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Conflict Over, and in the Midst of, Nature’s Assets

By Andrew C. Revkin
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Jean-Marie Serundori with some of his children at a camp for displaced people in Bulengo, Congo. A wildlife ranger, he is cut off from the gorillas he protected. (Credit: Walter Astrada for The New York Times)

Two reports out today on conflict and the environment mesh in a disturbing way. One, from the United Nations Environment Program, asserts that persistent conflicts within states most often relapse when the root cause is scarce natural resources and environmental issues are not incorporated into efforts to forge peace. The other study, “Warfare in Biodiversity Hotspots,” has been published in the journal Conservation Biology. The authors find that “more than 80 percent of the world’s major armed conflicts from 1950 to 2000 occurred in regions identified as the most biologically diverse and threatened places on Earth.”

So there’s potentially a vicious loop here, as resource-based battles drag on in the world’s last bastions of biological bounty. 

The human population is heading toward more or less 9 billion (the latest bidding by population experts is on the high side). The highest birth rates are mainly in the most troubled places. There are a billion teenagers (there were only a billion people of all ages in 1830). And the chances of such fights abating look slim without intervention and multi-disciplinary thinking about human security and environmental integrity. 

I was at a conference recently in Berkeley on the impacts of global population changes on a divided planet (videos of presentations just posted at the preceding link). It was clear from many presentations that demographic trends underlie security problems (and of course environmental problems) in many places. Have a look around those talks and react here.

