘Chinese fishermen in disputed water: not 
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entered their water, leaving one fisherman dead.299 

Such incidents had made distant fishing in the SCS 

become incredibly dangerous, in turn posing major 

threat to the already weakened food security in 

margining region of the SCS. Inadequate fish 

supply as a key means to ensuring food security 

and coastal prosperity for countries encircling the 

SCS has led to fierce, sometimes violent 

competition that further endangered food security 

itself. This highlights the dispute as one of today’s 

most eminent global security concerns. 

 

Military confrontations among claimant states 

Apart from the non-traditional security aspects, 

one remaining reason to consider the SCS dispute 

as a major security issue lies at its threat to 

traditional security. Prospects of military 

confrontation between parties involved are on the 

rise. Both past and current events demonstrate 

claimant states’ willingness to resort to force in 

securing their national sovereignty along with their 

rights to resource exploitation. Contrary to the 

common belief that the SCS dispute has escalated 

primarily on legal and diplomatic grounds only, 

claimants, have indeed attempted to demarcate 

their territory in the SCS through militaristic 

means.300  

 
299 P Chow, ‘The US Strategic Pivot to Asia and Cross-
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301 HT Nguyen, ‘Vietnam’s position on the sovereign over 
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The two bloody rivalries between the PRC and 

South Vietnam, first over the Paracel archipelago 

in 1974 and second over the Johnson South reef in 

1988,  led to 71 and 64 deaths on China and 

Vietnam’s side respectively.301 In 1994, China 

have also used its navy to occupy the Mischief 

Reef and practised de facto control despite three 

other overlapping claims.302 Collisions of such 

intensity have not reappeared in the last two 

decades due to some efforts, limited however by 

claimants to  contain the conflict, most noticeably 

through a 2002 declaration signed by  China and 

ten Southeast Asian countries which encouraged 

peaceful solutions to problems involving  the SCS. 

However, without an efficient code of conduct, the 

agreement failed to ensure the zone’s immunity to 

military confrontation and could only ease tension 

temporarily.303 

In fact, within the context of mounting resource-

centric clashes, contemporary statements and 

actions by claimant states illustrate the real 

possibility of force being deployed again, 

forecasting the reoccurrence of past traumatic 

confrontations. At present, neither China, nor other 

claimant countries would want war as China is 

afraid of confrontation with the U.S. and other 

countries are wary of confrontation with China. 

However, the escalating use of force and 
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militarisation of the zone raise the stake for 

unintended or ill-advised conflicts to occur, risking 

possible spiralling of the dispute. In the series of 

oil-related protests carried out by Hanoi and 

Beijing against each other mentioned above, 

Chinese state-owned newspapers depicted the 

Vietnamese to be “mentally prepared for the 

sounds of cannons”.304 It is also becoming more of 

a frequent practice that oil rigs and commercial 

fishing vessels are accompanied and protected by 

war ships. This illustrates states’ eagerness to turn 

to militaristic measure to safeguard their interests 

in the SCS.305 Other militarising methods were 

also applied to solidify countries’ sovereignty over 

land features. Claimant countries have intensified 

garrisons and construction of militaristic facility, 

projecting a greater likelihood of armed rivalry.306 

Among such, the scale of China’s military 

expansion has been the most concerning.  

The possibility of triggering U.S. retaliation has 

not stopped China from exerting dominance over 

its backyard. China’s creation of artificial islands 

as part of the country’s reclamation effort of the 

Spratlys has elevated Chinese military capability in 

the SCS significantly.307 For example, the 10000-

foot runway built on the Fiery Cross Reef is 

capable to accommodate a B-52 as well as any 

Chinese aircraft.308 Missile systems were also 
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installed on at least three Chinese structures in the 

Spratly archipelago.309 Past conflicts along with 

the current alarming militarisation of the dispute 

are manifest of claimant countries’ willingness to 

deploy violence, jeopardising regional security and 

further evincing the significance of the SCS 

dispute in the realm of international security. 

 

Conclusion 

Conventional understanding of the SCS dispute 

has frequently been associated with the potential of 

it becoming a hotspot of violence upsurge between 

two major world’s powers, China and the U.S. 

However, as the likelihood of US military 

intervention in the zone still requires further 

theoretical and empirical scrutiny, scepticism 

about where in the realm of international security 

the SCS dispute posits started to surface. This 

article has provided an in-depth and multi-

dimensional account of the SCS dispute to argue 

for the persisting significance of the dispute in 

global security, with or without a Sino-U.S. 

rivalry. Overlapping interests in hydrocarbon 

resources have resulted in a zero-end game that 

prevents claimant countries from tapping into the 

much-needed resources and disrupts regional 

energy transport, ultimately threatening both 

the-south-china-sea-us-china-confrontation/5520564>, 
viewed 27 May 2018. 
307 RA Bitzinger, Why Beijng is militarizing the South 

China Sea, Asia Times, 2018, 
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308 BS Glaser, The growing militarization of the South 
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regional and international energy security. 

Competition over rights to fishing has led to 

various violent incidents that turned the already-at-

risk fishing activities in the SCS more dangerous 

and less sustainable, negatively impeding on food 

security. Finally, the dispute has great implications 

on regional military interplay, observable through 

the history of conflicts and present militarisation of 

the area, ascribing to the contemporary situation in 

the SCS features of a prominent security concern, 

regardless of great power politics. 
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