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Abstract 

 

This dissertation investigates the securitisation of climate change, specifically sea level rise, 

within the military and political landscapes of China and Australia over the past fifteen years. It 

employs securitisation theory as conceptualised by the Copenhagen School to assess how climate 

change and sea level rise are framed as security issues. In both countries, political leaders have 

used securitising language to consolidate their political positions rather than elevating climate 

change above regular politics. The Australian military’s response has focused on Humanitarian 

Assistance and Disaster Response (HADR), influenced by the divisive nature of climate change 

in public discourse. In contrast, China's approach has gradually aligned climate change with 

national security, primarily for international image enhancement, wherein the military has played 

a limited role. Neither country has fully securitised climate change, highlighting the complexity 

of framing it as an existential threat requiring exceptional measures.  
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1. Introduction 

 

As the average sea level around the world continues to rise, the effects that this is predicted to 

have on our continued existence are substantial. Some countries are more at risk than others - 

they may have populations living barely above sea level, or along a coastline or major rivers. 

They may have fields and pastures which risk flooding, or sea water seeping into and destroying 

otherwise fertile soil - threatening the population’s food security. They may have industries or 

infrastructure placed near at-risk areas, threatening power/water supply failures, destroyed roads, 

or other widespread economic and physical damage. They may lack the resources and 

capabilities to fully finance widespread adaptation and mitigation efforts throughout their 

society. Or perhaps the country in question is a major importer of goods or services from a 

country facing these challenges and risks. In short, few countries can be considered safe from the 

effects of sea level rise, whether directly or indirectly, as it continues to affect the Earth’s 

intricately interlinked ecosystems throughout the coming decades. 

 

The military, as it exists in most countries around the world, exists to protect a country’s seat of 

power, its territory, and (to varying degrees) its population and its core values. To fulfil these 

responsibilities, the military is provided the resources necessary to plan with strategic foresight 

for the challenges which lie ahead, not only in the immediate environment but far beyond in the 

future.  

 

Bearing these two above paragraphs in mind, this dissertation seeks to explore the nexus between 

these two realms. The research question of this dissertation is thus: 

 

To what extent have the respective militaries of China and Australia - placed within 

their greater political contexts - securitised climate change, in particular sea level 

rise, and how has this evolved over the past decade and a half?  

 

In addressing this question, this dissertation seeks to explore the intricate relationship between 

environmental threats and national security, underscoring the pressing need for a deeper 

understanding of how these dynamics unfold in the specific contexts of two politically distinct 
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nations - China and Australia. More generally, the rationale behind this study lies in the 

recognition of climate change, and its associated impact on sea level rise, as a defining challenge 

of the 21st century. The repercussions of a warming planet extend far beyond environmental 

concerns; instead echoing throughout the domains of politics, economics, and, notably, national 

security. As the Earth's climate continues to evolve, it reshapes the geopolitical landscape, giving 

rise to new strategic imperatives and vulnerabilities. The multi-sectoral approach inherent to 

securitisation theory - in which five overlapping domains of security are each considered - thus 

provides a logical framework to apply to these case studies. 

 

As will be elaborated upon in the Methodology section, this dissertation unfolds in a structured 

manner to investigate the securitisation of climate change, with a specific focus on sea level rise, 

within the military and political contexts of China and Australia. The subsequent chapters of this 

work will delve deeper into the theoretical foundations of securitisation theory, examining its 

applicability in understanding climate change as a security issue. This will be followed by a 

comprehensive exploration of the respective national contexts of China and Australia, including 

their climate change policies, military doctrines, and geopolitical considerations. Subsequently, 

an in-depth comparative analysis will shed light on the differences and similarities in how these 

two nations securitise climate change, providing valuable insights into their motivations and 

priorities. 

 

This dissertation will contribute to the growing body of literature on the securitisation of climate 

change, including sea level rise. It aims to provide important insights into the way that we think 

about and respond to the security challenges posed by climate change. By understanding how sea 

level rise is being securitised, we can better develop policies and strategies to address it.  

 

2. Background and Literature Review 

 

In order to better understand the concept of securitisation, this section will dive into the scholarly 

debates and frameworks that have been posited, and explore the various constituent parts that 

overarchingly define securitisation theory.  
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In its most simplified form, securitisation is the process through which concepts are identified as 

threats to national security/continued survival/core values, and wherein this is subsequently used 

to justify extraordinary measures or responses which would otherwise not have been accepted or 

possible. The criteria for considering a concept an urgent threat are subjective and based on 

perception, rather than objective. Crucially, the concept of “security” is not something which 

passively and permanently exists, but is rather actively constructed and attached to threats, 

developments, pressures, and concepts, by actors seeking to elevate them.1 Security is therefore 

described by Buzan et al. as a “self-referential practice”.2 By being intrinsically tied to the state 

of “political normalcy” that exists in any given society or state, and measured/analysed in 

relation to this, the concept of securitisation can be studied without indicators, being flexible and 

adaptable to different cases, countries, and contexts. Buzan et al. highlight that securitisation 

necessitates accounting for domestic discourse and political constellations, to determine “When 

does an argument with this particular rhetorical and semiotic structure achieve sufficient effect 

to make an audience tolerate violations of rules that would otherwise have to be obeyed?”3 The 

range of applicable domains of securitisation is wide - in fact, securitisation directly defied and 

broadened the traditional, military-centred conceptualization of security which prevailed 

previously. Buzan et al. identify five principal sectors within which securitisation occurs, or to 

which security discourse is linked -  the societal, the military, the political, the economic, and the 

environmental sector.4 Prominent examples of securitised issues range from the more traditional 

military-focused issues, to the more non-traditional - including migration (see Huysmans “The 

European Union and the securitisation of Migration”)5, organised crime, (see Stritzel’s “The 

travelling concept of organised crime and the stabilisation of securitised international 

cooperation: a translational reading”)6, AIDS (See Sjöstedt’s “The securitisation of HIV/AIDS in 

Russia”)7, the environment (see Floyd’s “Security and the Environment”), and military security 

(see Strizel and Chang’s “securitisation and counter-securitisation in Afghanistan”)8 

 
1 Kilroy, Richard J. p.1 
2 Buzan, Barry, et al. p.24 
3 Buzan, Barry, et al. p.25 
4 Buzan, Barry, et al; and Eroukhmanoff, Clara. 
5 Huysmans, Jef. 
6 Stritzel, Holger. 
7 Sjöstedt, Roxanna.   
8 Stritzel, Holger, and Sean C Chang. 



 

7 

 

As has been interpreted by this dissertation, the the general process of securitizing an issue exist 

as follows - (1) defining a problem to be a grave or existential threat, (2) arguing that such a 

problem requires radical and extraordinary action, and lastly (3) audience acceptance that the 

given security threat is legitimate and the proposed policies adopted and legitimised. Thus, 

although it can be broadly applied, within the Copenhagen School Framework of securitisation 

as generally outlined above, a few key concepts emerge - the (subjectively designated) existential 

threat, the sense of emergency and urgency to act, and the audience and its acceptance.  

 

At its core, securitisation theory posits that security is actively constructed, or deconstructed, 

through speech acts. Thus, what is a threat to security is inherently subjective, requiring 

acceptance from an audience in order to be legitimately considered a security threat. Speech act 

theory is a linguistic theory that analyses the meaning of utterances in terms of their intended 

effect of the utterance (known as their illocutionary force). The seminal works in speech act 

theory are primarily those of Ludwig Wittgenstein, such as his Blue Book9, and J.L. Austin, in 

particular his book How to Do Things with Words.10 In J.L. Austin’s understanding of the theory, 

there are three principal types of speech acts - locutionary, illocutionary, and perlocutionary acts.  

- Locutionary acts are the most basic acts of saying something with meaning. 

- Illocutionary acts, meanwhile, go beyond this, as they refer to the acts that one is 

performing by saying something. 

- Finally, perlocutionary acts are the effects which the given statement has on the listener. 

11 

As an example, in someone telling their supervisor “I will submit my dissertation on time”, the 

locutionary act is the mere utterance of the words. But by saying this, the speaker is also 

performing the illocutionary act of promising or committing. The perlocutionary effect of this 

would be, ideally, that the supervisor believes in the speaker's promise. Understandably, J.L. 

Austin considers illocutionary acts to be the most important of these - it is what gives words 

 
9 Wittgenstein, Ludwig. 
10 Austin, J. L. 
11 Austin, J. L. pp.94-103 
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weight and influence, in a constructive sense. In the case of securitisation, the illocutionary force 

of the speech act can be to create a new reality in which the issue is seen as a security threat.  

 

securitisation theory thus incorporates the basic theoretical underpinnings of speech act theory in 

its conceptualization of how security is created, with Buzan et al. stating “The process of 

securitisation is what in language theory is called a speech act. It is not interesting as a sign 

referring to something more real; it is the utterance itself that is the act. By saying the words, 

something is done”.12 Beyond this, Buzan et al. further elaborate that in the construction of 

security through speech acts, both internal and external factors are relevant: “A successful speech 

act is a combination of language and society, of both intrinsic features of speech and the group 

that authorises and recognizes that speech”.13 Regarding the external factors, it is therefore clear 

that the external context of the society and culture in which a threat is to be securitised is of 

substantial relevance.  

 

Buzan et al. further identifies the “social capital of the enunciator”, in other words the power, 

authority, leverage, or influence of the actor seeking to securitise a topic, as being an vital 

external factor. Thirdly, and evidently, the threat itself is a crucial external factor. The likeliness 

of a securitising move being successful has a linear relationship with the perception of the given 

issue as being “generally held to be threatening” by the relevant audience. Such examples could 

be foreign militaries or polluted environments.14  

 

The internal factors relate to the speech acts themselves - such as how they are constructed, 

which issues are framed as threats, where is the point of no return, or what measures are needed 

to address it. Beyond this, the grammar, tone, and specific words employed are of critical 

relevance. Within each of the five sectors identified above -  the societal, the military, the 

political, the economic, and the environmental sector - there is a certain “dialect” which 

resonates the strongest: addressing sustainability in the environmental sector, recognition and 

sovereignty in the political, etc.15 

 
12 Buzan, Barry, et al. p.26  
13 Buzan, Barry, et al. p.32  
14 Buzan, Barry, et al. pp.32-33 
15 Buzan, Barry, et al. p.33 
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2.1. Critiques 

 

A key debate within securitisation theory scholars is whether it is always inherently negative. In 

other words, does securitisation come at the cost of human rights or the continuation of a 

(comparatively more) democratic process? This debate  has often been framed with 

environmental policies and discourse in mind, and is thus of particular relevance in the context of 

this dissertation. Anatol Lieven, in discussing the consequences of securitising the concept of 

climate change, argues that it risks overreaction by governments, an erosion of civil liberties, an 

unnecessary militarization (where other types of forces and responses would be better suited), or 

instil a false sense of security (in that once the government is addressing it in such a forceful - at 

least discursively - manner, the individual does not need to take action themselves).16 Daniel 

Deudney further warns against securitising environmental degradation, arguing it may prove 

“counterproductive” for similar reasons as Lieven stated above, and believing that environmental 

degradation is not a national security threat nor likely to cause interstate wars. He instead argues 

for international cooperation, diplomacy, and other such “non-security” approaches.17 

 

However, despite the value that such standpoints offer (in terms of contributing to and expanding 

the debate on environmental security, and securitisation as a whole), Deudney’s and Lieven’s 

arguments can likewise be criticised on numerous grounds. By framing securitisation as 

inherently negative, this naturally fails to account for the potential benefits of securitisation - 

such as the increased public awareness of an issue (when the general public is included in the 

securitisation process as the audience - what Balzaqc refers to as the moral audience18), or 

mobilising both resources and political will (when a political body such as the parliament or 

other legislature is invoked and included - the formal audience19). Furthermore, the Deudney’s 

and Lieven’s standpoints can be criticised for underestimating the severity of the environmental 

threat. As they maintain that environmental degradation is not a security threat in the traditional 

sense (See Deudney: “it is analytically misleading to think of environmental degradation as a 

 
16 Anatol Lieven. pp.6-9 
17 Deudney, Daniel. pp.461-476 
18 Wertman, Ori, and Christian Kaunert. p.75 
19 Wertman, Ori, and Christian Kaunert. p.71 
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security threat, because the traditional focus of national security - interstate violence - has little in 

common with either environmental problems or solutions.”20), this critically fails to acknowledge 

the human security aspect of security. However, the national security ramifications of 

dramatically reduced human security have been extensively researched and reported upon by 

academic scholars (see Matthew’s “Resource Scarcity: Responding to the Security Challenge” 

for one of many examples) and research institutions (see The German Institute for International 

and Security Affairs’ Research Paper entitled “Resource Scarcity - A Global Security Threat?” 

for one of many examples21), alongside established international institutions such as the United 

Nations.22 As a third - and for the purposes of this dissertation, final - point, their proposed 

solutions (“non-security” approaches such as increased international and diplomatic cooperation) 

have been criticised for not being enough to address the severity of the threat of climate change. 

Here, scholars such as Thomas Homer-Dixon23, Gwyn Prins24, Jeroen Warner, and Ingrid Boas25, 

among many more, consider climate change mitigation and adaptation to require holistic, 

sweeping, and substantial efforts from not just the whole government, but the whole society. As 

Prins considers climate change a “threat without enemies”26, and Warner and Boas elaborate on 

this to also highlight that there are no individual heroes to overcome this threat - no single 

government agency, army, engineer, or researcher can solve climate change - 27, it is apparent 

that mere international cooperation, although important, is not enough to address the severity of 

the situation. 

 

Another notable criticism of securitisation theory, of principal relevance to this dissertation, is 

that it is largely based on the Western liberal democratic context. This criticism rests on the 

notion that as the conceptual framework of securitisation assumes that there is a shift from 

normal political processes to emergency security measures, this may not be applicable to other 

political systems in which a highly securitised state of affairs is already the everyday norm. 

 
20 Deudney, Daniel. p.461 
21 Mildner, Stormy-Annika, et al. 
22 UN Press. With Climate Crisis Generating Growing Threats to Global Peace, Security Council Must 
Ramp Up Efforts, Lessen Risk of Conflicts, Speakers Stress in Open Debate 
23 Homer-Dixon, Thomas F., and Marc A. Levy. 
24 Prins, Gwyn. 
25 Warner, Jeroen, and Ingrid Boas 
26 Prins, Gwyn p. 15  
27 Warner, Jeroen, and Ingrid Boas 
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Thus, in non-democratic contexts, it is conceptually unclear how securitisation works or how 

audience acceptance is achieved when the public lacks political influence.28 This is described by 

Juha Vuori as the “democratic bias” of securitisation theory.29 

 

Due to this traditionally Western-centred approach to studying securitisation, exploring its 

presence and utilisation in China presents several challenges. This is primarily due to China’s 

distinct political system, which shapes the relationship between the state and society differently 

from in Western liberal democracies. Juha Vuori represents one of very limited examples of 

researchers exploring the applicability of securitisation theory in China. Vuori argues that 

although authoritarian countries do not need political legitimacy from the public in the same 

manner as in democratic states, securitisation theory remains relevant. This is because 

“Legitimacy is perhaps the most significant element in the survival of any social institution and 

all governments must exercise a minimum of both persuasion and coercion in order to survive.”30 

Thus, in order to maintain control, even authoritarian regimes and tyrants must “legitimize their 

use of extraordinary measures” - with the language of security acting as a strong motivator.31 

Within China, Vuori highlights that “the construction of security issues can be utilised for a 

range of political purposes, from raising an issue on the agenda of decision-making to 

legitimating policies, deterring threats, and controlling subordinates”, and ultimately allows for 

the political elite to maintain their position of power.32 

 

securitisation theory has also been increasingly applied beyond the West, perhaps most notably 

in 2007 by Claire Wilkinson using the case of Kyrgyzstan.33 More recently, securitisation theory 

has also been applied by Holbraad and Pedersen in Cuba,34 Greenwood and Ole in Egypt,35 

 
28 Kapur, Saloni and Simon Mabon  
29 Vuori, Juha A. p.66  
30 Ibid. p.68  
31 Ibid. p.68  
32 Ibid. p.93  
33 Wilkinson, Claire. 
34 Holbraad, Martin, and Morten Axel Pedersen. 
35 Greenwood, Maja Touzari, and Ole Wæver. 
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Simon Mabon in Saudi Arabia and Bahrain,36 and John Gledhill in Latin America,37 amongst 

others.  

 

2.2. Case Study Countries 

 

The two case study nations, Australia and China, have been chosen not only due to their own 

respective relationships with sea level rise and climate change, but also due to the many ways 

they contrast each other. This justification is elaborated upon further in the methodology section.  

 

China is known for its opaqueness regarding its internal affairs, especially those related to 

defence and national security. Official defence budget information is often vague and rarely 

provides detail. It also excludes data on military research and development, military 

infrastructure, and other critical areas.38 While there is limited public information about the PLA 

and its activities, there is no shortage of international actors offering analysis of the PLA and the 

CCP’s military ambitions. Examples include the SIPRI yearbook (alongside their published 

studies on the arms trade which include dedicated sections on China)39, the US Department of 

Defense’s China Military Power Report40, which is published annually, analyses from NGOs 

such as the American Enterprise Institute and the International Institute for Strategic Studies, and 

articles published in dedicated journals such as the Asian Defence Journal41, the Asia Pacific 

Defence Journal42, or the Asian Military Review43. As China has grown in geopolitical 

prominence in recent years, so too have studies on their ambitions and capabilities. 

 

There are only a limited number of published articles which have examined the securitisation of 

climate change in China. One such example is the 2016 article “securitisation and Chinese 

Climate Change Policy” by Yan Bo.44 This article clearly delineates and differentiates between 

 
36 Mabon, Simon. 
37 Gledhill, John.  
38 Transparency International UK: Defence and Security Programme p. 23. 
39 “SIPRI Yearbook: Armaments, Disarmament and International Security.” 
40 U.S. Department of Defense. 
41 Asian Defence Journal 
42 Asia Pacific Defense Journal 
43 The Asian Military Review. 
44 Bo, Yan. 
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international and domestic politics/discourse, and highlights differences in securitisation attempts 

in these two realms - explaining how China has been generally reluctant to securitise climate 

change in international forums, but how this process has been developed further domestically. 

Another example is “"securitisation of Climate Change in China: Implications for Global 

Climate Governance” published in 2019 by Maria Julia Trombetta45. Trombetta’s key findings 

are elaborated upon in this dissertation, as she finds that China has been slow to securitise 

climate change, but that it has in the past few years begun to incorporate climate change into the 

security discourse. Trombetta also clearly delineates between the domestic and international 

securitisation processes in China. This dissertation will seek to build upon this differentiation.  

 

Regarding the Chinese military domain, there have (comparatively) been published a fair few 

analyses of the role of the PLA within Chinese politics. These include publications by the 

European Parliament46, alongside articles such as “Defining the Role of the PLA in the Post-Mao 

Era” by Bullard and O’Dowd,47 “Civil-Military Relations in China: Assessing the PLA’s Role in 

Elite Politics” by Kiselycznyk and Saunders,48 and “PLA Influence on China's National Security 

Policymaking” by Saunders and Scobell.49 The overwhelming consensus is that the PLA’s 

influence within the CCP has been receding over time, with its scope now being focused to 

strictly military affairs - and even then under close guidance and supervision from the CCP. 

 

Australia is more transparent about its military affairs than China, and considers sea level rise 

(SLR) a greater threat to the Pacific region than Chinese military aggression, according to the 

country's current Defense Minister.50 There are some issues with transparency within the 

Australian Department of Defense: The former Australian Defense Minister, who served from 

March 2021 to May 2022, had a goal of keeping media responses as brief as possible and 

avoiding questions about military capabilities.51 Despite such shortcomings,  there is a wealth of 

publicly available research papers and Australian government data on defence. Such information 

 
45 Trombetta, Maria Julia. 
46 Grieger, Gisela  
47 Bullard, Monte R., and Edward C. O’Dowd. 
48 Kiselycznyk, Michael  and Phillip C. Saunders  
49 Saunders, Phillip C. and Andrew Scobell 
50 Cranston, Matthew.  
51 Levick, Ewen, and Nigel Pittaway. 
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can for example be found on the Australian government's transparency portal, which publishes 

documents such as the Department of Defense Annual Report. This comprehensive report 

includes extensive information on environmental performance and highlights the Australian 

military's goals, such as those outlined in the “Defense Environmental Policy and Environmental 

Strategy 2016-2036”.52  

 

There is a limited range of foundational academic literature on the securitisation of climate 

change in Australia. One example is the 2015 article by Michael Durant Thomas, "Climate 

securitisation in the Australian political–military establishment."53 While this article does not 

focus specifically on sea level rise, it provides a strong factual and methodological framework 

for analysing the securitisation of climate change in Australia. However, its publication date of 

2015 means that it is slightly dated, highlighting the need for more recent literature on this topic. 

Furthermore, the relative lack of acknowledgement of sea level rise also necessitates further 

research. Another such example is the book “The securitisation of Climate Change: Australian 

and United States' Military Responses (2003 - 2013)”.54 This book compares and contrasts how 

the militaries of Australia and the United States have securitised climate change. Although 

methodologically similar to this dissertation,  it is outdated, does not adequately address sea level 

rise, and does not focus on China. These latter two points are what distinguish this dissertation 

from this existing body of academic literature on the securitisation of climate change. 

 

Regarding the Australian military domain, the resources available on the ADF’s role in 

Australian politics are fewer (in comparison to the PLA in China). The vast majority of such 

sources do not directly address the relationship between the ADF and national politics, but do, in 

conjunction, form an overall narrative. The ADF has published a report entitled “Civil-Military 

Relations in Australia: Past, Present and Future”, which considers Australian civil-military 

relations as “a neglected but important field of study”, on which “Little research has been 

conducted”.55 Other examples include the Australian Defence Association’s “Partisan misuse of 

 
52 “Defence Environmental Policy and Strategy 2016-2036.”; and “Department of Defence Annual Report 
2021-22.”  
53 Thomas, Michael Durant. “Climate securitization in the Australian political–military establishment.” 
54 Thomas, Michael Durant. The Securitization of Climate Change: Australian and United States’ Military 

Responses (2003-2013). 
55 Centre for Defence Research Australian Defence College. p.1 
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our non-partisan defence force during elections, contentious campaigning, politically expedient 

government announcements and partisan stunts is always wrong” (which emphasises how the 

ADF’s image and institutions ought to remain detached from politics), Yildirim’s “What is the 

ADF’s ‘core role’ in today’s complex strategic environment?”56 and the Royal Commission into 

National Natural Disaster Arrangements’ report entitled “Role of the Australian Defence 

Force”57, which further underscore how the ADF is an apolitical and non-partisan institution. 

 

2.3. Justification for Framework and Methodology 

 

This dissertation applies securitisation theory to Australia and China, paying particular attention 

to the role of their respective militaries, in the context of sea level rise and climate change. This 

section will explore why these actors and frameworks were chosen, and how this dissertation 

aims to approach its research question. 

 

2.3.1. Securitisation Theory  

 

This dissertation aims to study how the militaries of both case study nations securitise sea level 

rise, and, beyond this, climate change as a whole. The securitisation framework as seminally 

developed by Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde in 1998, developing into what is known as the 

Copenhagen School, will be used to analyse the process. This framework defines securitisation 

as the presentation of an issue as an existential threat to an entity, such as a state, in order to 

enable extraordinary measures and mobilise otherwise unavailable resources58. In certain 

instances or for certain elements of the analysis, the works of further scholars of securitisation 

theory will be consulted (such as the role of audience, which is explored in greater depth scholars 

including Balzacq59 and Wertman and Kaunert60). The research underpinning this dissertation 

will seek to understand how each case study nation defines an existential threat through 

contextualising the two case study countries’ respective (geo)political security situations - 

 
56 Yildirim, Ulas. 
57 Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements. 
58 Buzan, Barry, et al. p. 21 
59 Balzacq, Thierry 
60 Wertman, Ori, and Christian Kaunert. 
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highlighting in particular the CCP’s need to ensure national/regime stability, and the Australian 

political parties contrasting and shifting conceptualization of, and relationship with, climate 

change and its effects.  

 

The securitisation framework requires that an issue be securitised through a speech act, in which 

it is designated as an existential threat and the audience accepts this designation61. The research 

will therefore review all relevant military documents to see if they contain or hint at the 

designation of sea level rise, or climate change as a whole, as an existential threat, and the degree 

to which extraordinary actions are called for or requested. Due to the intrinsically interlinked 

relationship between the two governments and their respective militaries, the research will 

further cover official government publications (including those not directly linked to the PLA or 

ADF) in order to gain insights into how the government sees climate change (in terms of 

security) and what role it considers the military establishment to have or ideally have. 

Acknowledging the importance of the political domain in the securitisation process (as well as its 

direct influence over the military), this dissertation will focus on publicly released publications 

such as White Papers, as well as statements by the Prime Minister (in the case of Australia) and 

President (in the case of China) and the ministers of defence for both countries. 

 

To support the analytical stage, the research will be conducted qualitatively, bearing a few key 

factors and framings in mind with each document or source consulted. Firstly, the contextual 

framing of sea level rise or climate change was considered by determining whether this issue was 

addressed in a securitised or non-securitised manner, and whether this was approached as a 

threat, challenge, or opportunity (or in neutral terms). Secondly, when securitising language was 

discovered, the time-scale of the discourse in question was taken into consideration - is the issue 

urgent (requiring an as-close-to-immediate response as possible), short term (requiring 

mobilisation of resources within the next few years), medium term, or long term (calling for 

solutions over the span of decades).  

 

2.3.2. Sea Level Rise and Climate Change 

 

 
61 Buzan, Barry, et al. p. 21 
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This dissertation has chosen to look at the framing of sea level rise in particular, and, in instances 

this is too granular, climate change more generally. The reason for this interchangeability is that 

sea-level rise is overwhelmingly considered a significant consequence of climate change by the 

scientific community at large, driven primarily by the warming of the Earth, the melting of ice, 

and other related factors.62 The 2013 IPCC report on climate change states, in its Summary for 

Policymakers, that “Since the early 1970s, glacier mass loss and ocean thermal expansion from 

warming together explain about 75% of the observed global mean sea level rise” and further that 

“Over the period 1993 to 2010, global mean sea level rise is, with high confidence, consistent 

with the sum of the observed contributions from ocean thermal expansion due to warming [...], 

from changes in glaciers [...], Greenland ice sheet [...], Antarctic ice sheet [...], and land water 

storage [...].”63 

 

Sea level rise has wide-ranging implications for coastal regions, ecosystems, and societies, 

making it a critical aspect of the broader discussion on climate change mitigation and adaptation. 

In the world of international relations and security studies, sea level rise can trigger disputes over 

international territorial boundaries, migration, or resources.64 Furthermore, as a gradual and 

cumulative process, sea-level rise poses both immediate and long-term threats. By studying its 

securitisation, this dissertation can provide a framework for assessing how nations balance short-

term concerns with long-term planning and adaptation, and more concretely explore the foresight 

and preparedness of the two case study countries (and their respective militaries, in particular). 

Beyond environmental science, sea level rise (and climate change as a whole) is a deeply cross-

disciplinary and intersectional issue, relevant to scholars of international relations, economics, 

politics, communications and media, and many more. By applying securitisation as a lens, this 

enables a cross-cutting approach, this facilitates discussion and future studies of such issues as: 

climate-change-related domestic and international policy (understanding their underlying driving 

forces as well as their effectiveness), national and international security (such as the framing of 

climate-induced migration, political instability, or conflicts over resources), and public 

 
62 IPCC, 2013: Summary for Policymakers; Lindsey, Rebecca.; Mimura, Nobuo.; and NASA Global 
Climate Change. 
63 IPCC, 2013: Summary for Policymakers. p.11 
64 UN Press. Climate Change-Induced Sea-Level Rise Direct Threat to Millions around World, Secretary-
General Tells Security Council 



 

18 

awareness and social action within these societies (through exploring the communication and 

framing of issues and their subsequent effects on the public and its behaviour).  

 

2.3.3. Case Study Countries: Australia and China 

 

This dissertation seeks to approach the research question through two case study countries - 

Australia and China. These two case studies offer a wide range of both similarities and 

differences. Their fundamentally different political systems allows for insights into how different 

political systems address climate-related security issues through the process of securitisation. 

Australia is a liberal democracy with a multi-party political system representing a wide range of 

views on climate change and sea level rise, making it an ideal case study for examining how 

different political actors securitise climate change. China’s authoritarianism, meanwhile, grants 

the government the power to control the public discourse on climate change and sea level rise. 

The government can thus use this power to securitise these issues and justify taking 

extraordinary measures to address them. Their different relationships with their respective 

domestic populations and media outlets also further sparks debate and discussion on how this 

affects the process of securitisation. Furthermore, the two countries have starkly different 

approaches to international geopolitics. Australia has close relations with its neighbours in the 

Asia-Pacific, especially the smaller pacific island states65, which are particularly vulnerable to 

sea level rise66. China, meanwhile, is a rising power on the global stage, seeking to exert 

increasing levels of influence and pressure on the international community, and seeing climate 

change as a tool in accomplishing this (at least discursively), as will be discussed in later sections 

of this dissertation. The country’s growing economic and military power, alongside its 

substantial environmental impact, means that its response, framing, and conceptualization of 

climate change and sea level rise are increasingly important and potentially precedent-setting. 

Thus, as it seeks a position of international climate leadership, its securitisation of climate 

change, this could substantially affect the global response to climate change.  

 

 
65 The Pacific Islands Forum – Pacific Islands Forum.  
66 “Sea level in the western Pacific Ocean has been increasing at a rate 2–3 times the global average, 
resulting in almost 0.3 meters of net rise since 1990.”; see Pacific Coastal and Marine Science Center. 
(2022, June 27).  
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These differences, however, are framed by their similarities. They are both vulnerable to both sea 

level rise and climate change as a whole, each with long coastlines and susceptible to extreme 

weather events (see the prevalence of wildfires in Australia67 and floods in China68, for two 

examples out of many). They are both countries with substantial global economic weight and 

significance, and who participate extensively in international politics and diplomacy. Their 

domestic industries (and energy generation capabilities) rely heavily on coal extraction,69 which 

sparks relevant discussions on the importance of energy security, energy self-sufficiency, and the 

balance of the environment versus the maintenance of an economy heavily reliant on resource 

extraction and fossil-fuel powered industry. Both China and Australia have strong, prominent 

militaries, although China’s is undoubtedly larger - making a discussion on their militaries’ 

respective roles within the process of securitising sea level rise and climate change particularly 

relevant.  

 

2.4. Data 

 

As mentioned above, the principal data sources will be official 

government publications at the higher levels of government, 

including by the head of government, ministers of defence, as well as 

nationally published white papers and similar reports. This 

dissertation will seek to research both military-focused white 

papers, to gauge their inclusion of climate change and sea level rise 

as issues, as well as environmental white papers, to gauge their 

inclusion of the military as a relevant actor. Through this process, 

the dissertation hopes to comprehensively gain an understanding of 

how much the government, as well as officials within these 

institutions themselves, considers climate change to be relevant for 

the military, and vice versa. Where relevant, this dissertation will 

 
67 Williams, Liz T.  
68 BBC News. ‘China Floods: The Families Torn Apart by “Huge, Furious Waves”’. 
69 Myllyvirta, Lauri; U.S. EPA.; and Minerals Council of Australia.  
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seek to dive deeper into accessible sources, to gain further insights 

into these institutions. One such example is in exploring the framing 

of sea level rise and climate change is in the PLA’s own 

newspaper/publication, the “People’s Liberation Army Daily” (解放军

报), to gain an understanding of how the PLA has framed these issues.  

 

In order to establish a more comprehensive contextual and chronological overview of the arcs, 

trends, and developments within the two case study countries vis a vis sea level rise and climate 

change, this dissertation has sought to limit and frame its research to within the last decade and a 

half. As will be discussed in greater detail in the following sections on Australia and China 

respectively, the years between 2006 and 2009 were pivotal in the context of the global discourse 

on climate change. In Australia, the conservative Howard-era government, which was sceptical 

towards the implementation of major climate change legislation, was replaced in December 2007 

by Kevin Rudd and his cabinet, who actively sought to make climate change a substantial part of 

his political platform. This is also in line with larger global events - such as numerous G8 and 

G20 Summits at which climate change was a substantial topic, the UN General Assembly and 

UN Security Council debates on climate change (covered in greater detail in subsequent 

sections), the release of the IPCC AR470 in 2007, and the 2009 Copenhagen Climate Change 

Conference71, which failed to reach any substantial conclusion but which nonetheless generated 

tremendous international interest and engagement. Kevin Rudd, in particular, sought to frame 

climate change as an urgent issue in the run-up to the Copenhagen conference, leveraging the 

issue for domestic political purposes72 - a stark contrast from the lack of acknowledgment of 

climate change as an issue of significance during previous administrations. China, meanwhile, 

transitioned from framing climate change as purely an issue of development, to an issue with at 

least partial security dimensions - with the years between 2006 and 2009 to the present day 

providing a logical timeframe within which to analyse and explore this transition.  

 
70 Fourth Assessment Report — IPCC. 
71 Copenhagen Climate Change Conference - December 2009 | UNFCCC. 
72 Thomas, Michael Durant. The Securitization of Climate Change: Australian and United States’ Military 
Responses (2003-2013). p.50 
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2.5. Limits 

 

There are, however, certain limits to this approach which must be addressed and highlighted.  

- Regarding the theoretical framework, this thesis has sought to apply the Copenhagen 

School of securitisation, as seminally developed by Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde in 

1998. Furthermore, elements of certain other prominent scholars of securitisation, such as 

Balzacq, have been applied when elaboration on specific aspects of Buzan et al.’s 

conceptualization of securitisation theory was deemed necessary. As these were applied 

in relation to the data gathered, and as relevant for the analysis process, major aspects of 

the securitisation theory were unexplored in this dissertation. These include concepts 

such as desecuritisation as considered by Buzan et al. (and others), as well as other 

further conceptualizations of securitisation theory from other scholars.  

- Regarding the data gathered, there are multiple limitations to address.  

- Firstly, the scale and scope of the chosen research objects is broad. It spans, in 

theory, the entire military complexes of two of the largest and most well-funded 

militaries in the world, alongside an understanding of the political contexts within 

which these militaries exist and issue publications or statements, and how these 

actors relate to the nuanced and broad topic of sea level rise, or, where available 

data on sea level rise is limited, climate change as a whole. This breadth 

necessitates a narrowing down of data sources. As explained above, this 

dissertation has thus sought to cover primarily the upper echelons of political and 

military decision-making, within a limited time frame. However, the author 

acknowledges that although great efforts were made to ensure a holistic research 

process which comprehensively took into account all relevant data sources, there 

nonetheless exists the possibility that certain speeches or other such data sources 

by relevant actors have been missed in the data gathering for this dissertation. 

- Secondly, the data sources accessible may not be fully representative. Due to the 

nature of the data sources, in particular those relating to the case study country of 

China, certain information may be unavailable for access. The Chinese 

government famously seeks to limit access (especially foreign access) to 



 

22 

information it deems tied to its national security. Due to this dissertation’s need to 

research military publications from China, there therefore exists a substantial 

possibility that the military establishment's “true” opinions or perspectives on sea 

level rise and climate change are not accessible for analysis, and that the 

conclusions drawn are thus skewed or partially inaccurate. This issue also exists, 

although to a comparatively lesser extent, in Australia. However, this issue is 

partially mitigated by this dissertation’s focus on securitising discourse, which 

naturally prioritizes that which is publicly accessible (with public outreach and 

acceptance not just being important but integral to the overall process of 

securitisation) over those data sources which are never distributed externally.  

- Thirdly, the data sources in Chinese may be misinterpreted. Although the author 

has gone through great effort to ensure the accurate translation of documents and 

discourse, including by applying both their own knowledge of Chinese as well as 

various external translation tools, there nonetheless exists the possibility that 

certain elements have been mistranslated. However, this issue is mitigated by the 

fact that the documents reviewed have been primarily those issued at the highest 

levels of government, for which officially provided translations in English often 

exist. Secondly, the focus on how sea level rise, and climate change as a whole, 

have been securitised internationally further ensures that the data sources in 

question are in English or have official translations. Thus, although a present risk, 

the amount of documents which may have been mistranslated to some degree are 

limited in their scope and number, and do therefore not, in the opinion of the 

author, present a risk of skewing the overall conclusions drawn. 

 

3. Case Study Nation 1: Australia 

3.1 National Climate Change Acknowledgment and Ambition in Legislation 

 

This section seeks to outline and summarise the Australian governments acknowledgement of, 

and ambition toward, climate change and its relevant legislation. 
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Climate change has been, and still remains, an issue of particular political divisiveness, for a 

handful of reasons. Firstly, it is deeply reliant on fossil fuels, in particular coal, for its economy. 

Beyond using fossil fuels for its own domestic energy needs, Australia is also a significant 

exporter of coal. As coal produces approximately 80% of the country’s electricity requirements, 

the difficulties in transitioning away from it are apparent. The coal industry plays a vital role in 

the Australian economy, providing both employment as well as major contributions to 

government revenues.73 The transition away from fossil fuels therefore poses major challenges to 

the nation's economic stability, which creates resistance among political actors, particularly those 

associated with the coal industry.  

 

Secondly, Australia - alongside its closest neighbours - is situated in a particularly vulnerable 

and susceptible part of the world in terms of climate change.74 Extreme weather events, such as 

droughts, bushfires, and heatwaves, have become increasingly frequent and severe. The Great 

Barrier Reef and Western Australian reefs are facing coral bleaching and biodiversity loss. 

Rainfall patterns and quantities have been substantially affected. Wildfires are predicted to 

increase in intensity and annual high fire-risk days are predicted to increase. Rising sea levels 

pose direct risks to infrastructure and housing.75 These climate-related risks will significantly 

impact agriculture (affecting Australia's food security as well as its economy through food 

exports), water security, public infrastructure, and many other domains of Australia’s national 

security. Due to the scale of this threat, and the direct danger it poses to people, livelihoods, and 

property, substantial legislative change is needed and a lot of funding will need to be 

appropriated. This scale further contributes to a difficult political environment, due to increased 

likelihood of intense debates and resistance regarding how best to invest in climate change 

mitigation and adaptation projects.  

 

These factors, and more, contribute to a divisive and at times toxic public debate regarding 

climate change - further fuelled by climate change sceptics and deniers as well as international 

pressures to act. The Australian government has, in the past 15 years, faced widespread criticism 

 
73 Geoscience Australia. 
74 Arup, Tom. 
75 Australian Academy of Science. 
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for not doing enough to tackle climate change,76 and the deeply entrenched position that coal and 

other emission-heavy industries hold within the Australian economy have hampered, impeded, 

and politicised the process of emissions reductions and decarbonization.77 This deeply divisive 

political nature of climate change regulation is evident in their recent legislative milestones: 

 A carbon pricing mechanism, introduced as part of the Clean Energy Bill of 201178 

under the Gillard administration (Labor). This was later repealed by the Abbott government 

(Liberal) of 2014.  

 A renewable energy target (RET), a target necessitating 20% of Australia’s electricity 

(41,000 GWh) be sourced from renewables, established in 2009. However, this was scaled back 

from 41,000 to 33,000 GWh in 2015 by the Abbott government.79 

 A National Energy Guarantee (NEG) - which sought to “encourage new investment in 

clean and low emissions technologies”80 but which meanwhile would scrap subsidies and 

incentives for investment in renewables (instead hoping that consumers would source their 

energy from efficient energy sources).81 The NEG was announced by the Turnbull government 

(Liberal) in 2017, but quickly faced political headwinds, and was in the succeeding Morrison 

government (Liberal) scrapped and considered “dead”.82 

 A National Climate Resilience and Adaptation Strategy, first released in 2015 under 

the Turnbull government,83 and later updated and expanded upon in 2021 under the Morrison 

government. Although seeking to drive investment into climate change adaptation and improve 

access to climate information, it falls short in offering substantive and sweeping reform or 

change.84  

 Although this is a non-exhaustive list, it serves to demonstrate two key points: (a) 

Australian climate change legislation have an inherently political nature to them; and (b) climate 

change legislation is often moderate, with limited effect, or - when it does push for greater 

systematic changes - rarely survives for an extended period of time.  

 
76 Goodman, Jack. 
77  Geoscience Australia. 
78 Parliament of Australia. Clean Energy Bill 2011. 
79 Clean Energy Regulator, Australian Government. 
80 COAG Energy Council. 
81 Yaxley, Louise and Lucy Sweeney. 
82 The Guardian. ‘Scott Morrison Says National Energy Guarantee “Is Dead”’ 
83 The Australian Government . National Climate Resilience and Adaptation Strategy 2015 
84 The Australian Government. National Climate Resilience and Adaptation Strategy 2021 to 2025 
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 Furthermore, even as Australia has sought to redress its shortcomings through legislation, 

there nevertheless remain oversights which critically undermine Australia's climate change 

policy as a whole. Examples of these include the failure to create or implement policies or 

national plans regarding phasing out coal and gas mining, continued subsidies for the fossil fuel 

industry,85 the failure to join the Green Climate Fund (who are partnered with the National 

Designated Authorities of 148 countries as of writing)86, and weak emission reduction targets, 

mentioned above, to name just a handful. A UN report claims that Australia’s emissions will 

remain at high levels, rather than meet their “Nationally Determined Contribution” goals, and 

claims that “There has been no improvement in Australia’s climate policy since 2017.” 87  

 

3.2. The Political Nature of Climate Change Discourse 

 

The political dynamics at play regarding climate change legislation is particularly evident when 

comparing and analysing the respective discourses of high-level political leaders, placing these 

leaders within their respective political contexts. The extent to which political leaders can shape 

and influence climate change legislation is particularly evident when comparing the respective 

discourses of Prime Minister John Howard, who led the centre-right Howard government, and 

the subsequent centre-left Kevin Rudd and Julia Gillard governments. (This point can be further 

reinforced by the centre-right Abbott government which followed Gillard, which rolled back 

much legislative progress - such as the carbon pricing mechanism mentioned above.) In order to 

understand the process of securitisation of sea level rise and climate change, understanding the 

political forces which (1) discursively seek to securitise the issue and (2) directly lead the 

military, is crucial. 

 

3.2.1. John Howard 

 

3.2.1.1. Howard - Speeches 

 

 
85 Kraner-Tucci, Ruby. 
86 Green Climate Fund. 
87 United Nations Environment Programme. p. 12 
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As Prime Minister, John Howard was a self-proclaimed “agnostic” on climate change, claiming 

he preferred to rely on his own instinct.88 Howard’s speeches and discourse overwhelmingly 

painted climate change as an entirely “long-term” issue (as opposed to being an urgent one), and 

any attempts to manage or address climate change would come at a direct cost to Australia’s 

economy.89 Exemplifying this, in a speech held at the Liberal Party (Queensland) Annual State 

Convention, Howard stated; 

 

“something must bring a sense of balance to this debate going on in the community about 

global warming and climate change. We need a sense of balance in relation to this debate. 

[...] we must avoid the danger of going overboard in the other direction. We must reject 

panicky, knee jerk reactions that run the risk of hurting our prosperity. [...] The 

point I make is that it would be a colossal act of self injury for this country to be panicked 

into changes in response to climate variation that unfairly disadvantaged our great 

resource industries, robbed those industries of investment and trade opportunities and 

resulted in the unemployment of many thousands of Australians. [...] we must make sure 

that the adjustment that inevitably will have to be undertaken does not occur in a way 

that puts us at a competitive disadvantage to the rest of the world. We must be certain 

that any additional costs borne by our resource industries are also borne by competitor 

resource industries in other countries, otherwise we're going to lose the competitive 

advantage that we now have and that is the reason why we never ratified the existing 

Kyoto protocol” 90 

 

This excerpt serves as an emblem of John Howard’s wider perspective on climate change. The 

emphasis on ensuring that climate change legislation did not infringe on Australia’s economy or 

industry is particularly striking, thus frames climate change action as being contradictory and 

counterproductive to any economic or industrial benefit. He subsequently relegated such action 

to an indeterminate future. The term “climate variability” is equally striking, as he here uses a 

 
88 Miller, Nick  
89 Thomas, Michael Durant. The Securitization of Climate Change: Australian and United States’ Military 
Responses (2003-2013). p.99 
90 Howard, John. Address at the Liberal Party of Australia (Queensland Division) Annual State 
Convention. Emphasis added. 
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term which refers predominantly to natural (as opposed to anthropogenic) fluctuations and 

changes, such as changes in air and ocean currents, or volcanic eruptions, 91 and which is similar 

enough to the term “climate change” to pass undetected, given the general context of the 

speech.92  

 

Howard rarely acknowledged sea level rise, and when he did, he framed it as something which 

was being addressed adequately. As early as 1996, in Howard’s first year in office, he responded 

to a question on the dangers rising sea levels pose to neighbouring island states in the following 

manner:  

 

“I understand fully their concern and the importance of climate change to countries like 

the Marshall Islands. I also point to the good record of Australia, the codes that we have 

put in place, the voluntary arrangements that we have established with some of the major 

companies such as BIP and CRA and I'm very happy to defend the position of 

Australia.”93 

 

As a whole, neither climate change (nor sea level rise) were securitised to any significant degree 

by John Howard. As they pertained to Australia, they were never framed as being issues of 

national or international security.94 On the few occasions when Howard tied climate change to a 

security issue, it was exclusively tied to energy security. An example of this is in Howard’s 

Weekly Radio Message in 2006, in which he stated: “We cannot divorce climate change from 

energy security. No country, developed or developing, will agree to climate change measures 

which imperil its energy security.” 95 

 

 
91 Climate Variability | Center for Science Education 
92 It should be noted that although this particular quote stands as a stark example of John Howard’s 
general attitude toward climate change during his term(s) in office, he has also used the terms climate 
change and global warming when referring to these phenomena. 
93 Howard, John. Doorstop Interview, Uliga Dock, Majuro, 1996.  
94 Thomas, Michael Durant. The Securitization of Climate Change: Australian and United States’ Military 

Responses (2003-2013). p.220 
95 Howard, John. Weekly Radio Message  
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3.2.1.2. Howard - Documents and Policy Papers 

 

Howard’s stance on climate change is evident in his government’s published documents, such as 

white papers and policy papers. A 2004 policy paper entitled “Securing Australia’s Energy 

Future”, published by the  “Dept. of Prime Minister and Cabinet” of the Howard government, is 

emblematic of this stance: Firstly, it consistently frames climate change as a long-term issue 

which “requires action over a long period, well beyond the normal commercial and political 

horizons”.96 It also further reinforces the notion that the competitiveness and prominence of its 

coal and natural gas industries must be maintained. The Prime Minister’s Foreword, setting the 

tone for the entire policy paper, begins with the sentence “Our nation’s enormous energy 

resources are a source of considerable prosperity for all Australians,” and continues in the second 

paragraph with “Australia remains the largest exporter of coal. New and existing projects—such 

as the North West Shelf gas project—will provide billions of dollars of export income and 

economic activity into the future. Proposals for developing other large gas fields are being 

actively worked on. Continuing the reliable delivery of competitively-priced energy to industry 

and households will underpin jobs and growth.”97 Regarding Australia’s efforts to reduce its 

carbon footprint, the policy paper states that “Australian greenhouse gas emissions are about 1.6 

per cent of world emissions and are too small for Australia to make a difference on its own”98 

And in a list of eleven “low-emission technologies”, five included using natural gas, brown coal, 

or black coal, (alongside geosequestration).99  

 

Throughout the entire policy paper, which is over 100 pages and includes a dedicated chapter on 

Climate Change on Energy, “sea level rise” is not mentioned or referred to once.  

 

 
96 Department of the Prime Minister and the Cabinet, Australian Government. Securing Australia’s Energy 

Future p.140 
97 Ibid.p.iii 
98 Ibid.p.25 
99 Ibid. p.142 ; The complete list is: (1) Natural gas combined cycle (NGCC) with geosequestration, (2) 

Integrated gasification combined cycle (IGCC)—black coal with geosequestration, (3) Supercritical/(Ultra-
supercritical (SC/USC)— black coal with geosequestration, (4) Integrated dewatered gasification 
combined cycle (IDGCC)—brown coal with geosequestration, (5) Supercritical (SC)—brown coal with 
geosequestration, (6) Wind, (7) Bagasse, (8) Small hydro, (9) Residential (including off-peak), (10) Solar 
hot water, and (11) Photovoltaic. 
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Echoing this, in the military sphere, the most prominent Howard-era national strategic defence 

policy documents, (A Defence Update 2003100, A Defence Update 2005101, and A Defence 

Update 2007102), climate change was completely unmentioned, as was sea level rise. At their 

core, they are remarkably similar in their strategic outlooks, reflecting the security priorities of 

the Howard government - terrorism, international crime, political instability in neighbouring 

countries, and the proliferation of WMDs. Addressing its role in the Western Pacific, the 2003 

document states, “The Australian Government should not be expected to solve the problems of 

Solomon Islands, and anyway cannot do so”103, and considers there to be a “general decline in 

governance across this region”.104 

 

3.2.2. Kevin Rudd and Julia Gillard 

 

The Labor (centre-left) Rudd- and Gillard-led governments saw climate change in a very 

different light, consistently framing climate change as a security threat to Australia. Whereas 

Howard considered climate change a long-term issue, Rudd and Gillard instead emphasised 

urgency, highlighting “the absolute urgency of acting on climate change. We cannot simply 

afford to wait.”105, considering it “a matter of national survival” (Rudd)106 and “the worst effects 

of climate change can largely be avoided if we act soon. We are a nation of reform. [...] We must 

act. And we will act. The time for words ended yesterday. The time for deeds begins today.”107 

(Gillard). 

 

Rudd included sea level rise as a primary example of the dangers of climate change, and 

particularly highlighted the direct risk this posed to Australia’s close neighbours, claiming: “We 

 
100 Department of Defence, Australian Government. Australia’s National Security: A Defence Update 

2003. 
101 Department of Defence, Australian Government. Australia’s National Security A Defence Update 
2005. 
102 Department of Defence, Australian Government. Australia’s National Security: A Defence Update 
2007 
103 Department of Defence, Australian Government. Australia’s National Security: A Defence Update 
2003, p.21 
104  Ibid. p.22 
105 Rudd, Kevin. Transcript of address at the close of the Pacific Islands Forum Cairns.  
106 Ibid. 
107 Gillard, Julia. Address to the Carbon Expo Australasia 2011.  
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in Australia see ourselves as having a particular responsibility to argue the case of Pacific Island 

countries in the major global fora on climate change.” and “those in the front line of the impact 

of climate change are within our own region, and we have a responsibility to act.”108  

Nevertheless, he did not shy away from highlighting the direct consequences to Australia 

too, stating that, should they fail to act on climate change, “then it is all of us who will suffer. 

Our children. And our grandchildren. If we fail, then it will be a failure that will echo through 

future generations.”109 Regarding the domestic effects of sea level rise, Rudd stated:  

 

“Storm surges and rising sea levels - putting at risk over 700,000 homes and businesses 

around our coastlines, [...] the risk of land being inundated or eroded by rising sea levels 

range from $50 billion to $150 billion.” 110 

 

Consistently, Rudd framed climate change and, perhaps more notably, climate change inaction 

as a severe threat to the Australian economy, society, and environment.111  

 

Gillard also directly considered sea level rise a direct threat to Australia, stating that “not acting 

means more and longer droughts. Rising sea levels. No nation can accept such threats.”112 

 

3.2.2.1. Rudd and Gillard - Climate Change as an Issue of National 

Security 

 

Rudd and Gillard, due to their framing of climate change outlined in the section above, thus 

directly included climate change as a national security issue, moving beyond the more traditional 

rogue-state- and terrorism-focused security threats highlighted by the Howard government. 

Rudd, in particular, framed climate change as a “new and emerging challenge” which would 

have “long term security impacts”. Although a far cry from the urgency found in other speeches, 

 
108 Rudd, Kevin. Joint Press Conference with Minister for Climate Change, Penny Wong Prime Minister of 

Vanuatu, Edward Natapei and Tessie Lambourne, Secretary for Foreign Affairs and Immigration. 
109 Rudd, Kevin. Address to the Lowy Institute. 
110 Ibid. 
111  Thomas, Michael Durant. The Securitization of Climate Change: Australian and United States’ Military 

Responses (2003-2013). p.227 
112 Gillard, Julia, Address to the Carbon Expo Australasia 2011. Emphasis added. 
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Rudd, in the First National Security Statement to the Parliament, was clear in considering climate 

change a national security issue: “Over the long term, climate change represents a most 

fundamental national security challenge for the long term future.”113 

 

By framing climate change as a national security issue, the military was therefore soon included 

and forced to respond to this issue. Rudd further included the ADF in his speeches on climate 

change-driven action, either by referencing increased HADR efforts, or by emphasising the 

increased demand and stresses on the defence sector as a whole due to climate change. “Many 

countries in our immediate region will be especially vulnerable to rising sea levels, droughts and 

reduced access to food and energy. Natural disasters, compounded in some cases by the impact 

of climate change, also pose an increasing demand on our defence and wider national 

security assets.”114  

 

Neither Rudd nor Gillard referred to the Australian military as a potential solution or agent of 

change regarding climate change or sea level rise. Instead, the ADF was primarily framed as a 

‘first responder’ or stabilising force which could offer HADR operations to areas which faced 

major climate disasters.115 

 

3.3. Climate Change and Sea Level Rise Within the Military 

 

Although sea level rise, and climate change as a whole, had now been effectively introduced into 

the national security agenda, the ADF itself responded in a slow, minimal, and disjointed 

manner. Within the ADF’s major environmental policies, climate change was rarely cited or 

claimed to be the impelling factor.116 

 

 
113 Rudd, Kevin. The First National Security Statement to the Parliament Address by the Prime Minister of 
Australia The Hon. Kevin Rudd MP 
114 Rudd, Kevin. Address to the Australia-Israel Chamber of Commerce and General Sir John Monash 
Foundation Leadership Luncheon Docklands. 
115 Thomas, Michael Durant. The Securitization of Climate Change: Australian and United States’ Military 

Responses (2003-2013). p.232 
116 Ibid. p.228 
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3.3.1. Defence White Papers 

 

The Defence White Papers, the most recent being published in 2016, provide an insight into the 

prioritizations and emphases within Australia’s defence and national strategy. Whereas the 

Howard-era (published in 2000) Defence White Paper does not mention climate change or sea 

level rise117, subsequent White Papers, published under later administrations, do. The Rudd-era 

2009 Defence White Paper addresses the topic of sea level rise only once, quoted below; 

 

“Uncertainty about the effects of climate change and the period of time over which 

potential impacts may develop makes it difficult to assess its strategic consequences. 

Large-scale strategic consequences of climate change are not likely to be felt before 

2030. The security effects of climate change are likely to be most pronounced where 

states have limited capacity to respond to environmental strains. The greater frequency of 

such events, together with the systemic impacts of sea-level rise, changed rainfall 

patterns and drought, will place greater pressure on water and food security, including on 

local fisheries. Many countries in our immediate neighbourhood will be especially 

vulnerable to these effects. [...] Some South Pacific nations will be placed under 

significant stress as a consequence of the impacts of climate change. They may require 

external assistance to manage the consequences of climate change, and to respond to 

natural or man-made humanitarian crises or disasters. More frequent and severe natural 

disasters and extreme weather events will also increase demands on the ADF and other 

government agencies to provide humanitarian assistance and disaster relief 

assistance in the future.”118 

 

This paragraph is emblematic of three significant points, (which will remain staples of 

subsequent White Papers); 

(a) Firstly, that although climate change is recognized as a real and substantial threat, there is 

a hesitancy to instil any sense of urgency.  

 
117 Department of Defence, Australian Government. Defence 2000: Our Future Defence Force. 
118 Department of Defence, Australian Government. Defending Australia in the Asia Pacific Century: 
Force 2030 (Defence White Paper 2009). p.40. Emphasis added. 
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(b) Secondly, that the effects of climate change, including sea level rise, will be felt more in 

neighbouring Pacific island countries, rather than on the Australian mainland.  

(c) And thirdly, that the ADF is therefore to prepare for regional HADR operations.  

 

The 2013 Defence White Paper, published during the Gillard administration, reinforces the three 

points above by highlighting how effects of climate change, including the “inundation of low-

lying regions”, would “point to an increasing demand for humanitarian assistance, disaster relief 

and stabilisation operations over coming decades.”119 This is the only reference to sea level rise 

in the document.  

 

The Turnbull-era 2016 Defence White Paper, the most recent such document, echoed the above 

points, by stating at “Climate change will be a major challenge for countries in Australia’s 

immediate region. Climate change will see higher temperatures, increased sea-level rise and will 

increase the frequency and intensity of extreme weather events.” And that, in response to this, 

“To help countries in our immediate neighbourhood respond to the challenges they face, 

Australia will continue to play an important regional leadership role. Our strategic weight, 

proximity and resources place high expectations on us to respond to instability or natural 

disasters, and climate change means we will be called on to do so more often.”120. However, this 

white paper does move beyond the exclusively external focus of the previous white papers in 

addressing the effects of climate change, and mentions domestic effects for the ADF and its 

bases; “Climate change will also place pressure on the Defence estate, with sea level rises having 

implications for Navy bases and more extreme weather events more frequently putting facilities 

at risk of damage.”121 

 

The three above points remain consistent throughout the 2009, 2013, and 2016 Defence White 

Papers. However, whereas these are points highlighted by the Ministry of Defence, they seem to 

demonstrably follow the direction, discourse, and political will of the Prime Minister in charge. 

The White Papers have thus been criticised for being inherently political - in particular the 2013 

 
119 Department of Defence, Australian Government. Defence White Paper 2013 pp.18-19 
120 Department of Defence, Australian Government. 2016 Defence White Paper p.56 
121 Ibid. p.102 
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White Paper, exemplified by the following criticism by the nonpartisan watchdog organisation 

Australia Defence Association; “The out-of-schedule publication of this White Paper in an 

election year also greatly limits its strategic utility and credibility internationally” and “This 

White Paper has also not been tabled in Parliament (as were all its predecessors bar 2009). The 

worth of the document is intrinsically diminished by avoiding the discipline inherent in 

immediate and longer-term parliamentary scrutiny.” 122  

 

Responding to the political shift toward deepening ties with neighbouring Pacific states, the ADF 

is clear in its priorities, with the 2009 White Paper directly stating that “After ensuring the 

defence of Australia from direct attack, the second priority task for the ADF is to contribute to 

stability and security in the South Pacific and East Timor. This involves conducting military 

operations, [...] providing disaster relief and humanitarian assistance, and on occasion by way of 

stabilisation interventions”.123 Throughout each of the post-2009 White Papers, the importance 

of the ADF being ready and capable of providing HADR operations in this region is re-

emphasized.  

 

The ADF subsequently invested time and resources into developing HADR capabilities. These 

include through joint exercises and training, such as the Australian-US-Japanese multinational 

HADR simulation exercise in 2020124, the Australian-French joint HADR exercise Croix du Sud 

2023,125 the recurring Australian-Chinese HADR exercise Operation Cooperation Spirit,126 and 

Australia’s ongoing Pacific Partnership deployments - the largest annual multinational HADR 

mission in the Indo-Pacific.127  

 

Not only was the emphasis on HADR (as a response to the pressures that sea level rise and 

climate change would present/exacerbate) a substantial and recurring framework, it is 

emblematic of the manner in which climate change and its effects was prioritised and 

 
122 Australia Defence Association. Preliminary comment on the 2013 Defence White Paper. 
123 Department of Defence, Australian Government. Defending Australia in the Asia Pacific Century: 
Force 2030 (Defence White Paper 2009) p.54. Emphasis added. 
124 Beach, Curt. 
125 Defence Media, Australia supports French led Pacific disaster relief exercise. 
126 navaltoday. ‘Exercise Cooperation Spirit Launches in China’ 
127 Nuzzi, Brandie. 
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incorporated into Australia’s security agenda. Notably, that sea level rise and climate change 

were not considered direct national security issues, requiring minimal adjustments to force 

structure or operations in the near term, and whose effects were limited to the peripheries of 

Canberra’s core interests and which would only be felt in the long term.  

 

What conclusions can thus be drawn from the ADF’s response to these issues? Utilising the three 

highlighted points mentioned above; 

Regarding point (a) - urgency - the ADF appears to be significantly less inclined to frame 

climate change and sea level rise as an urgent threat than the Prime Ministers, in their speeches 

outlined above. As such, the ADF emerges as an unwilling securitising actor, which seeks to 

follow the political aims of the prime minister without engaging too actively. It is therefore 

difficult to consider the ADF a securitising actor regarding sea level rise and climate change, as 

it never sought to securitise these issues, or emphasise the need to respond to these issues, in a 

manner above or beyond what the political elites did.128 

Regarding point (b) - a focus on neighbouring states rather than the threat posed to the 

mainland itself - this appears to follow the political direction of the Rudd and Gillard 

governments (which sought to deepen ties with regional partners, citing the “Asian Century” or 

the “Asian-Pacific Century”129, and engaging heavily in the Pacific Islands Forums and other 

similar international channels130 131 132)  

Regarding point (c) - an emphasis on capabilities to support HADR operations - this 

appears to represent the Australian military and defence sector’s response to the political shift 

toward supporting, helping, and maintaining stability in neighbouring pacific states (with this 

need being framed as being, at least in part, due to climate change and sea level rise), and 

perhaps the most tangible and direct response of the ADF to climate change. This stands in stark 

contrast to the urgency emphasised by the Prime Ministers above, and instead frames the threat 

of climate change as one that should be addressed with capability building - an inherently longer-

term endeavour. 

 
128 Thomas, Michael Durant. The Securitization of Climate Change: Australian and United States’ Military 
Responses (2003-2013). p.232-233 
129 ‘SOLD OUT: Kevin Rudd: The Asia-Pacific Century - Shaping the Future’. 
130 ‘Rudd Announces Pacific Islands Forum to Be Held in Cairns’ 
131 ABC News. ‘Pacific Islands Forum Opens with Rapturous Welcome’. 
132 Gillard, Julia. Australia increases support for Pacific fisheries.  
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In recent years, these points have shifted slightly. Although not a Defence White Paper, the 2020 

Defence Strategic Update serves as a “new strategy for Defence”, which “sets out the challenges 

in Australia’s strategic environment and their implications for Defence planning”133. The 68-

page document mentions climate change only once, stating; 

 

“[Addressing pandemics, resource scarcity, and other human security issues] These 

threats will be compounded by population growth, urbanisation and extreme weather 

events in which climate change plays a part. Within Australia, the intensity and frequency 

of disasters – such as the 2019-20 Black Summer bushfires – will test Australia’s 

resilience. Disaster response and resilience measures demand a higher priority in defence 

planning.”134 

 

Although it fails to instil a sense of urgency (point a) and urges for an emphasis on disaster 

response capabilities within defence planning (point c), it nonetheless diverges in point (b), 

wherein the focus on neighbouring countries has shifted in favour of recognizing the effects of 

climate change on the Australian mainland. However, the primacy of its neighbours is 

nonetheless highlighted, as it states “The Government has decided that defence planning will 

focus on Australia’s immediate region [...] That immediate region is Australia’s area of most 

direct strategic 

Interest. [...] Our defence relationships with countries in this region are an essential part of our 

security planning, including with the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) member 

states, Papua New Guinea, Timor-Leste and Pacific Island countries..”135 The document does not 

address sea level rise at all.  

 

The 2020 Force Structure Plan, released alongside the 2020 Defence Strategic Update, details the 

investments needed the ADF will make to implement the objectives outlined in the 2020 Defence 

Strategic Update. This document, too, fails to address both climate change and sea level rise. A 

 
133 Department of Defence, Australian Government. 2020 Defence Strategic Update. 
134 Ibid. p.16 
135 Ibid. p.21 
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particularly glaring omission is in Chapter 12, focused on “Defence estate” and Defence estate 

investments. Although the Australian Department of Defence has carried out multiple Defence 

climate change risk assessments136 - which highlight how inundation and coastal erosion can 

affect various ADF coastal sites - no mention of these risks (or the investments needed to protect 

such bases and installations from them) can be found in the 2020 Force Structure Plan. 

 

3.3.2. Further ADF Speech Acts and Documents 

 

This perspective and mindset, centred on the three points above, is corroborated and reinforced 

by the vast majority of high-level military decision-makers. Climate change remained generally 

unmentioned by ADF executives (including the Chief of Defence Forces, or CDF, and the 

Secretary of Defence), until at least 2007. In a senate hearing in June 2008, the then CDF Angus 

Houston was asked about how the ADF is assessing the security threat of climate change 

responded by stating; 

 

“We are very much aware that there will be security consequences of climate change and 

we will do our level best to identify all of those in a complete and comprehensive way. I 

think it is true to say that in our region there are particular countries which could be very 

susceptible to changes in sea level, particularly if the level of the sea rises—small island 

nations out in the Pacific—and, if the climate changes dramatically in some of the 

countries to our north, we could see flow-on effects from that.”137 

 

Of particular note here is the phrasing that there “will be”, in the future tense, effects of climate 

change, rather than this being a currently existing issue, and that, in answering “whether any 

work has been done by the ADF since the last estimates in terms of assessing the security threats 

and likely conflicts caused as a result of climate change”, the answer is immediately pivoted to 

neighbouring Pacific island nations, rather than the Australian mainland being threatened. Sea 

 
136 CoastAdapt. “Defence Climate Change Risk Assessment.” ; The ADF has financed a $2 million study 
entitled “Adaptation and Planning Strategies to Mitigate the Impact of Climate Change Induced Sea Level 
Rise, Flooding and Erosion at Selected Sites”, however, this study has not been released to the public. 
137 Budget Estimates 2008-2009 – Parliament of Australia. p. 46 
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level rise is used as the primary example of the effects of climate change on these nations. 

Between 2003 and 2013, Houston was the only CDF found to mention climate change.138  

 The later CDF Mark Binskin, who served as CDF between 2014 and 2018, acknowledged 

climate change (in an October 2015 Senate hearing), but noted that the ADF does not specifically 

plan for climate change. Although it does plan for the potential consequences of climate change, 

these specifically included natural and humanitarian disasters and mass people movements - a 

continuation of the previously highlighted approach of emphasising HADR capabilities as a 

response to climate change. When asked about appointing a Defence climate change czar, he 

responded “It might look good, but practically it doesn’t give me anything”.139 

 

3.4. The State of Securitisation  

 

The Australian Defense Force (ADF) has demonstrably been reluctant to actively securitise 

climate change, instead following the lead of the government, which has taken a more active role 

in addressing the issue - at least when led by parties valuing climate change legislation more 

highly. This highly politicised nature of the discourse surrounding climate change, combined 

with the ADF’s reputation as an inherently apolitical and non-partisan organisation/actor, is 

likely a reason for the ADF's reluctance to take a more active role. However, this has resulted in 

the ADF framing climate change and sea-level rise primarily in terms of Humanitarian 

Assistance and Disaster Response (HADR), which does not convey the urgency, exceptional 

means, or major threat that active securitisation would imply.  

 

From a political perspective, the decision to include the military as a securitising actor for 

climate change makes sense, as the military has widespread public support and trust which can 

be leveraged for political reasons. Additionally, the military’s focus on long-term strategic 

planning can prove important and/or useful in addressing climate change. As the Rudd and 

Gillard-era labour governments sought to broaden the security concept to include climate 

change, this necessitated including the military, as the traditionally primary actor within the field 

 
138 Thomas, Michael Durant. The Securitization of Climate Change: Australian and United States’ Military 
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of security. Furthermore, from the military’s perspective, the ADF had certain reasons to adhere 

to the government’s rhetoric and approach. Following the political shift to focus on climate 

change, the military could pivot to HADR to justify continued funding, training, capacity-

building, and thus prevent atrophy and hollowing-out in a post-Iraq, post-Afghanistan era for the 

ADF. As climate change is increasingly highlighted as a relevant, exacerbating, and widespread 

threat to security, the ADF may be positioned to leverage this even further.  

 

4. Case Study Nation 2: China 

4.1. National Climate Change Acknowledgment and Ambition in Legislation 

 

The Chinese government has had a complex, nuanced, evolving, and sometimes self-

contradictory approach to climate change and sea level rise. China has historically considered 

climate change to be a development issue, and primarily one related to economic development, 

rather than a security issue140. Due to this, China has sought to avoid framing climate change into 

a security threat, perhaps most notably by resisting having the United Nations Security Council 

address climate change, deeming it an inappropriate forum.141 

 

Around 2007, the international community began placing increasing pressure on China to 

acknowledge and address climate change. A primary driver for this was the recent release of the 

IPCC report which projected China as the largest greenhouse gas emitter in the world.142 In the 

following years, the Chinese government actively sought to demonstrate its commitment to 

climate change, and therefore: 

- (in 2009) announced a substantial, but long-term, reduction of its carbon dioxide 

emissions per unit of GDP;143 

- (in 2011) announced its Five-Year-Plan, which further set targets for reduced energy 

consumption, increased use of green energy sources, and reduced Co2 emissions per unit 

of GDP;144 

 
140 Bo, Yan. p.106  
141 UN Press. SECURITY COUNCIL HOLDS FIRST-EVER DEBATE ON IMPACT OF CLIMATE 
CHANGE ON PEACE, SECURITY, HEARING OVER 50 SPEAKERS 
142 Trombetta, Maria Julia. p.107 
143 Bo, Yan. p.106 
144 Ibid. p.106 
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- (in 2012) published the Second National Communication on Climate Change, which 

reaffirmed and contextualised the former Five-Year-Plan and its ambitious climate 

change policies;145 and  

- (in 2013) issued its National Strategy for Climate Change Adaptation, which established 

concrete guidelines, principles, and goals for climate change adaptation.146 

 

2007 can also serve as a turning point for when climate change began to be, at least partially, 

referred to in terms of security. Whereas the 2007 National Climate Change Programme only 

uses the word “impact” to refer to the effects of climate change on China (see paragraph (a) 

below), the 2008 White Paper entitled “China's policies and actions on climate change” begins 

to use the term “threat” (see paragraph (b) below. Although their core message is largely 

similar, the tonal shift is noteworthy: 

 

(a) “Studies indicate that climate change has caused some impacts on China, such as sea 

level rise in the coastal areas, glacial retreat in northwest area, the earlier arrival of the 

Spring phenophase. It will also bring about significant impacts on China’s natural 

ecosystems and social economic system in the future’ .” 

 

(b) “China is vulnerable to the adverse effects of climate change, which has posed 

substantial threats to the natural ecological systems as well as the economic and social 

development of the country. These threats are particularly pressing in the fields of 

agriculture and animal husbandry, forestry, natural ecological systems and water 

resources, and in coastal and ecological fragile zones” 

 

Although this turning point is arguable, as climate change had been deemed a threat to national 

security before in some regards, particularly by certain Chinese academics, and had yet to be 

securitised in other domains, it serves as an adequate starting point for when a comprehensive 

analysis of the state of securitisation can be embarked upon. The following sections will seek to 

 
145 The People’s Republic of China. Second National Communication on Climate Change of the People’s 
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address this, through analysing (A) the Chinese government’s framing of climate change on the 

international stage, (B) the framing of climate change domestically/internally, (C) China’s non-

military White Papers, and (D) China’s military White Papers. Through this comprehensive 

overview, conclusions can be drawn as to the state of securitisation that exists regarding climate 

change, and how this has evolved and shifted over time.  

 

4.2. (A) The Chinese Government’s Framing of Climate Change on the 

International Stage 

 

China’s hesitance to elevate climate change into a security issue can perhaps be most 

demonstrably seen in its long-standing insistence to avoid having the United Nations Security 

Council (UNSC) address it.  

 

As the UNSC held its first debate on the relationship between security and climate change in 

2007, climate change was demonstrably securitised: the British Foreign Secretary, Margaret 

Beckett, considered climate change a security issue, going beyond national security to include 

“our collective security in a fragile and increasingly interdependent world”. General Secretary 

Ban Ki-moon projected drastic consequences for global societies, economies, and peace and 

security. The representative of the Pacific Islands Forum called climate change no less 

threatening than the dangers of guns and bombs.147  

 

However, China’s representative, Liu Zhenmin rejected the premise of the UNSC addressing 

climate change, saying: “The developing countries believe that the Security Council has neither 

the professional competence in handling climate change -- nor is it the right decision-making 

place for extensive participation leading up to widely acceptable proposals,”148 He further 

emphasised that “Discussions in today’s meeting should be regarded as an exception, with 

neither outcome documents, nor follow-up actions.”149  

 
147 UN Press. Security Council Fails to Adopt Resolution Integrating Climate-Related Security Risk into 
Conflict-Prevention Strategies 
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CHANGE ON PEACE, SECURITY, HEARING OVER 50 SPEAKERS 
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A 2009 debate, initiated by the Pacific Small Island Developing States in the United Nations 

General Assembly, culminated with Resolution 63/281 which acknowledged the security 

implications of climate change. The PSIDS issued a statement on “Views on the Possible 

Security Implications of Climate Change”, framing sea level rise as a  clear security threat, both 

locally and internationally, and requiring immediate action. 

 

“Sea levels are rising, coasts are eroding, natural resources are being depleted, [...] At 

the same time, resettlements and conflicts have already been triggered by these adverse 

impacts. Individually and in combination, these impacts have implications for national 

security and are on the threshold of endangering regional and international peace 

and security[...]. Limited by their economic and environmental vulnerabilities, the 

PSIDS are on the frontlines of these impacts, with their survival at stake. [...] The 

security challenges they face will increase in the future and be felt around the world. All 

relevant organs of the United Nations must engage holistically and immediately to 

address the security implications of climate change.”150 

 

The Chinese delegation, meanwhile, emphasised that climate change was a sustainable 

development issue, and discussions relating to it should be kept within the UNFCCC.151 

 

In 2011, the UN Security Council held a debate on “Maintenance of international peace and 

security: the impact of climate change”. The representative of the PSIDS echoed the sentiments 

of the quoted paragraph above. The representative of Germany stated that “Most national 

security establishments considered global warming as among the biggest security challenges of 

the century” and that “environmental degradation often acted as a driver of conflict.  Such 

conflicts were not isolated in one country but tended to destabilise all regions.”.152 The 

representative of the United Kingdom rebuked the idea that the Security Council was the wrong 

forum, stating “the mandates of those United Nations bodies dealing with climate change were 

 
150 PSIDS. “Views on the Possible Security Implications of Climate Change.” 
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152 UN Press. Security Council, in Statement, Says ‘Contextual Information’ on Possible Security 
Implications of Climate Change Important When Climate Impacts Drive Conflict  



 

43 

being respected.  The Council’s debate did not undermine them.” he further emphasised that 

“Climate change must be seen as a ‘threat multiplier’, exacerbating tensions and increasing the 

likelihood of conflict.”153 

 

The Chinese representative, however, maintained that climate change was “fundamentally a 

sustainable development issue” and that the UN Security Council “did not have the means and 

resources to address it”.154  

 

It is evident from these examples above that as climate change began to be framed as a security 

issue in international fora, China remained reluctant to securitise it and sceptical of international 

(primarily Western) attempts to do so. Should this be viewed through the lens of the 

securitisation framework, China in this situation plays the role of the audience, which rejects the 

attempts at securitisation of others.  

 

China did, however, begin to tentatively securitise the issue of climate change around 2014. The 

U.S. (at the time led by the Obama administration) issued a joint statement with the Chinese 

government focused on climate change and emphasising their dedication to a successful climate 

accord in Paris. Thus, China was encouraged to acknowledge climate change in a more holistic 

and developed manner, as this was in the run-up to the 2015 COP21 in Paris. The 

internal/domestic factors pushing for this (gradual) shift are more directly evident. Significant 

domestic environmental degradation in vulnerable areas - such as typhoons hitting coastal areas 

and the effects of melting glaciers in the Tibetan plateaus - prompted a need to react. 

Furthermore, the significant use of coal for its energy demands created substantial air pollution, 

which had direct, and clearly visible, public health effects. 155 

 

In 2014 Li Keqiang, then the Chinese Premier, declared “the war on pollution” at the annual 

session of the National People's Congress.156 Framing this issue as a “war” is a demonstrable 

example of securitising language. It creates an extraordinary and unifying discursive framework, 

 
153 Ibid. 
154 Ibid. 
155 Trombetta, Maria Julia. p. 108 
156 Xinhua Insight: China Declares War against Pollution_China National People’s Congress. 



 

44 

in which one can mobilise resources beyond the normal. However, in Li Keqiang’s “war on 

pollution”, the set of measures implemented remained firmly within the political realm. The 

State Council issued the Air Pollution Prevention and Control Action Plan, alongside a range of 

other official plans for clean water, pollution, and land restoration. Older high-emission vehicles 

were legislated out, lower-emission diesel fuel was to be made available in greater quantities, 

and China's various municipalities and regions were encouraged to cooperate more closely and 

invest in protecting and safeguarding their respective local environments.157  

 

Soon thereafter, the 2015 Paris COP21 Summit led to the adoption of the Paris Agreement on 

December 12, 2015, of which Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) was a principal 

feature. NDCs entail that each participating country submits their individual climate action plans, 

which outline the specific actions a country intends to take to reduce greenhouse gas emissions 

and adapt to the impacts of climate change. This “voluntary” and self-determined principle, 

alongside a designation of China as a “developing” country, reduced the direct external pressure 

on China to cut emissions.158  

 

Thus, within this context, China was able to avoid external impositions and define its role on the 

international stage regarding climate change. It committed to support developing countries in 

mitigating and adapting to climate change, and pledged to substantially reduce its domestic 

emissions - including by committing to peaking Co2 emissions by 2030 and reducing Co2 per of 

GDP by two-thirds of their 2005 levels by 2030. The Paris Summit was also a milestone in that it 

was the first time that China’s leader attended a COP meeting.159  

 

However, at the same time, it quietly distanced itself from further commitments - China did not 

contribute more to the Green Climate Fund, opposed creating more precise mechanisms of 

differentiation between nations, initially resisted any commitment to setting sub-1.5 degrees of 

warming as a target, and resisted the creation of the “High Ambition Coalition”.160 
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Although the reasons for this ambivalence can not be known for sure, it seems likely that climate 

change is being embraced largely for political reasons. China appeared to position itself as a 

major player on the international scene regarding climate change, to be seen as a mature and 

reasonable actor which would voluntarily assume a greater share of responsibilities. An example 

of this is in China’s concept of “ecological civilization” - a set of values and development 

concepts that emphasise the importance of environmental protection and sustainable 

development, but which has been utilised to place itself at the centre of the world and exert 

influence abroad. Within this context, the concept of ecological civilization can be seen to serve 

two primary purposes - firstly, to improve China’s image and reputation on the global stage, as it 

has been criticised for its environmental record in the past. Secondly, to promote China’s soft 

power and set an example for other countries, positioning itself as a leader in the fight against 

climate change.161 

 

Thus, a language of securitisation began to be increasingly used in the subsequent years - 

although tentatively. In the third UNSC meeting on climate change and security, held in January 

2019, the Chinese representative acknowledged that “Climate change-induced natural disasters 

wreaked havoc in many parts of the world and posed grave threats to food security, water 

resources, ecological environment, energy, and human life and properties,” and added that “In 

certain regions, these issues have even become disruptive factors, undermining peace and 

stability.”162 Although this demonstrated a certain recognition of climate change being a factor in 

generating insecurity, and thus partially securitised, China still sought to ensure that climate 

change was not securitised. In December 2021, Zhang Jun, the Chinese representative to the UN, 

stressed the “need to avoid securitisation of climate issues.”163 Thus, the increasingly securitising 

rhetoric is undermined by inconsistent approaches to climate change, and an insistence to not 

securitise the issue. While investing heavily in renewable energy, China also continues to rely 

heavily on coal, and had six times as many coal-fired power plants under construction as the rest 

of the world combined in early 2023. Evidently, although China appears eager to fill the void left 
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by the US’ lacklustre stance on climate change in the second half of the 2010s, it struggles to 

claim this role. 164 

 

4.3. (B) The Framing of Climate Change Domestically/Internally 

 

Within the Chinese political elite, the rhetoric on climate change has followed a similar trend to 

the section listed above - this is largely to be expected, as the Chinese representatives in 

international fora will ensure their rhetoric and approach is in line with the Party’s wishes. By 

and large, climate change has not been discussed through the lens of security - neither by Xi 

Jinping and his closest ministers, nor by the plethora of official policy papers and similar 

documents issued under his (or his predecessor’s) reign. There are, however, three divergences 

worth pointing out - firstly - the domestic academia; secondly - the China Meteorological 

Administration; and thirdly - the military.  

 

(1) Within China’s academia, certain experts have been trying to make the link between national 

security and climate change for over a decade. Zhang Haibin, a professor at Beijing University, 

is at the forefront of this debate and has published numerous articles and books on this nexus. In 

his book published in 2010, Zhang outlines four principal aspects of the threat facing China; 

1. The rise of sea levels caused by climate change, leading to the reduction of usable land 

and its quality; 

2. The adverse effects to people’s livelihood, including through reduced access to resources 

and the destruction of property; 

3. The adverse effects on China's military, national defence, and strategic projects; and 

4. The adverse effects of taking on international climate commitments, and their effects on 

China’s sovereignty. 165 

 

The four principal aspects of the threat that Zhang outlines can all be seen as existential threats to 

China's national security. Zhang has continued to publish articles since, seeking to elevate the 
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issue further and impel the government to act. One government agency in particular has 

highlighted his work repeatedly; 

 

(2) The second such divergence within China, and in particular within the Chinese government, 

is the China Meteorological Administration (CMA) - the national weather service of the PRC. 

The CMA has considered climate change a security risk for over a decade, including by 

highlighting Zhang Haibin’s work. The head of the CMA, Zheng Guoguang, has also stated that 

“climate change has already proposed severe challenges to China’s national security”, and will 

severely affect both China’s traditional as well as non-traditional security (such as its resource-, 

ecological- and economic security).166 Zheng Guoguang further urged the Chinese government to 

address climate change as a matter of national security, in order to boost China’s sustainable 

development.167  

 

There are two important points to note here - firstly, that Zheng Guoguang, in his urge to the 

government mentioned above, and Zhang Haibin, both securitise climate change but keep it 

firmly within the political process. Secondly, that although the CMA - as an official government 

entity - effectively securitising climate change would seem to be representative of the 

government’s position, the CMA’s standpoint and rhetoric has not been echoed or reinforced by 

other departments or agencies within the government. 

 

(3) Thirdly, the military. The connections between the military domain and climate change are 

relatively scant, leading some experts to surmise that the CCP is actively resisting connecting the 

two issues.168  

 

The PLA established a Military Climate Change Expert Committee (“军

队气候变化专家委员会”) in December 2008, with the aim to “provide 

decision-making support and technical support for the military to 
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scientifically respond to climate change.”169 The committee consisted of “ well-

known academicians and experts both inside and outside the military, relevant leaders from the 

National Development and Reform Commission, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry of 

Science and Technology, the China Meteorological Administration, the State Oceanic 

Administration, and the National Natural Science Foundation of China.”170 However, it 

only held its first “report meeting” in 2013, addressing “The Military 

Coping with Climate Change” (“军队应对全球气候变化”). Nothing was 

published on the results of this meeting, and the committee does not 

seem to have met again since.171 

 

There is similarly little focus on climate change in the PLA’s own 

newspaper/publication, the “People’s Liberation Army Daily” (解放军

报). Exemplifying this, sea level rise (“海平面上升”) is never mentioned 

in a context directly related to the PLA itself. Insofar as the 

research for this essay was able to conclude, the only articles or publications 

on the PLA Daily website which refer to sea level rise are the following: (translations of the 

article titles are the authors own) 

- “NATO can't cope with climate change- China National Defense News”172 

- “The U.S.-Japan ‘Dirty’ Alliance That Poisons the Earth's Environment”173 

- “Are the U.S. Army's combat vehicles going electric?”174 

- “Britain's new maritime security strategy is ambitious”175 

- “Chinese representative calls for all efforts to slow climate warming and curb rapid sea 

level rise”176 

 
169 经总参谋部批准军队气候变化专家委员会6日成立 [With the Approval of the General Staff, the Military 

Climate Change Expert Committee Was Established on the 6th.] 
170 [解放军军队气候变化专家委员会成立] The PLA Military Climate Change Expert Committee Was 

Established - China Climate Change Information Network. 
171  Stoetman, Adája et al. p.19 
172 Zhang, Xiaoli. 
173 Yanfei, Guo  
174 Zhang, Xiaoli, and Xu Zhanhu. 
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- “To tackle climate change, China is taking action”177 

- “Full text of the White Paper on China's Arctic Policy”178 

 

Of these articles, only the last three explicitly address sea level rise in relation to China. 

However, they can largely be discounted. The first two, “Chinese representative calls for all 

efforts to slow climate warming and curb rapid sea level rise” and “To tackle climate change, 

China is taking action”, are both republished directly from Xinhua News Agency, and can 

therefore not be considered a representation of the PLA’s thinking toward climate change. (The 

former of these is an article on Zhang Jun, mentioned above, and his statements in the UNSC on 

climate change, while the latter is a heavily propagandised video originally published by Xinhua 

embellishing China’s climate record). The last article listed, a republished white paper from the 

Chinese government (The State Council Information Office), can likewise not be considered a 

representation of the PLA’s stance on sea level rise.  

 

Although the remainder of the articles are (mostly) written directly for the PLA Daily, they are 

nonetheless focused entirely on the US, Japan, and the UK, rather than China and its military.  

 

Furthermore, in the research carried out for this essay, the author 

was unable to find any instances of any PLA Minister of National 

Defense acknowledging sea level rise (“海平面上升”). The research 

included all five ministers who have occupied the post since March 

2003.  

 

As will further be demonstrated by the brief overview of relevant white papers below, it remains 

abundantly evident that climate change, in particular sea level rise, has not to any substantial 

degree penetrated the military thinking of the PLA, nor has the PLA been mobilised or urged to 

respond to its threat. 
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Thus, the PLA seems to only be indirectly involved in climate change adaptation and mitigation 

efforts within the Chinese political system. One such instance is its participation in tree-planting 

initiatives to combat desertification and pollution, both of which are recognized as significant 

issues in the country. Premier Li Keqiang's declaration of a "war on pollution" in 2014 led to the 

deployment of 60,000 PLA infantry soldiers in 2018 for large-scale tree-planting activities.179 

Additionally, there have been reports of military aircraft being utilised to scatter seeds in 

extensive endeavours to make the Gobi Desert and other barren lands fertile,180 and relatively 

frequent deployments of PLA personnel and equipment following environmental disasters, such 

as the 2021 flooding in the Henan province.181 However, it is important to note that the PLA's 

involvement remains indirect and within the context of broader domestic political strategies.182 

 

4.4. (C) China’s Non-Military White Papers 

 

This section will seek to address two principal points through examining published government 

white papers of a non-military nature - in this case, white papers covering the government's 

perspective on and approach to climate change. Firstly, the degree to which climate change is 

addressed in securitised terms, and secondly, how (or if) the military is included in this approach.  

 

In climate change-focused white papers up to (and including) 2007, climate change is addressed 

in non-securitised terms. For example in the 2007 National Climate Change Programme, climate 

change is not framed as a threat, with the word “impact” being used to describe its relationship 

with China: “climate change has caused some impacts on China, such as sea level rise in the 

coastal areas, glacial retreat in northwest area.”183 Although it does acknowledge that there will 

be future “impacts” of increased severity, this is acknowledged in a particularly passive manner 

with little urgency to act: “It will also bring about significant impacts on China’s natural 
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ecosystems and social economic system in the future”184. This passivity may be due to a self-

ascribed “relatively low capacity to tackle climate change”.185 

 

An interesting point to note regarding this white paper is that sea level rise is highlighted as a 

prominent, if not principal, example of the impacts of climate change: 

 

“Climate change has brought certain impacts on the coastal environment and ecosystems 

of China in some extent, mainly represented by the accelerating trend of sea level rise 

along the Chinese coast in the past 50 years, which resulted in coastal erosion and 

seawater intrusion, as well as mangrove and coral reef degradation. The future climate 

change will have even greater impact on the sea level and coastal ecosystems of China. 

Firstly, the sea level along the Chinese coast will continue to rise. Secondly, the 

frequency of typhoon and storm surge will increase, aggravating the hazards induced by 

coastal erosion. Thirdly, some typical marine ecosystems, including coastal wetlands, 

mangroves and coral reefs, will be further damaged.”186  

 

This acknowledgement of sea level rise as a vital and clear demonstration of the severity of 

climate change does not emerge much in subsequent white papers.  

 

The 2008 white paper on “China's policies and actions on climate change”, maintains that 

climate change is overwhelmingly a development issue, but uses the term “threat”, rather than 

“impact”: 

 

“China is vulnerable to the adverse effects of climate change, which has posed substantial 

threats to the natural ecological systems as well as the economic and social development 

of the country. These threats are particularly pressing in the fields of agriculture and 
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animal husbandry, forestry, natural ecological systems and water resources, and in coastal 

and ecological fragile zones” 187 

 

It also highlights sea level rise as a prominent threat, stating that “With a coastline over 18,000 

km long, China is vulnerable to the adverse effects of sea level rises,” and “Sea level rise will 

undermine the capacity of public drainage facilities in coastal cities, and impair the functions of 

harbors”.188 While specifically acknowledging harbours, it is surprising that the PLA Navy, 

reliant on harbours for its operations, is not mentioned. As will be explored later, it is noteworthy 

that the PLA Navy (including its naval bases) have not been discursively linked to climate 

change or sea level rise, which stands in stark contrast to the US Navy’s active research and 

work on the issue.  

 

However, over the next few years, the prevalence of sea level rise in these climate change-

focused white papers diminished significantly. The 2020 “Energy in China's New Era”, for 

example, does not mention sea level rise at all. Although it does consider climate change a 

“severe global problem”, it is being addressed firmly within established political means:  

 

“Facing increasingly severe global problems such as climate change, environmental risks 

and challenges, and energy and resource constraints, China embraces the vision of a 

global community of shared future and accelerates its transformation towards green and 

low-carbon development in economy and society.”189 

 

“Confronted by the severe impact of climate change, China advocates a global 

community of shared future, greater international cooperation on energy governance, and 

a new round of energy reform directed towards clean and low-carbon development.”190 

 

 
187 National Development and Reform Commission. “China’s Policies and Actions on Climate Change 
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Beyond this alignment with the “global community” on climate change and energy governance, 

China also seeks to “guide global cooperation in climate change” and actively support “the least 

developed countries, small island countries, African countries and other developing countries in 

their response to climate change.”191 This appears to be in line with the above mentioned 

hypothesis of climate change being used as a geopolitical tool to gain international standing and 

influence. Whereas in the late 2000s, the rhetoric was focused on China’s vulnerability to climate 

change (such as its exposed coastline and the impact/threat of sea level rise), the following 

decade saw the rhetoric shift to one in which climate change was a “global problem” in which 

China was able to support others (key strategic allies, whether small Pacific islands or African 

countries) and even “guide” global cooperative efforts.  

 

The 2021 white paper “Responding to Climate Change: China's Policies and Actions”, further 

reinforces this narrative. It differs from the white paper the year previous, however, in that it 

mentions sea level rise once: 

 

“Rising temperatures and sea levels and frequent extreme climate events pose a serious 

challenge for the very survival of humanity and are long-term major threats to the 

security of global food, water, ecology, energy and infrastructure, and to people’s lives 

and property. Therefore, addressing climate change is a task of great urgency.”192 

 

Beyond the single mention of sea level rise, what is perhaps most of note in this paragraph, and 

in the white paper as a whole, is the sense of urgency instilled in tackling climate change. 

However, the measures called for are far from outside the realm of ordinary politics. Rather, the 

emphasis is placed on what China is already doing for the climate.  

 

“China has contributed to global unity on climate governance through its leaders’ climate 

diplomacy. President Xi Jinping has elaborated China’s view on global climate 

governance at many events, facilitating major progress at the global level.”193  
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A far cry from elevating measures beyond the political realm, this white paper instead 

meticulously outlined how Xi Jinping - perhaps the closest thing to an embodiment of China’s 

political authority - has sought to drive the question of climate change forward. It mentions his 

speech at the 2015 COP conference, his ratification of the Paris Agreement (“a forceful push for 

the agreement to take effect quickly, showing China’s ambition and resolution in tackling 

climate change”), his UN General Assembly speech in 2020 in which he announced an increase 

in China’s NDCs (“demonstrating China’s resolve in applying its new development philosophy 

and its clear attitude to make further contributions to global efforts against climate change”), his 

participation at the 2020 Climate Ambition Summit, a 2021 speech at the UN General Assembly 

in which he made a range of promises and commitments (“manifesting China’s sense of 

responsibility as a major country”), and his October 2021 keynote speech at the COP. 

 

The 2023 white paper “China's Green Development in the New Era” reinforces the above 

narratives, and seeks to further highlight what China has done or is doing to address climate 

change. It does not mention sea level rise. It also does not securitise the issue of climate change, 

nor evoke any sense of urgency or imagery of imminent danger.194 

 

A recurring and overarching point to note is that the military is entirely unaddressed in each of 

these above mentioned white papers.  

 

4.5. (D) China’s Military White Papers 

 

It therefore becomes relevant to look at the military-focused white papers, which demonstrate the 

priorities, approaches, and mindsets predominant in China’s national security domain.  

 

 
194 The State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China. China’s Green Development 
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The 2008 “White Paper of China’s National Defense” was the first such national security white 

paper which mentioned climate change. It is mentioned only once, alongside other issues.195 It 

does include the military in ecological conservation efforts, mentioning:  

 

“The PLA has launched an in-depth movement to conserve energy and resources by 

encouraging conservation-minded supply and consumption. It protects the ecological 

environment of military areas by initiating a grassland conservation project, a pilot 

project for preventing and alleviating sand storms affecting coastal military facilities, and 

efforts to harness pollution by military units stationed in the area known as the Bohai Sea 

rim.”196 

 

It further mentions the PLA’s central role in HADR operations, and named two recent examples 

in 2008 in which the PLA and People’s Armed Police Force (PAPF - a paramilitary force 

reporting directly to the Central Military Commission) had been deployed domestically 

following natural disasters in Southern and Central China.  

 

The subsequent 2010 “White Paper on National Defense” follows a similar theme. It mentions 

climate change only once:  

 

“Security threats posed by such global challenges as terrorism, economic insecurity, 

climate change, nuclear proliferation, insecurity of information, natural disasters, public 

health concerns and transnational crime are on the rise.”197 

 

What is perhaps of note is that further down the same document, a remarkably similar sentence 

omits climate change: ““Non-traditional security concerns, such as existing terrorism threats, 

energy, resources, finance, information and natural disasters, are on the rise.” 198 The white paper 

 
195 The full quote is: “issues such as terrorism, environmental disasters, climate change, serious 
epidemics, transnational crime and pirates are becoming increasingly prominent”. 2008 White Paper of 
China’s National Defense  
196 Information Office of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China. China’s National Defense in 
2008. 
197 Information Office of the State Council of The People’s Republic of China. “China’s National Defense 

in 2010.” 
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acknowledges, but minimally, the existence of the PLA’s role in both environmental 

conservation efforts as well as its role in HADR operations - although both of these points are 

largely glossed over. 

 

Remarkably, climate change is completely omitted in all subsequent defence white papers - 

including the white papers published in 2013, 2015, and 2019.  

 

The 2013 “China Defense White Paper (The Diversified Employment of China's Armed Forces)” 

mentions that “Serious natural disasters, security accidents and public health incidents keep 

occurring”, and highlights that “China's armed forces take an active part in international disaster 

relief and humanitarian aid operations organised by the government.”199 

 

The short 2015 China Defense White Paper (China’s Military Strategy) highlights a wide range 

of traditional and non-traditional security threats facing China, including the US’ and Japan’s 

militarization efforts in the Pacific, “Regional terrorism, separatism and extremism” (especially 

regarding “the ‘Taiwan independence’ separatist forces” and “Separatist forces for ‘East 

Turkistan independence’ and ‘Tibet independence’”), and further claims that its “national 

security is more vulnerable to international and regional turmoil, terrorism, piracy, serious 

natural disasters and epidemics, and the security of overseas interests concerning energy and 

resources, strategic sea lines of communication (SLOCs), as well as institutions, personnel and 

assets abroad, has become an imminent issue.”200 The lack of acknowledgment of climate 

change, given the plethora of similar non-traditional security threats listed, is noteworthy. 

 

The 2019 White Paper, China’s National Defense in the New Era, reinforces the points above:  

 

“Global and regional security issues are on the increase. International arms control and 

disarmament efforts have suffered setbacks, with growing signs of arms races. The non-

proliferation of weapons of mass destruction remains problematic. The international non-
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proliferation regime is compromised by pragmatism and double standards, and hence 

faces new challenges. Extremism and terrorism keep spreading. Non-traditional security 

threats involving cyber security, bio-security and piracy are becoming more pronounced. 

The Iranian nuclear issue has taken an unexpected turn, and there is no easy political 

solution to the Syrian issue. The security of individual countries is becoming increasingly 

intertwined, interlinked and interactive. No country can respond alone or stand aloof.” 201 

 

While the 2008 and 2010 white papers acknowledge climate change as a non-traditional security 

threat, subsequent white papers seemingly omit it (and sea level rise), despite focusing 

considerably on emerging non-traditional security threats. The 2015 white paper, in particular, 

has a maritime domain focus, and was published in the midst of China’s rapid military buildup of 

artificial islands (and harbours) in the South China Sea, which further makes the omission 

noteworthy (referring back to how the Pacific ocean will see higher-than-average sea level rise, 

and how harbours had been highlighted as particularly susceptible in the 2008 white paper on 

“China's policies and actions on climate change” above).  

 

4.6. Speculations as to the PLA’s Lack of Response to Climate Change 

 

The above mentioned omission of climate change from defence-focused white papers, the lack of 

acknowledgment of sea level rise from any minister of defence (and limited mentions of climate 

change), the complete omission of the military apparatus from every environmentally-focused 

white paper, and other such reasons mentioned (and not mentioned) above, lead to a very 

apparent conclusion - the PLA and climate change have not been linked by the Chinese 

government, nor has the PLA sought to become a relevant actor in climate change discourse.  

 

The reasons for this can only be speculated upon. Within the PLA, it seems as though their 

security planners consider climate change and sea level rise to be of marginal or indirect 

importance to their operations. The few expert commissions and specialised bodies established to 
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investigate the national security risks of climate change do not seem to have led to any decisive 

outcomes, either in changed actions or even issued statements of intent.202 

The Chinese government, led by Xi Jinping since 2012, appears to have attempted to leverage 

climate change as a geopolitical issue. Within this framework, the military does not seem to have 

had a clear role to play, and was therefore disregarded as a relevant actor. In attempting to 

position China as a global leader on climate change, an inclusion of the military sector may have 

been deemed too bellicose or as sending off the wrong message, with the PLA thus relegated to 

minor HADR operations and similar deployments. A further point of consideration, perhaps less 

likely but nonetheless with severe outcomes should this be the case, could be that the PLA has 

been urged to prepare for armed conflict in the short-to-medium term - with a single-minded and 

focused military apparatus thus preferred. In this case, the thinking could be that energy 

conservation efforts, substantial rebuilding of military bases and static assets, doctrinal shifts, 

and manpower spent on theorising on climate change, are all detrimental to immediate 

warfighting capabilities. A parallel consideration is that should the next major conflict be 

imagined in the short term, the most dramatic effects of climate change will be unlikely to have 

occurred yet203, and thus have not affected this envisioned battleground - relegating such 

theorising to future consideration. As an example of this, one can wonder why the recently and 

rapidly built military bases in the South China Sea, including major harbours and landing strips 

barely over sea level, have not been publicly acknowledged as vulnerable to sea level rise or 

climate change. Is there simply a lack of transparency regarding their maintenance, or a lack of 

public will to invest the needed resources to maintain these stations for longer term use? Or are 

they intended to be used within such a short time frame that their exposure to the cumulatively 

harsher effects of climate change over time can be factored away? 

 

Although the domain of using climate change-related weatherization processes to judge 

operational timeframes deserves further research, it will not be further addressed by this thesis. 

In the end, perhaps the most simple of explanations may be true - that climate change remains “a 
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development issue” and/or an economic issue in the eyes of the CCP, and that the military 

therefore plays a very marginal role in addressing it. 

 

4.7. Summary 

 

Evidently, China’s relationship with sea level rise and climate change as political/social issues 

has substantially shifted over the past few decades. While it has demonstrated a willingness to 

recognize certain security implications of climate change, and employed increasingly securitising 

discourse(s) over time, it has refrained from fully securitising the issue, never moving the issue 

beyond the established political realm nor advocating for extreme or extraordinary measures. 

 

Instead, if looking at the securitisation of climate change from a grander perspective, China can 

in some regards be considered the audience, rather than the securitising actor. As demonstrated 

by the excerpts and examples above, China strategically evaluated the securitising moves of 

other actors, particularly Western powers in the UNSC, and sought to determine the extent to 

which such moves aligned with its own interests. Subsequently, by refraining from full 

securitisation, the Chinese government ensured that the issues remained primarily framed within 

the bounds of “sustainable development” - which it saw as a priority in order to safeguard its 

own economic priorities.  

 

Furthermore, Buzan et al., in their conceptualization of securitisation, highlight the intrinsically 

interlinked nature of what they consider the five sectors (military, political, economic, societal, 

and environmental)204 in which security and its discourse can exist. In their words, “The number 

of cross-linkages, however, stands as a massive warning against treating the sectors as closed 

systems.”205 However, in China’s case, each climate change-related official document researched 

for this thesis completely lacked any security-centred discourse involving the military as an 

actor. Likewise, each defence white paper reviewed failed to integrate sea level rise or climate 

change into China’s national security discourse.  

 

 
204 Buzan, Barry, et al. p.27 
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Thus, in summary, whereas China has exhibited a substantial shift in its discursive framing of 

sea level rise and climate change, its cautious and selective engagement with certain elements of 

securitisation, and lack of overarching security-centric policy measures with a multi-sectoral 

approach, justify the assertion that sea level rise and climate change have not been fully 

securitised. 

 

5. Comparative Section 

 

Although China and Australia are in many ways too different to compare with any substantial 

degree of scientific rigour for the purposes of this thesis, considering their vast differences in 

political systems, media landscapes, government transparency, and approach to military affairs 

(to name just a small handful of examples), there are nonetheless certain aspects and elements of 

the above sections which are worth lingering upon and exploring further.  

 

5.1. Political Nature of the Respective Securitisation Processes 

Despite their differences, a striking similarity - although it admittedly manifested itself in 

relatively distinct and increasingly diverging manners - was the intensely political nature of the 

securitisation process in both countries. Rather than seek to move the subject of sea level rise, or 

indeed climate change as a whole, beyond the domain of regular politics in order to justify 

extraordinary means, these subjects were instead capitalised upon - and securitised - in order to 

solidify and expand political standing. Both states demonstrably applied securitising language - 

yet remained firmly within their respective political systems and processes. In other words, 

whereas climate change was at times considered an urgent threat or danger by the governments 

of both case study countries, this was never utilised as a justification for extraordinary measures 

beyond the scope of normal politics. As Wæver defines the term, an issue can only be fully 

securitised once it has been fully moved out of the “ordinary” and “democratic” politics, to be 

dealt with in a manner which would previously not have been tolerated.206 Furthermore, insofar 

as these two respective national debates continued regarding the threat posed by climate change, 

the militaries of the two countries were never engaged as relevant actors within this framework 

of securitisation. Hence, in certain instances, climate change was rather politicised than fully 
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securitised. However, the line between these two phenomena can be blurry, with securitisation 

being an inherently political process,207 and analyses of the political contexts in which an issue is 

framed (and securitisation occurs) is often, if not always, necessary.208 Buzan et al. imagines 

these concepts as existing on the same spectrum; 

 

“ranging from nonpoliticized (meaning the state does not deal with it and it is not in any 

other way made an issue of public debate and decision) through politicized (meaning the 

issue is part of public policy, requiring government decision and resource allocations or, 

more rarely, some other form of communal governance) to securitised (meaning the issue 

is presented as an existential threat, requiring emergency measures and justifying actions 

outside the normal bounds of political procedure).”209 

 

Within Australian national politics, a clear example of the government taking an extraordinary 

measure beyond the domain of regular politics in order to achieve climate change-related 

legislative progress (and thus address the repeatedly emphasised urgent and threatening nature of 

climate change) would have been to call for a double dissolution election.210 Although there were 

speculations that Rudd and Gillard would call for a double dissolution following their difficulties 

passing substantial climate change legislation through the parliament, they repeatedly rejected 

doing so. For example, in 2009, when the opposition had just blocked a major proposal on 

climate change policy put forth by the government, the sitting government - amid speculation 

and rumours to the contrary - chose to continue with politics as usual, with the then-Deputy 

Prime Minister Gillard stating “Our focus is on governing, we are not thinking about an early 

election, we are not interested in that.”211  
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On the note of the double dissolution elections, it must be pointed out that in Buzan et al.’s 

seminal work on securitisation, it is highlighted that the proposed extraordinary measure does not 

have to be adopted, “only that the existential threat has to be argued and just gain enough 

resonance for a platform to be made from which it is possible to legitimise emergency measures 

or other steps that would not have been possible had the discourse not taken the form of 

existential threats, point of no return, and necessity.”212 However, Gillard’s and Rudd’s dismissal 

of a double dissolution procedure even being considered dispels any remaining notion of this 

being an example of active securitisation. 

 

Evidently, climate change and sea level rise, and the securitising language employed in 

describing them, served to strengthen the political status of the securitising actor - the prime 

minister and their government. The same can be seen in China, wherein climate change went 

from being largely unaddressed in the context of national security - instead being referred to as a 

developmental issue - to, when it became a more securitised issue only a few years ago, being 

intrinsically linked to the political establishment, especially Xi Jinping. International 

commitments and other such public demonstrations of taking action on climate change were 

explicitly linked to Xi Jinping himself in recent government White Papers. And even in earlier 

examples of major national projects to tackle climate change and climate change-adjacent issues, 

such as Li Keqiang’s “War on Pollution”, this too was very clearly linked to a specific (and high-

ranking) political figure. In an even broader sense, China’s international positions and posturing 

regarding climate change-related commitments can still be considered largely geopolitical in 

nature - ranging from trying to ensure that the UN Security Council had minimal influence over 

Chinese policies, to more recently utilising climate change to shape and dictate global efforts, 

exerting (and increasing) its influence across the world, especially the developing world. Indeed, 

the increasingly securitising language employed only further serves to justify their continued 

efforts in shaping international affairs.  

 

However, it must be noted that the starkly different political landscapes and systems in the two 

case study countries creates difficulties in determining whether or not an issue can be considered 

“politicised” - or framing/elevating a topic into the realm of politics. In Australia, there is a 
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comparatively much higher value on freedom of expression and open debate, hence, the process 

of politicisation can take place more easily and by more actors. The more open media landscape, 

with a diversity of opinion represented through a range of media outlets, allows for further 

avenues of politicisation by increasing the politicising actors, the “politicised” topics, and their 

outreach. Public discourse in Australia is also shaped by civil society organisations, grassroots 

movements, and advocacy groups, which are much more likely to be banned or monitored in 

China. These groups also help shape public discourse and may push for certain issues to be 

politically addressed. However, with the increase in such discussions comes difficulties in 

discerning the line between what constitutes a “genuine” (for lack of a better word) discussion 

versus what counts as a political one.  

 

In China, on the other hand, their style of government brings out the inverse situation, in many 

regards. Heavy state control over media outlets and public discourse, alongside heavy censorship 

and demands of conformity and toeing the party line, create an atmosphere in which the 

politicisation of certain topics can be considered more easily discerned - either the government 

has induced (or approved) a topic to exist in the political domain, or it conversely does not exist 

(to any significant extent) in the public eye. Nevertheless, it still begs the question of whether 

everything which the state-controlled media outlets publish or report can be deemed politicised, 

due to the direct and subordinate relationship between the media outlets and the government. 

Thus, where the line is drawn between politicised and non-politicized content in China is 

difficult to discern, as almost everything in the public discourse has such direct links to the ruling 

political class and therefore exists to some degree or another in a quasi-politicized state of being. 

This differentiation between politicised and non-politicized can thus at times be harder to discern 

in China than in Australia. 

 

Ultimately, this process of politicisation plays out as a similar yet parallel, and one could argue 

limited, version of the securitisation process. The general process of securitising an issue - (1) 

defining a problem to be a grave or existential threat, (2) arguing that such a problem requires 

radical and extraordinary action, and lastly (3) audience acceptance that the given security threat 

is legitimate and the proposed policies adopted and legitimised213 - only partially takes place. 
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This thesis has demonstrated that while the problem is (relatively) clearly defined and declared 

by the political leadership of the two case study countries, and a general call for greater action 

established, this proposed action/response never exceeded the domain of regular politics - far 

from radical and extraordinary action, it was instead used to justify action such as legislative 

taxation procedure overhauls (implementing carbon taxes, etc.) or as a vehicle to justify 

increased geopolitical posturing.  

 

Within the realm of politics, climate change has for the past few decades been, and remains, a 

contentious issue. In Australia, as mentioned in the section on Australia above, climate change 

remains a divisive issue, and has been used extensively by both major parties to curry political 

favour and influence. (This deeply divisive and toxic debate landscape appears to have directly 

undermined the ADF’s ability to respond to climate change, at least in the public eye.) In China, 

however, climate change has shifted from being ignored by key political decision-makers to 

being a major issue in which China seeks a position of global governance. Demonstrating this, 

China transitioned from proclaiming itself as having “relatively low capacity to tackle climate 

change” in 2007214 to more recently, in 2021, proclaiming that “President Xi Jinping has 

elaborated China’s view on global climate governance at many events, facilitating major 

progress at the global level”215. China has not suffered the political divide regarding climate 

change (or indeed any other substantive issue) that Australia has - its unitary and singular style of 

political leadership effectively prevents such schisms from emerging. Within this context, one 

could note that this “single-mindedness” of government - when combined with the direct and 

inherently political allegiance of the PLA to the CCP - places the Chinese military in a very 

agile, open, and receptive position to implement any climate–change related policies/operations 

ordained by the government.  

 

However, there are some inherent risks for the Chinese government in the securitisation of 

climate change. As a regime, it faces pressures from its population stemming from a wide range 
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of issues216 - the controversial zero-Covid strategy,217 its struggling real estate sector (with 

mortgage boycotts threatening its economy as a whole218) and its perilously speculative nature,219 

limited labour rights and dangerous working conditions,220 looming demographic crises221, 

government corruption222, and calls for democracy.223 Facing these pressures, in particular since 

the events at Tiananmen Square in 1989, the CCP has sought to ensure stability as a political 

priority of the highest importance.224 China is therefore potentially less inclined to evoke 

imagery of looming food and water insecurity, a substantially greater incidence rate of droughts, 

floods, and other extreme weather conditions, induced migration (particularly along the 

population-dense Eastern coastal regions) and rising costs across the board. One could speculate 

that the government has therefore sought to minimise the inclusion of the military apparatus 

within the official government planning and rhetoric regarding climate change and sea level rise, 

in order to disassociate these issues with the notion of being pressing national security threats. 

The thinking, on some level, may thus be that in giving less indication of having major looming 

national security threats, greater stability ensues.  

 

5.2. Limited Engagement of Military 

 

While the heads of government of both countries sought to utilise climate change, and their 

proactive stance toward it, as symbolic representations of their willingness to act - and thus as 

representations of why they ought to be entrusted with expanded responsibilities and influence - 

the militaries in both states were notably less engaged with the process. Despite that the military, 

generally speaking, exists for the purposes of securing the seat of power (and safeguarding the 

population and resources under its control) and that climate change has been generally regarded 

as a significant looming (if not already present) destabilising factor by the overwhelming 

scientific majority, this thesis nonetheless found precious few examples of the military directly 
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addressing the severity of climate change or sea level rise, much less in a securitising manner. 

Furthermore, as a well-funded government body with the resources, experience, and institutional 

mindset to research, track, and prepare for strategic-level threats and disruptions to national 

security which are set to significantly affect international and national security narratives over a 

timespan of decades, it is again striking that neither military of the two case study countries has 

engaged much with climate change over the past decade or two.  

 

A primary difference between China and Australia in this respect, although this can only be 

speculated upon from the outside with relatively sparse data - is that the ADF seems to have 

willingly distanced itself from the discourse on climate change, whereas the PLA has not been 

included by the government. In Australia, the ADF was reluctant to securitise climate change, 

seemingly only treating it as an issue when impelled to by the government, and never beyond the 

discursive bounds established by the political elite. As a self-proclaimed apolitical and non-

partisan institution, the ADF found itself unwilling, or unable, to actively engage with an issue 

which had relatively clearly defined political connotations and “camps”. In China, however, the 

military is intrinsically linked to the political apparatus and has no ability to even frame itself as 

apolitical. The Chinese government’s opaqueness regarding its military affairs, as well as the 

limited scope of this research, renders this thesis unable to determine the extent to which the 

PLA’s lack of engagement with climate change is self-induced. In other words, whether the 

PLA’s limited response to climate change is due to its own internal unwillingness to respond to 

it, or whether it is due to the government not having involved it as an actor (beyond marginal 

HADR operations and other operations of similar nature and scale).  

 

However, due to the indisputable direct control which the CCP exerts over the PLA - and given 

past examples of the PLA being deployed for political and geopolitical reasons, such as through 

PLA Navy operations in the South China Sea - it is thus still noteworthy that the CCP has chosen 

not to involve the PLA. As evident in the White Papers outlined above, climate change has been 

omitted from defence-focused white papers, while the military is non-existent in climate change- 

or energy-focused white papers. The separation between the two is apparent, and stands in stark 
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contrast to the widespread inclusion of climate change in other comparable militaries, perhaps 

most evidently the U.S. Navy.225 

 

5.3. Framing 

 

One pivotal aspect of the securitisation process is how an issue is framed as an existential threat 

to a specific referent object. 

 

In Australia, the framing of climate change as a security threat has shifted dramatically 

depending on the ruling government. During the tenure of Labor governments under Kevin Rudd 

and Julia Gillard, climate change was unequivocally cast as a threat to the nation's survival, 

effectively aligning it with national security concerns. The urgency to address climate change 

and its potential ramifications for the nation were underscored with a strong emphasis. The 

discourse centred on the imperative of immediate action to avert the looming crisis. Conversely, 

conservative governments led by figures like John Howard, Tony Abbott, and subsequent prime 

ministers, adopted a more cautious approach to framing climate change. With Abbott dismissing 

climate change as “absolute crap”226, the science behind the phenomenon as “hocus pocus”227, 

and rolling back major legislative milestones on carbon pricing and other pollution-reducing 

measures implemented by the previous administration228, it appears evident that the Abbott 

administration, as with the Howard administration before, prioritised economic considerations 

over immediate security-oriented responses regarding climate change and its effects. 

 

However, the framing of climate change as a security issue in China presents a markedly 

different trajectory. The Chinese government's discourse on climate change has generally 

revolved around its implications for development and economic progress. The emphasis has thus 

been on managing environmental challenges as part of a broader development agenda, rather 

than as an imminent security threat necessitating urgent and exceptional actions. While there has 
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been a shift in its discourse over time, it has not fully embraced climate change, in particular sea 

level rise, as a security concern. 

 

In summary, the framing of climate change as a security issue in Australia reflects its domestic 

political dynamics - the securitisation of climate change experiences quite significant 

fluctuations as Labor governments emphasised its urgency as an existential threat, while 

conservative governments prioritized economic stability. In contrast, China consistently framed 

climate change as a developmental and economic issue, demonstrating a deliberate policy choice 

that integrated climate action into broader developmental goals rather than traditional security 

concerns. However, its recent pivot into addressing climate change in more securitised language 

is, too, seemingly  a reflection of political ambitions, although here on an international scale.  

 

5.4. Role of the Audience 

 

Beyond framing, another crucial element of the securitisation process is the role that the 

audience plays. According to Buzan et al., an issue “is securitised only if and when the audience 

accepts it as such” - merely presenting it as an existential issue is not enough by itself. Without 

an audience accepting an issue as a major security threat, it would thus not be securitised.  

 

There are numerous difficulties in discerning who the audience may be for the purposes of this 

thesis, including reasons such as that (1) the concepts of “securitising language”, “audience” and 

“acceptance” are all relatively context-dependent and difficult to precisely define, and (2) that 

aims and goals behind these securitising moves are impossible to know (particularly regarding 

the CCP), and (3) that there has not been just one clearly defined securitising move, such as a 

specific speech delivered, but instead a wide range of more-or-less securitising discourse(s) over 

an extended timeframe by a range of actors with unknown levels of internal cohesion between 

them and their aims. Therefore, the following discussion on the role of the audience, and its 

relationship with the securitising actor, will be relatively general in its scope.  

 

Within the process of securitisation, the audience exists as an active actor, rather than a mere 

passive receiver of information and speech. Beyond merely existing in order to either accept or 
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reject a securitising move, the audience’s role can be divided into a small handful of 

stages/elements - although as with so many aspects of securitisation, the exact nature of these are 

debated (as is the very relevance of the audience as an actor itself).229  

 

Firstly, the audience must recognize an issue as a legitimate security concern, dubbed by some 

scholars as the “stage of identification”.230 This stage requires the securitising actor - the Chinese 

and Australian governments and their respective militaries - to convince the audience that the 

issue they are securitising is a genuine security threat. Secondly, the audience must agree to and 

accept the extraordinary measures proposed by the securitising actor, a stage dubbed the “stage 

of mobilization”.231 This stage is crucial, as should the audience to accept the proposed 

measures, this would merely be a “securitising move”,232 and not constitute the full process of 

securitisation.  

 

This begs the question of who the audience is in these two case study examples. Although the 

conceptualizations of the different forms of audiences vary between scholars, this thesis will 

utilise a combination of two - the distinction between the formal audience and the moral 

audience, as defined by Balzaqc233, and the legal audience and the political audience, as defined 

by Wertman and Kaunert.234 In a simplified manner, these generally and roughly correspond to 

the parliament/legislative body of a nation, and the general (potentially voting) public, 

respectively.  

 

Both of these scholarly conceptualizations, but in particular Wertman and Kaunert, designate the 

legal audience as the a fundamental necessity for securitisation, with Wertman and Kaunert 

defining it as: 
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“an entity that according to the state’s rules has the legal authority to execute the relevant 

securitisation act. Without this audience’s support, the securitising actor does not have 

the legal ability and legitimacy to conduct that relevant securitisation act.”235 

 

In Australia’s case, the legal audience would thus be the two chambers of the Australian 

Parliament. When Australian prime ministers sought to push major climate change-related 

legislation through the parliament, it was, quite naturally, the senators and representatives 

themselves who needed to be convinced. As a recent example, in September 2022, a major 

climate bill was successfully passed through both houses of parliament for the first time in a 

decade. What was particularly noteworthy about this bill is that - although pushed by a labour 

government - it passed through both chambers with bipartisan support, with multiple 

parliamentary representatives crossing the aisle.236 Hence, the voting procedure in this instance 

went beyond following party politics, to one shaped by a successful campaign to instil a sense of 

urgency and decisiveness in passing climate change legislation.  

 

In China’s case, its lack of political transparency undermines the possibilities of discerning the 

actual necessity of the National People's Congress - or perhaps the National Congress of the 

Chinese Communist Party - serving as the legal audience. In other words, it is difficult to know 

whether Xi Jinping needs the legislative body (or bodies) of the Chinese political decision-

making apparatus to cooperate with him, in order to enact extraordinary measures.  

 

The National People's Congress (NPC) is the highest legislative body in China. It is theoretically 

the audience for securitising moves made by the Chinese government. However, the NPC is 

largely a rubber-stamp body that rarely challenges the government's decisions. For an example of 

this, see the 2018 vote on abolishing presidential term limits for Xi Jinping, which ended with 

2,958 votes in favour, and 2 votes against.237 This substantially undermines the ability to 

determine whether the NPC is necessary for the Chinese government in enacting extraordinary 

measures. 
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Similarly, the National Congress of the Chinese Communist Party, or National Party Congress, 

has been led by Xi Jinping and serves to consolidate his control. It has effectively facilitated Xi 

Jinping’s complete control over the state, society, and economy, with the recent 20th Party 

Congress in 2022 only reaffirming this by appointing Xi to an unprecedented third term as state 

chairman.238 

 

The lack of political transparency in China undermines, for the purposes of this thesis and within 

the limits of its research, our ability to interpret who the audience is for securitising moves made 

by the Chinese government.  

 

However, more likely is that China’s intended audience for its securitising moves is not a legal 

entity within China, such as the National People's Congress or the National Party Congress, but 

instead lies abroad. Whereas the Australian government has seemingly directed the majority of 

its securitising discourse domestically - at the parliament and the voting population which 

empowers it - China increasingly sought to employ securitising language on sea level rise and 

climate change internationally, in order to shape geopolitical and geoeconomic relationships in 

its favour. The discourse of securitisation was utilised in order to convince the international 

community of the development and maturity of the Chinese state - and for other states to entrust 

it to lead and shape the general discourse and approach to combating climate change and similar 

issues. China sought to appear as a reliable leader of developing nations, and by increasing its 

international status in this manner, thus shape the new world order how it best sees fit. It has 

therefore sought to influence global policy on numerous climate change related issues, such as 

the 2°C target, emissions trading, and carbon capture and storage.239 The securitising discourse is 

merely a small piece in a greater mosaic of China’s geopolitical statecraft intent on reducing the 

U.S.’ influence and hegemony globally, fostering a multipolar era of international relations, and 

exerting influence over strategically or politically important nations such as resource-rich 
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countries in Africa and South America. The prime example of this is the Belt and Road 

Initiative.240 

 

Australia, in employing its securitising discourse primarily domestically, sought to use 

securitisation for domestic political reasons, as mentioned above. Due to the need for swaying 

the parliament (ie the legal audience), it was therefore vital, although less directly, to influence 

and convince the general public as a whole, to which the parliament is beholden. The general 

public therefore acted as the moral audience or political audience.241 This audience is defined by 

Wertman and Kaunert as: 

 

“an entity whose support for (or lack of objection to) securitisation is not required 

according to state rules yet is perceived by the securitising actor and/or audience as an 

essential condition for successfully performing a securitisation act. Without the political 

audience’s support (or its lack of resistance), the securitising actor and/or audience thinks 

that there is not sufficient legitimacy to conduct securitisation.”242 

 

The political audience therefore seemingly served as the underlying foundation upon which the 

government hoped to draw (and further build) support for decisive climate change legislation in 

the future. Although it was not strictly necessary to foment a belief within the population as a 

whole that such legislation is needed - as strictly convincing a majority of the 227 

parliamentarians in the two legislative chambers would suffice - this is nonetheless non-feasible 

in a real-world scenario, in which the parliamentarians seek to represent the wishes and priorities 

of their constituents. Therefore, by instilling a sense of threat and urgency in the general 

population, this would both seep up through the legislative process to the parliamentarians 

through the process of voting, as well as indirectly influence the parliamentarians through the 

media, NGO’s, and other such groups active in influencing civil society and shaping political 

thought. Finally, by securitising an issue - including both showing awareness (from the 

perspective of the audience) of an issue and presenting actionable solutions (policies which 
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under the securitisation framework could be classified as extraordinary) - a political actor can 

appear to be risk-aware, decisive, and prepared with solutions in hand. Each of these are 

desirable traits for anyone seeking (re)election.  

 

Within the respective militaries of both case study countries, sea level rise and climate change 

were remarkably unaddressed. In the limited situations in which the ADF sought to use 

securitising language in this context, it can be speculated that the primary intended audience was 

not so much the general public, nor the parliament, but rather the government. As mentioned 

above, the ADF prioritised following the sitting governments’ approach to climate change action 

- never rising above the level of discursive securitisation already set by the government. The 

PLA, remarkably even more distanced from climate change and sea level rise, did thus not seek 

any audience in particular. However, as mentioned above, the specific audience which the 

Chinese government was addressing may have been a reason by itself to avoid including the 

PLA as an actor, as these states may be averse to any sort of militarised approach to climate 

change. 

 

5.5. Securitisation - Within or Beyond the Political System? 

 

A core tenet of securitisation is that it exists beyond the established rules of the political 

spectrum. Thus the question of whether the securitising discourse existed within the political 

establishment is pertinent.  

 

In Australia, securitisation was largely instigated - particularly by Prime Ministers Rudd and 

Gillard - as a political tool. The topic therefore remained within the political system by necessity. 

The proposed legislation and outcomes were also firmly within the mainstream in terms of 

potential legislative outcomes. Furthermore, climate change, as a topic, is seen as inherently 

political and deeply divisive (particularly in the early-mid 2010s), which further entrenched this 

entire topic and any discourse surrounding it into the political landscape. In China meanwhile, 

securitisation was, despite its limited extent, used for principally geopolitical reasons. When the 

language of “security threats” was used, and claimed threats to national security discussed, this 

was always to be handled within the domain of normal politics. In fact, Xi Jinping was 
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personally linked to the fight against climate change extensively, including with references to his 

speeches at major bureaucratic top-level international meetings (such as at the 2015 Paris COP 

Conference).  

 

6. Conclusion 

 

This dissertation has explored the securitisation of climate change and sea level rise in both 

China and Australia. Despite their stark differences in political systems, media landscapes, and 

government transparency, both countries displayed a strikingly political approach to 

securitisation. Rather than elevating climate change and sea level rise above the realm of regular 

politics, both nations used securitising language to consolidate political standing within their 

respective systems - both domestically and internationally. 

 

6.1. Concluding Remarks: Australia 

 

The Australian government's acknowledgment and approach towards climate change, 

particularly in the context of sea level rise, have been influenced by complex political dynamics 

and economic considerations. Climate change has remained a deeply divisive issue due to its 

reliance on fossil fuels for the economy, especially coal, and the challenges associated with 

transitioning away from these industries. Additionally, Australia's vulnerability to extreme 

weather events, coral bleaching, and rising sea levels amplifies the urgency of addressing climate 

change. 

 

The Labor-led governments of Kevin Rudd and Julia Gillard emphasised the urgency of climate 

change, framing it as a matter of national survival and a security threat. They highlighted the 

impact of climate change on neighbouring Pacific nations and incorporated climate change into 

national security discourse. However, the conservative governments, including John Howard's 

administration, viewed climate change more cautiously and focused on economic stability. 

 

The securitisation process was primarily directed at the domestic audience, with political leaders 

using climate change as a tool for gaining support and enacting legislation. The audience, 
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including both the legal audience in the form of parliament and the political audience 

represented by the general public, played a crucial role in accepting or rejecting the securitisation 

claims. The process remained firmly within the bounds of mainstream politics, and the proposed 

actions were largely legislative in nature.  

 

Regarding the audience, climate change remains a divisive issue in Australian public discourse, 

indicating that the issue has not been universally securitised in the minds of the population. 

Climate change scepticism and the influence of industries reliant on fossil fuels have contributed 

to this division. 

 

Militarily, the ADF followed the government's lead in addressing climate change. Although the 

ADF recognized the challenges posed by climate change, it primarily framed its response in 

terms of Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Response (HADR). This approach lacked the 

urgency and exceptional measures that full securitisation would entail, and failed to rise above 

the “level” set by government priorities and political discourse. The ADFs limited role in 

addressing sea level rise and climate change has been attributed by this dissertation to several 

factors, including;  

- The ADFs apolitical and non-partisan values, which has prevented it from engaging in 

what became an intensely political issue;  

- The constraints of government policies, in which the limited securitisation of climate 

change under conservative governments prevented relevant policies and directives within 

the ADF from being drafted or implemented - as the ADF ultimately seeks to carry out 

the government's policies rather than dictate them themselves;  

- A limited engagement and focus, where climate change and sea level rise, as non-

traditional security challenges, were unrecognised as within the ADFs mandate, 

(including for reasons listed immediately above). 

 

Thus, climate change, including sea level rise, has been securitised to some extent within the 

Australian context, particularly in political rhetoric and acknowledgment of security 

implications. However, it falls short of full securitisation, as it has not been treated as an urgent, 

all-encompassing security concern that requires exceptional and immediate measures. The 
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nuanced response, focus on HADR capabilities, and ongoing political debates reflect the 

complex nature of securitising climate change in Australia. 

 

6.2. Concluding Remarks: China 

 

China's approach to climate change and sea level rise has evolved over time and remains 

complex and nuanced. Historically, China viewed climate change primarily as a development 

and economic issue rather than a security threat. The Chinese government resisted attempts to 

securitise climate change on the international stage, particularly in forums like the United 

Nations Security Council. However, China's discourse on climate change shifted over time, 

aligning it more closely with national security concerns. 

 

This gradual and eventual securitisation of climate change was used to bolster the nation's 

international standing and geopolitical influence. This international securitisation aimed to 

present China as a responsible global leader, especially within the context of climate change 

mitigation and environmental protection. Notably, the Chinese military was largely absent from 

this securitisation process. The factors behind this, although impossible to fully know as an 

external party, have been attributed put forth within this dissertation as being: 

- The PLA’s political subordination, in which the lack of any militarization of climate 

change by the Chinese government stripped the PLA of any mandate to act upon it, 

beyond minor HADR operations; 

- The CCP’s geopolitical ambitions, in which the Chinese government’s focus on 

enhancing its global image as a responsible actor and world leader in climate change 

issues may have been undermined by involving the PLA, as it would risk setting a more 

aggressive and militaristic tone; 

- The CCP’s need for stability, in which the domestic social and political stability may 

have been jeopardised by an involvement of the military. 

 

In summary, while there has been a discernible shift in China's discourse on climate change, it 

has not embraced a full securitisation of the issue, particularly concerning sea level rise. The 



 

77 

government has been cautious about elevating climate change to a security threat and has 

primarily focused on economic development and sustainability. 

 

6.3. Summary 

 

The two respective securitisation processes that this dissertation has sought to cover, different 

though they may be, are unified in one core aspect - they both demonstrably fell short of fully 

securitising climate change or sea level rise. Thus, in answering the research question of this 

dissertation243, it remains evident that the militaries of neither country effectively securitised 

climate change, in particular sea level rise, as they were following the policies and doctrines of 

their respective governments - which, too, failed to securitise the issue. Over the past decade and 

a half, however, significant securitising moves have been made, but it remains to be seen 

whether this trajectory will continue, and whether the proposed measures and policy implications 

will extend beyond the political realm. 

 

According to the framework established by the Copenhagen School, there are several key criteria 

for an issue to be considered securitised - including framing an issue as an existential threat, 

creating a sense of urgency and emergency, and mobilising an audience towards accepting 

exceptional measures. In both China and Australia, these criteria were largely met. Climate 

change was portrayed as a significant concern with the potential to disrupt various aspects of 

society, and efforts were made to gain audience acceptance for certain policy actions. However, 

the analysis presented throughout this dissertation demonstrates that climate change and sea level 

rise were never elevated beyond the political realm in either case, which is a central tenet of 

securitisation theory. Furthermore, this thesis found precious few examples of the military 

directly addressing the severity of climate change or sea level rise at all, much less in a 

securitizing manner. 

 

“If an issue has not pushed almost all other issues aside, it has not been fully securitised.”244  

 
243 To what extent have the respective militaries of China and Australia - placed within their greater 
political contexts - securitised climate change, in particular sea level rise, and how has this evolved over 
the past decade and a half?  
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- Buzan et al.  

 

In summary, neither sea level rise nor climate change were ever framed as important enough for 

the issue to be considered as securitised. The failure of sea level rise and climate change to attain 

the status of securitised issues stands as a testament to the selective and nuanced nature of 

securitisation, where the mere gravity of a challenge does not guarantee its elevation to the status 

of a security imperative. 

 

6.4. Future Developments 

 

The author of this dissertation hopes that this analysis can provide guidance for policymakers, 

and establish a foundation for further researchers to continue approaching this issue.  

 

Firstly, the findings of this research can inform policymakers in both China and Australia, as 

well as in the greater global community, about the complexities and political considerations 

involved in securitising climate change, offering insights into crafting more effective policies. As 

the long-term outlook for climate change securitisation in China and Australia will depend on 

evolving political, economic, and environmental factors, this highlights the need for adaptive, 

forward-looking, and whole-of-government policy approaches.  

 

Secondly, the author hopes that future research will develop the ideas and themes covered in this 

dissertation, and expand the scope of the research to include a comprehensive exploration of the 

role of non-state actors in shaping securitisation efforts, as well as examine the long-term 

impacts of securitisation on climate policies, and compare these cases with securitisation efforts 

in other countries for a more comprehensive understanding of global climate politics. 
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