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Special Focus

Climate change: ‘an unfolding catastrophe’

Beirut

A 

s world powers seek to 
find common cause to 
crush Islamic extremists 
following the November 
13th bloodbath in the 

City of Light by Islamic State (ISIS) 
killer squads and fears of further 
atrocities, these heads of state and 
government will be tasked during 
their 12-day gathering with over-
coming years of acrimonious divi-
sion over how to tackle an even 
greater threat — climate change.

Many see this as a clear and pre-
sent danger that will ultimately 
decimate humanity unless man-
kind can come together on an 
agreement, to apply to all countries, 
to limit global warming to no more 
than 2 degrees Celsius above pre-in-
dustrial, or pre-1850, levels to avoid 
what the International Institute for 
Strategic Studies (IISS) in London 
calls “catastrophic and irreversible 
climate change”.

The Middle East and North Africa 
are particularly vulnerable to cli-
mate change. They are among the 
water-scarce regions in the world 
and a large portion of their popula-
tion and economic activity are con-
centrated in low-lying coastal cities 
that are threatened by rising sea lev-
els as polar ice caps melt.

Many say that the war in Syria 
was triggered in large part by a dev-
astating drought between 2006 and 
2010 that, worsened by a warming 
climate, turned nearly 60% of the 
country into a desert.

US Secretary of State John Kerry 
has observed: “It’s not a coinci-
dence that, immediately prior to 

the civil war in Syria, the country-
side experienced its worst droughts 
on record. As many as 1.5 million 
people migrated from Syria’s farms 
to its cities, intensifying the politi-
cal unrest that was just beginning to 
roil and boil in the region.”

Climate experts say the semi-
arid Sahel region of North Africa, 
the southern periphery of the Sa-
hara where the Maghreb meets sub-
Saharan Africa, is heading for the 
same fate.

Mali, which erupted into a war 
zone after the collapse of Muammar 
Qaddafi’s Libyan tyranny in 2011, 
is the centre of this time bomb as 
the nomadic Tuareg’s grasslands 
shrivel and die from desertification, 
threatening a way of life that goes 
back thousands of years.

As the Middle East, arid for the 
most part with its few main rivers 
such as the Nile, Euphrates and 
Tigris being choked off by dams in 
upstream states, mainly Turkey 
and Ethiopia, and dwindling rain-
fall, becomes prey to growing water 
shortages, the prospect of resource 
wars looms alarmingly.

Michael T. Klare, an expert on 
international security and conflicts 
over dwindling resources such as 
oil, said the number of failed states 
in the region will grow as peo-
ple scramble for food, farmland 
and water, tribe against tribe, sect 
against sect, breakdowns that the 
region is already witnessing on a 
frightening scale.

“Imagine significant parts of the 
planet in the kind of state that Lib-
ya, Syria and Yemen are in today,” 
says Klare with a nod towards the 
ever-swelling flood of Middle East-
ern refugees already seeking salva-
tion in Europe and threatening a 
clash of populations scrapping over 
shrinking resources.

“Some people will stay and fight to 
survive; others will migrate, almost 
assuredly encountering a far more 
violent version of the hostility we 
already see towards immigrants and 
refugees in the land they head for. 
The result, inevitably, will be a glob-
al epidemic of resource civil wars 
and resource violence of every sort.”

For Klare, who has been warning 
of these impending disasters for 
years, the Paris conference “should 
be considered not just a climate 
summit but a peace conference — 
perhaps the most significant peace 
convocation in history — a kind of 
pre-emptive peace conference, one 
that’s taking place before the wars 
truly begin.”

Many of the major cities in North 
Africa and the Levant — from Casa-
blanca on the Atlantic Ocean and 

eastward to Oran, Algiers, Tunis, 
Tripoli, Benghazi, Algiers, Alex-
andria, Tel Aviv and Beirut — face 
slipping, Atlantis-like, beneath the 
waves.

A scientific study published Oc-
tober 26th warned that the Arabian 
Gulf, which contains a large portion 
of the planet’s oil and gas reserves, 
will suffer killer heatwaves, more 
intense than anything ever expe-
rienced by humankind, if climate 
change is not checked.

The report, by professors Jeremy 
Pal and Elfatih Eltahir of the Mas-
sachusetts Institute of Technology, 
indicates these extreme heatwaves 
would start after 2070, with com-
puter simulations showing the heat 
index — which combines heat and 
humidity — going as high as 74-77 
Celsius, so hot the human body can-

not get rid of heat.
Climate campaigner Naomi Klein 

calls all this “an unfolding catastro-
phe” and condemned the French 
government’s ban on protests and 
marches by people from the most 
threatened parts of the planet dur-
ing the conference as part of the 
post-November 13th security crack-
down.

“When governments and corpo-
rations knowingly fail to act to pre-
vent catastrophic warming, that is 
an act of violence. It is a violence 
so large, so global… that there is not 
yet a word capable of containing its 
monstrousness.”
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An Iraqi man walks on dry, cracked earth in the Chibayish marshes near the southern Iraqi city of 
Nasiriya.

On November 30th, 138 world leaders are expected to 
attend a summit in Paris where two looming threats to 
global security — terrorism and potentially apocalyptic 
climate change — will intersect.

Climate change imperils Middle East’s future

W
hile news from 
the Middle East 
is dominated by 
conflict and 
terrorism, 
another 

long-term threat looms over the 
region: climate change.

If nothing is done, how bad will 
things get? According to a World 
Bank report, Turn Down the Heat: 
Confronting the New Climate Nor-
mal, an average global warming 
of 2 degrees Celsius would result 
in a large increase in temperature 
extremes, substantial reduction 
in water availability, less arable 
land and even less food security, a 
loss of thousands of acres of urban 
area, spreading of diseases, all con-
tributing to a greater risk of social 
violence.

As for climate change’s effects 
on the Middle East, two recent 
studies published in the journal 
Nature Climate Change predict 

that if conditions are not amelio-
rated, the combination of high 
temperatures and humidity could, 
within less than a century, result 
in extreme conditions around the 
Arabian Gulf that are intolerable to 
humans.

Increased heat and humid-
ity could push temperatures to 
more than 60 degrees Celsius in 
Kuwait City, Al Ain in the United 
Arab Emirates and Doha in Qatar. 
In such circumstances, affluent 
Middle Easterners could retreat 
into air-conditioned buildings but 
people in poorer countries such 
as Yemen would have to live with 
the heat and many would die from 
it, with the most vulnerable being 
children and the elderly.

Even religious practices would 
not be spared in such torrid con-
ditions; outdoor activities would 
be severely affected by extreme 
temperatures, including the an-
nual pilgrimage to Mecca when 
the haj occurs during summer 
months.

Water has always been a pre-
cious resource in the Middle East; 
two Sumerian city-states, Lagash 
and Umma, clashed over the drain-
ing of a freshwater canal in the 
southern portion of today’s Iraq 
4,500 years ago.

Civil unrest triggered by climate 
change has already occurred. A 
study published in the Proceedings 

of the National Academy of Sci-
ences compiled statistical evidence 
that ongoing severe drought, wors-
ened by a warming climate, drove 
Syrian farmers to abandon their 
crops and flock to cities, helping to 
trigger the civil war that has rav-
aged the country. Water shortages 
across the Fertile Crescent in Syria 
as well as in Iraq and Turkey killed 
livestock, increased food prices, 

sickened children and forced 
1.5 million rural residents to the 
outskirts of Syria’s already overbur-
dened cities.

Those with a finely tuned 
sense of irony would note that 
the Middle East has been a major 
contributor to climate change, as 
oil provides 40-43% of all energy 
used by the world, which, in turn, 
accounts for a large percentage of 
global warming emissions from 
fossil fuels worldwide.

Oil exports have provided tril-
lions of dollars in income for Mid-
dle Eastern producers. It is time for 
the more enlightened governments 
there to begin to spend on initia-
tives such as renewables to combat 
climate change, an effort that 
will contribute more to regional 
stability than increasing imports of 
sophisticated weaponry.

It is not a “guns v butter” argu-
ment, it is a “guns v water” debate. 
Farther afield, the entire world 
needs to be planning for a drier 
future in the Middle East, as it will 
have global implications.

Islam was born in the desert; if 
the region and the rest of the world 
do not address climate change as 
a priority, then many of its faithful 
may eventually die there as well.
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Ongoing severe drought 
drove Syrian farmers to 
abandon their crops and 
flock to cities, helping to 
trigger the civil war. Back to the future. A June 2010 file picture shows 

Syrian women tilling fields in the drought-hit 
region of Hasakah in north-eastern Syria.
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