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Abstract
Purpose of Review The connections between climate change
and conflict inherently raise questions related to space, scale,
and nature-society relations, all themes central to modern geo-
graphic thought. The geographic and political ecological litera-
ture—and the literature informed by geography and political
ecology—generally explores the relationship between climate
change and conflict through case studies, employing a wide
range of methods that enable understandings not accessible
through exclusively large-n quantitative studies. As a result, this
literature focuses on questions and challenges that are generally
overlooked in thewider climate-conflict literature, including the
importance of spatial and temporal scale and the ways in which
vulnerability and resilience frame this relationship.
Recent Findings This literature uniquely challenges the dom-
inant Bthreat multiplier^ framing of climate change’s impact
on climate, questioning this narrative’s unidirectional flow
from climate vulnerability to conflict, exploring how climate
change can create opportunities for peacebuilding as well as
conflict, and identifying how climate adaptation activities can
themselves become catalysts for conflict.

Summary While geographic and political ecological lenses on
the relationship between climate change and conflict do not
have all the answers needed to address the challenges and
opportunities presented by this relationship, the framings
these lenses offer are essential to building meaningful, action-
able understandings going forward.

Keywords Climate change . Conflict . Political ecology .

Geography . Qualitative . Environmental security

Introduction

The intellectual terrain of climate change’s impact on conflict
is marked by varied disciplinary and institutional interests,
methods of gathering and analyzing data, and starkly different
opinions regarding what the data tells us. While the chapter on
climate and security in the most recent IPCC report makes it
clear that, in general, [1•• p. 758] Bhuman security will be
threatened as the climate changes^, it also argues that (p.
760) BGiven the many and complex links between climate
change and human security, uncertainties in the research on
the biophysical dimensions of climate change, and the nature
of the social science, highly confident statements about the
influence of climate change on human security are not
possible^ [1••]. In short, the connection between climate
change impacts and conflict outcomes is highly place and
time-specific, and is the product of many different,
intersecting factors. It is, then, an inherently geographic ques-
tion, and one to which geography and allied disciplines have
made substantial contributions in recent years.

In this article, we review the contributions of the literature
emerging from geography and the closely-allied field of po-
litical ecology, including literature heavily influenced by les-
sons from these areas of inquiry, which further the
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understanding of the connections between climate change im-
pacts and conflict. We focus on how this literature challenges
the threat multiplier narrative, which remains prevalent, most
evidently in policy communities. We begin with a brief situa-
tion of the question of climate change impacts and conflict in
broader geographic questions surrounding the relationship be-
tween conflict and the environment. We then present our
methods for this review, before turning to the literature to
assess the methods used, and the broad themes and findings
which emerge from, or have drawn upon, lessons from the
geographic and political ecological literatures. We close with
a brief discussion of gaps in this literature that point to future
research directions.

Conflict and the Environment in Geography
and Political Ecology

While geography is an integrative discipline, and therefore
challenging to define in terms of unique methods, subject
areas, or interests, it has been marked since its formal incep-
tion by strong interests in the relationship between people and
the environment, and by the particularities of place that shape
the human experience. It is not surprising then that geography
has long taken an interest in particular cases of conflict that
emerge around the human use of and experience with the
environment [1–4]. This interest is most clearly expressed in
the subfield of political ecology, which emerged from the
fields of hazards and risk, integrating political economy and
the environment perhaps most clearly in terms of the structural
causes of famine and other disasters [5, 6], the conflict emerg-
ing around conservation efforts [7–11], and the challenges that
emerge around agrarian change [12–14].

Political ecology is not the exclusive province of geogra-
phy, as it emerged across a range of fields (including anthro-
pology and rural sociology). However, in whatever disciplin-
ary context it might be enacted, contemporary political eco-
logical research draws heavily on geographic framings of
scale and political economy, thus drawing the two fields into
what might be represented as a heavily-overlapping Venn di-
agram. It is marked by a broad consideration of the ways in
which various processes at different scales plays out in partic-
ular nature-society relationships, and emerged from a cultural
ecological fascination with the ways people, communities,
and societies adapt to their environments [15]. From this
geographically-informed lens, climate change and its impacts
on the environment is a natural fit for political ecology. It links
global processes of change to impacts on the environment and
people in particular places.

For this review, we focus on the literature comprised of
place-based and critical policy studies that speak to our under-
standings of the connection between climate change and con-
flict. This literature is not all explicitly political ecological or

even geographic, but it draws heavily from the lessons of these
bodies of thought—whether such influence is overtly ac-
knowledged or not. More specifically, we examine how these
studies are used to critique and further understand the dis-
courses and contextualized realities of the climate-conflict
nexus.

Methods

This review focuses on literature published after the most
recent IPCC Assessment Report, the first to have a chapter
dedicated to human security that reviewed current thought on
the intersections between climate and conflict and climate and
security [1••]. We used Google Scholar to identify literature
exploring these connections as it provided the widest coverage
of the social sciences and because some significant publica-
tions (or citations to important publications) are found in the
gray literature, both of which are better covered in Google
Scholar when compared with other scholarly databases (e.g.,
Web of Science). The gray literature, which is not necessarily
peer-reviewed, has played an important role in shaping the
discourses of climate-conflict. Furthermore, because it is used
in advocacy and policy-making, it was important to integrate
this work into the literature review to more fully demonstrate
how the discourses of climate-conflict have developed.

Table 1 shows the search terms and total results. In some
cases, we excluded terms that were irrelevant to the search but
made the results difficult to navigate.1 Articles were then ex-
amined for their relevance to the question of how the geo-
graphic and political ecological literature approaches the con-
nection between climate and conflict. All relevant publica-
tions were then organized by theme.

There are references to articles before the period defined
above. That is for the following reasons: (1) in some cases, the
work we were reviewing cited these articles; (2) the articles
are grounding, foundational, or otherwise central to the points
we make in this review; (3) we felt it important to demonstrate
how understandings of a topic have evolved over time.

Geographic Approaches to Studying
the Climate-Conflict Connection

As boundary (sub)disciplines or fields of thought, geography
and political ecology utilize multiple methods to examine the
role of climate change in causing, perpetuating, or even

1 For example, Bjob security^ and Bfood security^ when searching for climate
change and security greatly increased total documents to point of being
unnavigable.
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alleviating conflict. This diversity of methods is a core strength
of geography as an integrative discipline. Geographical and
geographically-informed examinations of the link between cli-
mate change and conflict have employed a range of methodo-
logical tools including mapping climate-conflict vulnerability
[e.g., 16, 17], the remote sensing of land use change as it relates
to climate-conflict [e.g., 17], quantifying climate-conflict risk in
particular places [e.g., 18–20], qualitative case studies [e.g., 21],
critical studies examining the narratives and realities of the
nexus [e.g., 22], and discourse analysis examining how policy
approaches develop and are understood across spatial and tem-
poral scales [e.g., 23]. For this study, we examine the
following2:

& Case studies that capture the place-specific interactions of
climate change, climate variability, and conflict with a
wider political economy [e.g., 21, 24–28].

& Efforts aimed at the development and testing of conceptu-
al models and spatial and temporal aspects of the climate-
conflict nexus [e.g., 29–34].

& Critical analysis of policy and discourses related to the
nexus, including examinations of the nexus in the context
of policy formulation, power dynamics, and securitization
[e.g., 35–43].

& Review studies that amalgamate findings in order to find
points of consensus regarding the connection between

climate change and conflict/security and identify critical
research gaps for the field [e.g., 29, 32, 33, 44]

Case Studies: Developing and Refining Theory

In the wider climate-conflict field, after large-N quanti-
tative studies, the most common way to examine this
relationship is through qualitative case studies [45•].
Studies rooted in a particular place and time, or exam-
ining a particular organization or policy, are important
not only for understanding how climate change interacts
with conflict in specific contexts, but also for ground-
ing, contextualizing, and testing theories present in
quantitative studies and theoretical arguments. For sim-
plicity, we broadly describe this work as case studies.
Ide (2017), describes different research methods used to
examine the link between climate change and conflict,
and provides a typology of qualitative research that in-
cludes the following [45•]:

& Tracing how the mechanisms linking climate change or
variability to conflict interact in a particular place or time
[e.g., 34, 46, 47].

& Ethnographic studies of communities affected by climate
change and conflict [e.g., 21, 26, 27•].

& Research that contextualizes climate change and conflict
dynamics into a broader political economy [e.g., 48–50].

These studies employ a range of data collection methods,
largely embodied in qualitative case studies (i.e., interviews,
direct observation, and surveys), but also incorporate tools
from related areas including GISciences, remote sensing,
and data collection and analysis focused on atmospheric sci-
ences and biophysical processes. Qualitative case studies,
which ground the intersection of social, political, economic,
and biophysical processes in particular places, provide the
highly granular, contextual data necessary to understand the
processes through which climate change impacts are—or are
not—translated into conflict. Moreover, these case studies elu-
cidate the various ways different populations experience the
joint challenges of climate change and conflict. For example,
Chandra et al. (2017) demonstrate how different genders ex-
perience conflict-related vulnerabilities related to climate var-
iability and change inMindanao, Philippines [21]. While both
women and men smallholder farmers faced increased vulner-
ability as a result of climate change and conflict, the impacts
of extreme climate events had more severe impacts on wom-
en, including loss of land rights and forced migration [21]. Ide
et al. (2014) exemplify a more mixed method approach, using
both qualitative and quantitative methods to map climate-
conflict links in Kenya and Uganda [51]. Using a spatial lens
on the question of climate-conflict connections, the authors

2 While we do not review studies that employ mapping or remote sensing as
primary methodologies, we do consider that work in the broader context of the
review.

Table 1 Search terms and total results

Search terms (title only) Total
articles

BClimate change^ and security 297

BClimate change^ and conflict 126

BClimate security^ or Bclimate-security^ 96

BClimate conflict^ or Bclimate-conflict^ 91

Conflict and adaptation and climate 12

Security and adaptation and climate 12

Resilience and conflict and climate 8

BDrought and conflict^ 7

BWeather and conflict^ 6

Resilience and security and climate 5

BGlobal warming^ and conflict or security 4

Resilience and climate and climate Bpeace building^ or
peacebuilding

1

Adaptation and climate and Bpeace building^ or
peacebuilding

0
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were able to determine where joint effects of climate change
and conflict are most likely to occur.

Discourses, Policy Analysis, and Securitization

The geographic approach to discourse analysis is greatly
influenced by post-structuralism and Foucauldian theory
[52–55] and largely focuses on how power and policy
reflect and refract understandings of place and the rela-
tionship between people and the environment. Discourse
analysis generally rests on the critical analysis of existing
documentation and literature, but can also employ key
informant interviews and direct observation. Much of the
literature examining the discourses of climate-conflict is a
direct response to positivist studies purporting a more di-
rect relationship between climate change and conflict
[e.g., 39].

With its heavy focus on discourses of nature and soci-
ety, geography has provided tools and lessons that subtly
shape a growing literature that not only draws attention to
the inherent risks of securitizing climate change, but also
problematizes the overly determinative discourses that
purport a stronger relationship between climate change
and conflict than is evident in the data. This includes:

& Critical examinations of the climate-conflict nexus
that call into question the validity of the connection
purported in select large-N quantitative studies or in-
stances in which the relationship was overstated in
specific contexts [22, 36, 37, 39, 56, 57]

& The progression of knowledge and understanding of the
nexus as well as the evolution of the discourse [58–64, 42,
43]

& How different organizations perceive and seek to address
the climate-conflict nexus [23, 65, 66] as well as how the
discourses of climate change translate into policy [23, 64]

& The climate-conflict nexus as it relates to securitization
and/or neoliberalism [23, 37, 50, 56, 64]. The securitiza-
tion literature is largely focused on the risks of
depoliticizing conflict through narratives that ignore the
root causes of conflict [22, 37], further enforcing existing
power structures through environmentally driven
governmentality [37, 67], and/or reinforcing states’ dis-
proportionate focus on activities that reinforce existing
power structures [68].

Below, we describe key contributions from the contem-
porary geographic and political ecological literature (in-
cluding literatures informed by one or both), with partic-
ular attention to that portion of the literature centered on
qualitative case studies. This body of work, largely in-
formed by theory and methods typical of political ecolo-
gy, points to a need to expand current perspectives on the

connection between climate change and conflict beyond
an unlinear model tracing climate change to conflict or
insecurity.

Geographic Contributions to Understandings
of Climate-Conflict Relationships

The most common framing of the climate-conflict nexus,
particularly within policy communities, is that of climate
change as a threat multiplier [32, 61, 69–71]. This fram-
ing suggests that climate change will not cause conflict,
but it can exacerbate the risks or worsen the impacts of
conflict. This discourse was popularized by a 2007 report
issued by the Center for Naval Analysis (CNA) [71], and
has persisted, despite CNA more recently reframing cli-
mate change as a conflict catalyst that accelerates insta-
bility [70].

The Arab Spring, is a commonly referenced, though
contested [72], example of the role of climate change as
a threat multiplier [e.g., 47, 73, 74]. In the instance of the
Arab Spring, scholars are careful to describe climate
change impacts as factors that hastened or exacerbated,
but did not cause, the uprisings across the Middle East
and North Africa, as well as in conflict events that follow-
ed [47, 74–76]. Similarly, the largely gray literature asso-
ciated with the policy and implementation community re-
flects the framing of climate change as a threat multiplier
[29, 77].

The threat multiplier framing, while helpful in moving
away from causal and explicitly deterministic arguments to
allow space for place- and time-specific understandings of
the relationship between climate and conflict, is imperfect.
When first developed, it was predominantly understood in
security and defense terms, as the idea was put forth primarily
for those purposes. Yet, as the discourse has evolved, a range
of other actors are now engaging with the nexus [58], includ-
ing many non-security-oriented communities such as devel-
opment, humanitarian, environmental, and diplomatic actors.
Many of the findings of the geographic and political ecolog-
ical literature on climate and conflict nuance, build on, or
critique this threat multiplier framing.

Scale and the Understanding of Climate Change
and Conflict

Geographic literature that examines the climate-conflict
nexus builds upon a broader disciplinary history of con-
ceptual, critical, and applied examinations of scale. The
temporal and spatial scale at which one examines the rela-
tionship between climate change and conflict is a critical
determinant of how the problem is framed and understood,
and how efforts to address the link are conceptualized [31,
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48, 61, 78, 79]. Varied understandings and different fram-
ings of temporal and spatial scale are often cited as reasons
why the climate-conflict nexus remains so contentious [1,
18, 20, 31, 48, 61, 78, 80]. For instance, the impacts of
climate change in one place might drive conflict in another.
As argued by Saleyhan (2014, p.2) [78]:

BAggregate statistics on food and water availability at
the national level in a country as large as say, India, may
mask local-level variation; rainfall statistics for India
may not accurately reflect water availability in
conflict-prone Assam state. Yet, if there are reasons to
believe that rural people affected by drought or other
natural disasters will take their protests to the capital,
migrate to urban areas, or join highly-mobile rebel or-
ganizations, then there is no reason to believe that local-
level climatic variables will correlate with conflict in
that same locality.^

The Arab Spring again offers a contextual example of
the complications of scale in the context of the threat
multiplier discourse. Though no scholars argue that the
Arab Spring was caused by climate change, many argue
that it was affected by the impacts of a changing climate
[47, 73, 74, 76, 81]. One of those arguments is that cli-
mate change-linked drought in Russia devastated wheat
harvests, which generated grain shortages that reverberat-
ed through an increasingly interconnected global food
system, resulting in an increase in global wheat prices
[76]. The price of bread increased substantially—in some
places upwards of 300%—sparking so-called Bbread
riots^ which injected significant momentum into the
then-nascent Arab Spring [76]. In this case, the distance
between the Bmultiplier^ and the conflict outcome high-
lights the challenge of where to adapt to the threat multi-
plier effects of climate change.

The geographic literature also suggests that temporal scale
is an important determinant of how the nexus is understood
and potentially acted upon. Climate change and climate vari-
ability are often conflated in the broader climate change dis-
cussion [18] and in the climate-conflict literature. The differ-
ence is not always made explicit. As further explained by
Seter (2016, p. 2) [18]:

BClimate change says something about changes in mean
climate at a location over long periods, whereas climate
variability describes short-term changes in climate (such
as standard deviations, the occurrence of extremes, etc.)
(IPCC, 2007, pp. 871–872). An effect of climate vari-
ability (anomalously warm or dry periods) on conflict
levels cannot automatically be translated into the

conclusion that climate change (a warmer planet) will
lead to more conflict^.

The temporal scale at which one understands climate-
conflict connections can implicate climate change, climate
variability, and climate shocks, thus influencing academic
findings as well as policy design and implementation. In ex-
amining the atmospheric shocks that link climate change to
conflict, some onset over years (drought) and others can have
rapid onset (e.g., floods, cyclones). Treating all shocks as sim-
ilar drivers of conflict without a deep consideration of their
different manifestations and impacts could obscure important
stressor-specific linkages, while enabling problematic policies
and programs that could themselves trigger conflict [18, 27•,
32, 61, 78, 82•]. Therefore, a careful consideration of how the
different timescales of climate change impacts affect different
scales of conflict is essential for fully understanding the mech-
anisms of climate-conflict generally, as well as in specific
contexts [78]. This includes differentiating short-term shocks
from long-term shifts and understanding the nuance of these
impacts in the context of particular places.

Without a robust understanding of the ways in which hu-
man responses to the short-term expression of climate vari-
ability might be linked to human responses to the local im-
pacts of longer-term changes in the global climate, studies that
use climate variability as a proxy for climate change rest on
assumptions that are without empirical verification. A number
of studies offer insight by linking climate change, conflict, and
the intermediary effects that largely define climate change
[83]. By connecting climate variability to the factors that can
affect conflict, this subset of literature can offer important
insights into the mechanics by which climate change may or
may not affect conflict, and thus the validity of the assump-
tions that drive some larger-scale investigations of the link-
ages between climate and conflict [e.g., 31, 84].

Resilience and Vulnerability

The framing of climate change as a threat multiplier often
presents climate change outcomes as the product of exposure
to environmental changes and/or events, sensitivity to those
changes/events, and a community’s adaptive capacity [28,
85]. In that way, the political ecology of climate change and
conflict closely mirrors the hazard-disaster frameworks for
vulnerability [86]. That is, climate change and variability, or
more accurately the rapid and slow onset shocks related to
climate change and variability, can exacerbate or trigger con-
flict. This is framed most often as a function of high and direct
reliance on primary production with limited adaptive capacity
in the context of place and time [30, 62, 84]. This viewpoint is
clearly embodied in a report commissioned by the G7, A New
Climate For Peace [32]. The report noted the following
compounding factors that link climate change with conflict:
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(1) local resource competition, (2) livelihood insecurity and
migration, (3) extreme weather and disasters, (4) volatile food
prices and provision, (5) transboundary water management,
(6) sea-level rise and coastal degradation, and (7) unintended
effects of climate policies. Nearly all of these compounding
factors assume reliance on primary production or limited
adaptive capacity.

Both the academic and the gray literature offer resil-
ience as a means of broadening the vulnerability lens be-
yond a focus on primary production to consider a wider
range of drivers, outcomes, and relationships [69, 85, 87,
88]. While the resilience framework emerged from ecology
and socio-ecological studies, its implementation in the
context of climate and conflict clearly takes on the lessons
of political ecology that stress a need to look beyond prox-
imate environmental factors to larger issues of political
economy when explaining the rise (or lack of a rise) of
conflict in particular places. Even some scholars critical
of claims about the connection between climate change
and conflict see a focus on resilience as productive. For
example, Boas and Rothe (2016) argue that resilience of-
fers a reframing of the climate-security nexus in a way that
allows for action, adding (p. 628):

Freed from the alarmist tone of climate conflict
storylines, and acknowledging the complexity of
socio-ecological drivers of insecurity, climate security
discourse becomes something to which developing and
emerging states, actors from the development field, and
critical academics can again relate.

This wider lens on climate-conflict relationships can be
employed to productive ends. USAID (2014) provides an ex-
ample of how peacebuilding and resilience are interrelated.
One of their partners, Mercy Corps, implemented conflict res-
olution mechanisms among pastoralists in Southern Ethiopia
[69]. The freedom of movement that followed, and the asso-
ciated access to pasture and water, led to increased adaptive
capacity and higher rates of drought resiliencewhen compared
with other groups.

Resilience efforts, however, are not free of the chal-
lenges that accompany more targeted adaptation efforts.
As described by Vivekananda and her co-authors [88] in
their study of community resilience in the context of con-
flict, resilience-building efforts also drove unintended con-
sequences, including negative impacts on the long-term
sustainability of food security, alterations to labor markets,
and conflict centered on the aid efforts themselves.
Furthermore, resilience-based approaches in the context
of climate change-affected conflict present a range of prac-
tical and conceptual challenges to implementation and ac-
ademic communities. While resilience-centric program-
ming seeks to bolster the ability of communities to deal

with the sorts of shocks and stressors that can exacerbate,
trigger, or make communities more vulnerable to conflict,
the inherent vagueness of the term can push interventions
away from a broader political ecological framing of
stressors into a focus on more immediate needs, thereby
limiting the long-term impacts of resilience programming.

Conflict-Driven Vulnerability and Environmental
Peacebuilding

While vulnerability and resilience perspectives introduce nu-
ance into the vague threat multiplier framing, it is important to
acknowledge that this relationship is not merely one where
climate change drives conflict vulnerability. The increased
vulnerability to climate shocks as a result of conflict is an
important, but oft-ignored component of the climate-conflict
nexus [59, 61, 69, 80, 82•, 89]. While there remains consider-
able controversy over the mechanics of the climate-conflict
nexus, there is little disagreement over the impacts of conflict
on vulnerability to climate shocks [63]. Indeed, as noted in the
IPCC chapter on Human Security, Bconflict strongly influ-
ences vulnerability to climate change impacts^ ([1••], p.
758). The negative impact of conflict on vulnerability mani-
fests in negative impacts on long-term investment, infrastruc-
ture, and human suffering leading to communities’ with lim-
ited resilience to climactic shocks [89]. And while much of
this link is intuitive, a deeper understanding is needed to un-
derstand how conflict can exacerbate climate change vulner-
ability and how these joint challenges can best be addressed.

The concern for conflict-generated vulnerability to climate
change raises the issue of environmental peacebuilding.
Political ecological studies [90, 91] and gray literature [77]
examining the connections between climate change and con-
flict outcomes demonstrate that while climate change can, in
fact, negatively affect conflict, it can also be harnessed for
peacebuilding activities [59, 89, 91, 92]. These studies show
that resource scarcity will not always drive risk and can, in
fact, drive cooperation [59, 87, 90, 91, 93]. Yet, the potential
of climate change as a factor in peacebuilding has not received
much attention when comparedwith climate change’s role as a
driver of conflict [50, 59, 87, 89–92, 94]. This is of particular
salience when considering the spatial dynamics of the climate-
conflict relationship. There is considerable geographical over-
lap between areas conducting ongoing peacebuilding activi-
ties and places vulnerable to the effects of climate change,
including effects on conflict [95, 96]. This is evident in
Asah’s examination of hydropolitics in the Lake Chad Basin
(LCB) [50]. The LCB faces overlapping challenges of water
scarcity, inter- and intra-state conflict, and unequal distribu-
tion of water, all of which necessitate interstate cooperation
and threatens water security. Furthermore, power dynamics
also affect these issues, with Nigeria having considerably
more power to mobilize water use than other countries in the
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basin [50]. As a result of this convergence, both peacebuilding
and adaptation to the effects of climate change are closely
intertwined [50]. This nuanced understanding of hydropolitics
is requisite for preventing conflict, aiding in sustainable water
management, and facilitating cooperation and peacebuilding
in the LCB [50].

As noted by Buhaug p. 336 [89] Brobust scientific evidence
indicates that peacebuilding is the most effective climate re-
silience strategy in war-torn regions. Without peace and sta-
ble, well-functioning political institutions it is hard to see how
societies can address existing and future security challenges
affected by climate change^. There are, however, inherent
challenges to environmental peacebuilding in conflict-prone
areas. As described byMatthew [97] in their work on Rwanda
and Sierra Leone, while it would be beneficial to integrate
climate change adaptation into UN peacebuilding missions,
it will also be seen as an additional cost in a sector that puts
a premium on quick benefits [91]. Thus, it will be treated as a
low priority in the urgent need and quick impact mentality of
peacebuilding [97].

Backdraft: The Conflict Impacts of Climate Change
Adaptation

Further problematizing the idea of a unidirectional threat mul-
tiplier at the climate conflict nexus is the growing literature
demonstrating that there are conflict risks related to adaptation
efforts [26, 27•, 77, 82•]. This literature argues that such ef-
forts, if not carefully considered, risk triggering conflict, prin-
cipally through the unequal distribution of adaptation benefits
[26, 27•, 77, 82•]. Demonstrating the complex spatiality of
addressing climate-conflict connections, Milman and Arsano
(2014), in their study of Gambella, Ethiopia, describe the chal-
lenges and possibly inherent contradictions in adaptation pro-
grams which, in aiming to decrease vulnerability for one
group, simultaneously increase the vulnerability of another
group, potentially leading to conflict [26]. Similarly, Snorek
et al. (2014), using the example of agriculturalists and pasto-
ralists in Niger, describes what they deem Bdivergent
adaptation^, a situation where an adaptation to climate shocks
by one group increases the vulnerability of another [27•].

Conclusion: Geographically Deconstructing
the Threat Multiplier

As is evident across multiple review articles, there are some
points of consensus in the often-contentious climate-conflict
literature. While not solely responsible for the following in-
sights, the grounding of geography and political ecology has
contributed significantly to these understandings:

& The relationship between climate change and conflict
is not causal; it is widely acknowledged that climate
change interacts with a host of other issues to produce
conflict (or build peace).

& While the places most likely to be affected by climate
change-affected conflict have preexisting tensions and
are likely to have limited capacity to cope with climatic
shifts, focusing heavily on places with a reliance on pri-
mary production and limited adaptive capacity overly-
constrains our understanding of conflict outcomes.

& Conflict increases vulnerability to climate change.
& Adaptation efforts can trigger conflict.

The geographic and political ecological literature make it
clear that more productive approaches to understanding the
climate-conflict relationship emerge when we move beyond
linear examinations of climate change’s impact on conflict
[59, 80, 98]. Despite the demonstratedmulti-directional nature
of the relationship between climate change and conflict, much
of the academic literature and the policy communities active
on the issue continue to approach this relationship predomi-
nantly through the conflict risk lens embodied in the threat
multiplier framing.While helpful for moving away from caus-
al frames evident both in earlier environmental security dis-
courses as well as some contemporary climate-security fram-
ings, the threat multiplier framing is unidirectional and tells us
nothing about the scales, both temporally and spatially, on
which climate change may interact with conflict.

We argue that this disconnect exists because current
work on the relationship between climate and conflict
largely ignores the question of how to address this relation-
ship in a productive manner. As argued by Vivekananda,
Schilling, & Smith (2014, p. 497) while highlighting the
limitations of large-N studies, BThe focus of the quantita-
tive literature on identifying correlations and arguing cau-
sality between climate change and conflict has been of
limited value for the peacebuilding community as it pro-
vides no answer to the question of how climatic changes
and conflict might be related^ [85]. This, we argue, is
where the qualitative, highly granular spatial and temporal
framings that have been the hallmark of geographic and
political ecological work on the climate-conflict nexus
can move the literature and practice forward. This type of
scholarship provides explanations for the patterns of cli-
mate change and conflict identified in the broader literature
and offers detailed framings of particular conflict events
that point to sites for productive intervention through de-
velopment, adaptation, or conflict mitigation program-
ming. However, for these qualitative, granular findings to
have wide impact and import, they will need to explore
productive connections between case-based work and larg-
er datasets that allow for their detailed findings to inform
work in a wider set of contexts. Likewise, moving beyond
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framings solely rooted in vulnerability, most notably cli-
mate change as a threat multiplier, and a direct engagement
with climate change as a factor in peacebuilding, conflict
as a factor in climate change vulnerability, and the poten-
tial risks of adaptation efforts will lead to more effective
policy that seeks to address the relationships between cli-
mate change and conflict.
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