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From Climate Change to Conflict 

An analysis of the climate-conflict nexus in communications on climate change response 

 

This study explores the portrayal of the climate-conflict nexus in global and national 

communications on climate change response. It utilizes a qualitative inductive approach and 

the IPCC AR5 (2014) was chosen to represent global communication documents, while two 

Afghan communications, the Initial as well as Second National Communication, on climate 

change and response were used to represent the national level. Through a content analysis, 

several themes were discerned through which the climate-conflict nexus is portrayed. It can be 

concluded that there are several differences between the global versus Afghan communication 

documents, as well as between the Initial National Communication (2012) and the Second 

National Communication (2017). The Second National Communication overall attempts to 

mirror the communication used by the IPCC by using the same themes but in a more indirect 

way. The analysis finds that the climate-conflict nexus is often portrayed through indirect 

communication and that this leads to a lack of conflict-sensitivity in the Afghan national 

documents, concluding by making suggestions on how to improve conflict-sensitivity in these 

documents.  
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1. Introduction 
A large majority of climate scientists agree that the climate-warming trends over the past 

century are most likely due to human activities (NASA, n.d). Different growing strains on 

ecosystems, such as pollution, scarcity of fresh water, changing weather patterns resulting in 

floods, etc. can be considered national, regional, and global security threats. This in turn could 

cause food insecurity and population displacements, which can be contributing factors to 

political instability and violent conflict (Smith & Vivekananda, 2008, p.1).  

Many of the world’s poorest and most fragile countries and communities face the interlinked 

issues of climate change and violent conflict. This creates a risk that violent conflict and climate 

change both will leave communities poorer, less resilient and less able to cope with either factor 

(Smith & Vivekananda, 2008, p.7). As conflicts around the world have become more 

fragmented, violent, and harder to resolve (UN, 2020), it is very important to examine different 

aspects of the climate-conflict nexus. Depending on the application of the knowledge on how 

these two threats interact, suffering could either be potentially prolonged or, hopefully, relieved.  

Afghanistan is one of the most fragile states in the world at the moment (Fragile States Index, 

2020) and has suffered through decades of violent conflict. Further, the country is threatened 

by climate change, which impacts the country’s food security, stability, as well as economy 

(CSEN, 2019, p.4). Afghanistan, along with the surrounding region, is still under-researched 

(Nordqvist & Krampe, 2018). As Afghanistan attempts to tackle climate change while still 

suffering through ongoing conflict, this study aims add to the limited research of this particular 

context by analyzing how the nexus between climate change and conflict is portrayed in afghan 

national documents compared to global documents on climate change response, and secondly 

examine how conflict-sensitive the selected national documents from Afghanistan are. The 

design of this study is as follows. First, we provide background information on Afghanistan as 

well as global climate change response through the IPCC. Then, we highlight relevant previous 

research and a theoretical framework, as well as the chosen research method. Finally, the results 

of the analysis are presented, along with a discussion of our findings.  

 

2. Aim and Research Questions 
2.1 Aim 
The aim of this study is to explore how the climate-conflict nexus is portrayed and dealt with 

in communications on climate change response on different spatial scales.  

 

2.2 Research Questions 
1. How is the climate-conflict nexus portrayed in global versus Afghan communications 

on climate change response? 

2. To what extent are Afghan communications on climate change response conflict-

sensitive? How could these be improved? 
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3. Background 
 

In the following sub-sections, relevant background information is presented. This includes an 

overview of climate change and response in Afghanistan, a historical overview of the conflict 

situation in Afghanistan, as well as context regarding the global climate change response 

through the IPCC. These sections will give an understanding of how the different aspects in this 

study relate to each other and to the analysis.  

 

3.1. Climate Change and Response in Afghanistan 
The Islamic Republic of Afghanistan is a landlocked country situated at the edge of south and 

central Asia (see figure 2.1.1). Its population is estimated to be 37 million according to the 

World Bank (World Bank, n.d), or about 32 million according to the Government of 

Afghanistan’s Central Statistics Organization, which clarifies that a complete population census 

has not been possible since 1979 (NSIA, 2019). Nearly half out of the multi-ethnic population 

are children, and the rates of both population growth and urbanization are high. The country 

ranks 170 out of 189 countries in the Human Development Index (HDI, 2019), and both poverty 

and food insecurity are increasing issues among its population.  

 

Figure 1 - Map of Afghanistan and the surrounding region (Google Maps, 2020). 

Afghanistan is very varied topographically and therefore home to unique ecosystems that are 

threatened by the impacts of climate change. Increasing temperatures of up to 2.4 degrees in 

mountainous areas has taken a toll, and the decreasing availability of water resources has 

impacted the entire country. Although Afghanistan has larger water resources than other 

countries in the region, distributed across five river basins, their water storage capacity is much 

lower due to several reasons, including large intra- and interannual variations. This vulnerability 

to droughts and other water-related climatic hazards, along with changed precipitation patterns, 

is directly impacting rural livelihoods. Agriculture is the foundation of Afghanistan’s economy 

and supports more than 80% of the population directly or indirectly. Mismanagement and 

droughts have also severely impacted the country’s forests and rangelands, which now cover 

less than 2% of the country (NEPA, 2017, p.2-4). Furthermore, many farmers are turning to 
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illicit livelihoods through the huge poppy farming and opium production in the country. The 

opium economy in Afghanistan was estimated to be worth between 6 and 11 percent of the 

country’s GDP in 2018, despite drought decreasing cultivation and production compared to 

previous years (UNODC, 2019). 

The protection of the natural environment in the country is the responsibility of the state, as 

enshrined in the constitution. In 2007 the Environment Law was approved, which “established 

the regulatory framework for the sustainable use and management of Afghanistan’s natural 

resources base, and provides for the conservation and rehabilitation of the environment towards 

achieving the country’s social, economic, reconstruction, and ecological development goals” 

(NEPA, 2017, p.3) and efforts have been made to mainstream environmental protection in 

national policymaking. The country has an independent institutional entity, the National 

Environmental Protection Agency (NEPA) which has released two national communications 

on climate change and adaptation with support from the UN. There is also a National Climate 

Change Committee (NCCC), as well as the Afghanistan’s Climate Change Strategy and Action 

Plan (ACCSAP), aimed at mainstreaming climate change into national planning structures. In 

the NAPA, priority adaptation actions are stated that are also encapsulated in the NDC. The 

sectors which are considered to have the biggest needs in terms of climate change adaptation 

are agriculture, water, forests and rangelands, biodiversity, health, and energy. A lot of 

emphasis has been put on Afghanistan’s potential for hydropower development, but there is 

also potential for both wind and solar energy development as well as other renewable energy 

sources (NEPA, 2017, p.3-5).  

Climate-sensitive rural livelihoods make up a majority of Afghanistan’s economy, both legal 

and illicit, and the country is therefore very vulnerable to climate change (CSEN, 2019, p.4). 

Urban areas are instead the prime contributors to the declining climate situation, since they 

consume a majority of the country’s energy and produce nearly half of Afghanistan’s 

greenhouse gas emissions. High urbanization rates and a fast-growing population will most 

likely increase this contribution even further (NEPA, 2017, p.3). Globally, it can be seen that 

fragility of a state correlates to the number of injuries and deaths due to natural disasters and 

climatic hazards. Afghanistan currently places 9th most fragile country out of 178 nations in the 

Fragile States Index (2020) and has been among the states least prepared to receive finance for 

climate change adaptation (Peters & Budimir, 2016). The fragility of Afghanistan is in large 

part also due to the violent conflicts it has been exposed to.  

 

3.2. Violent Conflict in Afghanistan 
Afghanistan has been subject to nearly constant armed conflict for more than four decades 

(CSEN 2019, p.4). This has taken a toll on the country in many ways, leaving it with destroyed 

or damaged infrastructure, energy facilities, as well as climate-related monitoring equipment 

(NEPA 2017, p.2-5). Most economic development that was achieved before the 1979 invasion 

and occupation by the Soviet Union has been undone since. With the Soviet-supported regime 

falling apart from 1989, when Soviet forces were forced out of the country by militant groups. 

In 1992, a power vacuum was created and fighting ensued (Barakat, 2008, p.26). 

During the 1990’s, there was a civil war followed by the Taliban era of rule. Initial support for 

the Taliban among the Afghan population can be credited to the insecure conditions 

experienced during the internal conflict that raged from 1992 to 1996. Through the late 1990’s 

and until 2001 when the US invaded in response to the terrorist attacks of 9/11, the Taliban 

controlled almost the entire country with strict restrictions of the Afghan population and brutal 

punishments for infractions (Barakat, 2008, p.26).  
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Since 2001 there has been a marked international presence, in the shape of International 

Security Assistance Forces (ISAF) and US military operations (NEPA, 2017, p. 9). Apart from 

the pro-government forces, there are also several non-state armed groups, warlords, and narco-

traffickers that have been and are involved in sub-conflicts in different ways (Barakat 2008, p. 

viii).  

Over the past few years, the violence has once again increased and the conflict has become 

more deadly than in a long time. More than ten thousand civilians, excluding militants and 

security forces, are estimated to have been killed or injured as a result of the violent conflict in 

2017 and 2018 alone (UNAMA, 2019). The reach and influence of armed groups, such as the 

Taliban, has expanded and the reach of the central government is weak in many areas (CSEN, 

2019). The areas under Taliban control have been receiving an increasing amount of service-

delivery, including health services and education, from this governing entity instead of the state 

(UPI, 2020).  

There has been a decrease in international presence, both military and civilian. The Trump 

administration has been negotiating directly with the Taliban in an attempt to be able to 

withdraw all American troops (CSEN, 2019, p. 8-9). The consequences of a possible political 

settlement are unknown but it would radically affect the situation in the country. Further 

complicating the situation are the deep divides between different parts of the population, such 

as between those living in government-controlled areas and those living in militant-controlled 

areas. There are also a lot of disputes over natural resources that turn violent, including access 

to water, agricultural land and grazing pastures (CSEN, 2019, p. 8-9). As of February 2020, the 

US and the Taliban have signed a peace deal that specifies the withdrawal of all US troops 

within 14 months (BBC, 2020).  

 

3.3. Global Climate Change Responses and the IPCC 
There are numerous collaborations on a global level in regard to climate change. The material 

chosen for this study is produced by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, IPCC, 

which exists to provide the global community regular scientific assessments on climate change 

and its impacts along with options and recommendations for adaptation and mitigation (IPCC, 

n.d). Much like NEPA in Afghanistan produces communications that gives overviews of the 

current situation in the country with regards to climate change and response, IPCC does the 

same but worldwide.  

This panel was created in 1988 by UNEP and WMO, endorsed by the UN General Assembly. 

Currently it has 195 member states. The panel’s first task was to create a comprehensive 

overview along with recommendations on the state of the knowledge surrounding climate 

change, including both the scientific and socio-economic aspects. It was published in 1990 and 

further contained possible response strategies. Since then, IPCC has prepared five such 

Assessment reports along with a number of other reports and papers that have been requested 

by the UN, governments and international organizations. These comprehensive assessment 

reports, along with the special reports and methodology reports, are the main activities of the 

IPCC. The assessment reports are intrinsically linked to international climate policymaking and 

therefore aim to be both neutral and objective while bringing together technological, scientific, 

as well as socioeconomic knowledge on climate change (Ibid). 

There are three working groups creating IPCC reports, separated by what aspects of knowledge 

they are putting together. Working group 1 works on the physical science basis of climate 

change, while working group 2 looks at impacts, adaptation and vulnerability, and working 

group 3 oversees mitigation options. There is also a Task force on National Greenhouse Gas 
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Inventories, which focuses on the monitoring and reporting of greenhouse gas emissions. These 

Working groups and the Task force manage the process of creating the different reports, and 

choose the experts that become the authors. The Fifth Assessment Report was published in 

2014. Since then, the IPCC has prepared requested Special Reports and is well underway to 

finalize its Sixth Assessment Report that will be published in 2022 (Ibid). The AR5 is therefore 

very relevant to policymaking and communications regarding climate change for some time yet 

and consequently, chosen to represent the global level in the following study.  

 

4. Previous Research and Theoretical Framework 
 

In the following sections, previous research is presented followed by the theoretical framework 

which guided this study through its design and analysis. 

 

4.1 Previous Research 
The amount of research studying the different aspects of the climate-conflict nexus has 

increased over the last few decades as the world has experienced more issues connected to the 

changing climate. A lot of the research is quantitative, trying to find empirical evidence on 

whether or not climate change is a driver of violent conflict. There are a number of studies 

focusing on the effect of short-term temperature anomalies and violent conflict (Burke et al., 

2009; Koubi et al., 2012). Temperature variability along with precipitation patterns are the two 

most common proxies for the long-term effects of climate change. In connection to these 

variables of climate variability, most studies focus on intrastate conflicts, such as communal 

conflicts (Fjelde and von Uexkull, 2012). Further, a large amount of the studies carried out are 

focused on African contexts, which is also where the risk of violent conflict has been seen to 

be the highest (von Uexkull et al., 2016). 

There are also studies on a global level regarding this nexus. One such example finds that 

nations affected by El Niño-Southern Oscillation (ENSO) are more likely to have an onset of 

war during an ENSO period (Hsiang, 2011). These findings are supported by some, which find 

connections between precipitation anomalies and civil war but contested by others who do not 

find any associations between droughts or floods and civil war (Buhaug, 2010; Koubi et al., 

2012). When researching non-state conflicts, however, there is some consensus that changes in 

precipitation patterns exacerbate the risk of conflict on a local level in some areas in Africa, 

particularly where the economy is highly resource-based (Fjelde & von Uexkull, 2012). 

Furthermore, a study that compares 20 cases from peripheral areas of the Global South find that 

two structural conditions and one triggering condition could function as contextual factors 

through which resource scarcity leads to violent conflict. When negative othering and low 

power differences are present simultaneously as recent political change, it is seen to lead to 

violence (Ide, 2017). The importance of context-specific analyses of environmental change and 

violent conflict is further specified in a mixed methods case study about Darfur. It proves robust 

connections between long-term environmental change and the violent civil war but shows that 

it is dependent on context factors such as changes in demographic constellations, increased 

resource competition and a lack of institutional conflict management. Climate change is a 

contributing factor, but socio-political factors may foster cooperation or conflict. In Darfur, 

violent interethnic resource conflicts can be seen in certain subnational regions, but not others 

(De Juan, 2015). 
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When socio-political factors such as states’ economic and institutional structures are 

compromised, along with their adaptive capacity, the risk of violence conflict is seen to 

increase. In a study from 2017, two river basins in the Middle East were studied during periods 

of extreme drought. It was seen that conflict occurred only with certain responses and (lack of) 

adaptive capacities. The extreme droughts did create stress in varying degrees in most affected 

states through direct economic impacts and large-scale migration, both of which are dependent 

on institutional and economic structures. This again points to climate change as an intermediate 

variable, and touches on the complex link between these physical, geo-political and intrastate 

factors (Feitelson & Tubi, 2017). In a study done in southern Pakistan, climatic disasters could 

be seen to have a significant effect on local politics through opening up political spaces and 

opportunities for radical political groups. However, the connection is not deterministic, and 

relies heavily on human agency as well as a lack of state reliance (Siddiqi, 2014). This implies 

that climate change can affect factors related to violent conflict on multiple scales, from global 

and regional down to national and local levels. 

Climate change adaptation therefore seems to be considered important not only to fight climate 

change but to limit the risk of violent conflict, as several complex and multi-dynamic pathways 

and contextual factors are involved. In contexts that are already fragile and affected by conflict, 

adaptation responses can have other consequences than those intended. Several studies point to 

the problems related to responding to climate change in these areas, particularly when 

institutional capacity is low and property rights are unclear (Marino & Ribot, 2012; Barnett & 

O’Neill, 2010). Results however don’t always provide a direct evidence for the role of 

institutions or institutional failures for the climate-conflict nexus. Further work is needed to 

isolate institutional aspects that operate at the cell level at high frequency and oppositions for 

policy in containing and avoiding climate-driven conflict (Breckner & Sunde, 2019). Further 

research is also needed on other regions outside of Africa.  

The available context-specific research from South and South-East Asia shows that climate 

change can have an impact on violent conflict through deteriorating livelihoods, influence on 

armed groups and their tactics, elites’ use of it in a way that exploits vulnerabilities and 

resources, and displacement of people and increased migration in vulnerable and resource-

dependent contexts (Nordqvist & Krampe, 2018; Privara & Privarova, 2019).  

Conflict-sensitive approaches (which are presented in depth in section 4.2.3) to climate change 

adaptation, that take into account the potential positive and negative impacts on conflict that 

interventions could have, have been put forward as the solution to the issues seen with 

maladaptation. However, there’s yet to be a full consensus on what a developed framework for 

this would encompass in this particular field. Most studies agree that it needs to take into 

consideration aspects from the field of peacebuilding and conflict management, through 

preventive measures, conflict resolution, and conflict transformation. In particular, the “do no 

harm” principle is put forward as a useful lens to assess adaptation actions through. Further, the 

importance of context-specific assessments are highlighted as well as the need to understand 

the interaction between adaptation measures and the context they are implemented in. This is 

largely based on how conflict-sensitivity is already mainstreamed in a lot of development- and 

aid-related work (Babcicky, 2013; Tänzler et al., 2013; Vivekananda et al., 2014). 

To summarize, previous research has not yet agreed on all pathways leading from climate 

change to conflict. However, resource distribution and scarcity, as well as institutional capacity 

are seen as important factors that will influence the consequences of climate change. Vulnerable 

contexts are more likely to see violent impacts stemming from climate change but also from 

climate change maladaptation. Conflict-sensitivity is an important next step in climate change 

response and adaptation, the same way it is becoming more widely used in other forms of 
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sustainable development. This study attempts to add to the limited research in this field 

concerning Afghanistan, analyzing its communications on national climate change response in 

regards to how it relates to global level communication on the same topic. From these national 

communications, the level of conflict-sensitivity in afghan climate change response will also 

be discerned and analyzed, as that is seen as the preferred approach to adaptation on all spatial 

scales.  

 

4.2 Theoretical Framework 
The section below gives an account of the study’s theoretical framework used for the research. 

This section involves several subheadings; definitions, Cosmopolitan Conflict Resolution, 

conflict-sensitivity, and an integrated framework of the climate change-conflict/peace nexus.  

4.2.1 Definitions 
Climate-conflict nexus – Nexus can be defined as “a complicated series of connections 

between different things” (Oxford Learner’s Dictionaries, n.d). The term climate-conflict nexus 

hence refers to the research field of how climate and conflict interact and intersect. 

Conflict – The pursuit of incompatible goals by different groups. This regards any political 

conflict, whether it is pursued by peaceful means or by the use of force (Ramsbotham, 

Woodhouse & Miall, 2016, p.34). 

Resilience – “The capacity of social, economic, and environmental systems to cope with a 

hazardous event or trend or disturbance, responding or reorganizing in ways that maintain their 

essential function, identity, and structure, while also maintaining the capacity for adaptation, 

learning, and transformation” (IPCC, 2014, p.1772). 

Vulnerability – This concept is defined as “the property of predisposition to be adversely 

affected. Vulnerability encompasses a variety of concepts and elements including sensitivity or 

susceptibility to harm and lack of capacity to cope and adapt” (IPCC, 2014, 1775).  

Conflict-sensitivity - This concept will be defined in this study as a lens to understand the 

impacts interventions can have on conflict. This is achieved through the ability to firstly, 

understand the context in which operations are performed in; secondly, understanding the 

interaction between the interventions and the context; and thirdly, acting upon the 

understanding of this interaction, in order to avoid negative impacts and maximize positive 

impacts (Haider, 2014). 

Transformers –This concept will be used in this thesis in a similar way to how it is used in 

Cosmopolitan Conflict Resolution (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse, & Miall, 2016) to signify 

something that transforms a conflict, changing it for the better or affecting it in a positive way. 

Triggers –This concept will be used in this thesis in a similar way to how it is used in 

Cosmopolitan Conflict Resolution (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse, & Miall, 2016) to signify 

something that triggers a conflict, either by causing it or by affecting it negatively.  

 

4.2.2 Cosmopolitan Conflict Resolution 
The concept of Cosmopolitan Conflict Resolution is used to indicate the need for an approach 

that is not suited within any particular state, society or established site of power but, rather, 

promotes constructive means of handling conflict at local through global levels in the interests 

of humanity. It is not a covert name for imposing hegemonic interests under a subterfuge of 



8 
 

unexamined “universal values”, but a genuine and inclusive local-global effort to determine 

what contributes to human welfare in general and to human emancipation worldwide 

(Ramsbotham, Woodhouse & Miall, 2016, p.314). It is an interesting approach to use in order 

to start understanding the differences and similarities between communications on a global 

versus local level in this study as it can relate to both violent conflict and climate change.  

When analyzing conflict, it is useful to see both triggers and transformers of conflict operating 

at the same time across four interrelated spheres. It is the interpenetration of ecological, global, 

societal and personal space that increasingly characterizes the conflict field (Ramsbotham, 

Woodhouse & Miall, 2016, p.32). This in turn can also be applied when locating contemporary 

armed conflicts within a local-global Cosmopolitan framework (see figure 2) that enhances 

different levels, from international (global, regional, bilateral) through state, down to societal 

level (identity groups, individuals). Most great conflicts in today's world are transnational 

conflicts, defined as struggles that reach across the international state and societal levels. Hence, 

this is what makes them hard to resolve. In addition, the distinction between interstate conflict, 

identity conflict, ideological conflict and economic conflict, also need to accommodate the fact 

that, in most large-scale contemporary conflicts, these are combined and mutated as conditions 

change. This poses further issues for Cosmopolitan Conflict Resolution. According to this 

framework, changes at global and regional level will cause greater changes at state level due to 

the ambivalent nature of the state, since the state is the main actor on the international scene 

and also the main satisfier of internal social needs (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse & Miall, 2016, 

p.32-33). This is an important aspect to consider when analyzing and comparing 

communications on different levels that regard possible triggers of conflict, such as climate 

change. Further important to observe, as seen in the figure below, is that triggers of conflict 

often exist on a higher level while transformers of conflict are rooted in the national and sub-

national levels.  

This theoretical framework and model (see figure 2), focusing on the spatial scales as well as 

transformers and triggers of conflict, have been used both while designing the research but also 

when analysing the results. The categories chosen for the method were based on this framework 

in order to find how the climate-conflict nexus could be portrayed in the different 

communication documents selected for the study. This will be explained further in section 5.3.1. 

In the analysis of the study, the framework was used to find the differences and similarities of 

the portrayal of the climate-conflict nexus in both global and national communication 

documents. The framework made it possible for us to analyse the documents at different spatial 

scales, and also linking triggers and transformers to these different levels. Lastly, the framework 

enabled us to link it to not only conflict, but to climate change as well, since climate change 

also affects different spatial scales differently.  

 

Figure 2 - Spheres of Cosmopolitan Conflict Resolution 
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4.2.3 Conflict-sensitivity 
Conflict-sensitivity emerged as a concept and tool to help actors to understand the unintended 

consequences of aid and to act to minimize harm and achieve positive outcomes (Haider, 2014). 

When working in conflict settings, it is important to consider the different issues relating to 

asymmetric power relations, cultural diversity and the values and beliefs of the local 

populations. Adapting different policies and programming to the context and better assessing 

the risk of operating in the environment can improve the sustainability of interventions and 

minimize risks to projects, partners and beneficiaries (Haider, 2017). Although conflict 

sensitivity originated in the humanitarian field, it has since been applied to a wide range of 

development, peacebuilding and state building contexts (Haider, 2014) and would therefore be 

a useful tool to apply to climate change response and adaptation as well.  

The concept can be defined as the ability to; understand the context in which operations are 

performed in; understanding the interaction between the interventions and the context; and 

acting upon the understanding of this interaction, in order to avoid negative impacts and 

maximize positive impacts (Haider, 2014). As seen in previous research (Babcicky, 2013; 

Tänzler et al., 2013; Vivekananda et al., 2014), the definition and use of this concept from aid- 

and development work is relevant to this study, as it provides the necessary lens to assess 

response and adaptation to climate change as well since this is intrinsically connected to 

sustainable development. 

Conflict-sensitivity serves not only to decrease the potential for violence, but to also increase 

the effectiveness of aid and other forms of development efforts. It differs from peacebuilding 

in the way that it is not a specific field or type of interventions but is an approach that applies 

to all forms of intervention and does not always address causes or drivers of conflict (Haider, 

2017). At project and programmed management level, a conflict sensitive approach means a 

careful analysis, design and monitoring of the possible positive or negative impacts of the 

funded initiatives may have on existing tensions/conflicts and in a given context. The purpose 

is to minimize unintended negative impacts, and to maximize positive impacts, i.e. by 

identifying risks and opportunities related to conflicts and tensions. These risks and 

opportunities exist in all societies but are higher in contexts affected by conflict, violence and 

fragility (Sida, 2017). This approach to conflict-sensitivity will be used in this study, by 

allowing an analysis of the extent of conflict-sensitivity in the Afghan communication 

documents on climate change response, and a clear approach to suggest how conflict-sensitivity 

could be improved, which is detailed in the analysis and subsequent discussion.  

 

4.2.4 Integrated Framework of the Climate Change-Conflict/Peace Nexus 
To understand resilience to climate and environmental changes in fragile and conflict-affected 

societies, Vivekananda et al. (2014) developed a framework to explore the climate-fragility-

conflict and climate-resilience-peace nexus. This is used in this study through the analysis of 

documents on climate change response as it provides two possible framings of the climate-

conflict nexus. Furthermore, it proposes a way of viewing the reciprocal relationship between 

climate and conflict (see figure 4).  

The framework consists of two paths. Figure 3 shows a path where fragility increases the 

vulnerability of communities to climate change. This vulnerability can in turn lead to human 

insecurity which can potentially lead to violent conflict between communities, or communities 

and the government. Violent conflict can further contribute to fragility, resulting in a negative 

cycle. In the figure below a lighter arrow indicates an increased relationship between factors. 

For example, when human insecurity increases, the risk of violent conflict increases as well. A 
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darker arrow indicates a decreasing impact, i.eg. a higher level of fragility is likely to decrease 

the capacity for adaptation (Vivekananda, et al., 2014, p.488) 

  

 

Figure 3 - The negative cycle 

Figure 4 adds the opposite, the positive cycle, of this. This cycle reflects stable societies, where 

formal and informal institutions are able and willing to cover the population’s basic needs, 

societies who are more resilient and have a higher level of human security. This in turn makes 

peace more likely and stability easier to achieve. As part of the discussion on how positive 

peace can be strengthened in response to climatic changes, the concept of resilience is 

increasingly receiving attention in the academic, NGO and donor community (Vivekananda et 

al., 2014). A growing area of empirical evidence suggests that communities do not face climate 

and environmental changes in isolation but rather in conjunction with socio-economic and 

political risks.  

 

 

Figure 4 -  The negative and positive cycle 

The framework highlights the need to understand the different pairs of fragility and stability, 

vulnerability and resilience, and human security and insecurity, in order to analyze the pathways 

between climate change and violent conflict or peace. Factors such as instability, inequality, 

and poverty make a society vulnerable to conflict. These factors also make a society more 

vulnerable to environmental changes, which can indicate a possible connection between climate 

change, vulnerability and violent conflict. However, this also implies that there is a positive 

cycle between climate change, resilience and peace.  

The concept of resilience lacks a universally accepted and precise definition. Vivekananda et 

al. (2014) uses the definition below to describe resilience in conjunction with the framework, 

although it differs slightly from the IPCC definition used in this study when analyzing the 

results. 

 “The ability of countries, communities and households to anticipate, adapt to, and/or recover from 

the effects of potentially hazardous occurrences (natural disasters, economic instability and conflict) 

in a manner that protects livelihoods, accelerates and sustains recovery and supports economic and 

social development”  (Inter-Agency Working Group on Resilience 2012, qtd. In Vivekananda et al. 

2014, p.491) 
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Resilience needs to be understood in response to multiple interacting hazards, not to stand-alone 

single risks, and as such resilience to one risk can build resilience to others (Vivekananda, et 

al., 2014, p.491). If the contextual complexities are taken into consideration, the double division 

of resilience to conflict and climate change can be achieved. This means that the climate change 

community needs to ensure their adaptation efforts are peace-positive, and that the 

peacebuilding and development communities’ efforts need to be climate-proof. This relates to 

the analysis and previous research (Babcicky, 2013; Tänzler et al., 2013; Vivekananda et al., 

2014) in its emphasis on conflict-sensitive approaches to climate change adaptation, and the 

need to integrate the climate-conflict nexus in relevant communications on the subject. 

These different theoretical entry points are the foundation of the research design and analysis, 

as they offer potential facets of the climate-conflict nexus that have to be taken into account 

when analyzing the results of the study. The multiple and interacting spatial scales, as well as 

the reciprocal relationships between climate change and conflict or peace, are all crucial aspects 

along with the importance of conflict-sensitive approaches in all contexts related to building 

capacity (institutional and/or adaptive) on a national and sub-national level.  

 

5. Method and Material 
 

This section regards the design and the implementation of the study. First, the study method is 

addressed, thereafter a detailed section on the selection of documents for the research is 

presented. Finally, the implementation of the research is explained. 

 

5.1 Description of Method 
The research is derived from an inductive approach. The method of the study regards a 

qualitative content analysis comparing specific parts, of the IPCC AR5: Impacts, Adaptation, 

and Vulnerability and the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan’s Initial National Communication 

(2012) and Second National Communication (2017) under the United Nations Framework 

Convention on Climate Change. These specific parts will be mentioned in section 5.2.  

 

Content analysis is a method which is commonly used in communication studies and is defined 

as being a research technique for the objective, systematic and quantitative description of the 

manifest content of communication (Bryman, 2012, p.289). Content analysis has been 

commonly used for text, visual images, speeches, lyrics etc. This type of method seeks to 

understand the meanings of words or processes in a well-defined manner which is mainly 

through predetermined categories. In addition, content analysis research tends to help the 

researcher to code the selected material according to different themes, words, counts, subjects, 

etc., which in turn can be done through different types of material, either qualitative or 

quantitative (Bryman, 2012).  

 

During this research, a more qualitative research analysis is used to analyze the material, hence 

conducting a qualitative content analysis. This approach towards documents emphasizes the 

role of the researcher in the construction of the meaning of, and in, the analyzed material. This 

approach also allows categories to emerge from the data and highlights the significance of 

understanding the meaning of the context in which an item being analyzed is portrayed 

(Bryman, 2012, p.714). In qualitative research, content analysis is interpretive, involving close 

reading of the texts. Since the texts are open for subjective interpretation, it reflects multiple 
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meanings and is context dependent. When analyzing qualitative data, the analysis typically 

produces different categories that can be translated into different themes. Regarding text, the 

content is often subject-related and is also useful for identifying both conscious and 

unconscious messages communicated through the text (Julien, 2008). 
 

Some positive aspects with a qualitative content analysis is that it is a highly flexible method 

and can be applied to wide variety of different kinds of unstructured textual information 

(Bryman, 2012, p. 304-305). However, some disadvantages of qualitative content analysis need 

to be taken into account. One of these aspects is that it is difficult to answer why questions 

through content analysis, since the questions commonly portrayed in content analysis regard a 

how question. However, the study regards the communication in the documents, which makes 

this approach appropriate for the research. Another aspect that should be considered is that the 

analysis is “only as good as the documents on which the practitioner works” (Bryman, 2012, 

p.306). This can however be prevented when taking authenticity, credibility and 

representativeness into account when selecting the correct research material for the purpose of 

the study. 

 

5.2 Selection of Material 
The material that will be used during the research process involves both global and national 

communication documents regarding climate change adaptation strategies.  
 

The global documents were carefully selected chapters and section from the IPCC: Fifth 

Assessment Report: Impacts, adaptation and vulnerability (2014). A selection of specific 

chapters and section in this documents were made due to the large amount of data and the 

limited time given to conduct the study. The selection was also appropriate for finding chapters 

and sections relevant to the research questions regarding how the climate-conflict nexus is 

portrayed in adaptation strategies at different levels. The IPCC Fifth Assessment Report: 

Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability (2014) became the main research material regarding the 

global aspect of the study. Further selection needed to be done, so the chapters analyzed for the 

research were collected from Full Report Part A: Global and sectoral aspects. The main focus 

of the analysis was on Chapter 12: Human security section 12.5 regarding climate change and 

armed conflict, chapter 19: Emergent Risks and Key Vulnerabilities, and chapter 20: Climate 

Resilient Pathways; Adaptation, Mitigation and Sustainable Development. However sections 

from chapters 12, 13, 14, 16 and 18 were also implemented in the analysis. 
 

When selecting the national documents, we specified our analysis to the Islamic Republic of 

Afghanistan documents, and analyzed both Afghanistan Initial National Communication to the 

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate change (2012) and Second National 

Communication under the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (2017). 

These documents are national documents that give an overview of the climate change situation 

and response on a national level in the country. There are more specific documents related to 

climate change adaptation actions with more details and specifications in the area. However we 

chose the two documents due to that they are completely in English as well as since they give 

an overview and therefore can be seen to reflect the national level on this topic in the same way 

that the IPCC documents reflect the global level. Afghanistan was chosen to represent the 

national level since the country currently hosts one of the deadliest conflicts in the world, along 

with climate change being a huge issue for its resource-dependent population. These factors 
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meant that Afghanistan could function as a representative for other countries that are impacted 

by the climate-conflict nexus. 

 

During the analysis, the focus area naturally became certain parts of the reports that more 

frequently regarded the climate conflict nexus, due to their relevance to the topic.   

Additionally, a selection of scientific articles, expert papers, and reports where found in a 

number of databases such as ProQuest Central. Relevant academic literature was also used to 

explain certain aspects of the theoretical framework applied to the research.  

 

5.3 Implementation 
Implementation regards the way in which the study was conducted regarding the collection of 

data, the coding process of the material collected and the thematisation process. 

 

5.3.1 Collection of Data 
When conducting the qualitative content analysis for this study, the most important categories 

analyzed, and looked for in the different documents and sections will be; triggers, transformers, 

and how conflict is portrayed in these categories according to words, expressions and priorities. 

These categories were chosen based on the theoretical framework in order to find how the 

climate-conflict nexus could be portrayed in all ways possible.  
 

During the analysis, the different selected chapters and sections will be printed into paper form, 

and specific tables regarding the different categories will be used for the researcher to digitally 

take notes of quotes or specific sections of the material that are considered important for the 

analysis. The notes will involve a form of title and then quoted or summarized text, where the 

title is used as a key phrase to make it easier for the researcher to later code the material. A 

different column of the table will also serve as a help tool where the researcher will note in 

which chapter and on what page certain information is found. Markings will also be made in 

the documents, to make sure that the right information can be found again if a checkup is 

needed. An example of what this would look like is given below.  
 

IPCC 5th Assessment Annual Report 
TRIGGERS 

CHAPTER & 
PAGE 

The effect of climate change on conflict and insecurity - 
 

- is an emergent risk because factors such as poverty and economic shocks that 
are associated with a higher risk of violent conflict are themselves sensitive to 
climate change. In numerous statistical studies, the influence of climate 
variability on violent conflict is large in magnitude.  
 

Ch.19, p.1042 
ALSO Ch.19, 
p.1061 for more 
details on this 

Difficulties in governance 
 

Challenges for vulnerability reduction and adaptation actions are particularly 
high in regions that have shown severe difficulties in governance. Studies 
confirm that countries that are classified as failed states and afflicted by violence 
are often not able to reduce vulnerability effectively. Unless governance 
improves in countries with severe governance failure, risk will increase as a 
result of climate changes interacting with increased human vulnerability.  

Ch.19, p.1043 



14 
 

 

Distribution of impacts  
 

Risks are unevenly distributed and are generally greater for disadvantaged 
people and communities in countries at all levels of development. Risks are 
already moderate because of regionally differentiated climate-change impacts 
on crop production in particular.  
 

Ch.19, p.1044 
ALSO p.1077 

Figure 5- Example of a table gathering notes from chapter 19 in IPCC Fifth Assessment Report: Impacts, 

Adaptation and Vulnerability. 
 

5.3.2 Coding 
When it comes to the coding process, color coding in different shades of green was used to 

establish whether the collected material regarding the different categories had a direct or 

indirect link to the climate-conflict nexus. An example of the coding scheme is presented in 

figure 6. If the collected material was highlighted in a darker shade of green, it meant that it had 

a direct link to the climate-conflict nexus. If the material was highlighted with a light green 

color, it had an indirect link to the climate-conflict nexus. 
 

IPCC 5th Assessment Annual Report 
TRIGGERS 

CHAPTER & 
PAGE 

The effect of climate change on conflict and insecurity - 
 

- is an emergent risk because factors such as poverty and economic shocks that 
are associated with a higher risk of violent conflict are themselves sensitive to 
climate change. In numerous statistical studies, the influence of climate 
variability on violent conflict is large in magnitude.  
 

Ch.19, p.1042 
ALSO Ch.19, 
p.1061 for more 
details on this 

Difficulties in governance 
 

Challenges for vulnerability reduction and adaptation actions are particularly 
high in regions that have shown severe difficulties in governance. Studies 
confirm that countries that are classified as failed states and afflicted by violence 
are often not able to reduce vulnerability effectively. Unless governance 
improves in countries with severe governance failure, risk will increase as a 
result of climate changes interacting with increased human vulnerability.  
 

Ch.19, p.1043 

Distribution of impacts  
 

Risks are unevenly distributed and are generally greater for disadvantaged 
people and communities in countries at all levels of development. Risks are 
already moderate because of regionally differentiated climate-change impacts 
on crop production in particular.  

Ch.19, p.1044 
ALSO p.1077 
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Figure 6- Example of the color-coded material of chapter 19 in IPCC Fifth Assessment Report: Impacts, adaptation 

and vulnerability. 

 

After the coding process, the material was grouped into different themes, which encompass the 

results of the study. 

 

5.3.3 Thematisation 
After the coding process, the material was grouped into different themes, through colored 

coding, with a different color for different themes.  When summarizing these key areas, they 

then became the themes.  These include; the climate conflict connection which details the 

reciprocal link between climate change and violent conflict,  vulnerability that regards the 

negative cycle from climate change to conflict, resilience that regards the positive cycle from 

climate change to peace, and unintended consequences of climate change responses.  
 

5.4 Methodological considerations 
Regarding the methodological considerations of the study, the terms reliability and validity 

have become two important terms. Even though the methodological considerations usually 

apply to quantitative research, they can also be applied to qualitative research as well (Bryman, 

2011, p.351). Reliability can be divided into two parts; external and internal reliability. External 

reliability regards whether the study can be replicated, and internal reliability regards the 

agreement between the researchers how the material should be analysed (Bryman, 2011, p.352). 

Both these aspects were taken into consideration; by writing a clear methodology chapter, and 

agreeing in which way categories and themes should be analysed. By using more than one 

researcher to analyze data and seeking agreement between the content identified, the study is 

also improved (Julien, 2008). Once the thematic categories are identified, researchers will 

together attempt to ensure that the categories are defined in a way that all relevant data has been 

collected, and that the different definitions of the categories do not overlap and can be clearly 

distinguished from each other. The analysis will also regard what is missing and not present, 

which strengthens this even further (Julien, 2008). 

 

The methodological consideration of validity can also be divided external and internal validity. 

Internal validity regards whether the results are in agreement with theoretical knowledge or not 

(Bryman, 2011, p.352) . This has been accounted for in the analysis by linking the results to the 

theoretical frameworks presented in the previous sections. External validity however regards to 

what extent the results can be generalized to other similar situations (Bryman, 2011, p.352), 

which is where this study has its limitations. Since both the global and national communication 

documents regarding climate change response are updated every few years, the conclusion of 

the study might differ depending on which material is used. However, it is still relevant to make 

these different analyses to be able to analyse changes, and see how these documents might 

improve.  

 

According to some researches, qualitative research should also be asses through specific criteria 

that provide alternatives to what the concepts of reliability and validity stands for. These 

assessments regard trustworthiness and authenticity. Trustworthiness can be divided into four 

sub-criterias; credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability. Credibility is the 

equivalent of internal validity, transferability the equivalent of external valditiy, and 

dependability is the equivalent of both internal and external reliability (Bryman, 2011, p.354), 

and all the actions taken against these have been explained in the previous paragraph. 

Confirmability is however an important criteria when it comes to qualitative research. It regards 

the aspect that the researcher should be objective when performing the study, meaning that no 
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personal values should affect the conclusion of the study (Bryman, 2011, p.355). This also 

becomes and important methodological consideration regarding this study, due to that the 

coding manuals and the interpretation of the material may be affected by the researchers 

(Bryman, 2012, p.306). However, when conducting the study, researchers stayed objective, by 

not having read through the material before the study was conducted. Researchers also added 

no personal values or theoretical viewpoints after the conclusion of the study.  

 

The aspect of authenticity regards more general questions regarding the consequences of 

research in generall. It regards the questions of fair picture, ontological authenticity, educational 

authenticity, catalytic authenticity and tactical authenticity. These terms however are more 

refered to qualitative research with participants, which was not the case in this study (Bryman, 

2011, p.257). 
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6. Results and Analysis 
 

In the following sub-sections, the results from the content analysis are presented. They have 

been grouped into four central themes: the climate-conflict connection, vulnerability, resilience, 

and unintended consequences of climate change responses. Both global and national 

communications will be analyzed in all sub-sections, in regards to their connection to the 

themes. Sections 6.5 and 6.6 then further analyze these themes in relation to differences 

between the global and national levels, as well as in regards to conflict-sensitivity in the afghan 

national communications.  

 

6.1 The Climate-Conflict Connection 
The link between climate change and conflict is portrayed very differently in the AR5 compared 

to the afghan national documents. It is directly mentioned and discussed in several sections of 

the IPCC AR5, most notably section 12.5 “Climate change and armed conflict” (IPCC, 2014, 

p.771-775) as well as in section 19.4.2.2 “Risks of conflict and insecurity” which also includes 

other forms of violence (IPCC, 2014, p.1060-1061). Risk is a keyword used with this theme and 

in this communication that encompasses the direct connections between climate change and 

violent conflict. The climate-conflict nexus is framed as a risk in different ways. The possible 

impacts related to this are themselves also outlined in the same type of expressions and words 

linked to risk.  

 

The AR5 discusses the scientific foundation of the climate-conflict research, both modern and 

historic, and classifies the risk of conflict as an emergent risk that could potentially become a 

key risk due to the fact that factors associated with a higher risk of conflict, such as poverty or 

economic shocks, “are themselves sensitive to climate change” (IPCC, 2014, p.1042). The 

report points to the fact that it remains unclear whether climate change has an effect on violence, 

but climate variability has been seen through empirical evidence to affect the risk of violence 

and conflict. Climate variability can act as a proxy for longer-term climate change and is most 

easily seen in temperature variability and changes in precipitation patterns. A global study from 

2013 is used to support the idea that climate change could indeed lead to cases of violence, 

although they emphasize that some smaller studies have failed to empirically prove this to be 

true.  

 
“Results from modern contexts (1950-2010) indicate that the frequency of violence between 

individuals rises 2.3% and the frequency of intergroup conflicts rises 13.2% for each standard 

deviation change toward warmer temperatures. Because annual temperatures around the world are 

expected to rise 2 to 4 standard deviations (as measured over 1950-2008) above temperatures in 

2000 by 2050 (A1B scenario), there is potential ceteris paribus for large relative changes to global 

patterns of personal violence, group conflict, and social instability in the future.”  

(IPCC 2014, p.1061)  

 

The communication is focused on scientific evidence, and the uncertainty of the relationship 

between climate change and violent conflict is brought up several times while referring to 

possible linkages in very vague terms. However, the report also states that the effect of climate 

variability on conflict is seen as large enough to warrant caution.  

 
“In summary, there is justifiable common concern that climate change or changes in climate 

variability increase the risk of armed conflict in certain circumstances, even if the strength of the 

effect is uncertain. This concern is justified given robust knowledge of the factors that increase the 
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risk of civil wars, and medium evidence that some of these factors are sensitive to climate change.” 

(IPCC, 2014, p.1061) 

 

The relationship between climate change and conflict is not only portrayed in a discussion of 

the scientific evidence for a relationship between the two. As the report concludes that the 

association between these factors are clear enough to warrant concern, it then goes on to discuss 

the risk of conflict and insecurity associated with climate policy responses since “research is 

beginning to show that climate change mitigation and adaptation actions can increase the risk 

of armed conflict, as well as compound vulnerabilities in certain populations” (IPCC, 2014, 

p.773). 

 

The report states that the effect of natural resource distribution and how climate change 

adaptation responses changes these can exacerbate or create conflict. This is in line with 

previous research (De Juan, 2015; Nordqvist & Krampe, 2018), which emphasizes natural 

resources as a potential link between climate and conflict, and is further related to Afghanistan 

which is a very resource-dependent country. The AR5 also emphasizes how property rights can 

often be at odds with adaptation and mitigation. Examples and scientific studies on the 

increased risk of conflict stemming from climate change responses are given, including on the 

issues connected to renewable energy sources such as hydropower. The communication here is 

much more certain, there are less vague expressions and more clarity regarding the pathway to 

conflict.  

 
“Climate change mitigation will increase demand for deployment of less carbon-intensive forms of 

energy, including hydropower, some of which have historically resulted in social conflict and human 

insecurity (e.g., because of forced resettlement), and this is a basis for concern about increased 

violence and insecurity in the future.” 

(IPCC, 2014, p.774) 

 

When connecting climate change and the risk of conflict to the concept of vulnerability, the 

report changes the direction of the impact and focuses on how violent conflict can make 

societies and individuals more vulnerable to the effects of climate change. “Conflict thus creates 

poverty and constrains livelihoods that, in turn, increases vulnerability to the impacts of climate 

change” (IPCC, 2014, p.774). It is possible that the idea of a vicious circle could be interpreted 

behind this presentation of scientific evidence, where the effect of conflict on vulnerability 

leads to further climate change which then in turn exacerbates or creates new conflicts and so 

on. It gives the impression that the IPCC shows a quite balanced portrayal of the reciprocal 

relationship between climate change and conflict. The report then goes on to also addresses the 

role of the government and the impact of institutional capacity on vulnerability.  

  
“Armed conflict may also undermine the ability of states to prevent and respond to natural disasters 

and humanitarian crisis. A lack of trust in government commitment or capacity to respond, the 

presence of police or military forces that lack legitimacy, or recent conflict between government and 

local forces hampers the ability of these institutions to provide effective relief.” 

(IPCC, 2014, p.775) 

 

The role of the state is discussed in most sections of the report that have been reviewed. It is 

portrayed as essential for climate change management that governance is well-functioning, 

which is highly unlikely in areas and regions where violent conflict has or currently is taking 

place. The adaptive capacity of these states, which are often considered failed states, is 

considered low. The AR5 uses Afghanistan as an example of a country with severe failure of 

governance, which the Afghan national documents confirms in their request for international 

support in regards to climate change response. The IPCC documents do not mention how to 
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circumvent the problems that arise from lack of well-functioning governance in certain states. 

Cosmopolitan Conflict Resolution argues that spatial scales are interlinked and impacts are felt 

on more than one scale, from local to global. Both triggers and transformers of conflict exist 

simultaneously on the four different levels (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse & Miall, 2016, p. 32-

33). This raises the question of how the international and global level could support the national 

and local levels, since negative impacts in Afghanistan will be felt on higher levels as well.  

 
“People in countries or places that are facing severe failure of governance, such as violent conflicts 

(e.g. Somalia, Afghanistan) are particularly vulnerable to extreme events and climate change, as 

they are already exposed to complex emergency situations and hence have limited capacities to cope 

or undertake effective risk management”  

(IPCC 2014, p.1068) 

 

Finally, the report ties climate change adaptation to peace-building efforts. It juxtaposes the 

idea of natural resource distribution as a trigger of conflict with the idea that it could also 

contribute to collaboration towards peace. It also brings up transboundary water cooperation as 

an example of a potentially conflictual situation related to climate change that has so far not led 

to war. This is an interesting view that is not clearly shown in the depiction of the Cosmopolitan 

spheres in the theoretical framework. It is clear that the spatial scales interlink, but the triggers 

and transformers are also connected and overlapping, as it is portrayed in the AR5. A trigger 

could become a transformer, depending on which factors influence it.  

 
“In situations where conflict is resources based, it is widely established that resource management 

has significant potential to contribute to conflict management by channeling competing interests 

over resources into non-violent resolutions. This research on environmental peacebuilding and 

peacemaking considers that natural resource management, and by extension climate change 

adaptation, can help build peace to avoid conflicts, and broker peace in conflict situations.” 

(IPCC, 2014, p.775) 

 

These sections of the IPCC AR5 on the direct connection between climate change and violent 

conflict are interpreted to be split into potential triggers and transformers of conflict, with a 

perceived slight prioritization of climate change response as a trigger of violent conflict in the 

focus of the communication. The report further places a lot of responsibility on the states 

themselves, in terms of achieving a higher adaptive capacity, while also highlighting the 

potential positive synergies of climate change adaptation and peacebuilding. It seems to be 

implied that climate change response strategies should be mainstreamed into all areas of 

governance and sustainable development.  

 

In the Second National Communication (2017) prepared by the National Environmental 

Protection Agency of Afghanistan, the climate-conflict nexus is directly portrayed mainly 

through how violent conflict has had an impact on the capacity for climate change response in 

the country. However, in the Initial National Communication (2012) that preceded the later one, 

there are a few notable mentions of the pathways from climate change response strategies and 

conflict. In particular, the issue of water insecurity is discussed with the potential problematic 

consequences of increasing the country’s water share. It is stated that “any efforts by 

Afghanistan to increase its share of water use in the region may have additional regional 

security or diplomatic implications” (INC, 2012, p.viii). Water insecurity continues to be 

connected to conflict, along with crop production which is presented in a graph (NEPA, 2012, 

p.97). In this first national communication, water resources is considered the most vulnerable 

sector. 
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“Climate change is making water resources scarcer in Afghanistan. This became particularly 

apparent during the recent years of drought, and development efforts are struggling to keep up with 

the challenges. Cumulative effects of more frequent and intense droughts on reservoirs and 

groundwater could threaten the water supply of entire communities in the most arid regions of 

Afghanistan, leading to a range of humanitarian crises, including hunger, disease, population 

displacement and conflict.” 

(NEPA, 2012, p.68) 

 

The Second National Communication, in comparison, focuses on the agricultural sector instead 

and does not portray the climate-conflict nexus in the same way. Conflict is nevertheless 

mentioned in some parts of the document, including as a threat to and consequence of forest 

management due to uncertain land tenure rights (NEPA, 2017, p.13). Further, in the section 

about other publications relevant to climate change in Afghanistan (NEPA, 2017, p.81-82), 

several sources about natural resource management and peacebuilding are included, much like 

the IPCC report. This, however, is not something that is portrayed in any other sections or in 

text. The conflict and its impacts are otherwise noticeable throughout the document, but only 

in that it affects climate change and response, not the other way around. In a sense, this is 

reasonable seeing that previous research on this nexus has yet to agree on the impact that climate 

change has on conflict, while it is clear that violent conflict affects societies in a way that makes 

them more vulnerable to climate change (Vivekananda et al., 2014). However, the portrayal of 

the climate-conflict nexus becomes unbalanced, only showing one side of the relationship.  

 

6.2 Vulnerability 
Another way in which the climate-conflict nexus portrayal in the IPCC AR5 (2014) could be 

interpreted is through the theme of vulnerability. Vulnerability is seen as a key factor when it 

comes to conflict in the framework created by Vivekananda et al. (2014) that vulnerability can 

contribute to human insecurity, which in turn can lead to violent conflict (p.488). With this 

theme, key words and expressions that were found in the analysis include those related to 

complex and interacting systems, stressors, and factors. These are used in different framings 

throughout the sections that portray vulnerability and seem to implicitly signal that it is yet to 

be clarified exactly how the pathways from climate change to conflict are shaped.  

 

As mentioned previously, when connecting climate change and the risk of conflict to the 

concept of vulnerability, the report takes an approach that focuses on how violent conflict can 

make societies and individuals more vulnerable to the effects of climate change by causing 

human insecurity. “Conflict thus creates poverty and constrains livelihoods that, in turn, 

increases vulnerability to the impacts of climate change” (IPCC, 2014, p.774). Other examples 

of this can be portrayed in the quotations below: 

  
“An important common characteristic of all key risks associated with anthropogenic climate change 

is that they are determined by hazards due to changing climatic conditions on the one hand and the 

vulnerability of exposed societies, communities, and socio-ecological systems, e.g. in terms of 

livelihoods, infrastructure, ecosystem services and management/governance systems on the other”  

(IPCC, 2014, p.1072). 

  
“Especially in less developed regions, the relationship between vulnerability to climate impacts and 

development is often close and mutually dependent, as such realities as low per capita income and 

inequitable distribution of resources; lack of education, health care and safety; weak institutions and 

unequal power relations fundamentally shape sensitivity, exposure and adaptive capacity to climate 

impact.”  

(IPCC, 2014, p.1109-1110). 
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These quotes indicate that societies, communities, and socio-ecological systems which are 

already vulnerable due to other circumstances are considered to be more affected by climate 

change and will have a harder time to adapt to the new climatic circumstances. It is also argued 

that weak institutions and unequal power relations are key factors that shape the three aspects 

of sensitivity, exposure and adaptive capacity that could be seen to be connected to vulnerability 

and conflict through the framework of the climate change-conflict/peace nexus (Vivekananda 

et al., 2014). 

   

The IPCC AR5 focuses on how vulnerability signifies a need to “adapt not only to changing 

climate conditions, but also to multiple, interacting stressors simultaneously, which means that 

effective adaptation strategies would address these complexities and relationships” (IPCC, 

2014, p.1066). The report mentions interacting stressors, and implicitly this should most likely 

be interpreted as violence and conflict being one of them. 

  

The IPCC report also addresses the role of the government and the impact of institutional 

capacity on vulnerability. It argues that “governance failure and violence as characteristics of 

institutional vulnerability have significant influence on socio-economic and therefore climatic 

vulnerability” (IPCC, 2014, p.1068). This exemplifies again how the climate-conflict nexus is 

portrayed in an opposite way, through mentioning governance failure and violence and its 

influence on socio-economic factors which in turn affects climatic vulnerability, as seen in the 

negative cycle portrayed in the framework proposed by Vivekananda et al. (2014). It concludes 

that the effect of government failure can make societies and individuals more vulnerable to the 

effects of climate change by causing human insecurity. Another example of this is given in the 

quote below. However, when regarding the framing in this quote of how violent conflict can 

make societies more vulnerable to the effects of climate change, the climate-conflict nexus is 

also indirectly mentioned through the interpretation of conflict as one of the risks that could 

increase. It can be concluded that the IPCC AR5 portrays vulnerability not in direct correlation 

with violent conflict, but rather through human insecurity. 

  
“Challenges for vulnerability reduction and adaptation actions are particularly high in regions that 

have shown severe difficulties in governance. Studies confirm that countries that are classified as 

failed states and afflicted by violence are often not able to reduce vulnerability effectively. Unless 

governance improves in countries with severe governance failure, risk will increase as a result of 

climate changes interacting with increased human vulnerability”  

(IPCC, 2014, p.1043) 

  

When comparing the IPCC AR5 to the Afghan national documents, vulnerability as a concept 

is not mentioned in the same way in the Initial National Communication (NEPA, 2012), while 

the Second National Communication (NEPA, 2017) could be said to mirror the IPCC report in 

its use of the term. The Second National Communication includes vulnerability in most 

sections, both in considering the environmental issues as well as when discussing the socio-

economic impacts of climate change.  

 
 “Nevertheless, increases in heavy precipitation are not the sole cause of the aforementioned hazards; 

for example, higher temperatures can lead to earlier and faster spring snow melt resulting in 

increased risk of flash flooding. Similarly, droughts can increase impacts of heavy precipitation by 

hardening soils and reducing permeability, resulting in greater risk of flash floods and landslides. In 

addition, increasing exposure and/or vulnerability against certain hazards might have increased the 

risk and perception of increased heavy precipitation.”  

(NEPA, 2017, p.37) 
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However, this national document focuses more on the climatic vulnerability, especially 

regarding the agricultural sector, of the country, and very vaguely mentions the way in which 

violent conflict makes societies and individuals more vulnerable to effects of climate change 

through human insecurity. Further, they often choose to present their information, both in the 

initial and the second national communication, related to vulnerability through indexes and 

official assessments which separates their communication from that of the IPCC AR5.  

  
“Afghanistan’s NAPA identifies the country’s key areas most vulnerable to climatic hazards: 

agriculture, water resources, forestry and rangeland, biodiversity, health, energy and waste. Through 

countrywide consultations with key stakeholders and the subsequent analysis of findings, a 

vulnerability index was established for each of these seven areas as the sum product of socio-

economic assessment and review of major climatic and climate-induced parameters.”  

(NEPA, 2017, p.41-42)  

 

Overall, the Second National Communication’s use of vulnerability is similar to that of the 

IPCC AR5. However, IPCC uses the concept a lot more in terms of pathways between climate 

change and different issues related to human security. This is not as common in the Second 

National Communication, and when it is used that way it is more focused on climate only. Such 

as in the following sentence; “Afghanistan’s climate change vulnerability will likely be 

compounded by high population growth that will put increased stress on the natural 

environment and natural resource base” (NEPA, 2017, p.45). Instead, the socio-economic 

impacts related to vulnerability, where conflict can be interpreted, are more often portrayed in 

the form of indexes, parameters, and assessments in both the Initial National Communication 

and the Second National Communication. Further, the Initial National Communication (NEPA, 

2012) does not use vulnerability as a theme. It is used occasionally, but not framed in the same 

way as the other documents. However, a lot of content in the INC is similar and could have 

been framed using the same theme as the SNC and the AR5 but instead it is communicated 

differently to these.  
 

 

6.3 Resilience 
In an extension of the idea of a climate-vulnerability-conflict connection, climate change and 

its response is further connected to the theme of resilience, which in turn is connected to conflict 

management and peace. The IPCC and Afghanistan’s Second National Communication both 

portray resilience through the idea of positive synergies between natural resource management 

and peacebuilding, although the Afghan documents do not bring this idea into the actual text 

but rather as additional material. The theme of resilience can be discerned in the key words and 

expressions found in the analysis, which include pathways (climate-resilient, sustainable 

development) as well as transformation, transformative action and transformative adaptation.  

 

The IPCC regularly emphasizes the benefits of turning human vulnerability into resilience in 

their report. It is usually not directly connected to the concepts of conflict and peace, but the 

indirect relationship can be interpreted in many sections. They point to the potentially 

ineffective results of adaptation and risk reduction that has not considered improving resilience 

among the population. It also connects sustainable development to this argument, through the 

idea that development pathways are playing a key role in implementing climate change 

responses the right way.  
 

“The risk of crossing tipping points (critical thresholds) in the earth system or socio-ecological 

systems is projected to decrease with reduced GHG emissions, and the risk of crossing tipping points 

in socio-ecological systems can also be reduced by reducing human vulnerability or by preserving 

ecosystem services, or both.” 
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(IPCC, 2014, p.1045) 

 

Further, the IPCC presses the need to understand the dynamics of vulnerability in specific 

contexts in order to implement adaptation strategies in an effective way. “Changes in poverty 

or socioeconomic status, ethnic composition, age structure, and governance had a significant 

influence on the outcome of past crises associated with climatic hazards” (IPCC 2014, p.1043). 

They propose climate-resilient pathways, where “adaptation can be important in reducing 

stresses on development processes, especially in vulnerable areas where it can help to promote 

and support sustainable development” (IPCC, 2014, p.1116). 

 

A recurrent pattern in the IPCC report is the concept of transformation, transformative action 

and transformative adaptation. These are used more or less interchangeably in discussing the 

adaptation and mitigation responses to climate change on a more generalized level. By 

connecting this to reduced vulnerability, it seems considered to be a viable option also for 

reducing violent conflict. However, sustainable development and transformative adaptation 

actions are not always reflecting the same goals and it is therefore important to put effort into 

“avoiding negative feedbacks between them” (IPCC, 2014, p.1116).  

 
“Transformational adaptation, includes actions that change the fundamental attributes of a system 

in response to actual or expected impacts of climate change. These may involve adaptations at a 

larger scale or greater intensity than previously experienced; adaptations that are new to a region or 

system; or adaptations that transform places or lead to a shift in the location of activities”  

(IPCC, 2014, p.1121) 

 

Transformative action is linked to the portrayed need for strong institutions and good 

governance. Part of this is because transformative adaptation needs enabling factors such as 

certain rules and regulations in order to incent change, and because “transformative action 

within a framework of climate-resilient pathways is rooted in strong and viable institutions and 

in an institutional context that adaptively manages the allocation of resources and processes of 

change” (IPCC, 2014, p.1118). 

 

In the Afghanistan national communications, the Initial National Communication (NEPA, 

2012) does not mention resilience more than a few times although they mention forms of 

capacity building that would achieve much the same thing. In general, the wordings and 

communication of this first national communication is significantly different from that of the 

Second National Communication and the IPCC AR5, which are more similar in their 

communication. The Second National Communication (NEPA, 2017) have more recurring 

mentions of the concept of resilience, and are also very focused on improving institutional 

capacity in relation to this. However, it does not have the same framing of the concept in 

specific key words that IPCC does.  

 
“According to Afghanistan’s NDC, its vision for addressing climate change through adaptation 

`aims to protect the country and its population by enhancing adaptive capacity and resilience, 

effectively respond to the vulnerabilities of critical sectors, and efficiently mainstream climate 

change considerations into national development policies, strategies, and plans´.” 

(NEPA, 2017, p.47)  

 

6.4 Unintended Consequences of Climate Change Responses 
 

“Actions taken in response to climate change can aggravate existing significant inequalities or 

grievances over resources, limit access to land and other resources required to maintain livelihoods, 

or otherwise undermine critical aspects of human security.” 
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(IPCC, 2014, p.773)  

 

The IPCC AR5 brings up the problematic issues connected to adaptation and mitigation 

responses. Depending on the implementation of these actions, they might trigger other issues, 

such as violent conflict. This is explored in section 12.5.2 “Conflict and Insecurity Associated 

with Climate Policy Responses” along with it being mainstreamed into other more indirect 

portrayals of the climate-conflict nexus in other sections of the AR5. It is perceived to be an 

important discussion to highlight in the eyes of the IPCC and this issue is again connected to 

institutional capacity and governance, much like when vulnerability and resilience are brought 

up in other parts of the report. The theme is framed in key words such as (in)effective, 

(in)tolerable, and maladaptation. All of these carry a lot of negative implications.  

 
“Challenges for vulnerability reduction and adaptation actions are particularly high in regions that 

have shown severe difficulties in governance. Studies confirm that countries that are classified as 

failed states and afflicted by violence are often not able to reduce vulnerability effectively.” 

(IPCC, 2014, p.1043) 

 

The portrayal of maladaptation and unintended consequences that can stem from climate 

change responses are in large part not connected directly to violent conflict. However, the IPCC 

does connect these issues to the concepts of vulnerability and resilience, continuing the 

argument that these are crucial aspects and dimensions to take into consideration when adapting 

to climate change. Both mitigation and adaptation are considered to have numerous indirect, 

trans-boundary, and/or long-distance impacts that have to be taken into account. This is in line 

with previous research (Barnett & O’Neill, 2010; Marino & Ribot, 2012) as well as the idea of 

interlinked spatial scales that Cosmopolitan Conflict Resolution proposes (Ramsbotham, 

Woodhouse & Miall, 2016, p.32-33). The changes and impacts happening on global and 

international levels will have larger impacts on lower levels, which the IPCC is seems to be 

taking into account in the way they portray this complicated issue.  

 
“SREX underscores that the increased intensity, frequency, and duration of some extreme events as 

climate continues to change might make adaptation based only on recent experience or the 

extrapolation of historical trends largely ineffective. Understanding the dynamics of vulnerability 

and its different facets is crucial.” 

(IPCC, 2014, p.1066) 

 

Further, the IPCC communicates maladaptation in a way that gives this issue a lot of weight. 

With the wrong implementation, the consequences seem severe in ways that almost cannot be 

predicted both in terms of impacts as well as on different spatial scales, much like Cosmopolitan 

Conflict Resolution also argues (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse & Miall, 2016, p. 32-33). “Key 

risks, impacts, and vulnerabilities (...) will depend in large part on the mix of mitigation and 

adaptation measures undertaken” (IPCC, 2014, p.1080). This raises the question of 

responsibility for such a far-reaching and important aspect of climate change response. 

According to the IPCC, much of the responsibility seems to be that of governments, as 

institutional capacity is repeatedly connected to these issues. In section 14.6 “Addressing 

maladaptation” (IPCC, 2014, p.857-858) these issues are explored on their own, but here it is 

also stated that some maladaptive consequences cannot be avoided. They might need to be 

tolerated because the adaptive action brings enough benefits for it to be considered worthwhile 

to go through with anyway. The section also connects this issue to the sustainable development 

goals, where it is argued that adhering to these while designing adaptation measures would 

ensure less risk of non-tolerable consequences.  
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In comparison, the national documents from Afghanistan do not bring up maladaptation as in 

depth as the IPCC. The INC and SNC do not complete the pathways from maladaptation to 

conflict explicitly, but it can be interpreted in certain framings and words used. An important 

aspect of maladaptation is brought up in the SNC which relates to the potential of hydropower 

in the country and the possibilities that this renewable energy source might also increase water 

stress which in turn implies aggravated vulnerabilities and possibly violent conflict. 

Furthermore, the SNC and INC both bring up the difficulties of improving vulnerability 

assessments due to the ongoing conflict and lack of security. This is emphasized several times 

and therefore could be seen to imply there might be future issues with the adaptive actions 

currently taken, as they cannot be vetted properly, which in turn could lead to increased 

vulnerability, exposure, and sensitivity (Vivekananda et al., 2014).  

 
“Afghanistan’s energy sector strategy heavily emphasizes the potential of domestic hydropower 

development in order to meet the country’s energy needs and promote economic growth, the 

uncertain impacts of climate change on the availability of water resources and increased risk of 

natural disasters, such as floods, raises questions about the safety and sustainability of hydropower 

dams.” 

(NEPA, 2017, p.46) 

 

6.5 Global and National Communications 
There are both similarities and differences in the way that IPCC and the Islamic Republic of 

Afghanistan portrays the climate-conflict nexus in their communications on climate change 

response. The themes that can be perceived in the portrayal of the climate-conflict nexus are 

both apparent to different degrees in all analyzed documents. The Afghan national documents 

are not as clear in their communication as the IPCC AR5 but they are also a fraction of the 

scope that the IPCC have. Further, the Afghan documents communicate the climate-conflict 

nexus in an unbalanced way, giving a majority of the focus to the pathways from violent conflict 

to climatic vulnerability.  

The biggest difference can be discerned between the Initial National Communication (NEPA, 

2012) and the Second National Communication (NEPA, 2017) when comparing their 

communication to that of the IPCC AR5. It is quite clear in the SNC that it has attempted to 

mirror the language and expressions used by the IPCC. The same themes of vulnerability, 

resilience, and to some extent maladaptation can be found. However, the SNC does not discuss 

or portray the climate-conflict nexus in a direct way. To compare, in the INC (NEPA, 2012), 

this direct relationship between climate change and conflict can be found in several places but 

not in a prioritized way.  

Portraying the climate-conflict nexus through vulnerability is done most in depth in the IPCC 

AR5. In the SNC, this is done as well but on a much smaller scale. This national communication 

mostly refers to vulnerability and compounded risks in relation to different climatic factors. 

Only in the vulnerability assessment of different sectors are additional socio-economic 

vulnerabilities, and by extension violent conflict, portrayed in more detail. This pattern can be 

found in relation to resilience as well. Vulnerability and resilience can be seen as opposites but 

still interlinked, as resilience is considered the positive version of vulnerability in the 

framework proposed by Vivekananda et al. (2014). This is connected to the concepts of fragility 

and stability, which related to Afghanistan is important as it is considered a fragile state. In both 

the IPCC and the SNC, resilience seems to be considered what is left when vulnerability is 

reduced. Resilience as a concept is however defined differently in the IPCC compared to in the 

framework proposed by Vivekananda et al., (2014). The IPCC defines resilience on a more 
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global level, focusing on the capacity of social, economic, and environmental systems, while 

Vivekananda et al. (2014) is focused on the ability of national to local levels (countries, 

communities, and households). While the IPCC focuses on a capacity to cope with hazardous 

events, trends, and disasters, Vivekananda et al. (2014) widens this to an ability to anticipate, 

adapt to and recover from potentially hazardous occurrences (including not only natural 

disasters, but also economic instability and conflict). Depending on which definition is used, it 

relates to different spatial scales as seen in cosmopolitan conflict resolution (Ramsbotham, 

Woodhouse & Miall, 2016, p.32-33). 

The theme of maladaptation is given a lot of thought in the IPCC AR5. It is a problematic and 

complex issue, with far-reaching consequences. The idea of increasing other vulnerabilities and 

risks while trying to reduce the impacts of climate change is portrayed as troubling, possibly 

because experience has shown the consequences of this issue when climate change response 

has been implemented. It is both directly and indirectly linked to the risk of exacerbating or 

creating violent conflict and there is often a focus on the need for institutional capacity to 

prevent this. In the Afghan national communications, maladaptation is also given space. These 

do not discuss the same pathways that IPCC does, but gives extra focus to the issues with 

hydropower in the country. However, although the SNC does discuss the potential for 

maladaptation in relation to hydropower, it is without the same focus on potential pathways to 

vulnerability and conflict that the IPCC has.  

This difference implies that maladaptation is seen as a bigger issue on the global level compared 

to the national, at least in the case of Afghanistan. This is problematic, since impacts on a global 

level will lead to bigger impacts on the national level according to Cosmopolitan Conflict 

Resolution (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse & Miall, 2016, p. 32-33) and since the spatial scales are 

interlinked, all levels need to be party to the discussion on how best to avoid intolerable impacts 

from adaptation on different levels from global down to local. Further, it relates to the idea 

presented in the spheres of Cosmopolitan Conflict Resolution that triggers exist mainly on 

higher levels (global, regional) and transformers on national and sub-national levels 

(Ramsbotham, Woodhouse & Miall, 2016, p. 32-33). Maladaptation as a potential trigger of 

conflict is mainly portrayed on a global level, and not on the national level in the case of 

Afghanistan although adaption can have unintended consequences on lower levels as well.  

Furthermore, the analysis relates to and in part contradicts the idea of the Cosmopolitan spheres 

(Ramsbotham, Woodhouse & Miall 2016, p.32-33) and the levels at which triggers and 

transformers operate, as the communications portray these as interchangeable. Triggers can 

become transformers and vice versa. The analysis, however, is in support of the framework 

proposed by Vivekananda et al. (2014) where the negative and positive cycles can influence 

each other. They are not separate, but interlinked and overlapping. This increases the 

importance of how consequences of maladaptation are portrayed in the IPCC. There it is stated 

that some adaptive actions might have less desirable consequences, but should be tolerated 

because of the benefits they bring. Decisions have to be made on what is tolerable or not, 

however it is not clear on which levels these decisions should be made. If made on a global 

level, there might be more dire consequences than intended on lower levels as the decision-

making is far removed from those it affects. In a context such as Afghanistan, where 

government control is weak in certain areas, it might not even be possible to make this decision 

on a national level without causing tension or even violence.  

It is not yet clear exactly where and how climate change interacts with conflict, and as stated in 

Cosmopolitan Conflict Resolution (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse & Miall, 2016, p.32-33) the 

impacts of climate change are felt on multiple, interacting levels from global down to local. 
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Previous research and the IPCC AR5 agree that there has been far-reaching issues connected to 

maladaptation, which require context-specific assessments in order to not cause harm. As can 

be seen in the analysis, different levels deal with these facets of climate change and violent 

conflict in different ways in their communications, despite the language and expressions used 

being similar in many parts.  

6.6 Conflict Sensitivity in National Communications on Climate Change Response  
A conflict-sensitive approach is defined by Haider (2014) as a threefold process. First, there 

needs to be an understanding of the context in which operations, in this case climate change 

response, are to be performed. This is achieved in both the Initial National Communication 

(NEPA, 2012) and the Second National Communication (NEPA, 2017), even though they are 

both still vague in their portrayal of climate-conflict nexus compared to the IPCC, by detailing 

the situation both historically and currently in the country.  

 

The lack of risk- and vulnerability assessments regarding how climate change and adaptation 

could impact factors connected to violent conflict make these documents less conflict-sensitive 

than they could be. Although the climate-conflict nexus is portrayed through different themes, 

as found in the analysis, it is rarely explored in any detail. This is even more so the case for the 

Second National Communication as the Initial National Communication from five years earlier 

did not have the same theme of vulnerability but did mention more direct potential pathways to 

increased conflict. The SNC could have been considered more conflict-sensitive than its 

predecessor had it continued its train of thought, detailing the pathway from climate change and 

climate change response to socio-economic vulnerabilities, and in extension conflict, instead of 

only climatic vulnerabilities.  

 

These socio-economic parameters are present in the vulnerability assessments carried out on 

different sectors in the country, but as the communication states they lack the resources and 

national security to improve both vulnerability assessments and risk assessments. Considering 

the acknowledgement of this issue, it is implied that there are possible impacts from the climate 

change issues and responses detailed that Afghanistan are either not aware of or not prepared 

for. These assessments would improve the second aspect of a conflict-sensitive approach, by 

exploring the interaction between climate change and response and the particular context in 

Afghanistan. Monitoring and evaluating how to improve adaptive actions already taken in 

regards to conflict-sensitivity would be one way to achieve the final aspect of this approach as 

the knowledge of these interacting factors could then be acted upon (Haider, 2014).  

 

A conflict sensitive approach regards the careful analysis, design and monitoring of possible 

positive or negative impacts that aid or adaptation processes may have on existing tensions in 

a given context (Sida, 2017). It is therefore important to take a conflict-sensitive approach into 

consideration when working in a conflict setting such as Afghanistan. In this context, it is 

important to consider the different issues related to the conflict, which can arise due to changes 

in e.g. resource management. Better assessments of the risks involved in operating in the 

environment when adapting different adaptation processes (Haider, 2017) especially in the 

context of Afghanistan, is a crucial part to improve the sustainability of adaptive actions to 

climate change, and to minimize risks of further issues. Important to note is also the mentions 

of the connection between climate change adaptation and peacebuilding which was only 

portrayed in the SNC (2017) through its additional material section. An essential part of a 

conflict-sensitive approach is to identify risks but also opportunities related to conflicts and 

tensions (Sida, 2017).   
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Both previous research (Marino & Ribot, 2012; Barnett & O’Neill, 2010) and the theoretical 

framework agree on the need for context-specific assessments in order to improve results of 

climate change responses in relation to e.g. violent conflict. Afghanistan has in their national 

communications (NEPA 2012; NEPA 2017) clearly detailed the situation in the country, but 

portrayed the climate-conflict nexus in an unbalanced way. Expanding on the potential links 

between climate change and climate change response and violent conflict would require, as 

well as result in, an increased conflict-sensitivity. Achieving conflict-sensitivity in the national 

communications from Afghanistan will be easier if the country manages to complete both its 

vulnerability and risk assessments. Much about conflict-sensitive approaches could potentially 

be learned from the sub-national level implementation of sustainable development and aid, 

since conflict-sensitivity is often already mainstreamed through these pathways, as seen in 

previous research (Babcicky, 2013; Tänzler et al., 2013; Vivekananda et al., 2014). Involving 

these stakeholders to a higher degree might therefore simplify the process.  

7. Discussion  
The aim of this study was to explore how the climate-conflict nexus is portrayed in 

communications on climate change response on different spatial scales. Through a content 

analysis, themes in relation to the framing of this nexus were found and analyzed. These themes 

regarded the climate-conflict connection explaining the link between climate change and 

violent conflict, vulnerability regarding the negative cycle from climate change to conflict, 

resilience regarding the positive cycle from climate change to peace, and unintended 

consequences of climate change responses. When analyzing the material, there were more 

noticeable differences between the earlier and current national communications of Afghanistan, 

than between the SNC and the global level IPCC report. The SNC has attempted to mirror the 

language and expressions used by the IPCC and used the same themes of vulnerability, 

resilience and to some extent maladaptation. This could be in order to simplify the process 

through which Afghanistan can receive support from higher spatial levels, or possibly in order 

to conform to the IPCC’s scientific communication and therefore achieve more reliability. 

However, there were also important differences between the global and national levels, mostly 

related to the scope and detail that the climate-conflict nexus was given. 

The global level IPCC communication implies in many sections that a majority of the 

responsibility is on states and national level institutions when it comes to climate change 

response. This is often indirect in the document and backed by the idea of sovereignty, as well 

as the fact that institutional capacity is crucial to address many of the issues related to both 

climate change and its response strategies. It is also in line with previous research which 

highlights institutional capacity as an intermediate link between climate change and conflict 

(De Juan, 2015; Feitelson & Tubi, 2017). However, in the national communications it is often 

made clear that the overarching responsibility falls to the global community due to lack of 

financial resources. Important to note here is the fact that Afghanistan is considered a very 

fragile state and has low institutional capacity. In the IPCC report, it remains unclear where the 

responsibility of building institutional capacity in a country like Afghanistan falls. According 

to the Afghan national communications, responsibility seems to be implied to fall upon the 

regional and global level.  

It is to be seen as a combined effort on different spatial scales, since climate change and climate 

change response also often impacts different spatial scales at once, much like violent conflict 

which can be seen in the theoretical framework of Cosmopolitan Conflict Resolution 

(Ramsbotham, Woodhouse & Miall, 2016, p. 32-33). According to this framework, changes at 

global and regional level will most likely cause greater changes at state level. In line with 

Cosmopolitan Conflict Resolution (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse & Miall, 2016, p32-33), it can 
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be seen that triggers of conflict, or in this communication vulnerability, are more often linked 

to regional and global spatial scales. Meanwhile transformers, or resilience, is tied to the 

national and sub-national levels, confirming that the most damaging aspects of conflict will be 

at local level and those who suffer from this will be the most vulnerable of society. This is also 

where a lot of the practical knowledge on using a conflict-sensitive approach is situated, 

emphazising the need to involve the society or local levels more.  

In countries such as Afghanistan, where institutions and state influence often are weak, it can 

further be assumed that many responsibilities also fall to sub-national levels. The IPCC 

connects the concept of resilience to sustainable development and states both directly and 

indirectly that climate change action should be taken through these pathways. This implies that 

local level institutions and organizations will bear a big part of the responsibility of climate 

change response, given the weak capacity of the state. The civil society and NGO’s/INGO’s 

are in other words intrinsically linked to this nexus, as well as alternative governing entities 

such as the Taliban. Neither of these are clearly portrayed in any of the communications other 

than the IPCC focusing on the prospect of sustainable development pathways.  

The analysis shows that there have been attempts to mainstream the same language and 

expressions on both global and national levels. This is positive, seeing that climate change and 

the actions taken in response to it are impacting different spatial scales and linking these 

together. It is however also problematic, given that different national contexts need different 

focus. The framework of the climate-conflict/peace-nexus (Vivekananda et al., 2014) notes that 

a fragile national context increases the vulnerability of communities to climate change. This 

vulnerability can in turn lead to human insecurity which can potentially lead to violent conflict. 

Violent conflict can in turn further contribute to fragility, resulting in a negative cycle.  

As previously noted, Afghanistan has been considered a fragile state for some time, and both 

Afghan communications imply several times the difficulties of improving vulnerability 

assessments due to the ongoing conflict and lack of security. This signifies that there might be 

future issues with the adaptive actions currently taken, as they cannot be vetted properly, which 

in turn could lead to increased vulnerability, exposure, and sensitivity. The idea of increasing 

vulnerabilities and risks while trying to reduce the impacts of climate change are troubling, as 

seen in previous research (Barnett & O’Neill 2010; Marino & Ribot 2012), due to consequences 

that can arise in the context where climate change responses have been implemented, resulting 

in maladaptation. It is both directly and indirectly linked to the risk of exacerbating or creating 

violent conflict and there is often a focus on the need for institutional capacity to prevent this. 

Hence, the effect of government failure can make societies and individuals more vulnerable to 

the effects of climate change by causing human insecurity. This concludes that the impacts 

related to violent conflict might need a different, more direct framing and communication in 

order to be properly assessed. To further strengthen this argument, future research in other 

national contexts than Afghanistan need to be made.  

What becomes apparent from this analysis, as in previous research (Babcicky, 2013; Tänzler et 

al., 2013; Vivekananda et al., 2014), is the need for an improved conflict-sensitive approach 

when responding to and assessing aspects related to climate change in national contexts. As 

climate change will become an increasingly threatening factor on all spatial levels from global 

down to localized contexts, it is necessary to consider its relationship with other aspects that 

threatens human security and stability. One of the biggest such threats is violent conflict, and it 

is therefore important to take a conflict-sensitive approach when working in a conflict setting 

such as Afghanistan. In this context, a crucial aspect of improving sustainability of adaptive 

actions in the country and minimize risks of future issues, is to consider the different aspects 

that relate to the conflict, and create better assessments of the risks and vulnerabilities involved 
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in operating and enhancing different adaptation processes in the Afghan context. Adaptive 

capacity is incredibly important in order to manage climate change, as seen in previous research 

(Feitelson & Tubi, 2017), but could potentially aggravate existing tensions and conflicts in 

Afghanistan if risks are not considered. Conflict-sensitivity would therefore ensure that climate 

change response would not cause harm to other development pathways, using an approach 

normally found in related fields of aid and development work. However, a conflict-sensitive 

approach would not only mean minimizing negative impacts but also finding and maximizing 

positive impacts and opportunities, as can be seen in e.g. the positive synergies that have been 

noted between climate change adaptation and peacebuilding in both the IPCC (2014) and to 

some extent the SNC (2017). This connection is promising, and might mean that the different 

issues Afghanistan faces do not always have to compete over the resources available to improve 

them, but they could rather sometimes be improved through the same interventions. It is also in 

line with previous research (Babcicky, 2013; Tänzler et al., 2013; Vivekananda et al., 2014) in 

that the need and potential advantages of conflict-sensitivity in these responses is starting to get 

more noticed in relation to the climate-conflict nexus.    

Finally, an important observation made in this analysis and subsequent discussion is that of 

responsibility. At which levels should decisions be made? How inclusive should 

communications on climate change and response be of related issues, such as violent conflict? 

The global level communications argue, although often implicitly, that responsibility for 

climate change response falls on the national and sub-national levels, which in turn demands 

the institutional capacity to cope with this. The national level communications from 

Afghanistan demand support from higher levels since they, like most fragile states, do not have 

the institutional capacity to handle this. Cases like that of Afghanistan are most at risk of finding 

themselves at the intersection between climate change and violent conflict and as such, there is 

a need to continue developing our understanding of the climate-conflict nexus. Further, there is 

a need to communicate this nexus in a way that is balanced and clear on where the responsibility 

falls of preventing and mitigating the damage these factors could cause. This balance would 

also require following conflict-sensitive approaches, such as that suggested here (Haider 2014; 

Sida 2017) as climate change response in itself could lead to negative impacts on the conflict if 

not assessed properly.  

This study has attempted to contribute to knowledge regarding the climate-conflict nexus in 

an, as previous researchers have pointed out (Nordqvist & Krampe, 2018), under-researched 

context and region. It presents findings on how this nexus is communicated from a national 

level in Afghanistan compared to the global, international level. Questions about 

responsibility on the different spatial scales are raised, and the need for conflict-sensitivity is 

highlighted while also contributing to this area by suggesting an approach that would 

strengthen this in the national Afghan documents. Important future research would be to 

further analyze how communications from other national contexts compare to global level 

communications in this field, particularly as the IPCC releases its new assessment report in 

2022. Also, delving into how the current portrayal of the climate-conflict nexus in 

communications related to climate change and response then actually affect the actions taken 

would be a natural next step from this research. It is also necessary to continue to study how 

conflict-sensitivity can be implemented in, and adapted to, this field. Finally, more research 

on Afghanistan and the surrounding region in relation to the climate-conflict nexus continues 

to be needed.   
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8. Conclusions 
The research focused on analyzing the portrayal of the climate-conflict nexus in IPCC AR5 

(2014), the Initial National Communication (NEPA, 2012), and the Second National 

Communication (NEPA, 2017). From this analysis themes through which the nexus was 

portrayed were found; the direct connection, vulnerability, resilience, as well as unintended 

consequences. These are all apparent to some degree in all documents. However, it can be 

concluded that there are several differences between the global versus Afghan communication 

documents, as well as between the INC (NEPA, 2012) and SNC (NEPA, 2017). The SNC 

attempts to mirror the language and expressions used by the IPCC by using the same themes of 

vulnerability, resilience and to some extent maladaptation, however in an indirect way. The 

Afghan national documents are not as clear in their communication as the IPCC AR5, but they 

are also a fraction of the scope that the IPCC has. In both the IPCC AR5 (2014) and the SNC 

(NEPA, 2017), resilience is presented to be what is left when vulnerability is reduced, as they 

are both connected, which is in line with the theoretical framework.  

Maladaptation is given a lot of thought in the IPCC AR5 (2014). Increasing other vulnerabilities 

and risks while trying to reduce the impacts of climate change are portrayed as troubling and 

are both directly and indirectly linked to the risk of creating conflict. When looking through 

Cosmopolitan Conflict Resolution (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse, & Miall, 2016, p.314f), it can 

be concluded that changes at global levels can cause changes at state level. However, the 

communication in the IPCC AR5 often focuses on the need for institutional capacity to improve 

maladaptation. In the Afghan national communications, maladaptation is also given space to 

varying degrees and it is discussed in relation to hydropower, but without the same focus on 

potential pathways to vulnerability and conflict that the IPCC has. 

Regarding the conflict-sensitivity of the national communications from Afghanistan, it can be 

concluded that their conflict-sensitivity could be improved through following approaches 

normally put forward by aid- and development actors (Haider, 2014; Sida, 2017). These 

emphasize the need for completing risk- and vulnerability assessments as well as implementing 

monitoring and evaluating processes aimed at strengthening this aspect of climate change 

adaptation.  Although the climate-conflict nexus is portrayed through different themes, as found 

in the analysis, it is rarely explored in any detail. Through improving conflict-sensitivity in their 

communications on climate change response, Afghanistan could also identify opportunities for 

climate change response to have positive impacts on the violent conflict that is ongoing in the 

country.   
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