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Climate Security Risks in the Asia-Pacific:
An opportunity for U.S. Engagement
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The United States is a Pacific nation with signifi-
cant economic and security interests in the region
that will continue to be an important factor in
shaping U.S. foreign and security policy. Climate
change is affecting security dynamics in Asia-
Pacific in a variety of ways, and more widespread
and severe climate impacts will make the chal-
lenges of managing climate risk in the region more
acute. Asia-Pacific is home to rising powers and a
number of failed states — including states with nu-
clear capabilities — and climate risks will bring
significant tensions and friction to the regional
geopolitical context.

These ongoing challenges are likely to have reper-
cussions for strategic U.S. interests and alliances in
the region, and recognition of this fact has shaped
the expansion of U.S. engagement in Asia-Pacific,
which has prioritized cooperation with allies on
capacity-building for disaster risk reduction and
humanitarian assistance and disaster response.

The U.S. military hosts numerous coastal installa-
tions across the region, including on the west coast
of the U.S., many of which are vulnerable to cli-
mate change impacts including sea level rise. Over
time, climate impacts on military installations
could degrade the DoD’s ability to achieve its mis-
sion in Asia-Pacific.
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Promoting peace and stability in the context of
climate change will require ongoing regional for-
eign policy and security engagement from the
United States. Given the scale and likelihood of
the threats climate change poses, continuing to
assess and respond to climate change risks in the
region should continue to be a core element of
U.S. national security and foreign policy.

Reaffirming alliances in Asia-Pacific

U.S. economic and security interests in Asia-
Pacific remain strong. Maintaining close alliances
is important to achieve strategic objectives in the
region, and the U.S. has recently restated its secu-
rity commitment to long-standing allies in North-
east Asia. Communications between the U.S. Pres-
ident and the leaders of Japan and the Republic of
Korea, as well as a visit by the Secretary of De-
fense to each of these countries, have sent clear
signals early in the new Administration that close
cooperation with the U.S. is likely to continue.
Japan and ROK are key U.S. trading partners and
trade relationships between the U.S. and countries
in Asia-Pacific are likely to remain significant,
providing the additional benefit of helping main-
tain stability in the region.

Engagement for managing climate security
risks
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An Asia-Pacific strategy that promotes stability
across the region will also rely on strengthening
partnerships with a range of U.S. allies. One effec-
tive method of doing so has been to support capac-
ity-building around disaster risk reduction and re-
sponse. As one of the most disaster-prone regions
of the world, Asia-Pacific is vulnerable to both
direct and indirect security risks associated with
climate change. The U.S. has a long history of co-
operation with countries and regional security enti-
ties in Asia-Pacific to manage disaster-related
risks, and this cooperation forms a key pillar of the
U.S. engagement strategy in the region. Effective
disaster response not only serves to meet immedi-
ate humanitarian needs, it also helps maintain the
rule of law, and can prevent extremist groups from
taking advantage of ungoverned spaces. U.S. Pa-
cific Command coordinates regular training and
capacity-building exercises in Asia-Pacific annual-
ly that meet this objective.

Climate impacts on security dynamics in Asia-
Pacific

Climate impacts are likely to become more severe
and disruptive in the future, with attendant security
risks. Extreme weather events will drive more se-
vere disasters, warming and acidifying oceans will
increase competition for marine food resources.
Sea level rise will impact coastal populations, in-
frastructure and maritime boundary delimitations,
presenting significant geopolitical, economic and
security risks. Much of Asia-Pacific’s economic
infrastructure and population is located on or near
coasts, including a number of coastal megacities.
In addition to causing coastal flooding and erosion,
sea level rise amplifies the destructive power of
tidal surges from storms, which are likely to be-
come more frequent and intense in some parts of
the region. Food insecurity is likely to increase as a
result of simultaneous trends of population growth
and declines in crop yields and marine-based food
sources, which will create pressure on food costs.
A combination of factors, some of which are relat-
ed to climate stressors, is likely to drive more in-
ternal and cross-border migration; this will pose
additional governance challenges in a region where
migration is already a source of tension between
some countries. Regional security and cooperation
bodies have sometimes fallen short of their objec-
tives in managing these challenges.
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A number of countries in Asia-Pacific, such as
Indonesia and the Philippines, face significant un-
derlying security fragilities as well as climate vul-
nerabilities. The strategic risks posed by climate
change will remain an important factor in as-
sessing the evolving geopolitical landscape in
Asia-Pacific. Addressing climate risks will contin-
ue to provide opportunities for engagement and
relationship-building between the U.S. and its al-
lies in the region.

Pacific military installations and climate threats

Military installations across the region are vulner-
able to climate impacts, including those on the
west coast of the U.S. Sea level rise will exacer-
bate coastal flooding, erosion and inundation.
Changing climate norms and more variable climate
may also affect military installations through
drought, wildfires (which burned 23,000 acres, or
18% of the base, at Marine Corps Base Camp
Pendleton in southern California in 2014),' thermal
stress, reduced freshwater availability and strain on
the electricity grid that compromises energy secu-
rity.

An independent review by a Military Expert Panel
convened by the Center for Climate and Security
concluded that sea level rise presents “serious risks
to military readiness, operations and strategy.” The
report states that:

“Major transportation, command and control, in-
telligence, and deployment hubs may face unre-
lenting erratic outages, or curtailment of operations
in the future, due to sea level rise and storm surge.
In that context, the ability of the Department of
Defense (DoD) to fulfil mission requirements will
be more costly, take more time, and be hindered by
a lack of planned-for assets at critical junctures. As
these threats to coastal military infrastructure play
out over this century, they may become strategic
vulnerabilities that could affect our ability to deter
our enemies, defend our interests, and support our
friends.”

The report also outlines how climate change will
impact key Pacific military installations:

Naval Base Coronado in the San Diego, Califor-
nia area is highly sensitive to inundation and flood-
ing. The buildings are particularly vulnerable to
flooding, with a replacement value that may be as
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high as $3.75 billion under a 2m sea level rise
flooding scenario." Sea level rise greater than 0.5m
would also affect training areas, narrowing the
beach below the width needed to conduct training
at most of the training lanes."

Marine Corps Base Camp Pendleton in southern
California hosts an array of training facilities used
by Marine, Army and Navy units. MCBC Pend-
leton coastal training areas are highly susceptible
to flooding; with only 0.5 m of sea level rise, the
average beach would be reduced to 17% of its cur-
rent width. ™ Most of the infrastructure at MCBC
Pendleton is less vulnerable to flooding, but build-
ings are vulnerable to erosion, with about 66 struc-
tures in the erosion pathway with 1m of sea level
rise, and 90 in the erosion pathway with 2m. "

Diego Garcia, a low-lying atoll in the Indian
Ocean, hosts a joint UK-U.S. military facility that
provides logistics and operations support for U.S.,
UK and Allied forces in the Indian Ocean region,
including in Afghanistan. The base is geostrategi-
cally important, offering access to areas of concern
on its littoral including Iran, and the area’s sea
lines of communication and transit routes for eco-
nomically important goods and oil from the Per-
sian Gulf. It is vulnerable to increasing hurricane
intensity in the near-term," and will be increasing-
ly vulnerable to extreme water level events, ero-
sion and salinization of drinking water supplies.”"

Guam: Naval Base Guam and Andersen Air Force
Base (now called Joint Region Marianas) house a
range of naval and coast guard commands, as well
as a ballistic missile defense system focused on the
North Korean missile threat. Forthcoming studies
of climate impacts on the island should indicate
how the DoD installations might be affected.”

The Marshall Islands continue to host missile and
missile interceptor testing sites, as well as a radar
system and operations center that supports space
situational awareness for the U.S. The islands are
experiencing more severe impacts from storms and
sea level rise, and may become uninhabitable later
in the century.

As these examples illustrate, climate change will
impact a range of installations that support the
DoD’s operating posture and mission in the Pacif-
ic. Cognizance of these threats and the impact they
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may have on capabilities in the region and the
broader DoD mission over time can support adap-
tation and resilience efforts to maintain longer-
term capabilities.”

Domestic climate resilience for US national se-
curity

Military installations and their surrounding com-
munities, such as those in the Pacific coast, are not
necessarily separate entities; for example, they
often share energy, water and transport infrastruc-
ture. Hence local initiatives for climate resilience
are connected to a broader international strategic
picture; building local and regional climate resili-
ence can strengthen these installations and has rel-
evance for U.S. national security.

Resilient communities with robust climate adapta-
tion measures (including climate-resilient institu-
tions that effectively incorporate climate change
information into decision-making) can support
military infrastructure and readiness. Distributed
energy resource systems and other climate-resilient
utilities, flood protection for public road infrastruc-
ture or areas that house base personnel, and similar
civilian adaptation measures can benefit military
installations. Effective coordination between the
range of local, state and federal agencies involved
in addressing different aspects of this risk nexus
can help to clarify the interconnections and lever-
age responses commensurate with the risk.

Conclusion - Opportunities for US leadership

U.S. economic and security interests in Asia-
Pacific are unlikely to diminish significantly. Cli-
mate change impacts will continue to accelerate in
this wvulnerable region. Many nations in Asia-
Pacific recognize the risks climate change poses,
including the potential threats to peace and stabil-
ity. Continuing to engage these countries in ad-
dressing climate risks presents significant opportu-
nities for the United States, both in terms of reduc-
ing potential instability and strengthening allianc-
es. The U.S. is at a critical moment in time when it
must decide whether or not the country will lead in
addressing the most pressing challenges of the 21st
century.

Shiloh Fetzek is Senior Fellow for International
Affairs the Center for Climate and Security
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