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national security working group of the American Academy of Arts
and Sciences’ Commission on Accelerating Climate Action fo-
cused on the climate crisis, including failing infrastructure, food insecuri-
ty, public health problems, and concerns about military bases and training
facilities. Much of this brief and accompanying white paper are based on
conversations with human and national security experts, conducted across

C haired by Gary Roughead and Hilary Tompkins, the human and

nineteen expert listening sessions and led by the working group chairs
and members, with particular contributions from working group member
Phyllis Bayer. The working group selected the Colorado River Basin and
the Gulf Coast region as case studies emblematic of the multifaceted, di-
verse effects that threaten national security, including both protracted and
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sudden consequences; socioeconomic disparities; unavailability of critical
resources such as water, food, and energy; supply chain problems; and na-
tional coordination difficulties. Based on the listening sessions, the work-
ing group chose to explore three key messages for effective climate action:

Many factors impacting national security are interconnected, requir-
ing cooperation among diverse stakeholders and across multiple levels
of government.

A nuanced understanding of risk is necessary for making informed cli-
mate decisions and for effective proactive planning, but data quality and
government regulation are inadequate to support risk management.

Frontline communities have been historically ignored, making their
participation in bottom-up, regional solutions both crucial and difficult.

Interconnection and Cooperation

Consideration of climate mitigation and adaptation through the lens of
national security in the United States cannot be done in a vacuum. From
China’s dominance of the rare earth minerals market that provides them
with a near monopoly in solar panel manufacturing to Europe’s action
against Russian aggression in Ukraine that is creating energy and supply
chain shortages, national energy security depends on understanding and
responding to signals and crises in the global market.! Many of the factors
that contribute to national security—such as secure sources of water, food,
and energy; effective and resilient supply chains; and environmental jus-
tice—are interlinked. For example, low water levels can increase the cost of
agricultural production, impact energy generation through hydropower,
interfere with cooling for manufacturing and petrochemical processes, and
disrupt national shipping corridors.> Localized direct impacts of climate
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change often indirectly impact global supply chains, creating additional
vulnerabilities for underresourced populations across the globe. Effectively
addressing climate change requires adopting a systems-level view.

These interconnections also create barriers to cooperation. In the Col-
orado River Basin, water sources and uses are regulated by multiple levels
of government, creating a complex system with inefficient management
and requiring cooperation across states. Competing priorities in federal
regulations can also exacerbate existing issues. For instance, the Endan-
gered Species Act may require certain instream flow levels to protect wild-
life that depend on those waters, while irrigation districts have obligations
to deliver water to their members, and federal reservoirs are subject to
management regimes that do not prioritize storage and conservation.3
Along the Gulf Coast, several agencies are actively collaborating on cli-
mate data generation, but no one agency has the authority to produce and
validate these data.# Reducing friction between agencies and more clearly
defining responsibilities will be crucial for better collaboration.

Assessing Risk and Proactive Planning

Climate change requires accurate risk assessments, from the physical risk
to infrastructure because of a lack of preventative maintenance to the finan-
cial risk of adopting new technologies or shifting to new crops. A recurring
theme from the expert listening sessions was the difficulty of appropriately
dispersing and apportioning risk. In the Colorado River Basin, agricul-
ture contributes to 8o percent of water use.> Advances in technology, in-
cluding water recycling, desalination, and regenerative agriculture, could
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alleviate some of the strain on the water system. However, adopting these
technologies requires farmers to take on risk.® This risk is compounded by
long growing cycles that create few opportunities for trial and error, have
high start-up costs, and are subject to an ever-changing regulatory space,
leaving farmers hesitant to adapt today when better options might become
available in subsequent years.”

Climate disasters can cause costly, severe, and long-lasting impacts,
but the impetus for action is still minimal. For big infrastructure projects
in the Gulf Coast, government subsidization of risk can backfire. Many
important pieces of infrastructure, such as large ports, are considered “too
big to fail” and thus continue to operate under the implicit promise of gov-
ernment intervention in case of climate disaster. If government subsidizes
the risk, it disincentivizes forward planning and risk management, which
potentially magnifies consequences for surrounding communities.?

Finally, considering risk through a national security lens requires un-
derstanding global energy policy and carefully balancing efforts to decar-
bonize with efforts to maintain energy security. As the world transitions
to renewable energy, the United States must consider the national security
implications of its dependence on other countries for necessary technolo-
gies and resources. Additionally, the U.S. workforce will be impacted by any
energy transition. Environmental justice issues, such as taking jobs away
from communities with limited economic opportunity, must be centered in
strategic plans to avoid risk to individual workers and small communities.

Our listening session experts also cautioned that risk assessment re-
quires specific and clear data that are not currently available. While big
data has potential for climate forecasting, data quality problems persist.
Regional data collection by universities and other research institutions
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can provide foundational data to help manage risk and adapt to climate
impacts while also creating personal connections between scientists and
local communities.

The benefits of data go beyond risk assessment and building commu-
nity trust, however, and can also help with proactive planning. The im-
portance of climate adaptation planning across all levels of government
and industry emerged as a recurring theme during the listening sessions.
From military bases to large infrastructure projects, climate adaptation
planning not only yields better outcomes for the individual project but can
create mindset shifts, educational opportunities, empowerment, and lines
of stakeholder communication that can make future adaptation projects
more successful.’

However, current barriers beyond accurate data make adaptation
planning difficult. Federally funded projects often must contend with com-
plex federal processes and bureaucracy, as well as shifting congressional
priorities. For military installations, the prevalence of short-term budgets
precludes multiyear funding for large, transformational infrastructure
projects, complicating and frustrating the coordination of military base
improvements with municipal and state projects and investments." The
consequences of a lack of long-term plans are many, including inefficient
use of money and continued reliance on procedures known to be inef-
fective or even harmful. The repetition of such harmful actions, such as
dredging sediment to keep waterways active and disposing of it in places
that increase coastal loss, is perpetuated because plans for alternative ap-
proaches have not yet been implemented.'>

Justice and Regional Solutions

A key part of improving human security is recognizing that an unequal
burden has historically been, and continues to be, placed on under-
resourced communities. All entities engaged in climate mitigation and ad-
aptation bear a responsibility to ensure these communities do not continue
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to face the worst climate impacts. Throughout the white paper, the Gulf
Coast region and the Colorado River Basin case studies provide recurring
themes that suggest barriers to climate action that are applicable to other
regions and landscapes as well.

However, the human and national security threats facing each region
differ significantly, highlighting the problem of a national strategy that fails
to consider regional nuance or to build trust from a local level. In both the
Colorado River Basin and the Gulf Coast region, clear winners and losers
in climate adaptation can already be identified. In the Colorado River Ba-
sin, despite interim renegotiations of the Colorado River Compact, many
American Indian tribes still lack quantified water rights and struggle to ac-
cess clean water.”? In the Gulf Coast region, the health impacts of repetitive
flooding compound existing risk created by fossil fuel pollution in under-
resourced communities along the area known as “Cancer Alley.*4 This his-
toric context, coupled with continuing disregard for community priorities,
has often fueled local communities’ deep distrust of climate efforts. For
example, job-creation promises have sometimes led to the hiring of work-
ers from outside the community, in turn driving up local housing prices.’>
Likewise, promises of carbon sequestration have led to companies putting
toxic materials into the ground without state agency regulation.’® As a re-
sult, climate misinformation and conspiracy theories are prolific, making
trust-building between communities and government agencies difficult.

As local institutions, universities and community nonprofits have an
important role to play in building trust between local communities and
government agencies. This is especially true when they collaborate with
stakeholders to create bottom-up solutions to climate action, in which
community members and vulnerable groups are brought into conversation
with other stakeholders early in the process and are empowered to lead
climate adaptation and mitigation efforts. In the Gulf Coast region, one
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example of this is the Terrebonne Parish Adaptation Strategy, which gener-
ated parish-wide, community-driven adaptation strategies for residents to
prepare for anticipated environmental changes.”” In general, however, na-
tional and regional institutions often fail to capitalize on the very qualities
of local institutions—their competence, influence, and the respect afforded
to them by local stakeholders—that can help generate confidence in data-
driven climate solutions. While identification of other exemplars, such as
the State of Louisiana’s Coastal Master Plan, is important, more work is
needed at the state and federal levels to turn scattered successes into a na-
tional strategy.'8
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