
Pentagon Views Global Warming as an 
'Immediate' Security Threat 

 
A Navy X-47B drone is launched off the nuclear powered aircraft carrier USS 
George H. W. Bush off the coast of Virginia, on May 14, 2013. The Pentagon is 
taking global warming into account in new weapons acquisition. 
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The Defense Department sees global warming as a challenge that "poses 
immediate risks" to national security, rather than one that will rear its head only 
in the future.  

This shift in thinking comes as the sprawling department puts in place a wide 
range of measures to ensure that its bases do not sink below the sea as the 
oceans rise, that its weapons systems still work in a variety of extreme weather 
conditions, and that it is prepared to deal with increased demands for 
humanitarian assistance and regional instability.  

See also: NASA Satellites Put California Drought Into Shocking Perspective 

Defense Secretary Chuck Hagel unveiled the department's "2014 Climate Change 
Adaptation Roadmap" in a speech at a regional defense ministers meeting in Peru 
on Monday.  

"The loss of glaciers will strain water supplies in several areas of our 
hemisphere," Hagel said. "Destruction and devastation from hurricanes can sow 
the seeds for instability. Droughts and crop failures can leave millions of people 
without any lifeline, and trigger waves of mass migration." 

We have already seen these events unfold in other regions of the world, and there 
are worrying signs that climate change will create serious risks to stability in our 
own hemisphere. Two of the worst droughts in the Americas have occurred in the 
past ten years … droughts that used to occur once a century. 

The roadmap outlines the many ways in which climate change is already affecting 
the U.S. military, from increased flooding at the massive Navy and Air Force 
bases in the Hampton Roads, Virginia, area to melting permafrost underneath 
military training grounds in Alaska.  

http://mashable.com/2014/10/03/nasa-satellites-california-drought/


 

Secretary of Defense Chuck Hagel is greeted by a Peruvian military official as he 
arrives in Arequipa, Peru to attend the 11th Conference of the Defense Ministers 
of the Americas Oct. 12, 2014.  
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The military is completing a survey to assess the vulnerability of more than 7,000 
military bases and other facilities, including more rigorous studies of bases that 
are considered to be at high risk from sea level rise. In the Hampton Roads area, 
for example, sea level is expected to rise by at least 1.5 feet by 2050, making 
storm surge flooding far more routine and damaging.  

An analysis by the science research and journalism organization Climate Central 
found that, in the Hampton Roads area, there is a 100% likelihood of a flood 
reaching or exceeding five feet above the high tide line by 2070. This scenario 
would put nearly half of Joint Base Langley-Eustis under water. That base is 
home to a squadron of expensive F-22 fighter jets. 

According to the group's report, sea level rise along coastal Virginia could 
amount to between four and nearly five feet by 2100. 

http://mashable.com/2014/06/30/virginia-officials-accomplish-the-impossible-a-bipartisan-sea-level-rise-discussion/
http://sealevel.climatecentral.org/uploads/ssrf/VA-Report.pdf


 

Projection for sea level rise of six feet above sea level at Joint Base Langley-
Eustis in Virginia. 
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"In our defense strategy, we refer to climate change as a 'threat multiplier' 
because it has the potential to exacerbate many of the challenges we are dealing 
with today — from infectious disease to terrorism.  

We are already beginning to see some of these impacts,"  

We are already beginning to see some of these impacts," Hagel wrote in the 
forward to the report, which was also published as a blog post on the White 
House website. "A changing climate will have real impacts on our military and the 
way it executes its missions." 

In the report, Hagel references the political controversy surrounding climate 
science, with many Republicans in Congress who don't recognize the basic 
scientific link between manmade greenhouse gas emissions and global warming. 
"Politics or ideology must not get in the way of sound planning," he says.  

Our armed forces must prepare for a future with a wide spectrum of possible 
threats, weighing risks and probabilities to ensure that we will continue to keep 
our country secure. By taking a proactive, flexible approach to assessment, 
analysis and adaptation, the Defense Department will keep pace with a changing 
climate, minimize its impacts on our missions, and continue to protect our 
national security. 

Many of the vulnerabilities discussed in the roadmap have been known for some 
time, since reports such as the Quadrennial Defense Review have addressed 
climate change's potential impacts on military operations and readiness before.  

What is unique in this report, however, is that it represents a tactical shift for the 
Pentagon, away from a long-term planning perspective on climate change, and 
toward one that also recognizes that climate change impacts, from extreme 
weather events like heat waves to sea level rise, are already affecting military 
readiness and mission demands. 

While the military has long considered climate change to be a "threat multiplier" 
that is likely to drag the U.S. into a greater number of rapid humanitarian relief 
operations and weaken already fragile governments, the new report indicates that 
the Pentagon is also concerned about its impacts on the readiness of U.S. forces 
and changing requirements for new and expensive weapons systems.  

The roadmap even notes the possibility that climate change, by altering the 
distribution of freshwater resources around the world, could make it more 
difficult for the military to ensure its personnel have adequate food and water, 
both in times of peace and war.  

Although scientists have not yet firmly established a climate change connection 
to the ongoing California drought, it has already affected military training 
operations by increasing the number of high fire risk days, as well as excessive 
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heat days, at military bases in the state. California is having its warmest year on 
record so far, after having its driest year.  

Hagel's speech also looked forward to the next round of U.N.-sponsored climate 
treaty talks, which will take place in Lima, Peru in December. "Defense leaders 
must be part of this global discussion," Hagel said. 

In an interview with Mashable on October 9, Manuel Pulgar-Vidal, Peru's 
environment minister and the president of the upcoming climate talks, said a key 
goal of the negotiations will be to emerge with a draft global climate agreement. 
Without that, he said, “we are going to create a lot of frustration.”  

The Lima talks will be followed by a high stakes round of negotiations in Paris in 
2015, at which time a new treaty is supposed to be signed and slated to go into 
effect by 2020 
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