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ENVIRONMENTAL SECURITY
STUDIES

An introduction
Rita Floyd and Richard A. Matthew?!

Introduction

Over the past two decades a substantial body of literature has emerged in North America,
Europe and throughout much of the developing world exploring the existing and potential
linkages between security and the environment. While it explores some ideas that have
roots in classical thought, this literature is largely a response to two almost simultaneous
events: the end of the Cold War (1989-92), which compelled a rethinking of the concept
of security, and the 1992 Rio Earth Summit, which mobilized scientific evidence of global
environmental change into a global policy agenda widely regarded as urgent and vital.

The ensuing flood of academic enquiry has examined large-scale environmental
processes such as climate change and deforestation. It has explored the socio-political
effects of changes in natural resource assets at various scales of analysis. It has examined
the activities of the military from an environmental perspective and sought to understand
the role the environment plays in conflict and in conflict resolution. It has explored the
interaction of environmental change with demographic and health factors from a security
perspective. It has considered the environment in terms of different levels of security
analysis including global, regional, national, subnational and human. It has studied
vulnerability to environmental change from the perspective of equity and poverty. And
it has sought to understand the impacts of strategies for conservation and adaptation to
environmental stress in different security contexts.

This work has been important and influential. It has been the subject of considerable
policy activity. It has been popularized by leading journalists and authors. It has been
integrated into International Relations and security studies curricula at both undergraduate
and graduate levels. Interest among the emerging generation of scholars appears
widespread and strong, and many of the scholars who defined the field in the early post-
Cold War years continue to be active in it.

Perhaps reflective of the complexity of our high-speed and densely interconnected
world, environmental security has not evolved over the past two decades as a homoge-
neous field of analysis, but rather as a polysemous category encompassing a wide range
of analytical and normative meanings and positions. Indeed, the field of environmental
security is so fragmented that the term is used to refer to entirely different, and even



