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ABSTRACT
Over the past three decades, United Nations (UN) Peace Operations have
become increasingly multidimensional and integrated. Blue helmets,
originally deployed to provide security and enforce cease-fires, are now
engaging in multi-domain activities aimed at sustaining long-term peace. As
part of this trend, the UN Security Council has begun mandating
Peacekeeping Operations (PKOs) and Special Political Missions (SPMs) to
engage in climate-sensitive programming. Questions, however, remain over
the effectiveness of climate-related activities in peace operations. This study,
using a large textual dataset, provides a comprehensive assessment and
evaluation of the state of climate-sensitive programming in PKOs and SPMs.
The findings indicate that while mandates and programming activities
related to climate change have been on the rise, most field operations have
failed to integrate climate-sensitive programming into their work. Moreover,
the agenda on climate security appears to have led to a process of
institutional decoupling between organizational arrangements and field
activities.

KEYWORDS UN; peacekeeping; peacebuilding; peace operations; climate change; climate-sensitive
programming

1. Introduction

Over the past three decades, United Nations (UN) peace operations have
become increasingly multidimensional and integrated. Blue helmets, orig-
inally deployed to provide security and enforce cease-fires, are now enga-
ging in multi-domain activities aimed at sustaining long-term peace and
development. As part of this trend, peace operations have undergone a
process of environmentalization insofar as environmental practices and
objectives are now an integral part of many peacekeeping operations
(PKOs) and special political missions (SPMs). Despite this trend, questions
remain over the effectiveness of climate change programming in field
operations.
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In recent years there has been a growing number of published studies on
the theme of environmental peacebuilding. The majority of these studies
have been concerned with the intersection between resources management
and peacebuilding.1 In other lines of research, scholars have also looked at
PKOs’ environmental footprint and mitigation activities2 as well as at the
role that environmental practices in peacebuilding.3 Surprisingly, climate
change has remained a somewhat underrepresented topic in the environ-
mental peacebuilding literature.

Climate security is relatively new research prominent in the field of
environmental peacebuilding. The first upfront discussions on climate
change in the Security Council were carried out in April 2007.4 However,
it was only in 2015 when the Council began including climate change con-
siderations in its resolutions.5 Given this timeframe, it does not come as a
surprise that the literature on the topic is still young and emerging. To
date, some of the main contributions include two papers byMatthew on inte-
grating climate change practices in peacebuilding,6 a study by Maertens and
Shoshan on the environmental footprint of PKOs,7 a few review articles,8 and
a few substantive policy reports on climate programming in UN peace oper-
ations.9 Overall, it seems that more work is needed to comprehensively assess
how climate-sensitive programming has been implemented in the field.

This study aims to fill existing research gaps and provide a first systematic
analysis of climate programming in UN peace operations, identifying man-
dates and operational activities of PKOs and SPMs. The study questions
whether UN Security Council directives and reccomandations on climate

1Carius, “Environmental Peacebuilding: Conditions for Success,”; Environmental Change and Security
Program Report; Taylor and Davis, “Taking the Gun out of Extraction”; Huda and Ali, “Environmental
Peacebuilding in South Asia,” 160; Johnson, “Local Engagement in Environmental Peacebuilding,” 1;
Krampe, “Ownership and Inequalities,” 1159.

2Ravier et al., “Environmental Experiences and Developments in United Nations Peacekeeping Oper-
ations,”; Annica Waleij et al., “Environmental Stewardship in Peace Operations,”; Maertens and
Shoshan, “Greening Peacekeeping: The Environmental Impact of UN Peace Operations,”; Maertens,
“From Blue to Green?” 302.

3Carius, “Environmental Cooperation as an Instrument of Crisis Prevention,”; Conca and Wallace,
“Environment and Peacebuilding in War-Torn Societies,” 485; Bruch, Muffet, and Nichols, eds., Govern-
ance, Natural Resources, and Post-Conflict Peacebuilding; Schilling et al., “Resilience and Environ-
mental Security,” 107; Ogden, “Environmental Peacebuilding,” 157; Dresse et al., “Environmental
Peacebuilding,” 99.

4UNSC, “5663rd Meeting,” S/PV.5663, April 17, 2007, https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/597431.
5UNSC, “Resolution 2242,” S/RES/2242, October 13, 2015, https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/807245.
6“Integrating Climate Change into Peacebuilding,” Climatic Change 123, no. 1 (March 2014): 83–93;
Matthew, “Climate Change Adaptation and Peacebuilding,” 108.

7“Greening Peacekeeping: The Environmental Impact of UN Peace Operations.”
8Hardt and Scheffran, “Environmental Peacebuilding and Climate Change,”; Ide, “The Dark Side of Environ-
mental Peacebuilding,” 104777; Ide et al., “The Past and Future(s) of Environmental Peacebuilding,” 1.

9Born, Eklöw, and Mobjörk, “Advancing United Nations Responses to Climate-Related Security Risks,”;
Eklöw and Krampe, “Climate-Related Security Risks and Peacebuilding in Somali,”; Krampe, “Climate
Change, Peacebuilding and Sustaining Peace,”; Sherman and Krampe, “The Peacebuilding Commission
and Climate-Related Security Risks,”; Hegazi, Krampe, and Seymour Smith, “Climate-Related Security
Risks and Peacebuilding in Mali,”.
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change have been implemented at the mission level and, if not, why this has
been the case. The paper hypothesizes that the inconsistent and limited oper-
ationalization of climate programming in peace operations can be attributed
to a process of institutional decoupling. A process, first observed by Meyer
and Rowan,10 that explains divergences between organizational structures
and practices aimed at maintaining institutional efficiency in face of external
pressures to reform.11 To answer its research questions, the article introduces
a mixed method of content analysis that relies on textual data retrieved from
UN archival sources and mission-specific datasets. Where data were not
available, the study resorted to unstructured interviews with senior UN
officials.

The paper is divided into four sections. The first section establishes the
context and background of the research by briefly introducing key conceptual
entry points. The second section concisely outlines the methodology used in
the research. The third, introduces the findings, focusing on programming
and operational activities in the UN system. Finally, the fourth, discusses
the evidence on institutional decoupling. Overall, this study makes novel
use of available data and methods to provide a first systematic overview and
appraisal of climate-sensitive programming in UN peace operations.

2. Conceptual Entry Points

2.1. UN Peacekeeping

UN peacekeeping is an instrument at the disposal of the international com-
munity to assist countries transition from conflict to peace.12 The Depart-
ment of Peacekeeping Operations (DPO) and Field Support (DFS) have
defined peacekeeping as ‘a technique designed to preserve the peace,
however fragile, where fighting’ has been stopped and peace agreements or
cease-fire needs to be implemented.13 The boundaries of peacekeeping are
set by three core principles: consent of the parties, impartiality, and the
non-use of force (except for self-defense or protection of the mandate).14

The legal basis for peacekeeping is found in the Charter of the United
Nations, which grants the Security Council the power to adopt measures
aimed at supporting the maintenance of international peace and security.15

When the Security Council authorizes a PKO, it does so via a resolution

10“Institutionalized Organizations: Formal Structure as Myth and Ceremony,” 340.
11Lipson, “Peacekeeping: Organized Hypocrisy?,” 7; Greenwood, The Sage Handbook of Organizational
Institutionalism.

12DPO, “What Is Peacekeeping,” United Nations Peacekeeping, 2021, https://peacekeeping.un.org/en/
what-is-peacekeeping.

13DFS, “Peacekeeping Operations Principles and Guidelines” (New York: United Nations, 2008), 18.
14DPO, “Principles of Peacekeeping,” United Nations Peacekeeping, 2021, https://peacekeeping.un.org/
en/principles-of-peacekeeping.

15UN, “The Charter of the United Nations,” 1945, https://www.un.org/en/about-us/un-charter.
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that refers to a specific Chapter of the Charter. Usually, as pointed out in the
Capstone report,16 PKOs are associated with Chapter VI (Pacific Settlement of
Disputes) or Chapter VII (Action with Respect to Threats to the Peace,
Breaches of the Peace, and Acts of Aggression). The mandate of PKOs
changes on a case-by-case basis to better reflect ‘the nature of the conflict
and the specific challenges it presents.’17 Likewise, the rules of engagement
and the directives on the use of force may vary between missions.18

Peacekeeping has a history that spans eight decades. Originally, PKOs
were deployed to fulfil three primary tasks: monitoring of cease-fire and
peace agreements, supervision and assistance with the implementation of
agreements, and interposition ‘as a buffer’ between conflict parties. Over
time, PKOs have evolved and expanded into new areas. A significant step
in this evolution has been marked by the Capstone Doctrine in 2005,
which brought peacekeeping into the realm of multidimensional and inte-
grated operations.19 Today, PKOs delve into a wide array of tasks aimed at
‘sustaining peace,’ which include disarmament and demobilization, rule of
law-related activities, protection of human rights, electoral assistance,
capacity building, and promotion of socio-economic development.

The trend toward multidimensionality and integration has meant that blue
helmets are no longer limited by short-term security contingencies related to
the tactical dimension of the preservation of peace. Instead, they are now
embedded in a broader, multistage policy framework (Image 1) that requires
them to strategize and assess the long-term implications of their actions on
post-conflict processes and dynamics. This turn of events is particularly inter-
esting from an environmental perspective, as it forces blue helmets to seriously

Image 1. Stages of UN Peace Operations.

16“Peacekeeping Operations Principles and Guidelines,” 18.
17DPO, “Mandates and the Legal Basis for Peacekeeping,” United Nations Peacekeeping, 2021, https://
peacekeeping.un.org/en/mandates-and-legal-basis-peacekeeping.

18DFS, “Peacekeeping Operations Principles and Guidelines.”
19Multidimensional operations "employ a mix of military, police and civilian capabilities" working on mul-
tiple domain areas "to support the implementation of a comprehensive peace agreement" DFS, 23..
Integrated operations are missions with a broad range of UN actors and partners that work together
under a "shared vision" to obtain "strategic objectives" in a host country DFS, 53.. Multidimensional and
integrated operations are therefore compos of
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take into account the long-term environmental footprint of their operations as
well as the long-term sustainability of their interventions.

2.2. Environmental Peacebuilding

The field of environmental peacebuilding has emerged in the late 1990s in
response to the field of study of environmental security.20 Around that time,
environmental security scholars had begun framing environmental factors,
especially natural resources, as a possible cause of conflict onsets.21 Pushing
back on this research agenda, early authors on environmental peacebuilding,
such as Conca and Dabelko,22 began asking whether the opposite was also
true. Or, rather, whether environmental cooperation could have been a
pathway for conflict resolution. After two decades of research, it can be safely
stated that both research questions have proven true. Disaggregated evidence
suggests that environmental problems can be a cause for both conflict and
peace depending on contextual socio-economic variables.23

The environmental peacebuilding literature, pictured in Image 2, has
done considerable progress to prove that shared environmental problems in
conflict areas can be transformed into opportunities for cooperation and
peace.24 Yet, in its effort to dialogue with the environmental security
scholarship, environmental peacebuilding has remained overly centred on
the role of natural resources in conflict. As shown by Image 2.a, the seminal
work of Homer-Dixon25 on resource competition and environmental degra-
dation is featured prominently among the top references in environmental
peacebuilding literature. Likewise, as shown by Image 2.b, natural resource
management appears to be the most prominent environmental practice to be
featured among the top co-occurring words in the abstracts of research papers.

The research on natural resource management argues that the co-man-
agement of ecosystems provisions can promote peace via a series of positive
reinforcement mechanisms.26 These mechanisms include interdependence
among parties, the creation of shared institutions and identities, the
diffusion of norms, an increase of trust in authorities, and economic

20Dresse et al., “Environmental Peacebuilding: Towards a Theoretical Framework”; Krampe, Hegazi, and
VanDeveer, “Sustaining Peace through Better Resource Governance,” 105508.

21Gleick, “Environment and Security,” 16; Homer-Dixon, “On the Threshold,”; Mohnen, Goldstein, and
Wang, “The Conflict over Global Warming,” 109; Spillmann and Bächler, eds., “Environmental Crisis,” .

22Environmental Peacemaking (New York: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002), https://www.
wilsoncenter.org/book/environmental-peacemaking.

23Scartozzi, “Reframing Climate-Induced Socio-Environmental Conflicts,”
24Dresse et al., “Environmental Peacebuilding: Towards a Theoretical Framework.”
25Homer-Dixon, Environment, Scarcity, and Violence; “Environmental Scarcities and Violent Conflict: Evi-
dence from Cases,” 5.

26Ide and Tubi, “Education and Environmental Peacebuilding,” 1; Ide et al., “The Past and Future(s) of
Environmental Peacebuilding”; Krampe, Hegazi, and VanDeveer, “Sustaining Peace through Better
Resource Governance,”.
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development.27 Overall, as pointed out by Ide and Carius,28 these mechan-
isms operate in three domains — security, development, and politics — by
de-escalating competition for resources, reducing grievances, and creating
bridges between hostile groups.29

A note of caution is due here since many environmental peacebuilding
studies are theoretical and not empirically validated. The effectiveness of
environmental peacebuilding has been proved in a few case studies, but
causal links between resource management practices and peace are still to
be consolidated.30 Moreover, several authors have pointed out that environ-
mental peacebuilding can also have important shortcomings. For
example, Ide has argued that it can lead to the depoliticization of
conflict,31 while Johnson has found it to erode confidence in central govern-
ments.32 Barquet, analyzing a case study, has also found environmental
peacebuilding to aggravate animosities in cases where environmental protec-
tion redefines spatial relations and creates new territorial formations
(e.g. peace parks).33 In sum, environmental peacebuilding literature offers
several potential insights into pathways and bottlenecks for climate-sensitive
programming in UN peace operations.

Image 2. Bibliometric visualizations of the environmental peacebuilding literature: a)
top references and b) top co-occurring words in abstracts.107

27Carius, “Environmental Peacebuilding: Conditions for Success”; Ide, “The Impact of Environmental
Cooperation on Peacemaking,” 327; Krampe, Hegazi, and VanDeveer, “Sustaining Peace through
Better Resource Governance,”; Johnson, Rodríguez, and Quijano Hoyos, “Intrastate Environmental
Peacebuilding,” 105150.

28“The Past and Future(s) of Environmental Peacebuilding.”
29Ide et al.
30Lehtonen, “Peacebuilding through Natural Resource Management,”; Krampe, “Toward Sustainable
Peace,”1; Krampe, Hegazi, and VanDeveer, “Sustaining Peace through Better Resource Governance,”.

31“The Dark Side of Environmental Peacebuilding.”
32“Local Engagement in Environmental Peacebuilding: Protected Area Development as a Pathway to
Peace in Afghanistan.”

33Barquet, “Yes to Peace?” 14.
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These insights, however, should be taken into account with caution as,
more often than not, they have been drawn from literature where environ-
mental problems are not expressly linked to climate change. The lack of
climate-specificity in the literature is potentially problematic as it significantly
limits the generalizability of its findings. Climate change is an anthropogenic
process that comes with specific strings attached (e.g. questions of attribution
and justice) that are different from those attached to non-anthropogenic
climate events. Moreover, climate change has a remarkably different temporal
dimension than short-term weather events or cyclical climate events, which in
turn leads to different adaptive responses.34 Bearing inmind the importance of
climate-specificity, this paper relies primarily on environmental peacebuilding
literature which explicitly addresses climate change.

2.3. Climate-Sensitive Programming in Peace Operations

Climate-sensitive programming is being slowly integrated into the work of UN
peace operations due to three main contingencies. The first contingency is the
large environmental footprint of peace operations (Images 3.a), which has led
to an organizational push, championed by the Secretary-General, to curb green-
house gas (GHG) emissions. The second contingency is the high level of climate
vulnerability in countries hosting PKOs (Images 3.b and c), which has required
the development of climate strategies to minimize operational risks. The third
contingency is the low level of readiness and coping capacity among host popu-
lations (Image 3.d), which has led to the request for climate-related projects
aimed at improving the long-term sustainability of peacebuilding operations.

Climate-sensitive programming can be defined as an organizational process
where knowledge of the operational context is used to minimize the local
impact of climate change and maximize peace opportunities provided by
climate mitigation and adaptation activities. From an organizational point
of view, climate-sensitive programming requires the mainstreaming of prac-
tices drawn from the field of climate change into all aspects of the programme
cycle. In other words, climate-sensitive programming requires what Oels,35

and Maertens and Shoshan36 have defined as climatization of peace
operations.

Climate-sensitive programming, like environmental peacebuilding, stems
from the observation that environmental problems transcend political

34To think of this difference, it can be helpful to consider populations living in a low-lying coastal area.
Their adaptive responses to a one-in-ten-year storm surge are likely to be different than a case where a
“one-in-ten-year” storm surge begins to occur every year. A rare or stochastic event may motivate the
inhabitants to buy an insurance or build floodwalls, a rare event that become increasingly common
may motivate them to relocate. Moreover, if this population happens to be from a small island devel-
oping states, their relocation will also justify requests for payments for loss and damage.

35Oels, “From ‘Securitization’ of Climate Change to ‘Climatization’ of the Security Field,” 185.
36“Greening Peacekeeping: The Environmental Impact of UN Peace Operations.”
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scales.37 Climate-induced disasters hit anyone indiscriminately of their political
affiliation and are not contained by political borders drawn on a map. Climate-
related issues, therefore, create issue-specific bridges across conflict commu-
nities and serve as aggregators for political cooperation. To succeed, however,
climate programming needs to connect the low politics of adaptation andmiti-
gation with the high politics of security and peacemaking. In the long run, this
connection is expected to occur via sustained interdependencies among conflict
parties. In the short term, however, the osmosis between low to high politics is
not guaranteed, and it requires peacebuilders to engage in creative solutions that
embed peacemaking processes into environmental activities.

Climate programming also helps blue helmets to work more sustainably and
efficiently. There have been several documented cases of PKOs’ missions going
wrong due to their environmental footprint. In a notorious example, the Stabil-
ization Mission in Haiti caused a cholera epidemic that affected 807,000 people
and killed 9,000 due to the mishandling of wastewaters.38 In another example,
the headquarters of a mission in Darfur decided to procure bricks locally, but
this decision eventually hastened the deforestation of the local area because

Image 3. a) GHG emissions of PKOs, b) Number of natural disasters in countries hosting
PKOs, C) Climate vulnerability index for countries hosting PKOs and D) Readiness index
for countries hosting PKOs.108

37Dresse et al., “Environmental Peacebuilding: Towards a Theoretical Framework.”
38Maertens and Shoshan, “Greening Peacekeeping: The Environmental Impact of UN Peace Operations,”
302.
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the production of bricks was made with tree-fired kilns.39 PKOs have also been
affected negatively by a dishonourable history of environmental crimes, which
has been well documented by Waleij.40 In sum, better environmental practices
and awareness are needed to reduce operational risks and improve the long-
term sustainability of missions.

Moreover, it should be pointed out that PKOs are military interventions
that are often superimposed on local populations. While blue helmets do
operate under an agreement with the host country, they also need to earn
the trust of local populations. Running efficient operations that do not
create a burden on local ecosystems is, arguably, one key step in this direc-
tion. In 2018, a blue helmet operating in Mali emitted an average of 8.2
tCO2eq of greenhouse gasses (GHGs), which is about 27 times the per
capita emissions of Malian citizens.41 A similar gap is also occurring in the
amount of water use and waste production. Arguably, actions aimed at miti-
gating the environmental footprint of PKOs can work, if well communicated,
to show goodwill and improve the standing of the missions.42

In sum, climate-sensitive programming provides several opportunities for
peacekeepers to use climate change activities to advance peace and security.
However, climate-sensitive programming also requires organizational
changes. Climate change awareness and practices need to be mainstreamed
so that an organization can fully understand the context in which it operates,
the interactions between its activities and the environment, and act upon this
understanding to minimize the impact of climate change and maximize
peacebuilding efforts via mitigation and adaptation projects.43

3. Research Design

This study uses a mixed methodology to map climate-sensitive programming
activities in UN peace operations and determine whether there is a process of
decoupling between project origination and implementation. The mapping
of climate-related activities in the programme cycle of PKOs and SPMs
was made by analyzing Security Council’s documents, UN system program-
ming, and mission-level activities. Due to different sources and data types,
the study used an automated content analysis of archival sources together
with in-depth qualitative assessments of key organizational documents
and, where necessary, unstructured interviews with UN officials.

39Ravier et al., “Environmental Experiences and Developments in United Nations Peacekeeping Oper-
ations,” 198.

40Waleij, “Crime, Credibility, and Effective Peacekeeping,”.
41This is an elaboration of data available from: UNEP, “Greening the Blue,” 2019.
42Maertens and Shoshan, “Greening Peacekeeping: The Environmental Impact of UN Peace Operations.”
43This definition of climate-sensitive programming mirrors the one of conflict-sensitive programming
Tänzler, Carius, and Achim, “The Need for Conflict-Sensitive Adaptation to Climate Change,”.
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The mandates of PKOs and SPMs were identified via a content analysis of
the Resolutions and Statements of the President of the Security Council. The
programming activities in the UN system were discovered via interviews and
archival sources from UN agencies and departments involved in peacekeep-
ing and peacebuilding activities (see Image 5). Finally, PKOs and SPMs’
operational activities were identified using a dataset that combined archival
sources (mission documents and Reports of the Secretary-General) with
project-level data from Quick Impact Projects (QIPs) and interviews with
UN personnel.

The interviews were not used as the main methodological tool of inquiry,
but rather as an ancillary instrument to fill gaps in the automated content
analysis. Most importantly, the interviews were used to validate the
findings of the content analysis and guide their interpretation. The eight
interviewees, which will be kept anonymous, included five members of the
Climate Security Mechanism from four different UN agencies (DPO,
DPPA, UNEP, DPO), one senior member of the REACT unit, one Environ-
mental Security Advisors for a SPM, and one senior UNDP staff leading a
climate security initiative.

The Reports of the Secretary-General and the Security Council docu-
ments were downloaded from the website of the United Nations Dag
Hammarskjöld Library.44 A total of 6836 documents published between
January 2002 and November 2021 were scraped from the website. The
documents on programming activities in the UN system were instead
handpicked from the websites of the various UN agencies (65 docu-
ments). Finally, additional project data on PKOs and SPMs, including
QIPs, were obtained in the form of ready-made datasets from the UN
Peace and Security Data Hub.45

The original PDFs were processed using various Python libraries to
extract the text, clean it, and organize it in a structured data frame.
Then, the dataset was analyzed with Python’s Natural Language Toolkit
(NLTK) to search for n-grams and co-occurrences related to climate
change.46 The paragraphs that referred to climate change and related
words were clustered and assigned tags, which were later used to summar-
ize the findings in tables. It is important to note that the content analysis
provided a useful tool to organize textual data, but it did not provide an
interpretation of the text. Ultimately, an in-depth qualitative assessment
of the selected textual data was needed to give meaning and code the
findings of the content analysis.

44UN Dag Hammarskjöld Library, “UN Digital Library System,” accessed June 23, 2021, https://
digitallibrary.un.org.

45“Peace & Security Data Hub,” accessed November 28, 2021, https://psdata.un.org/.
46NLTK Project, Natural Language Toolkit (NLTK), version 3.5, Python, accessed December 17, 2020,
https://www.nltk.org/.
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4. Evidence of Climate-Sensitive Programming in Peacekeeping
Operations

4.1. Mandates of Peace Operations

This section analyzes the mandates of UN peace operations from a perspec-
tive of climate-sensitive programming. The mandate of PKOs and SPMs
stems from Security Council resolutions. However, the operationalization
of the mandate is largely a product of the UN secretariat working alongside
member countries. This is especially the case for mandates that involve
environmental or climate-related directives, which tend to be formalized
using vague and open language.47 Mandates, however, are worth being ana-
lyzed as they ultimately set the direction, objectives, and boundaries of
peacekeeping and political missions.

To analyze mandates, the study used an automated content analysis to
detect resolutions and statements of the President of the Security Council
that include directives or remarks on climate change. A total of 44 docu-
ments out of 4,447 were detected by the analysis. The selected documents
included provisions and recommendations on climate change for seven
PKOs and six SPMs (Image 4 and Table 1). As of writing, 11 of these oper-
ations and missions are ongoing, while one, the African Union Hybrid Oper-
ation in Darfur (UNAMID), has completed its mandate in December 2020.
Five out of the six PKOs consist of large multidimensional operations, which
also happen to be deployed in countries with high levels of climate vulner-
ability (Image 3).

Since 2007, the Security Council has held various open debates and
Arria-Formula meetings on climate security under the agenda item of
‘maintenance of international peace and security’.48 However, it is only
in 2018 that these meetings have gathered momentum and become an
annual appointment. Climate-related resolutions and decisions have fol-
lowed a similar trend. At first, between 2009 and 2016, the Council
has limited itself to acknowledging the impact of climate change on
development and peace consolidation in the African continent. Then,
in 2017, taking note of a report of the Secretary-General on the UN
Office in West Africa and the Sahel (UNOWAS), it began highlighting
‘the need for adequate risk assessments and risk management strategies
relating to climate change impacts.’49

In March 2017, the Council went a step further and began recommending
governments and UN agencies to start using climate risk assessments and

47Cesare M. Scartozzi, “Climate Change in the UN Security Council: An Analysis of Discourses and Organ-
izational Trends.” International Studies Perspectives (2022). https://doi.org/10.1093/isp/ekac003.

48Scartozzi, “Climate Change in the UN Security Council.”
49UNSC, “Statement by the President of the Security Council,” S/PRST/2017/2, January 20, 2017, https://
digitallibrary.un.org/record/857082.
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Table 1. Summary of climate change considerations in the mandates of peace
operations.
Operation Type Status Country a. b. c. d. e. f. g. h. i. k.

AMISOM PKO Active Somalia ⃝ ⃝ ⃝
MINUSCA PKO Active Central African Republic ⃝ ⃝ ⃝
MINUSMA PKO Active Mali ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝
MONUSCO PKO Active Congo (DR) ⃝
UNAMID PKO Ended Sudan ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝
UNFICYP PKO Active Cyprus ⃝
UNMISS PKO Active South Sudan ⃝ ⃝ ⃝
UNAMI SPM Active Iraq ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝
UNITAMS SPM Active Sudan ⃝ ⃝ ⃝
UNOCA SPM Active Central Africa Region ⃝ ⃝ ⃝
UNOWAS SPM Active West Africa ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝
UNSOM SPM Active Somalia ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝
a. Acknowledgment of the adverse effect of climate change on development or security.
b. Recommendation on the use of risk assessment for climate change.
c. Recommendation on the use of risk management strategies for climate change.
d. Recommendation on the use of long-term strategies on the climate security nexus.
e. Recommendation on the use of climate change adaptation and mitigation actions.
f. Recommendation on the need of taking into consideration the security implications of climate change
on activities, programmes and strategies of peace operations.

g. Request to missions to advise, support, and assist governments to facilitate regional dialogue and
cooperation on the adverse impacts of climate change.

h. Request to missions to provide support and strategic advice to governments to maximize the use of
development financing in response to climate change.

i. Request to missions to address in a coordinated and holistic manner the challenges posed by climate
change on pastoralists farmers conflict in West Africa.

k. Request to the Secretary-General to provide information of climate assessments made by PKOs and
SPMs in it reporting to the Security Council.

Image 4. PKOs and SPMs that include climate change considerations in their
mandate.109
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management strategies.50 Since then, the Council has expanded its requests
and recommendations. In 2018, taking note of a report of the Secretary-
General on the situation in Central Africa and the activities of the United
Nations Regional Office for Central Africa (UNOCA), the Council stressed
the need for long-term strategies, based on risk assessments, that can
support stabilization and build resilience.51 In another statement, the
Council noted rising tensions between pastoralists and farmers in West
Africa and encouraged local governments and UNOWAS to address the
challenges posed by the climate security nexus ‘in a coordinated and holistic
manner.’52

In June 2018, the Council made two additional steps. First, deliberating on
the extension of the mandate of the UN Multidimensional Integrated Stabil-
ization Mission in Mali (MINUSMA), the Council ‘noted the importance’ for
the government of Mali and the UN to take into consideration the ‘security
implications’ posed by climate change to their activities, programmes, and
strategies.53 Second, deliberating on the extension of the mandate of the
AU/UN Hybrid Operation in Darfur (UNAMID), it began requesting the
Secretary-General to provide updates in its reporting to the Council on
the progress on climate assessments made by the mission. A similar
request was later extended to other PKOs (Table 1).

In 2021, the Council has further stepped up its recommendations. First, by
highlighting the need for missions to take ‘meaningful actions to adapt to or
mitigate challenges posed by climate change and ecological change.’54 Then,
by requesting missions to advise, support, and assist governments in devel-
oping regional dialogue and cooperation on the adverse impacts of climate
change.55 And, finally, by requesting missions to provide support and stra-
tegic advice to governments to maximize the use of development financing
in response to climate change.56

In conclusion, the mandates on climate change have been restricted to
only a few basic prescriptions and characterized by a linguistic register of
ambiguity. Given the operational reality of PKOs and SPMs (Image 4),
asking to implement risk assessment and management strategies for
climate change appears to be standard, if not minimal, due diligence. Argu-
ably, the UNSOM and UNAMI missions are the ones with the most interest-
ing mandates, respectively the mandate to help the government access

50UNSC, “Resolution 2349,” S/RES/2349, March 31, 2017, https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/863830.
51UNSC, “Statement by the President of the Security Council,” S/PRST/2018/17, August 10, 2018, https://
digitallibrary.un.org/record/1638032.

52UNSC, “Statement by the President of the Security Council,” S/PRST/2018/16, August 10, 2018, https://
digitallibrary.un.org/record/1638031.

53UNSC, “Resolution 2423,” S/RES/2423, June 28, 2018, https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/1631974.
54UNSC, “Resolution 2576,” S/RES/2576, May 27, 2021, https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3927744.
55UNSC.
56UNSC, “Resolution 2592,” S/RES/2592, August 30, 2021, https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3938161.
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international finance to minimize the negative impact of climate change and
the mandate to use climate change adaptation and mitigation actions. Both
mandates have been issued in 2021 and, as of writing, it is not clear if they
will be extended to other missions.

4.2. Programming and Strategy in the UN System

The permanent members of the Security Council are divided on the topic of
environmental peacebuilding. On the one side, the United Kingdom and
France, which are part of the Group of Friends on Climate Security, cham-
pion the inclusion of climate change in the mandates of peace operations.57

On the other side, Russia and China are wary of a securitization of climate
change and remain reluctant of taking further steps.58 As a result, PKOs
and SPMs mandates on climate change have been sparse and vague. To fill
this gap, various UN agencies have stepped in to operationalize mandates
and flash out environmental strategies in support of peace operations
(Image 5). Altogether, these initiatives have developed in four policy areas:
knowledge production, support and capacity building, regulations and pro-
gramming, and parallel project implementation.

In the area of knowledge production and capacity building, there have
been various UN programmes and departments involved, often in a colla-
borative fashion. The Department of Political and Peacebuilding Affairs
(DPPA), which manages SPMs, has made climate security a key priority of
its Strategic Plan for 2020-22.59 Since 2020, DPPA has also begun ‘integrating
climate change considerations into analytical and planning mechanisms as
well as into prevention, mediation and peacebuilding strategies.’60 As part
of these efforts, it has co-published with the UN Environment Programme
(UNEP) and the Department of Peace Operations (DPO) a research on
climate security risks in the Middle East and North Africa, and it is currently
working to develop a new guidebook on climate security for the mediation of
armed conflict.61

UNEP has also held an active role in knowledge production over the
years, contributing to discussions in the General Assembly in 2009 and

57Auswärtiges-Amt, “United Nations: Germany Initiates Group of Friends on Climate and Security,”
German Federal Foreign Office, accessed December 1, 2021, https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/en/
aussenpolitik/themen/klima/climate-and-security-new-group-of-friends/2125682.

58Conca, “Is There a Role for the UN Security Council on Climate Change?,” 4; Scartozzi, “The UN Security
Council at a Turning Point: Securitisation or Climatisation?,” Toda Peace Institute, March 13, 2021,
https://toda.org/global-outlook/the-un-security-council-at-a-turning-point-securitisation-or-
climatisation.html.

59DPO, “Strategic Plan 2020-2022” (New York: United Nations, 2020), https://dppa.un.org/en/strategic-
plan-2020-2022.

60DPPA, “Addressing the Impact of Climate Change on Peace and Security,” 2021, https://dppa.un.org/
en/climate-peace-security.

61Schaar, “Addressing Climate-Related Security Risks in the Middle East ad North Africa,”; DPPA, “Addres-
sing the Impact of Climate Change on Peace and Security.”
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the Security Council in 2011.62 Regarding publications, UNEP has printed
a milestone report on environmental security and peacebuilding in 2012,
entitled ‘Greening the Blue Helmets’, and a report on climate-fragility
risks in 2015, entitled ‘A New Climate for Peace’.63 Moreover, UNEP has
established a four-year partnership on climate security, between 2017
and 2022, with the European Union and the think tank Adelphi.64 As
part of this initiative, which included two pilot projects in Sudan and
Nepal, UNEP has developed natural resource conflict tracking tools and
early warning systems on climate security risks. UNEP also held consul-
tations with PKOs and SPMs to develop a monitoring mechanism for
key environmental and climate stressors.65 The lessons learned from the
initiative, as well as the tools that have been developed (e.g. the Strata’s
web-based platform), are aimed at leaving an imprint on the peacebuilding

Image 5. Organs in the UN System that have engaged in climate/environmental
security.

62UNEP, “Climate Change Security Poster,” 2008, https://postconflict.unep.ch/publications/
ClimateChange_Security_Poster.pdf; General Assembly, “Report of the Secretary-General (Climate
Change and Its Possible Security Implications)” (New York: UN, 2009), https://documents-dds-ny.un.
org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N09/509/46/PDF/N0950946.pdf?OpenElement; UNSC, “Statement by the Presi-
dent of the Security Council (2011/15),” S/PRST/2011/15, July 20, 2011.

63UNEP, Greening the Blue Helmets: Environment, Natural Resources and UN Peacekeeping Operations
(Geneva, 2012); UNEP and Adelphi, “A New Climate for Peace,” 2015, https://climate-diplomacy.org/
magazine/conflict/new-climate-peace.

64UNEP, “Climate Change and Security,” 2017, https://open.unep.org/project/PIMS-01970.
65UNEP and Adelphi, “Climate Change and Security Project: Interim Progress Report March-October
2021” (Geneva: UNEP, 2021).
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community and contributing toward the standardization of climate pro-
gramming in peace operations.66

In the area of support platforms, the most relevant case is represented by
the Climate Security Mechanism (CSM), an initiative launched in 2018 that
sees the collaboration of four agencies DPPA, UNEP, UNDP, and DPO. The
CSM aims to help the UN system to better address climate-related security
risks.67 To this end, in 2020, the CSM published a toolbox for practitioners
that provides a conceptual approach to climate risk assessment.68 The guide-
lines contained in the toolbox went beyond traditional climate vulnerability
assessments insofar as they also recommend the evaluation of risks emerging
from the encroachment and entrenchment of climate policies. The toolbox,
which appears to be informed by the literature on political ecology, marked
an interesting evolution from the traditional work of the UN system, which
has been historically grounded in human security or environmental security
scholarship.

The CSM also provides support to other agencies via the Community of
Practice on Climate Security, an informal group that gathers staff from more
than 30 agencies with the aim of connecting research with practice.69 Inter-
viewees from the CSM defined the Community of Practice as ‘critical’ in
achieving an integrated approach to climate security. The initiative was
launched in recognition that climate change affected the work of all agencies
in the UN system but did not fit in anyone’s core agenda. Unlike other work-
groups in the UN system, the Community is highly informal and does not
operate under the ‘weight’ of any agency. In this regard, it appears to be a
unicum in the UN system.

The CSM also acts as a service provider to PKOs and SPMs by helping them
find, upon request, a Climate Security and Environmental Advisor to be
seconded in their operations. The idea of having a dedicated climate security
advisor originated from a dialogue (predating the CSM) between the top lea-
dership of UNEP and UNSOM, which eventually led to the secondment of a
UNEP staff in UNSOM in June 2020. As of writing, there have been nine
additional requests from peace operations for climate security advisors.70

66GEO-GEE, “Strata: UNEP’s Earth Stress Monitor,” The University of Edinburgh, 2021, https://www.ed.ac.
uk/bayes/about-us/our-work/space-and-satellites/news/geo-gee-project.

67DPPA, “Addressing the Impact of Climate Change on Peace and Security.”
68DPPA, UNEP, and UNDP, “CSM Toolbox Briefing Note” (New York: United Nations, 2021), https://dppa.
un.org/sites/default/files/csm_toolbox-1-briefing_note.pdf; DPPA, UNEP, and UNDP, “CSM Toolbox
Conceptual Approach” (New York: United Nations, 2021), https://dppa.un.org/sites/default/files/
csm_toolbox-2-conceptual_approach.pdf; DPPA, UNEP, and UNDP, “CSM Toolbox Data Sources”
(New York: United Nations, 2021), https://dppa.un.org/sites/default/files/csm_toolbox-3-data_
sources.pdf; DPPA, UNEP, and UNDP, “CSM Toolbox Checklist” (New York: United Nations, 2021),
https://dppa.un.org/sites/default/files/csm_toolbox-4-checklist.pdf.

69Climate Security Mechanism, “UN Community of Practice on Climate Security on Climate Security
Board,” 2021, https://trello.com/c/I04RFeqr/150-un-community-of-practice-on-climate-security.

70Interview with an official from UNEP, Nov. 2021
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According to the interviewees, MINUSMA, UNMISS, UNOCA, and
UNOWASare on schedule to have a climate security advisor in the near future.

An additional element of support and capacity building to peace operations
in the UN system is provided by training and educational materials aimed at
UN personnel. For example, UNEP has organized two Massive Open Online
Courses (MOOCs) on topics related to environmental peacebuilding. The first,
organized in 2019, had a syllabus centred on natural resources and peacebuild-
ing.71 The second, hosted on ‘The One UN Climate Change Learning Partner-
ship’ (UN CC:Learn) platform, had a syllabus centred on climate security, with
a module on ‘conducting integrated analysis.’72 The course targeted peace-
building practitioners and climate adaptation specialists.73 Finally, the United
Nations System Staff College in Turin launched, in September 2021 a course
entitled ‘Climate Sensitive Programming for Sustaining Peace’.74 The course,
targeted at UN personnel, was aimed at teaching how to develop climate risk
assessments and integrate them into the life cycle of peacebuilding projects.

In the area of regulations and programming, the lead has been taken by
two departments: DPO and DFS (now the Department of Operational
Support, or DOS). DFS and DPO jointly issued an Environmental Policy
for UN Field Missions in 2009. The policy, aimed at increasing efficiencies
and reducing the footprint of missions, failed to include specifics on
climate change.75 The document was later updated by the DOS, in 2017,
under a six-year plan entitled ‘Environment Strategy for Peace Operation’.
The climate component in the new DOS strategy is focused on increasing
renewable energy production in field missions and reducing GHG emis-
sions.76 PKOs and SPMs in need of assistance with the implementation of
the DOS strategy can request help from the Rapid Environment and
Climate Technical Assistance Facility (REACT).77 REACT provides inde-
pendent advice and support to peacekeeping operations wishing to
improve their environmental performances.78

With respect to parallel programming, one of themost active organizations
has been the Peacebuilding Fund. (PBF) The Fund, also thanks to a push from
DPPA, has begun financing projects on environmental peacebuilding that

71edX, “Environmental Security and Sustaining Peace,” edX, 2019, https://www.edx.org/course/
environmental-security-and-sustaining-peace.

72UNEP, “Climate Change, Peace and Security: Understanding Climate-Related Security Risks Through an
Integrated Lens,” 2021, https://unccelearn.org/course/view.php?id=118&page=overview.

73Interview with an official from UNEP, Nov. 2021
74UNSSC, “Climate Sensitive Programming for Sustaining Peace,” 2020, https://www.unssc.org/courses/
climate-sensitive-programming-sustaining-peace-september-october/.

75DPO and DFS, “Environmental Policy for UN Field Missions” (New York: UN, June 2009).
76DOS, “Environment Strategy for Peace Operations” (New York: United Nations, 2020), https://
operationalsupport.un.org/sites/default/files/190228_dos_environment_strategy_execsumv4.pdf.

77UNEP, “UN Peace Operations Rapid Environment and Climate Technical Assistance Facility - REACT,”
2016, https://open.unep.org/project/PIMS-01954.

78Interview with an official from UNEP, Nov. 2021
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aim to use climate adaptation to promote peace and stability. Between 2017
and 2020, the PBF has disbursed USD 63.4 million via 29 projects related to
climate security in 20 countries.79 In its 2020–2024 Strategy, the PBF has
remarked the need to ‘provide more support to managing conflict risks ema-
nating from climate-change related pressures’ and engage in capacity building
to improve the coping capacity of vulnerable populations.80

In conclusion, the UN system has engaged in several climate-sensitive
programming activities. However, as highlighted during interviews with
UN officials, there is a lot of parallel and duplicate work between agencies.81

For example, both UNEP and the CSM have developed climate security tool-
boxes, which, however, contain slightly different recommendations on
climate risk assessments.82 Ideally, the CSM, which is an inter-agency initiat-
ive, would be in a privileged position to standardize practices and procedures
on climate-sensitive programming. Yet, the organization is still understaffed
and does not have the political authority to overstep other agencies.83 As a
result, conflict-sensitive programming and strategies in the UN system are,
as of writing, not always consistent.

4.3. Operational and Field Activities

UN peace operations have, on average, failed to integrate climate-sensitive
programming in their work. Risk assessment and management practices
on climate security have neither been standardized nor mainstreamed
across field activities. Long-term strategies for environmental peacebuilding
are severely lacking. Climate adaptation and mitigation activities have also
remained sporadic and poorly linked to broader strategic goals. The only
missions that have come close to fulfilling the requests and recommen-
dations of the Security Council are UNOWAS, UNSOM, and UNITAMS.

As Table 2 shows, only two missions have integrated climate security risk
assessment and management practices, while one mission, UNITAMS, is
planning to integrate them in the future. UNOWAS has been developing
risk assessments for the West Africa and Sahel region since 2018.84 So far,
the mission has carried out assessments in Mauritania, Niger, Senegal,

79PBF, “Climate Security and Peacebuilding,” Brief (New York: UN, July 2020), https://www.un.org/
peacebuilding/sites/www.un.org.peacebuilding/files/documents/brief_climate_security_20200724_2.
pdf.

80PBF, “Strategy 2020-2024” (New York: UN, 2020), https://www.un.org/peacebuilding/sites/www.un.
org.peacebuilding/files/documents/pbf_strategy_2020-2024_final.pdf.

81Interview with an official from UNEP, Nov. 2021
82UNEP and Adelphi, “Addressing Climate-Fragility Risks – Linking Peacebuilding, Climate Change Adap-
tation and Sustainable Livelihoods: Guidance Note,” 2019, https://climate-diplomacy.org/magazine/
conflict/addressing-climate-fragility-risks-linking-peacebuilding-climate-change; DPPA, UNEP, and
UNDP, “CSM Toolbox Briefing Note.”

83Interview with an official from UNEP, Nov. 2021
84Secretary-General, “Activities of the United Nations Office for West Africa and the Sahel. S/2018/1175”
(New York: UN, December 28, 2018), https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/1658310.
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Liberia, and Nigeria.85 The lessons learned from these assessments will be
used in collaboration with the Economic Community of West African
States (ECOWAS) to inform the development of national adaptation plans.86

UNOWAS has also been engaging in risk management programmes. In
2018, several African governments noted an upsurge of violent conflict
between herders and farmers due ‘to the adverse effects of climate
change.’87 As a response, UNOWAS has partnered with ECOWAS to
develop ‘a joint workplan on transhumance’ and with the Peacebuilding
Fund to support ‘national and cross-border programmes’ that mitigate ten-
sions related to climate change and transhumance.88

UNSOM has also been adopting risk assessment and management prac-
tices. The mission has dedicated a climate security team that aims to main-
stream climate assessments, environmental peacebuilding, and climate-
sensitive approaches to stabilization. Some of the analyses made so far
have, for example, discovered a link between water shortages and
violence against women and children in Somalia.89 UNSOM has also
launched task forces composed of humanitarian and development actors
to coordinate on climatological and hydrological disasters. One of these task-
forces was deployed in 2021 in the Hirshabelle and Jubbaland areas to
mediate ongoing socio-environmental conflicts relating to water and
grazing rights.90 Overall, as it can be seen in Image 6, it seems SPMs have
had more activities than PKOs in the areas of climate-sensitive
programming.

In the areas of capacity building and training, PKOs and SPMs have been
relatively more proactive. Several missions have engaged with local govern-
ments to provide technical support in the drafting of environmental
regulations and Nationally Determined Contributions for the UNFCCC.
For example, UNSOM has helped the Somali government in the drafting
of a domestic law on environmental protection (the Environmental
Management Act), while UNOWAS has been supporting the integration

85Secretary-General, “Report of the Secretary-General on the Activities of the United Nations Office for
West Africa and the Sahel. S/2021/612” (New York: UN, 2021), https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/
3930688?ln=en.

86Secretary-General, “Activities of the United Nations Office for West Africa and the Sahel. S/2019/1005”
(New York: UN, December 30, 2019), https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3841503; Secretary-General,
“Report of the Secretary-General on the Activities of the United Nations Office for West Africa and
the Sahel. S/2020/1293” (New York: UN, December 24, 2020), https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/
3896005.

87Secretary-General, “Activities of the United Nations Office for West Africa and the Sahel. S/2018/11750”
(New York: UN, December 28, 2018), https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/1658310.

88Secretary-General; Secretary-General, “Activities of the United Nations Office for West Africa and the
Sahel. S/2019/549” (New York: UN, July 5, 2019), https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3812492.

89Secretary-General, “Situation in Somalia: Report of the Secretary-General. S/2021/485” (New York: UN,
May 19, 2021), https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3926924.

90Secretary-General, “Situation in Somalia: Report of the Secretary-General. S/2021/723” (New York: UN,
August 10, 2021), https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3935730.
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of ‘conflict-sensitive approaches’ in national climate strategies among
countries in West Africa and the Sahel.91

UNOWAS has also been increasingly engaging in capacity building within
the UN system (Image 6). For example, the mission has been participating in
the Community of Practice on Climate Security and it has joined the ‘UN
Regional Working Group on Climate Change, Environment, Security and
Development in West Africa’ (UN-CCESD). Moreover, since 2019, the

Table 2. Summary of the Reports of the Secretary-General.
Operation Type Status Country 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

AMISOM PKO Active (2007 ∼) Somalia ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝
MINUSCA PKO Active (2014 ∼) Central African Republic ⃝ ⃝
MINUSMA PKO Active (2013 ∼) Mali ⃝ ⃝
MONUSCO PKO Active (2010 ∼) Congo (DR) ⃝
UNAMID PKO Ended (2007 - 2020) Sudan ⃝ ⃝
UNFICYP PKO Active (1964 ∼) Cyprus
UNMISS PKO Active (2011 ∼) South Sudan ⃝
UNAMI SPM Active (2003 ∼) Iraq ⃝
UNITAMS SPM Active (2020 ∼) Sudan ⃝ ⃝ ⃝
UNOCA SPM Active (2011 ∼) Central Africa Region ⃝
UNOWAS SPM Active (2002 ∼) West Africa ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝
UNSOM SPM Active (2013 ∼) Somalia ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝
1. Reporting on the negative impact of climate change on host countries.
2. Reporting on climate change risk/impact assessment activities (implemented or under development).
3. Reporting on climate change risk management activities/strategies (implemented or under
development).

4. Reporting on training or capacity building related to climate change.
5. Reporting on support activities/advice to host countries on how to maximize the use of development
financing in response to climate change.

6. Reporting on the negative impact of climate change on peacekeeping operations.
7. Reporting on climate change mitigation activities.

Image 6. Climate change in the Reports of the Secretary-General.110

91Secretary-General, “Activities of the United Nations Office for West Africa and the Sahel,” December 30,
2019; Secretary-General, “Report of the Secretary-General on the Activities of the United Nations Office
for West Africa and the Sahel. S/2020/1293.”
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mission has held a close partnership with UNEP, UNDP, the World Bank,
and the World Food Programme to exchange ideas and elaborate a ‘response
to climate-related security risks in West Africa and the Sahel region.’92

Up to this point, the findings that have been presented have been found in
two sources of data: the reporting of the Secretary-General and the docu-
mentation provided by individual PKOs and SPMs. In order to provide a
more comprehensive picture, this study also looked at data on quick
impact projects (QIPs) and REACT activities and carried out interviews
with UN personnel involved with climate security. Quick impact projects
(QIPs) are low-cost, short-term projects funded by peacekeeping operations.
REACT projects are short-term activities of assistance to PKOs in the areas
of the DOS Environment Strategy. An analysis of the QIP dataset has found
109 projects linked to the areas of energy efficiency and renewable energy.
These projects, however, appear to be limited in scope and do not have
border tactical implications. Moreover, the projects are not integrated with
environmental peacebuilding strategies. The same appears to be the case
with REACT projects.93

The interviews with UN personnel provided a third-party validation of
the findings presented in this section. One interviewee from UNEP remarked
that most of the activity relating to climate security is to be found in UN
system programming, rather than at a field level. The interviewee also
pointed out that much of the work being done at the moment is of explora-
tory nature. For instance, as discussed in the previous section, UNEP is cur-
rently engaging in pilot projects on environmental peacebuilding aimed at
developing guidelines and practical tools (e.g. evaluation and metrics) for
field operations.

Another interviewee, a senior member of the REACT unit, confirmed that
climate-sensitive programming is not mainstreamed in the field. The inter-
viewee stated that there are ongoing discussions on how to weigh the
wider environmental impact of deployments and field activities. However,
he also pointed out that these discussions are not systematic as the priority
of PKOs (i.e. the day-to-day maintenance of peace and security) is not con-
cerned with long-term environmental considerations. Finally, four intervie-
wees affirmed that the lack of progress in environmental peacebuilding can
be, in part, linked to the lack of clarity in the mandates of the Security
Council, plus the lack of political will from some UN members, and the
lack of expertise and know-how on climate security.

In conclusion, conflict-sensitive programming appears to be still a work in
progress. Three out of five SPMs have come close to meeting the requests of
the Security Council. However, no PKO has come close to fulfilling the

92Secretary-General, “Activities of the United Nations Office for West Africa and the Sahel,” July 5, 2019.
93Interview with an official from UNEP, Nov. 2021.
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recommendations. As highlighted by the reports of the Secretary-General,
there seems to be diffused awareness at the operational level about the nega-
tive impact of climate change on host countries, security, and long-term sus-
tainability of peace operations. Yet, this awareness has not translated into
meaningful action in PKOs. Moreover, where actions have been taken, for
example in UNOWAS and UNSOM, it appears that initiatives have been
driven by programming activities from UN agencies rather than by
mandates.

5. Discussion

The results of this study indicate that: First, mandates on climate security are
few and vague. Second, programming in the UN system is ahead or in var-
iance of mandates. Third, PKOs and SPMs activities are, on average, lagging
behind in the implementation of their mandates. Overall, there seems to be a
disconnection between what the Security Council wants, what the UN
system plans, and what peace operations do. It could be argued that the
decoupling between mandate and action is a result of the temporal scale of
this analysis. Organizational changes take time, and there has simply not
been enough time to implement climate-sensitive programming in peace
operations. While there may be some truth in this explanation, this paper
also finds evidence of deeper structural problems.

Arguably, the say-do-gap occurring with peace operations is not a transi-
tory process, but rather a structural process of institutional decoupling that
allows the UN to provide responses to conflicting demands and external
pressures. Decoupling, as discussed by Boxenbaum and Jonsson, occurs
when an organization is pressured to take actions that are not consistent
with its internal politics or practices.94 As a result, the organization enacts
symbolic structural changes that superficially meet the expectations
without executing the actual practices.95 From an organizational point of
view, decoupling allows organizations to continue operating when conflict-
ing values or agendas would otherwise bring them to a stall. Moreover,
decoupling allows them to incorporate practices that are legitimated by nor-
mative pressures rather than by criteria of organizational efficiency.96

In the case of peacekeeping, as noted by Lipson, the UN ‘must both enact
the inconsistent values of international society and produce effective coordi-
nated action.’97 Thus, it disconnects institutional structures from practice to
marry legitimacy with efficiency. For example, the core principles of

94Boxenbaum, and Jonsson. “Isomorphism, Diffusion and Decoupling: Concept Evolution and Theoretical
Challenges,” 77.

95Boxenbaum and Jonsson.
96Meyer and Rowan, “Institutionalized Organizations: Formal Structure as Myth and Ceremony.”
97“Peacekeeping: Organized Hypocrisy?,” 13.
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peacekeeping (consent, neutrality, and the non-use of force) are ‘widely
recognized as inconsistent with the requirements for operational effective-
ness in complex peace operations,’ yet they are symbolically accepted due
to their ‘significant normative force.’98 Noting Lipson’s observations, one
might start to wonder whether a similar process of decoupling is also occur-
ring with climate-sensitive programming.

Undoubtedly, the UN and the Security Council are under pressure, both
externally and internally, to act on climate security. This pressure is well man-
ifested in the open debates held by the Security Council, where climate change
has been increasingly discussed with an alarmist tone by some member states,
the Secretary-General, and guest speakers from civil society.99 At the same
time, not all UN members agree on the climate security nexus. For example,
China and Russia have argued that development policies, rather than security
policies, are to be used to deal with the negative impact of climate change.100 In
sum, the UN finds itself pressured to take actions that are not fully consistent
with its internal politics.

Given its time, climate-sensitive programming will probably become
more widespread across peace operations due to the activities of UN agencies
backed by groups of member states sympathetic to the issue of climate secur-
ity. However, Security Council debates on climate security are unlikely to
move forward due to opposing views among member states.101 The conse-
quences of this stall in high-level political discussions are nontrivial. As
pointed out by several interviewees, inconsistent mandates on climate
change make it difficult for practitioners to operate and can lead to budgetary
constraints. Likewise, the lack of definitional coherence on climate security
creates tangible hurdles to the implementation, assessment, and reporting
of climate security activities.

There is only so much that UN agencies can do without the support of
member states. As highlighted by one interviewee, the scalar dimension of
peacekeeping operations is ill-fitting with climate-sensitive programming.
For example, when blue helmets build a solar-powered water pump in a
host country, they do so because of tactical and operational reasons.
However, once the operation is disbanded, it is unlikely that peacekeepers
will leave the asset in the territory as the local population is considered
better off without it rather than with a poorly maintained infrastructure.102

98Lipson, 19.
99Conca, “Is There a Role for the UN Security Council on Climate Change?”; Judith Nora Hardt and Alina
Viehoff, “A Climate for Change in the UN Security Council?,” 2020, 152; Lucile Maertens, “Climatizing
the UN Security Council,” International Politics, February 4, 2021.

100Scartozzi, “The UN Security Council at a Turning Point.”
101Scartozzi.
102There have been cases where infrastructures build by peacekeepers have been co-managed or left in
control of host countries (e.g., a municipal wastewater plant in Lebanon and a waste water plant in
Mali). Yet, these cases remain an exception, not the norm.
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Supposedly, the local community could be trained to operate the asset, but
this kind of capacity building requires time and resources that peace oper-
ations traditionally do not have. In sum, climate programming in PKOs is
not seen as efficient use of resources because the operations have de facto
short-term goals.

Overall, the findings that have been discussed in this section show that
UN peace operations meet all the prerequisites needed for decoupling to
occur — i.e. external pressure to reform, conflicting demands, and lack of
efficiency criteria. Prerequisites, however, are not proof of decoupling.
According to Mayer and Rowan, decoupling showcases itself when ‘goals
are made ambiguous or vacuous, […] integration is avoided, programme
implementation is neglected, and inspection and evaluation are ceremonia-
lized.’103 These manifestations of decoupling can also be observed in the
findings presented by this study.

As previously discussed, the climate change mandates of peace operations
are purposefully vague and vacuous to accommodate political cleavages in
the Security Council. In turn, the vagueness of mandates and lack of defini-
tional coherence impairs the adoption of clear benchmarks and evaluation
criteria for the work of peace operations. Indeed, performance assessments
are not mentioned by the Secretary-General reporting on PKOs and SPMs,
which instead appears to be largely ceremonial in function, often narrating
minor advancements as milestone achievements. Altogether, the lack of
clear mandates and monitoring processes has made it possible for PKOs to
bluntly neglect the operationalization of climate-sensitive programming.

Two additional symptoms of institutional decoupling discussed by Mayer
and Rowan are lack of integration and the use of human relations instead of
formal rules to coordinate action.104 Findings on the UN system program-
ming have shown that climate security has not been formally integrated
across agencies. Arguably, lack of integration serves to avoid disputes
between agencies and ‘support a broader range of external constituents.’105

The fact that, for example, Germany and Russia do not have to collaborate
in all areas of programming is exactly the reason why certain agencies, like
UNEP, have been able to develop their independent agenda on climate secur-
ity with the backing of some member states. Indeed, it is not a coincidence
that the first Climate Security and Environmental Advisor has been seconded
to UNSOM using funds provided by Germany’s Federal Foreign Office.

Lack of integration has meant that climate security activities are coordi-
nated primarily via interpersonal and interagency networks rather than
with formal rules. The UN cannot formalize regulatory approaches

103“Institutionalized Organizations: Formal Structure as Myth and Ceremony,” 357.
104357.
105Meyer and Rowan, “Institutionalized Organizations: Formal Structure as Myth and Ceremony.”
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because member states do not agree on the operationalization of climate
security. As a workaround, the organization has used networks of member
states (e.g, the Group of Friends on Climate Security), agencies (e.g. the
CSM), and individuals (e.g. the Community of Practice on Climate Security)
to coordinate programmes and initiatives. As explained by an interviewee,
informal human relations networks, such as the Community of Practice, are
considered ‘crucial’ in achieving an integrated approach to climate security.

The presence of institutional decoupling, which is corroborated by the
findings of the content analysis as well as by the interviews, can also be
used to explain why some peace operations have been more receptive than
others in the operationalization of climate-sensitive programming (see
Table 2 and Image 6). To be more precise, the efficiency problem explains
why SPMs have been more climate-sensitive than PKOs across the board,
while the lack of integration explains why a few missions have been outper-
forming others. As discussed, decoupling allows an organization that is pre-
sented with overburdening or conflicting demands to maintain its
organizational efficiency. Arguably, SPMs have been more receptive than
PKOs because their efficiency is a measure of long-term peacebuilding objec-
tives rather than day-to-day security contingencies. Likewise, the lack of inte-
gration and reliance on interpersonal networks has meant that the adoption
of climate change programming has been uneven across missions and
heavily influenced by the mission leadership (see the case of UNSOM and
the seconding of an Environmental Security advisor).

Concluding the discussion, it should be noted that the process of insti-
tutional decoupling should not be seen in a negative light. While it is true
the lack of climate programming in PKOs can be attributed to decoupling,
it is also true that the many initiatives in the UN system on climate security
have benefitted from a detachment from the politics of member states. Crea-
tive solutions, such as the CSM and the use of Environmental Security advi-
sors, would have not been possible without some lack between Security
Council and UN agencies. In this light, decoupling might even be seen as
desirable as any process of counter-decoupling — i.e. an attempt to close
the gap between organizational arrangements and behaviour — will lead to
a stall unless the positions of member states become aligned.106 As stated by
an interviewee, climate-sensitive programming in UN peace operations is,
for the time being, ‘as good as it gets’ in light of ‘political considerations.’

106Lipson, “Peacekeeping: Organized Hypocrisy?”
10788 studies were found searching the Web of Science for: TI = (peacekeeping OR "peace enforcement"
OR peacemaking OR peacebuilding OR peace-building OR "peace operation*" OR "conflict prevention")
AND TI = (environment* OR climat*). The bibliometric data was processed with VosViewer and Gephi:
Nees Jan van Eck and Ludo Waltman, VOSviewer, version 1.6.8, Windows 10 (Centre for Science and
Technology Studies (CWTS): Leiden University, 2019), www.vosviewer.com; Gephi Consortium,
Gephi, version 0.9.3 (Paris, 2017), https://github.com/gephi/gephi. Image 2.a shows cited references
with a minimum of 8 citations (full counting). Node size equals citations and color clustering. Image
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6. Conclusion

This study set out to analyze climate programming in peace operations and
assess whether there is a process of institutional decoupling between man-
dates and security operations. The findings of this investigation have
shown that programming and operational activities related to climate
change have been on the rise (see Image 6). Examples of these activities
include, at the programming level, the development of pilot projects on
environmental peacebuilding as well as intra-agency mechanisms of knowl-
edge sharing (see Section 4.2). At the field level, examples include the use of
climate risk assessments and management practices as well as the use of
mediation teams for socio-environmental conflicts relating to water and
grazing rights (see Table 2). Altogether, these developments have led to
the emergence of a system for climate-sensitive programming in peace oper-
ations. However, this system, as analyzed in the discussion, is largely
decoupled from the Security Council and exists partially in the form of
human relations or inter-agency networks.

Despite the progress of recent years, most peacekeeping operations and
special political missions have yet to integrate climate-sensitive program-
ming into their work. Risk assessment and management practices on
climate security have neither been standardized nor mainstreamed. Likewise,
long-term strategies for environmental peacebuilding, which have been rec-
ommended by the Security Council, have not been implemented. As of
writing, the only missions that have come close to fulfilling the requests of
the Security Council appear to be UNOWAS, UNSOM, and UNITAMS.

2.b shows the top 60 percent of words in abstracts with a minimum of 4 occurrences (binary counting).
Node size equals occurrences and color (blue to green) equals the number of citations.

108Emissions data retrieved from Greening the Blue reports: UNEP, “Greening the Blue” (Geneva, 2016);
UNEP, “Greening the Blue” (Geneva, 2017); UNEP, “Greening the Blue” (Geneva, 2018); UNEP, “Greening
the Blue” (Geneva, 2019); UNEP, “Greening the Blue” (Geneva, 2020); UNEP, “Greening the Blue”
(Geneva, 2021). Hydrological, meteorological, climatological disasters retrieved from EM-DAT: Centre
for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters, “EM-DAT | The International Disasters Database,”
accessed November 28, 2021, https://emdat.be/. Vulnerability and readiness (averaged for the
2009–2019 period) retrieved from the ND-GAIN Index: University of Notre Dame, “Country Index,”
Notre Dame Global Adaptation Initiative, accessed October 11, 2021, https://gain.nd.edu/our-work/
country-index/download-data/. According to the ND-GAIN Index, vulnerability "measures a country’s
exposure, sensitivity and capacity to adapt to the negative effects of climate change," while readiness
"measures a country’s ability to leverage investments and convert them to adaptation action."

109Deployed number of personnel as of September 2021: “Peace & Security Data Hub.” The data on
climate change vulnerability was retrieved from the ND-GAIN Index University of Notre Dame,
“Country Index.” The vulnerability ranking (plotted in shade of blue on the map) is a country-level
average for the 2007–2019 period.

110This image shows how many times climate change was featured in the reports of the Secretary
General. A counts the words ’climate change’ and ’global warming’. B counts occurrences of the
word ’climate’ near (7 words radius) one of the following: ’risk multiplier’, ’threat multiplier’, ’violence’,
’conflict’, ’peace’, and ’security’. C counts occurrences of the word ’climate’ near one of the following:
’risk reduction’, ’management’, ’assessment’, ’sensitivity’. D counts occurrences of the word ’climate’
near one of the following: ’adaptation’, ’mitigation’, ’resilience’, ’capacity building’.
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Taken together, the findings of this study suggest that there is an ongoing
process of institutional decoupling between organizational arrangements
(i.e. programmes, policies, and decisions) and field activities. Decoupling,
it has been argued, is an institutional response to conflicting demands and
external pressures. Manifestations of decoupling can be observed in the
mandate of missions, which are designed to be vague or vacuous, in the
UN system programming, which lacks integration and standardization,
and in the activities of peacekeeping operations, which neglect programme
implementation.

Overall, the process of decoupling has resulted in both negative and posi-
tive trends. On the one hand, PKOs have been allowed to delay the
implementation of conflict-sensitive programming. On the other hand,
decoupling has allowed peace operations and UN agencies to gain some
freedom of action and operate independently from the politics of the Security
Council. In sum, while decoupling might not be optimal in the long term, it
could be argued that it is necessary, as of today, to allow a partial implemen-
tation of conflict-sensitive programming in spite of conflicting values and
political agendas in the UN.

The analysis of UN peace operations presented in this paper has impor-
tant implications, for both academic research and practice. First, this study
has made novel use of textual data and content analysis methods to
provide a first comprehensive assessment of the state of climate-sensitive
programming in UN peace operations. The findings have shed new light
on organization-wide processes as well as on mission-level activities.
Second, this study has provided evidence on the operationalization of
conflict-sensitive programming from which policy lessons can be derived.
What has emerged from this analysis is a fundamental mismatch across
scales, between short-term peacekeeping objectives and long-term climate
adaptation/mitigation objectives. This mismatch could be addressed by
changing the mandate of peace operation to give them a more stable and
forward-looking horizon of action. Yet, this change is, as of writing, unten-
able as it would require Security Council members to set aside political div-
isions and reform peacekeeping.

Given the political climate, it seems that the more promising approach to
climate-sensitive programming would consist of a stronger integration of
peace operations with other UN agencies operating on climate change.
This process would allow peace operations to focus on the maintenance of
peace and security while offloading climate-related programming and activi-
ties. To some extent, this process is already taking place with the CSM acting
as a service provider for PKOs. Further actions could see climate funds (e.g.
Adaptation Fund and Green Climate Fund) establish collaborations with the
Peacebuilding Fund to bring climate finance, under the supervision of blue
helmets, in areas where operational risks would otherwise be considered
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too high. Questions, however, remain on how much integration can be
achieved under institutional decoupling. Ultimately, it appears that Security
Council politics will continue to play a key obstacle to a full operationaliza-
tion of climate-sensitive programming in peace operations.
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