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Introduction 1 

In recent years,climate change has become more recognized both 

globally and in the Middle East and North Africa region. Many countries 

in the region now bear hotter temperatures, face droughts, decreasing 

agricultural efficiency, floods and increasing natural disasters such as 

cyclones and hurricanes. 

As such, climate change also has many secondary effects due to its 

ability to exacerbate problems across the globe. For instance, new 

research has shown that climate change has the ability to trigger a 

financial meltdown to the world over.2 Moreover, climate change also 

has the potential to facilitate the release of deadly pathogens that have 

until now been preserved in permafrost – which is melting at a faster 

rate due to longer summers and higher average temperatures.3 

This paper looks at one such secondary effect being the effect of 

climate change on violent non state actors, a category that incorporates 

insurgency, terrorism and extremism in the MENA region.4 It argues 

that climate change fundamentally exacerbates various fissures in 

the existing socio-economic environment that are already plaguing a 

volatile conflict-ridden region. Consequently, it shows that insurgents 

and terrorist groups have seized various opportunities provided by 

these climate change induced cleavages to strengthen themselves. 

This paper is divided as follows: First, it theorizes the relationship 

between climate change and terrorism by drawing on previous 

instances where insurgent/terrorist groups have been strengthened 

because of climate change induced issues. As such it comes with a 

three-step framework that solidifies the nexus between climate change 

and terrorism/insurgency. 

CLIMATE CHANGE 
FUNDAMENTALLY 
EXACERBATES VARIOUS 
FISSURES IN THE EXISTING 
SOCIO-ECONOMIC 
ENVIRONMENT THAT ARE 
ALREADY PLAGUING A 
VOLATILE CONFLICT-
RIDDEN REGION
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Specifically, it argues that climate change acts as a force multiplier in contexts of conflict, 

facilitating the growth of terrorist groups. It does so in three ways; 1) Causing shortages 

in food, water and energy leading to disenfranchised citizens, which in turn facilitates 

recruitment by insurgent groups to increase. 2) Inducing disasters, allowing for terrorist 

groups to provide humanitarian aid while also benefiting from the diversion of military 

resources towards addressing post disaster scenarios as opposed to conducting counter 

– insurgency operations and- 3) Increasing irregular migration causing structural strains 

on state resources, thereby reducing resilience and inviting instability within which 

terrorist groups thrive. 

These linkages are not direct but rather overarching in nature. As such, while providing 

examples of such linkages, this paper also draws on examples from outside the MENA 

region as well as relying on reports from parts of Africa and South and Southeast Asia, 

where climate change and environmental effects have led to the strengthening of 

terrorist/insurgent groups. This derivation of linkages from regions outside of MENA is 

essential, since they help provide visualization for end-users of areas that have already 

undergone such nexuses. Focusing on the MENA region, a study of Al Qaeda in the 

Arabian Peninsula and how it has benefitted from climate change issues in Yemen will 

be presented. Lastly, relevant policy implications for the Middle East will be discussed.  

Briefly, it is important to note that combating climate change is a matter of human 

security. As defined by the United Nations Human Rights Council, human security is 

a fundamental right of humans to be free from fear, want and indignity making the 

notion  far more human centric than traditional state security.5 While this normally 

means deliverance from peace and conflict, it does also refer to issues of poverty, food 

security and other aspects. As this paper illustrates, many primary and secondary effects 

of climate change often also lead to increased human insecurity. 

However, combating violent non-state actors, while also a matter of human security 

is largely relegated to traditional security. Therefore, in suggesting the various 

recommendations for governments in the MENA region, this paper recognizes that it is 

state security that will be given more importance than human security simply because 

violent non-state actors threaten the very credibility of governments. As such, while 

it is unfortunate that an issue such as climate change is, here, limited to its effects on 

terrorism and insurgency, it is a hope that this is one small contribution to combatting 

the problem indirectly. 
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Climate Change in the Middle East:  
The Middle East region will see a majority of its nations coming up in the list of countries 
most affected by climate change globally. Given the extreme weather conditions in the 
region, many of the nations of the Middle East have already begun to see the effects of 
this phenomenon. For instance, countries like Iraq and Kuwait have seen temperatures 
soar up to 54 Degrees Celsius,6 making it impossible to walk in non-shaded areas for long. 
Such temperatures also increase risks of heat stroke especially for migrant workers thus, 
slowing down construction activities among other problems.7 In this section, three of the 
most overarching threats of climate change are discussed. 

Water security:  A huge concern for all Middle Eastern countries in the future will be the 
lack of water due to climate change. With more than six percent of the world’s population 
residing in the region and access to only one percent of the world’s water resources,8 the 
Middle East is one of the world’s driest regions with 12 of the most water scarce nations 
in the world.9

While historically the supply of water  has been lower than the demand in many parts 
of the region, countries like Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, and Kuwait continue to consume far 
more than the local natural water supply with consumption rates of240%, 940% and 2400% 
respectively.10 Most of this water is utilized for agricultural purposes representing up to 
85% of usage in some countries.11 

All of this has led to a significant drop in water aquifers and reserves across the region. The 
World Bank for example has predicted that the water availability per capita in the Middle 
East will drop by half by 2050.12 At the same time, studies have shown how freshwater 
reserves have reduced considerably in the region, with water equivalent to the amount 
in the dead sea evaporating or getting used up every year.13 Moreover, processes like 
desalination have also led to the dumping of toxic waste material into oceans, disturbing 
the delicate balance of the ecosphere in the oceans while also leading to seepage into 
groundwater reserves, thereby depleting drinkable sources of water.14 

With more than six percent of the world’s population residing 
in the region and access to only one percent of the world’s 
water resources,  the Middle East is one of the world’s driest 
regions with 12 of the most water scarce nations in the world
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Yet, the case of water security does not just limit itself to reductions in usable water but also 
the issue of increase in floods. For instance, Saudi Arabia has faced an increasing number 
of floods leading to human fatalities. The World Economic Forum (WEF) has warned that in 
future, increasing instances of rainfall in some places across the region may even lead to 
flash floods.15 Given that many countries have engaged in extensive infrastructure projects 
including roadways, causing the blockage of some natural paths where water would have 
otherwise disappeared, there is an even further increase in the occurrence of flooding in the 
region.16 

Another form of water inundation that the MENA region is likely to face in future is the 
sinking of various cities due to increasing sea levels. This has been caused due to the melting 
of glaciers in the South and North poles of the earth. As such, sea water has slowly been 
increasing on various fronts such as cities like Alexandria and Port Said in Egypt which 
may face sinkage.17 The cost of relocating populations in such cities, with populations in 
the millions, would be catastrophic for nations like Egypt already suffering from various 
economic problems. Moreover, nations like the UAE and others which have embarked on 
ambitious waterfront construction projects now risk losing such properties back to the sea, 
causing massive investment losses.18 

Food security is another overlapping concern of climate change in the region. According 
to the Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO), the Middle East is the only region in the 
world apart from sub-Saharan Africa that has recently seen an increase in the number of 
undernourished people.19 At the same time, the Food and Agricultural Organization has 
noted that the region also sees  about 60 billion dollars (or approximately one third of total 
production) of food wasted.20  Thus, in some ways, food security in the Middle East is about 
the mismanagement of resources as much as it is about a lack of production. 

While much research on food security and climate change focuses on food production in 
the region, it is also important to note that climate change also affects the availability and 
stability of food supply, as well as the usage of supply chains.21 Climate change in the region 
can lead to decreasing crop yields which is a result of higher temperatures (as mentioned 
above). However, this is not the only effect of climate change on food security in the region. 

The MENA region is likely to face in future is the sinking of various 
cities due to increasing sea levels. This has been caused due to the 
melting of glaciers in the South and North poles of the earth
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A large amount of staple crops such as wheat and maize are imported into the Middle East 
region with some estimates noting almost 70%.22 In an interconnected world, also facing the 
increasing effects of climate change such as droughts and increase in temperature, global food 
production and supply chains often get disrupted leading to increased fluctuations in food 
prices thereby leading to decreased food security in the region. 

Moreover, the agriculture sector which already accounts for large amounts of water usage, 
in turn has to increase water usage even more to support production in light of the higher 
number of droughts, and scarcity of rainfall. Hence, it further increases dependencies on 
unsustainable agricultural practices. Taken together, all of these details lead to increased 
shocks in food production as well as supply chains thereby increasing the prevalence of food 
insecurity in the region. 

Energy Security: Finally, the last major aspect that climate change will surely impact is the 
energy demand in the region. The increased scarcity of water and rainfall will likely beget more 
energy/water intensive methods of agricultural production which will place even larger strains 
on the energy infrastructure currently in place. This is because, without rainfall, farmers resort 
to energy intensive efforts like pumping water from underground that requires even more 
energy than normal. Moreover, higher temperatures also lead to an increase in air conditioner 
usage across the region, which is all the more energy intensive especially in places like the 
Middle East. 

Yet at the same time, Climate change is also exacerbated by the use of non-renewable resources 
such as oil and gas while ignoring renewable resources such as water, wind and solar energy. 
In this regard, while the UAE and Qatar have increased their share in renewable energy quite 
drastically, there remains much to be done.23 Indeed, as various simulations have shown, 
reticence in using renewable energy sources and its impact on global warming can increase 
energy demand by more than 25% in the next few decades reducing the overall security of 
energy across the nation.24

Theorizing climate change and terrorism/insurgency  
This paper specifically takes the stand that climate change exacerbates many of the already 
existing problems in the MENA region (which of course differ from nation to nation) which in 
turn fuels terrorist groups to increase propaganda and recruitment efforts. Violent NSA’s are 
often able to enlist individuals due to a number of factors. For instance, structural factors such 
as discrimination, socio-economic inequality and corruption lead to poorer living conditions 
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and by extension increase anger against the government which in turn facilitates terrorist 
recruitment.25 Climate change only exacerbates these structural factors leading to more 
disenfranchisement and hence, higher recruitment levels. Consequently, the specific 
nexus takes place through the following ways: 

1. Food/Water Security and Insurgency: Insurgent groups as noted by various different 
authors often seek control over land and resources. Among the reasons for their success, 
one of them is the control of territory.26 This control of territory, in many cases arises 
due to government failure in the provision of services in certain areas thus allowing such 
groups to fill up vacuums of administration. This is likely the reason that various reports 
have noted that poorly governed regions in countries like Afghanistan and Yemen are 
often more susceptible to being overrun and controlled by insurgent groups.27 This is due 
to the ability of such groups to provide the very same services that the government is 
tasked with. 

Given the exacerbation of food and water insecurity due to environmental changes, 
terrorist groups have the potential to capitalize on grievances arising from such shortages 
and begin recruitment and also cause conflicts. For example, in India, the Naxalites, a 
Marxist insurgent group has often been seen to compete with the government for control 
of resources especially during times of scarcity.28 Moreover, the Naxalites often use anti-
government grievances (borne out of the lack of resources) as propaganda to support 
their recruitment efforts.29 At their peak, these anti-government sentiments helped the 
Naxalites take control of about 125 out of 700 districts across India whereby they provided 
essential services such as health services, minimum wages and agricultural reforms 
among others. 30

Climate change exacerbates many of the already existing problems in 
the MENA region (which of course differ from nation to nation) which in 
turn fuels terrorist groups to increase propaganda and recruitment efforts

Given the exacerbation of food and water insecurity due to environmental 
changes, terrorist groups have the potential to capitalize on grievances 
arising from such shortages and begin recruitment and also cause conflicts
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In extreme cases, famines can also cause army troops to revolt against the government 
posing two problems: 1) sparking a civil war within and 2) diverting resources from 
counter insurgency actions. Both these outcomes occurred in the 1970’s after a famine 
took effect in a war and insurgency ridden Ethiopia. The situation escalated so severely 
that a faction of the army broke ranks and deposed the then Ethiopian ruler, Haile 
Selassie. Due to this diversion of attention, an Ethiopian insurgency that started off in 
the 1960’s was drastically strengthened.31 While these famines were not a direct result 
of climate change, if further climate change induced famines affect war ravaged areas 
across the Middle East there would surely be other ramifications.
 
2. Disaster – insurgency nexus: the connection between environmental degradation 
and the rise of natural disasters has been widely reported across various platforms. 
However, it is imperative to also note that such disasters can also benefit insurgent 
and terrorist groups in a few ways. Firstly, natural disasters can, in some cases, prolong 
conflict by overwhelming local emergency groups resulting in the arrival of national 
military responses. This was best addressed by the New Zealand defence minister who 
argued that disaster relief should assume primary importance among armed forces in 
South East Asia due to the disaster-prone nature of the region.32 

In such a situation, it is often plausible that forces required for counter-insurgency 
operations are diverted to areas that require disaster relief. For example, during the 
2010 floods in Pakistan, 70.000 military personnel were deployed for humanitarian 
reasons in flood affected areas.33 According to some commentators, this resulted in a 
delay in launching offensives against insurgent groups in the Federally Administered 
Tribal Areas (FATA). 

Furthermore, analysts have also shown that in order to mitigate the 10 billion USD 
worth of losses caused by the flood, the government had to divert resources from 
other ministries leading to a decrease in military funding for the next two years.34 
Such diversions of both troops and funding can prolong insurgencies, demonstrating 
that while terrorism may not be caused by the climate crisis, terrorist activities  can 
definitely be aided by their secondary effects. 

This disaster insurgency nexus does not stop at the diversion of troops nor funding. 
Security agencies have also shown that both, in Pakistan and in other parts of the 
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world, terrorist groups conducting disaster relief in the aftermath of natural disasters have 
helped boost their credibility and help them gain more recruits. This was evidenced in the 
case of the Lashkar e-Taiba and its affiliate organization Jamaat ud-Daawah which were 
responsible for providing aid to various individuals affected by flooding in 2010.35

3. Climate change induced wealth inequality and terrorism recruitment: Remarkably, one 
of the effects of climate change is its effect on wealth inequality. According to a recent 2019 
UN report, climate change risks pushing 120 million people across the world into poverty.36  
While this in itself is problematic, it is exacerbated even more due to the resultant increase 
in inequality. As many have argued, wealthier people are able to escape the extreme effects 
of climate change despite contributing more to it.37 Wealth inequality is one of the strongest 
factors in helping terrorist groups swell its numbers.38

Indeed, despite rich patrons such as Osama Bin Laden heading terrorist groups, it has also 
been observed that foot soldiers of various terrorist groups are largely comprised of poorer 
individuals who do not necessarily subscribe to the ideology of the group but rather only 
join these groups as means to earn a living for their family.39 This was seen in the case of 
the Islamic State which at its peak paid its recruits up to 1200 US dollars per month, in a 
crumbling Iraqi and Syrian economic atmosphere.40 Thus, climate change may increase the 
pool of people from whom terrorists can recruit people due to increasing wealth inequality. 

The link between wealth inequality and terrorism while proven, is not direct and similarly 
the link between climate change and wealth inequality is also not direct, rendering the effect 
of climate change on terrorism (which is already driven by wealth inequality) even more 
indirect. However, what climate change lacks in direct effects, it makes up in scale in terms 
of the number of people affected, i.e. climate change is so massive a phenomenon that even 
small linkages will cause newer security problems for governments across the world. 

Despite rich patrons such as Osama Bin Laden heading terrorist 
groups, it has also been observed that foot soldiers of various 
terrorist groups are largely comprised of poorer individuals who 
do not necessarily subscribe to the ideology of the group but rather 
only join these groups as means to earn a living for their family
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As such, while the section above has outlined the various nexuses between climate change 
and violent non-state actors, the next section looks at how this is played through a case 
study of Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula based in Yemen. 

Illustration: Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula 
AQAP is a terrorist group that has strengthened as a result of the lack of governance, corruption 
and civil war in Yemen (specifically in the southern and central belts of the country).41 The 
protracted civil war since 2015 has even allowed for the group to conquer the town of Mukalla 
in the Hadramouth province for almost a year whereby it provided various services to the 
people of the city before finally being driven out by Emirati forces.42

It is important here to note that during this time, the AQAP was able to maintain control 
over the territory for almost a year for various reasons. Among them, climate change induced 
issues played an important role in solidifying the group’s control as well. 

For instance, climate change has been among the reasons for reducing the available water 
supply in Yemen with only 86 cubic meters square of water per person (in contrast to 2260 
cubic meters square per person in the UK).43 As a result places like the capital Sana’a as well 
as once fertile regions like Ibb in the central region of Yemen are set to become inhabitable 
within the next few years. Moreover, the lack of water and the usage of such high quantities 
for irrigating narcotic crops like Qat have also led to an increase in food insecurity throughout 
the nation.44 Indeed, with 16 million people (out of a total of 24 million) facing food shortages, 
the UN has identified the situation in Yemen as the world’s worst food crisis.45 

Taking advantage of this situation, the AQAP has taken extensive steps to win the hearts 
and minds of the people in the region. While many reports have shown that they did this 
by leveraging sectarian differences,46 a more surprising revelation has been the ability of the 
group to take advantage of this food and water insecurity issue. As early as 2013, documents 
retrieved from the AQAP’s possession revealed that the group’s top leaders were concerned 
about providing water services to the local populations of different AQ branches. 

As such, to operationalize this, they went about supplying fresh water to local populations 
who were suffering from thirst. Additionally, in order to deepen their credibility, they also 
engaged in building various wells and water infrastructure projects across the town of 
Mukalla and other surrounding areas.47 The fact that they threatened contractors with death 
for corruption or undue delays in work helped to ensure that  projects are completed quickly 
thereby helping the group boost itself in the eyes of the local population. 
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Similarly, the group has also benefited from the lack of food security in the region as well. 
The group used twitter to show the public how it had been involved in handing out food 
to various citizens of Mukalla.48 This was especially crucial given the food shortages the 
city was facing in the midst of the civil war. AQAP was also able to recruit more members 
simply because they provided a steady income for everyone to help pay for higher prices 
of food in the city – an issue exacerbated by both the civil war and climate change.49 While 
this could only impact a small population, just the mere perception that the group was 
able to provide for citizens likely helped improve its credentials and reputation  among 
the public.

Lastly, there was also another area that AQAP was able to benefit from due to climate 
change. In 2015, Cyclone Chapala which was classified as an Extremely Severe Cyclonic 
Storm (ESCS) led to the death of many people and the destruction of property amounting 
to 100’s of millions in USD.50 It has been estimated that the Cyclone was the most severe 
storm to hit the nation. According to researchers its occurrence was most likely due to 
manmade reasons leading to climate change.51 

Against this backdrop, the first thing that AQAP did was to organize the evacuations of 
various people who were about to be hit by the cyclone, an activity that should have been 
organized by the government.52 Moreover, the group was also able to provide disaster relief 
for some of the citizens affected by the flood, further entrenching itself as an organization 
worthy of the people. 

Even more importantly, the group was not just able to increase its stature among the local 
populace through its activities but also among larger jihadist audiences as well as those 
that sympathized with such groups by using aggressive propaganda campaigns. Many of 
these actions were publicized on twitter and also via other forms of social media.53 As the 
recommendations section shows, this understanding is crucial to counter such actors who 
use extensive propaganda. 

As such, to operationalize this, they went about supplying fresh water to 
local populations who were suffering from thirst. Additionally, in order to 
deepen their credibility, they also engaged in building various wells and water 
infrastructure projects across the town of Mukalla and other surrounding areas
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Although AQAP was driven out of Mukalla in 2017/2018, the group has 1) already cast a 
strong impression among the local populace as one that respected the crisis of food and 
water (even if it was problematic in many other areas) and 2) learnt a substantial amount 
of methodology if it ever came to power again. Moreover, the fact that it had also spoken 
to other branches of AQ such as AQIM about the importance of water security means that 
it will likely transfer this knowledge to other AQ branches which are still very operational 
across much of the Middle East. Therefore, it is clear that the climate change led impact 
on the strength of terrorist groups cannot be ignored. 

Policy Implications 
Given the connections between the two phenomena that have been linked, it is 
imperative to suggest policy recommendations to help deal with this threat. Despite 
climate change presenting a broader existential threat than its effects on NSA’s, it is likely 
that such linked recommendations will create more ripples among policy circles in the 
Middle East. Moreover, it is also important to keep in mind that dealing with the twin 
problems requires more than government involvement. As such, this section is divided 
into different subsections to discuss what governments can do individually, regionally 
(i.e. in cooperation with neighbours) and what civil society organizations such as Non – 
Governmental Organizations (NGO’s) can do to assuage the problem better.

Individual Governments
The suggestions provided below are classified into two categories, direct and indirect 
policy recommendations: 
Direct recommendations: The very first action that governments can take is to recognize 
that such a linkage between climate change and violent non-state actors does indeed 
exist. To do so would require bringing these issues up on both, national and international 
platforms. Fortunately, there has already been some precedence regarding this nexus, 
which manifested in a 2009 UN report.54 Moreover, many Security Council meetings have 
also begun to discuss these security implications. While much of these discussions have 
focused on Africa55for obvious reasons, as the region is plagued by dwindling resources, 
there is a growing need to turn the spotlight towards other regions, especially the Middle 
East. This realization also needs to occur within the scope of domestic audiences and 
governments across the Middle East. 

However, as of now, there exists much sluggishness within such governments. Social 
issues such as freedom of speech and the yearning for democratic reforms alongside 
protracted conflicts in the region often trump climate change as more pressing issues in 
public opinion. This also leads to lesser discussion among parliamentary lawmakers.56
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Furthermore, the authoritarian nature of many governments in the region, often scares 
editorial groups from publishing relevant domestic developments pertaining to climate 
change. In this context, it is hard for the security implications of climate change to feature 
in both, public and parliamentary discussions. However, should governments want to make 
any sort of headway towards tackling this nexus, it is important to first set up - at least as 
a start - low budget research cells with expertise in both climate change and violent non-
state actors to enable experts in both domains to converse and come up with solutions . This 
will at least serve as a basis for setting up further research without making to daunting or 
expensive a task for governments in the future. 

Secondly, governments can draw on research on this nexus to identify weak points in their 
infrastructure and in resource security to ensure that insurgent groups do not take advantage 
of such tensions to shore up their own numbers. This would involve looking at various 
groups that have benefitted from the effects of climate change in the region. One of these 
groups, as discussed above is AQAP, but researchers would also benefit from reading into the 
activities of other groups such as the Islamic State (IS) and how it benefitted from the food 
and water insecurity in the region, that was introduced by climate change. Moreover, the 
Middle East is also plagued with many other violent non-state actors that governments can 
look to research. 

Thirdly, it is also true that in many places, terrorist groups often act out of benefit and even 
when they act in a manner that help populations, often they are also causing environmental 
and other sorts of damage. Governments across the MENA region can thus, work to counter 
terrorist/insurgent group narratives that paint a picture of them helping and supporting 
local populations with various problems by highlighting the various aggressions and damages 
that these group cause. 

Indirect recommendations: Indeed, none of the above recommendations can truly make an 
impact if first governments themselves are not able to battle climate change and its associated 
effects. Thus, should the MENA region hope to avoid the various problems associated with 
climate change and its impact on terrorism, it should learn to tackle climate change in 
greater detail. To do so will require strong measures including the following set of steps. 

Social issues such as freedom of speech and the yearning for 
democratic reforms alongside protracted conflicts in the region often 
trump climate change as more pressing issues in public opinion
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Firstly, governments in the MENA region have to move towards renewable sources 
of energy and divest away from oil. This in itself can reduce the amount of energy 
expended in digging up and using oil while also providing cleaner sources of energy. 
While there has been some good news in this section with many countries now 
beginning to rely more on wind and water energy, the share of renewable energy is 
still comparatively small compared to fossil fuels. 

Secondly, governments have to focus on increasing water systems across the region. 
This can be done by implementing policy to embed better water treatment and 
collection systems to provide for agriculture and drinking purposes. 

Thirdly, governments across the region also have to look at the amount of food waste 
generated in the region and more strictly regulate and restrict food wastage. For 
instance, the Food and Agricultural Organization has noted that one third of all food 
that is produced in the MENA region is wasted, amounting to 60 Billion dollars.57 Not 
only do governments miss chances to increase food security but there is also a massive 
amount of water and energy that is used up to produce this food which is then wasted. 

In reality though, it is difficult to foresee many of these changes being implemented 
because of vested interests. According to official estimates fossil fuels produce billions 
of dollars in profits every year, making it very hard for governments and companies 
in the region to lower oil production on which most of its economy rests. Moreover, 
war and conflict which in itself are large contributors to environmental decay are also 
profitable for many companies, especially those that sell weapons. 

Regional Cooperation 
By themselves, countries can only achieve so much. However, environmental concerns 
also fall under the concept of the “Tragedy of the Commons”. Essentially, this means that 
while countries often act out of self-interest leading to higher resource consumption, 
the other countries in the region are harmed as a consequence since they all depend 
on common resources. For example, the Nile river runs through about 11 countries 
over the duration of its course and its importance has even spurred declarations of 

Governments in the MENA region have to move towards 
renewable sources of energy and divest away from oil. This in 
itself can reduce the amount of energy expended in digging up 
and using oil while also providing cleaner sources of energy
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war readiness if its distribution were to be disturbed by nations like Egypt. This was 
when nations like Ethiopia built dams which would reduce the water flow to Sudan and 
Egypt demonstrating how indiscriminate usage of such resources leads to overall harm 
across many nations. 

In this sense then, solutions to prevent the strength of non-state actors from escalating 
also demands sound cooperation between various nations on many fronts. Firstly, 
organizations like the GCC and the Arab league should set up sub committees and joint 
intelligence sharing centers working on the linkages between environmental change and 
non-state actors that are taking place. Secondly, the organization should also hold its 
own members accountable to the various environmental goals that it has set throughout 
time. Thirdly, governments should also facilitate the work of civil society actors (outlined 
below) in helping to fill the gaps they cannot. 

Thirdly, countries also 
need to come together to 
work on better models of 
cooperation especially on 
sensitive issues like water 

and agriculture to prevent conflicts which only add to the various structural problems that 
strengthen non-state actors. For example, shared electricity grids (which are already well 
underway and in progress across the MENA region) need to be improved and encouraged 
across many nations. Not only do they help reduce resources required to build huge new 
electricity plants, but they also force nations to cooperate by disincentivizing conflicts 
thereby also depriving non-state actors from feeding off such conflicts. 

The role of civil society 
Civil Society, a reference to the various Non-Governmental and Non-Profit organizations 
that are working on various different issues plaguing different parts of the world, including 
food security, gender equality and other related problems. The advantages of such actors 
are that often they are able to fill in gaps that governments either do not or cannot. 
Indeed, Non-Governmental Organizations often command the credibility and respect 
that governments are unable to, due to the essential services that these organizations 
provide. 

In many ways, NGO’s are peaceful Non-state actors that (sometimes) work in tandem 
with governments and are largely antithetical to violent non-state actors by their very 

Solutions to prevent the strength of non-state actors 
from escalating also demands sound cooperation 
between various nations on many fronts
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existence. NGO’s also have multi-regional and multi-national presences as well, increasing 
their ability to work with multiple governments thereby acting as a force multiplier for 
regional agreements. In this sense, NGO’s can provide various benefits in the fight against 
climate change and its effects on violent non-state actors. 

Firstly, local NGO’s can directly see the effects of climate change and its indirect effects on 
violent non-state actors. For example, they are often able to identify various reasons why 
populations are unhappy with the government – possible factors aiding the recruitment 
of terrorists and as a result can help classify these reasons according to those that are 
due to climate change (food, energy and water shortage etc.) and those that are purely 
due to bad governance (authoritarian regimes, corruption etc.) . Indeed, obtaining this 
information can be difficult for governments that may not be trusted by some parts of the 
population, a common issue prevalent around the world. 

Secondly, working with international NGO’s, independent researchers and academics, 
much of this data can help translate into solid linkages between climate change and its 
effects on violent non-state actors/terrorism. This can allow for excellent analysis and 
responses that help better understand this situation. 

Moreover, given the multi-national presence of NGO’s across different nations, they are 
also able to curate such information from different countries which may be facing the 
very same issue. This will also help with coordinating regional responses especially if the 
information collected can be adequately analyzed. 

Fourthly, these multi-national NGO’s are often able to obtain funding from different 
sources that will help further reduce the burden of governments. While this suggestion 
does not imply that NGO’s should act as a stand-in for governments, it is entirely possible 
that some governments may not be willing to dedicate resources to these causes until 
such threats are made clear. In this situation, pre-existing mechanisms to identify and 
analyze such linkages will go a long way in persuading reticent governments to allocate 
resources towards the cause. 

Non-Governmental Organizations, being peaceful Non-State Actors, also serve to counter 
the influence of violent non-state actors. For instance, if a sense of identity, purposefulness, 

If a sense of identity, purposefulness, change or even a need 
for money is what terrorist and insurgent groups offer, 
civil society actors often offer the same but without fears of 
proscription/arrests looming over the head of members
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change or even a need for money is what terrorist and insurgent groups offer, civil society 
actors often offer the same but without fears of proscription/arrests looming over the head 
of members. Accordingly, even though governments may often be inadequate in providing 
essential services, a feeling of alienation from the government can be redirected towards 
working for greater causes rather than joining violent organizations. 

Lastly, the importance of civil state actors in a region littered with authoritarian governments 
also provides a strong impetus to ensure that not all power is concentrated in the hands 
of the government, which in the long run, may only exacerbate problems and increase 
insurgencies. For instance, in this backdrop, NGO’s offer credible alternatives to government 
agendas and in some cases, even help keep government power in check by providing 
alternative services and aid. 

Conclusion 
This paper has discussed the linkages between Violent Non-State Actors and climate 
change in the Middle East. Using a case study of Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula, it 
has demonstrated how violent non-state actors in fact benefit from the effects of climate 
change. Specifically, it has showed that terrorist and insurgent groups benefit by drawing on 
issues such as food/water insecurity, the gap in socio-economic inequality and the increase 
of natural disasters in the region.
 
Given the indirect nature of the relationship between violent non-state actors and climate 
change, it is likely that most governments will be slow to the uptake to combat the same. 
This paper also stresses that there is in fact a link which cannot be ignored. Even if violent 
NSA’s are not solely benefitted by this, it is still quite helpful to their cause due to their 
ability to gain from the secondary effects of climate change. Working to fix loopholes on 
this front can help governments greatly in stifling any efforts from such actors, thereby 
maintaining traditional security and human security, while also conserving and better 
utilizing the earth’s resources.
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