
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rgsh20

Global Security: Health, Science and Policy
An Open Access Journal

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/rgsh20

Responding to the West’s environmental
security paradox: organic national security and
the contemporary state embrace of severe
anthropogenic environmental degradation,
contamination, and vanishing (SEDCOV)

Katherine C. Snow

To cite this article: Katherine C. Snow (2024) Responding to the West’s environmental
security paradox: organic national security and the contemporary state embrace of severe
anthropogenic environmental degradation, contamination, and vanishing (SEDCOV), Global
Security: Health, Science and Policy, 9:1, 2358754, DOI: 10.1080/23779497.2024.2358754

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/23779497.2024.2358754

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group.

Published online: 23 Jul 2024.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 73

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rgsh20
https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/rgsh20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/23779497.2024.2358754
https://doi.org/10.1080/23779497.2024.2358754
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rgsh20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rgsh20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/23779497.2024.2358754?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/23779497.2024.2358754?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/23779497.2024.2358754&domain=pdf&date_stamp=23 Jul 2024
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/23779497.2024.2358754&domain=pdf&date_stamp=23 Jul 2024


Responding to the West’s environmental security paradox: organic national 
security and the contemporary state embrace of severe anthropogenic 
environmental degradation, contamination, and vanishing (SEDCOV)
Katherine C. Snow

Gaia Morgan Group; Research Associate in Environmental History and Public Policy, High Meadows Environmental Institute (HMEI) and 
Climate Change and History Research Initiative (CCHRI), Princeton University, NJ, USA and Max Planck Institute of Geoanthropology, Jena, 
Germany

ABSTRACT
Western nations ultimately rely for all aspects of their security and survival upon the natural, non-human 
world, yet they are currently degrading and depleting it to an extreme and potentially terminal extent. 
Recognizing this security paradox, scholars and policymakers have, in recent years, begun to renew and 
expand upon the West’s decades-old uneasy acknowledgement of the national security relevance of 
global anthropogenic environmental decline. However, important gaps in this renewed discourse 
remain. Approaches rooted in environmental science and environmental studies tend to frame the 
problem in simple biophysical terms instead of using the political and power frames of reference of 
actual states. On the other main side of the renewed discourse, Western national security apparatuses 
themselves (and their adjacent expert communities) have adopted a problematic neo-traditional 
approach, focusing on predicting which new strategic conditions and threats global environmental 
decline will generate, and how a largely status quo, intact state should prepare to respond to these 
conditions. This side of the renewed discourse arguably grossly underestimates environmental decline’s 
truly radical potential to destabilise the domestic state as well as external powers, and also avoids the 
central problem that a key origin of this decline is mundane Western state behaviour. This paper aims to 
introduce two new elements into Western national security community approaches to global environ
mental decline. First, I introduce a new way of defining organic national security and suggest why this 
may be a useful concept in evaluating and pursuing national security in the 21st century. Second, I lay 
out how re-attaining a modicum of organic national security will require that the West first reappraise its 
own contemporary embrace and normalisation of severe anthropogenic environmental degradation, 
contamination, and vanishing (SEDCOV) across nearly every policy domain.
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Introduction

Despite being replete with environmental scientific 
expertise, the wealthy, relatively stable and democratic 
states of the global North, and more specifically the 
‘West’, are on an accelerating course to deplete nature 
much faster than it can regenerate itself, including via 
depletion and consumption accomplished by extracting 
natural goods and resources from states in the global 
South (Hickel et al., 2022; Michael et al., 2012; United 
Nations [UN], 2019). The West’s ways of inhabiting the 
living world through a thick (and growing ever-thicker) 
layer of technologies and consumption practices based on 
cheap and free-flowing oil are usually equated, at least by 
the dominant centres of power in the state itself, with 
stability, prosperity, and security. But this oil-dependent 
paradigm for running states and for keeping citizens 

content and ostensibly secure comes at a great and ulti
mately unpayable price. Many scientists speak now of 
a human-caused sixth mass extinction already underway 
(e.g., Schoonover et al., 2021, p. 6) which is threatening 
not just the viability of thousands of non-human species 
themselves, but the collapse of the Earth’s complex web of 
life as we know and rely upon it, therefore potentially 
ending the human species too (W. Rees, 2017; Ripple 
et al., 2017; Swing et al., 2022). Large-scale environmental 
decline is increasing both at home and abroad, across 
numerous indicators, not limited to biodiversity loss 
linked with the displacement and harvesting by humans 
of so many other species (Maxwell et al., 2016), but also 
including things such as declining topsoil health and 
ocean health, plastics' and chemicals' contamination of 
the entire ecosphere, anthropogenic climate change and 
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rising global average temperature, and damage to 
groundwater supplies and purity, to name only a few 
(Bradshaw et al., 2021; Gerardo et al., 2015; IPBES,  
2019; Newbold et al., 2015; W. Rees, 2017). Global 
South countries, as well as countries arguably falling in 
between North and South designations, such as China 
and the oil-producing Gulf states, are also exacting sig
nificant tolls on the environment in their own modes and 
through their own pathways; however this paper will 
focus on Western nation-states.

The West is already deeply enmeshed in a novel secur
ity paradox: while Western states ultimately rely for all 
aspects of their security and survival upon a natural, non- 
human world which they did not create and have no 
means of replacing, they themselves are at the same 
time currently embracing a path of normalised degrada
tion and depletion of this same non-human world and its 
web of life to an extreme and potentially terminal extent. 
Partly under the impetus of the 2015 United Nations 
Paris Agreement on climate change, a framework which 
has (if it has achieved little else tangible to date) helped 
bring climate scientists and the globe’s political and mili
tary leaders into increased conversation, Western security 
communities alongside peers and partners from environ
mental studies and environmental science have recently 
begun to renew their engagement with the West’s long
standing, if uneasy, acknowledgement that global envir
onmental decline, including climate change, has security 
ramifications for the state which must be confronted. 
National security discourse has once again veered 
towards environmental topics, while environmental 
scientists and adjacent scholars have increasingly sought 
to elaborate on the security implications of their findings.

But while both scientists and national security com
munities consider themselves realists skilled in looking 
at hard external truths – the national security view 
honed by decades of trying to understand and predict 
risks and dangers in the anarchic international system of 
potential rivals in the age of WMD, and the conserva
tion science view steeped in awareness of the long his
tory of our planet, its laws of nature and complete 
indifference to human fates, the extraordinarily high 
species extinction rate over the past 3.5 billion years 
(Schoonover et al., 2021, p. 107), and so forth – these 
two communities remain rooted in, and apply, very 
different categories and frames of reference.

This may be why, despite the avowed interdiscipli
narity of the discourse on the environment and security, 
it has tended to pool around two quite different centres 
of gravity: the scientist’s view, which focuses on the 
biophysical reality unfolding, and represents the state 
and its increasing security risks at a very high level of 
abstraction almost to the point of reducing them to 

ciphers or place-holders; and the security practitioner’s 
view, which is somewhat minimising and reactive 
regarding the environmental reality which is upon us, 
and regarding where and how appropriate responses to 
this reality must actually be developed. Scientists’ con
cerns have led them to call for states to pursue ‘trans
formational’ political and social changes to avoid 
causing the extinction of many inhabitant species of 
our biosphere including Homo sapiens (Bradshaw 
et al., 2021; Díaz et al., 2019; Herrington, 2020; IPCC,  
2023; Ripple et al., 2017). The security approaches, 
meanwhile, focus on things like environmental decline’s 
foreseeable direct impacts on rivals or on the global 
South, and follow-on indirect security ramifications 
for Western states which may follow from these 
impacts. Such approaches largely avoid grappling with 
the more radical or internal dimensions of the West’s 
security paradox with regard to the natural world.

Proposals that states need to think about ‘ecological 
security’ put forward by Schoonover and others (e.g. 
MacDonald, 2018; Schoonover & Smith, 2023) are 
a good example of the first centre of gravity in this 
renewed discourse: conservation science-based 
approaches to our environmental quandary in the 
early 21st century which increasingly try to broach or 
bring in questions of state security and viability. 
Ecological security frameworks emphasise that the 
only real security is biological in its essence and founda
tion, discussing all the things which have to happen 
within the Earth’s natural systems to make life possible 
for human societies, and how easily human interference 
in these states of affairs can destabilise life for all species, 
including human beings, and thus states as well.

While convincing as a descriptive account grounded 
in detailed science, the power- or policy-relevant con
tent of this approach (and other, similar approaches 
rooted in the sciences and reaching across to connect 
with the realm of security) appears indirect and some
what limited. Approaches rooted in the natural sciences 
tend to be so physically oriented that all the human 
meanings that explain why states act as they do get 
stripped away. Even when (Schoonover & Smith, 2023) 
the effort is made to consider potentially risky biological 
changes in ecosystems (due to anthropogenic impacts) 
as leading to political, economic, and social impetuses 
which must confront the state, this usually comes at the 
end, rather than the beginning, of the framing, and the 
perspective remains distant from considering current 
and possible Western state actions vis-à-vis the envir
onment and security from within the power and policy 
frameworks which bind these states.

These same tendencies to paint descriptive, natural 
laws-based pictures of states’ contemporary (and 
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potential future) environmental insecurity also seem to 
have seeped into some of the approaches being taken 
within the other main vein of environmental security 
discourse, the one rooted in the study and practice of 
national security – but now also reaching out to try to 
incorporate some of the recent alarming scientific find
ings on human-caused global environmental decline. 
Hough (2021) argues that contemporary menaces such 
as pollution, biodiversity decline, and climate change 
mesh better with discussing a broader, less state-based 
type of security, i.e. ‘human security’ more generally. He 
takes an approach more akin to a health sciences per
spective on human safety and survival than a political 
and power-oriented one (Hough, 2005, 2021). And 
while Dalby, also writing as a political scientist, does 
maintain (in slight contrast to Hough) that international 
relations and security studies are a suitable home for 
thinking through environmental decline issues in new 
ways, given ‘international relations’ concerns with 
security and survival’ (Dalby, 2022, p. 33), he too falls 
into a more sciences-infused, abstraction-prone mode 
in his recent work. He equates environmental insecurity 
with fossil fuels’ use alone, claims to be able to include 
fossil fuel combustion in the military category of ‘fire
power’, then reasons that since militaries (or states) have 
learned to limit, or not max out, nuclear weaponry’s 
potential firepower, for the sake of avoiding global 
environmental catastrophe, so too, he hopes, could 
states learn to limit combustion of fossil fuels and pro
tect life on earth in this case as well (Dalby, 2022). Since 
fossil fuels’ use fits into the military firepower category 
only in a very physics-based sense, this limits the real- 
world utility of his conceptualisation. For actual states in 
the West, nuclear weapons (and other powerful weap
ons) are not normalised or integrated into daily life; 
nuclear weapons have long been subject of a ‘taboo’ 
prohibiting use (Tannenwald, 1999) (though of course 
stocking the planet with these arsenals remains full of 
risk). Fossil fuels’ combustion, on the other hand, is 
deeply normalised and celebrated, and integrated, 
often invisibly and as an assumed norm and expecta
tion, into everyday economic, social, and defence and 
security policies and postures.

Aside from writers like Dalby and Hough, who are 
perhaps trying to extend the boundaries of this second 
centre of gravity in the environmental security dis
course, at the core of this second side of the discourse 
we find the national security community (and its adja
cent experts) focused primarily on climate security/inse
curity, and secondarily on environmental degradation- 
linked security issues (Director of National Intelligence 

(DNI, 2023, p. 22–23), largely using a fairly neo-tradi
tional approach. These dominant approaches to the 
discourse (to which both Dalby and Hough seem to be 
trying to respond) appear prone to reduce environmen
tal decline’s security significance solely to the new stra
tegic conditions and/or threats which climate change 
(and to some extent environmental degradation) will 
generate for other states, particularly geopolitical rivals 
such as Russia and China, as well as developing states 
throughout the global South, and then, in turn, via these 
other countries’ (and their people’s) foreseeable reac
tions and responses, for the West. This more pragmatic, 
military-linked discourse tends not to look within the 
Western state for environmental decline’s drivers, and 
usually fails to consider whether framing climate change 
and environmental degradation mostly as looming trig
gers for familiar kinds of risks and threats may mask 
a larger, even more dangerous environmental security 
paradox confronting the state.

This side of the environmental security discussion 
seems to have inherited a security studies approach 
which, since at least the 1990s, has been examining the 
‘links from processes of environmental degradation to 
deterioration in security positions’ (Levy, 1995, p. 36). 
With its willingness to take ‘processes of environmental 
degradation’ as an unquestioned reality and starting 
point, this part of the discourse positions itself as essen
tially reactive. The focus is on anticipating spinoff 
threats from climate change and environmental degra
dation (Director of National Intelligence [DNI], 2023, 
p. 22–23), not on halting climate change or environ
mental decline themselves. The general focus is on, as 
Dalby pointed out was problematic in 2009 and 2013, 
‘political instabilities in peripheral areas, and the possi
ble spillover effects these may have for metropolitan 
societies’, such as how ‘[e]nvironmental shortages 
“there” may cause disruptions, wars and migration 
that will cause security concerns “here”’, giving ‘periph
eral symptoms . . . attention rather than the metropoli
tan causes of climate change’ (Dalby, 2013, p. 41–42; 
Dalby, 2009; cf. also; Dalby, 2022, p. 24). These 
approaches still seem to adopt Levy’s 1995 assertion 
that the only realistic path open to states in light of 
global environmental decline is to muddle through 
with a ‘combination of prevention, adaptation, and “let
ting nature take its course”,’ since ‘to “roll back” global 
environmental change is forbiddingly costly’ (Levy,  
1995, p. 36). In today’s parlance the preferred posture 
is usually referred to as pursuing (again, usually only 
‘climate’ rather than full environmental) mitigation, 
adaptation, and resilience, while continuing to assist 
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the global South with ‘development’, but now in 
a ‘sustainable development’ mode (a goal frequently 
articulated by the United Nations and shared by other 
multilateral institutions as well as some global South 
governments). Employing various carbon capture and 
storage technologies, shifting to decarbonized, ‘renew
able’ energy sources, or helping to protect carbon sinks 
such as forests, peatlands, and oceans from further 
degradation, are among the most ambitious mitigation 
strategies, both at home and as projects sponsored in 
and ‘for’ the South. Smaller-scale adaptation and miti
gation proposals often boil down to basic things such as 
making changes to existing built forms or future build
ing practices, or restoring natural buffer zones of var
ious kinds to heat- or flood-prone areas (see, e.g., IPCC,  
2023; or US federal agency guidelines at https://toolkit. 
climate.gov/). The possibility of truly ‘rolling back’ 
anthropogenic global environmental change as a 
whole, which is what the scientific evidence suggests is 
urgently needed, is nowhere in evidence. And support
ing such mitigation, adaptation, and resilience measures 
at home and globally is mostly portrayed, again, as 
serving the West’s national security interest not because 
of the direct threats environmental degradation and 
climate change pose to the West itself, but because the 
security community perceives that global environmental 
degradation and climate change could lead to an array 
of follow-on threats such as enormous upticks in mass 
migration, political instability in the global South, desta
bilising agricultural pressures, a rise in extremism, and 
so on (Al-Marashi & Causevic, 2020; Busby, 2022; DNI,  
2023; Leddy, 2020; Schaik et al., 2020, and others in that 
Special Issue; Wallace, 2018). Little discussion is held 
here of environmental degradation simpliciter as a 
(potentially existentially) threatening behavior by the 
West toward others and/or toward itself.1 Overall, 
such approaches arguably grossly underestimate the 
severity of the anthropogenic environmental decline 
that has already happened (and seems poised to con
tinue and worsen) and what it spells for the West itself, 
while also avoiding the central problem that a key origin 
of this decline is mundane Western state behaviour.

Arguably it is important for normative, survival- 
oriented reasons to not simply leave the discourse on 
the environment and Western states’ security in this 
largely bifurcated and unsatisfying condition: the 
scientifically-framed end of the environmental secur
ity discourse too reductive, biophysical, and merely 
descriptive to be immediately useful to real states 
(Snow, 2023), and the more military or pragmatic 
end of the discourse too narrow, reactive and super
ficial (Thomas, 1997) in its appreciation of the scope 
of the security challenges which have arrived as 

a result of human-caused environmental change 
(Snow, 2023), including the extent to which such 
challenges are of a radically internal type in terms 
of both their origin and their sphere of direct impact. 
In the remainder of this paper, I would like to 
introduce two new intertwined elements potentially 
useful in Western national security community 
approaches to global environmental decline, which 
might form a contribution to more fully articulating 
the West's current environmental security paradox.

First, I introduce a new way of defining organic 
national security (Snow, 2023) and suggest why it may 
be a useful concept in evaluating and pursuing national 
security in the 21st century. The organic national secur
ity frame departs from the status quo in part; it does not 
downplay or falsely externalise global environmental 
decline’s security significance for the West. Yet it also 
builds on existing state approaches to national security 
and seeks to avoid the scientists’ common problem of 
idealizing human decision-makers as free from power 
and political constraints.

Second, I lay out how the organic national security 
concept helps justify, and support, the reappraisal of 
Western states' contemporary embrace and normal
isation of severe anthropogenic environmental degra
dation, contamination, and vanishing (SEDCOV) 
across nearly every policy domain. SEDCOV originat
ing (in various ways) in the West has driven, and 
continues to drive, rapid global environmental 
decline, and this is the heart of the West’s environ
mental security dilemma. SEDCOV, as a qualitative, 
security-relevant notion, could potentially function as 
a key term in the new national security lexicon which 
seems required for assessing matters of organic 
national security. ‘Does decision, policy, or posture 
X entail SEDCOV?’ would be a simple question to 
ask about any and all of the state’s own decisions or 
policies – no matter which policy basket they techni
cally fell into. (Whether nominally economic, social, 
defense, housing, financial, trade, education, transpor
tation, or any other type of policy, most of what the 
state does is inherently ‘environmental’ in its direct 
impacts.) This questioning or surveying thought pro
cess could begin to help shape new perspectives on 
the inherent risk or danger associated with various 
mundane state policies and positions, even while 
most SEDCOV-entailing policies could not be halted 
overnight but would have to be phased out on 
a prioritised basis over time.

The environmental security situation in which the 
West finds itself today-- mostly as the aggregate result 
of its own actions, inventions, and choices in pursuing 
and setting up the global oil-based economy and its 
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concomitant technologies and industries -- is complex, 
novel, and potentially deeply destabilising. The state’s 
ability to navigate such waters is far from proven (Snow,  
2023). But one knowable aspect of this security dilemma 
itself is that the West’s embrace and normalisation of 
SEDCOV at the national and global scale is what has 
caused environmental decline to approach such existen
tial levels, and this is simply a reality which the state can 
no longer ignore from a security perspective: the West is 
threatening itself, both directly and indirectly. Since the 
ostensibly quasi-successful pursuit of traditionally con
ceived national security in the 20th and early 21st cen
turies still evidently allowed the West to end up in this 
environmental security dilemma of its own making, the 
notion of ‘national security’ seems to need some envir
onmentally-cognizant amendation. The concept of 
‘organic national security’ (Snow, 2023) offers one 
such possible renovation of the term.

Organic national security

The modern Western nation-state has its origins in pro
tecting and advancing trade and economic interests, and 
organising military loyalties, in post-feudal system ways 
(Spruyt, 1996). The economic and security arenas argu
ably remain its twin engines, its two key fulcrums or 
sources of determinative power.2 Policies, laws, and deci
sions shaped and applied by both of these main core areas 
of the state have embraced and normalised SEDCOV 
since at least the dawn of the state as a colonial and 
then an industrial entity, and particularly since the dis
covery of oil. Contemporary Western economies and 
militaries both still run on cheap oil and on a cavalier 
approach to the natural world (with the sole exception of 
the taboo (so far) on nuclear weapons use in the post- 
WW2 period due to the foreseeable environmental 
impacts being judged as too severe). The West has since 
its colonial age, increasingly since its age of oil, and then 
especially in the post-WW2 era, overseen and led the 
removal and contamination of the living world at 
a truly staggering scale. The West has personified severe 
anthropogenic environmental degradation, contamina
tion, and vanishing; it has embraced it at scales small 
and large as it sought wealth, prosperity, and security. 
However, if the scientific evidence is correct, SEDCOV 
has now shown itself to be a way of intervening in nature 
which erodes the stuff of life to an existential degree, and 
so many decades of it have left the West now without 
much of a remaining window to wind down SEDCOV 
deliberately and by choice (Bradshaw et al., 2021; Ehrlich 
& Ehrlich, 2013; IPBES, 2019; IPCC, 2023).

The West is arguably at a crossroads where, if the 
“twin engines” claim above is true, there are five main 

possible paths forward. First and second, the Western 
nation-state could develop either an economic prosper
ity-based or a security-based rationale for implementing 
a true divorce between SEDCOV and the West. Third, the 
Western state could relatively quickly look to develop 
a new locus of power within its core structure which 
was specifically environmental in its focus, to rival the 
traditional twin engines of the state, one which would 
somehow also be able to direct real state behaviours at 
scale and overall, beginning with halting SEDCOV as 
quickly and safely as possible, even over the objections 
of the traditional economies and security apparatuses 
which might oppose it. Fourth, the nation-state itself 
could be outcompeted and replaced by a new form of 
sovereign political organisation full stop, one which 
would be better suited to shepherd its people through 
this environmentally circumscribed century in a pro- 
survival manner. Head et al. (2017) imagine one variety 
of this where additional layers of governance organs 
specifically tasked with regional environmental issues 
are added on top of existing states; in another example, 
some indigenous and tribal communities already try to 
retain traditional power structures as their own alterna
tives to nation-states, including as part of their approach 
to protecting their own local environments.

The fifth road open to the West is the one where 
nothing substantively changes: the state continues to 
presume traditional economies and security 
approaches can continue to carry out SEDCOV as 
a means to their ends (while also coping with global 
environmental decline and its security and economic 
impacts); the two traditional twin engines remain 
dominant over state behaviour and continue to box 
environmental decision-makers out of the exercise of 
determinative power in the West; and no serious 
competitor forms of political organisation arise to 
take the nation-state’s place. Where the fifth road 
leads is uncertain. If the majority of conservation 
and climate scientists are correct, this road may lead 
to the collapse of complex human societies and pos
sibly an end to the human species (Bradshaw et al.,  
2021; Ehrlich & Ehrlich, 2013; IPBES, 2019; IPCC,  
2023; W. Rees, 2017). If collapse scenarios were to 
one day begin rapidly, too quickly for Western socie
ties to backtrack and take one of the other four roads, 
the West (and the rest of the globe) could enter 
a period of anarchy or something even worse, en 
route to these outcomes. The fifth road is the one 
the West appears to currently be moving towards 
taking. There are no major signs, beyond some anae
mic ‘pro-nature’ legislation which is raised from time 
to time, that Western states perceive this road to be 
particularly problematic or to present any real need 
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for change beyond muddling through with supporting 
renewable energy sources and with some small efforts 
at investing in so-called mitigation, adaptation, and 
resilience measures, especially for the global South.

If we accept for the sake of argument that the fifth road 
is not a secure road to choose based on scientific evidence 
(and to some extent our simple direct observation of the 
vanishing and degradation of the natural world around 
us), the second of the five possible roads emerges as 
arguably the most feasible and the least bad of the five, 
at least in the short term. With the organic national 
security concept as a conceptual frame, the state could 
begin a process of highlighting SEDCOV as irrational 
(Snow, 2023), taking its first tentative steps down this 
second path— the path which, again, requires a security 
rationale for effecting an actual divorce between 
SEDCOV and the West.

National security itself has always been an elastic term 
(Baldwin, 1997; Nevitt, 2020; Wolfers, 1952) sensitive to 
historical contexts and requirements. As Cuéllar (2009, 
e.g. pp. 706f.) notes, the United States was experimenting 
with developing federal domestic security mandates in 
the 1930s (the era of the Dust Bowl environmental crisis) 
which went some way towards acknowledging biosphere 
preservation concerns as a core part of national security. 
The phrase ‘organic national security’ also has relevant 
precedent in that this phrase is sometimes used to refer 
simply to the domestic side of national security (cf. e.g. 
Dmytryszyn, 2012, p. 20) with perhaps sometimes 
a further connotation of looking especially at the need 
to secure the organs of the state itself from threat (things 
like secure internet or radio networks, senior personnel, 
physical seats of government, police and national guard 
bases, etc.). Without departing too far from these familiar 
connotations, we can extend the notion to include the 
environment — not just countable resources or food 
supplies but the in situ natural world as a whole with all 
its humanity-supporting functions, species, and intangi
bles usually taken for granted (air, water, an enabling 
ecosystem for the production of food, etc.) — as forming 
the ultimate foundational layer of the state’s organs and 
the state itself. If this natural in situ world can no longer 
simply be taken for granted, but is instead constantly 
being eroded, degraded, contaminated, etc., this places 
all the state organs and functions resting atop it and 
relying on it in potential jeopardy.

Organic national security conceptions can also link 
with recent efforts to challenge the notion of the post- 
WW2 West as military ‘sanctuary’ (Deveraux, 2023), i.e. 
territory presumed to not be subject to direct major 
military threats. Deveraux (and others) have noted that 
21st century transnational threats like asymmetrical ter
rorism, cyber-attacks, and pandemic viruses mean the 

Western state is in fact ‘sanctuary no longer’ (Deveraux,  
2023). Global environmental decline, particularly when 
we note its origin within the West itself, is another sanc
tuary-breaking reality. The West's security community 
(though not its scientific community) seems overall to 
still have an environmental 'sanctuary' mindset: this 
might entail assumptions that the West’s territories can 
be taken for granted as an hospitable and permissive 
habitat for tens or hundreds of millions of humans no 
matter how those humans interact with their environ
ment; that the South will continue to supply natural 
goods and resources to cover any gaps the West has; 
that the West will not itself be targeted by rivals for 
more natural goods or resources than it can safely part 
with; etc. In contrast to such outdated assumptions, the 
inherently precautionary framing of the organic national 
security concept can highlight that the end of such an 
'environmental sanctuary' mindset is just as overdue as 
the West setting aside its military sanctuary mindset.3

There are also internal social and political elements to 
consider as we seek to define organic national security. 
Environmental decline forms an all-encompassing quick
sand for the state from this security standpoint as well. If 
and as the environment continues to decline, it will be 
harder for governments to, as it were, justify their own 
existence. As people’s environments become less viable - 
a subjective judgment which will vary by region and by 
group - political disenchantment and either gradual or 
sudden withdrawal from any version of social contract 
with holders of power could logically result. The more the 
state loses its mandate as a result of apparent failure to 
protect the source of its people’s life and health, the more 
the state could lose its ability to perform its core functions 
in the social-political sense too, leading to state fragility.

As direct or indirect environmental stressors on the 
public move people to act (or refuse to act) in political 
ways, it is not difficult to extrapolate to a scenario of 
complete organic national security collapse that would 
be a special brand of state failure. We can already see 
incipient hints of these dynamics in places like Lebanon 
(Oskanian, 2021), Iran (Dorsey, 2018), and during the 
so-called ‘Arab Spring’ upheavals in North Africa and 
the Middle East. In cases like these, citizens of the 
country directly perceive physical things about their 
environment which distress them, many of them stem
ming from their own (and global) governments’ acts of 
SEDCOV – pollution, contamination, overcrowding, 
a lack of reliable agricultural systems, a lack of potable 
water, etc.,-- and then politicise them via things like 
boycotts, protests, strikes, or demands for governmental 
change, not just to the detriment of one party or indi
vidual or other, but also potentially to the detriment of 
the regime system or state itself.
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In sum, I would like to propose the following defini
tion for organic national security: 

Organic national security is achieved when a state can 
indefinitely:

A) maintain and viably carry out its core functions,
B) provide for its population's physical survival, and
C) protect the environmental foundations of A) and B).

More traditional notions of national security, while they 
may also point to A) and B), tend not to include C), 
seemingly either assuming it as a given, or being unwill
ing to question (or even structurally incapable of ques
tioning) whether the vast security and economic boon 
which Western states have achieved on the back of 
SEDCOV practices eventually leaves a significant and 
even unprecedented security cost in its wake. Relatedly, 
traditional approaches to national security also seem not 
to stress the `indefinite' modifier which forms a key term 
in our above definition. Rhetorically, and politically, the 
West projects confidence about the future continuation 
of contemporary economic and security practices. But the 
West's embrace of SEDCOV as the backbone of these 
practices de facto nullifies the `indefinite' requirement, as 
well as any claim to attend to C).

Further defining SEDCOV

One immediate benefit of identifying organic national 
security as distinct from traditional national security is 
that it enables Western states to look afresh at the types of 
behaviours they are carrying out at home (and eliciting or 
demanding from others in the international system) 
which are causing such extreme environmental damage 
and driving the associated security risks: SEDCOV. We 
need the organic national security concept in order to 
reconsider SEDCOV, because in contemporary tradi
tional frames, SEDCOV remains braided into security 
postures and into unquestioned assumptions about how 
to keep the state safe. Starting to look in a different way at 
the extent and depth of SEDCOV integrated into mun
dane state behaviour is key to beginning to grapple with 
the internality and severity of the threats to the West tied 
to global environmental decline. Doubtless an entire new 
lexicon of terms waits to be developed surrounding 
organic national security.

As part of this new lexicon, SEDCOV as a single uni
fied term can provide national security communities with 
a rough indexing tool, a simplified qualitative element to 
look for in state behaviors as one way to glimpse the 
threat they may pose to organic national security. Once 
applied, they would find the SEDCOV label or quality fits 
a plethora of mundane Western state decisions and 

positions. Many of these are conceived as securing eco
nomic or military security advantages. Yet now, we can 
argue that despite this aim, policies which entail severe 
environmental damage directly detract from organic 
national security. Developing tools for the national secur
ity apparatus itself to get in the habit of considering which 
state actions or positions entail SEDCOV is not intended 
to stand in the way of, or replace, the process by which the 
national security community routinely collects in-depth 
scientific analysis on any number of environmental ques
tions from experts. SEDCOV is meant to serve as a term 
or a concept which can mesh with real security discourse. 
Policymakers make their decisions on traditional national 
security in a pragmatic and ideas-based way; they must be 
able to make their organic national security assessments 
in this same mode. The SEDCOV term thus is meant to 
be broad, intuitive, and power-related; qualitative and 
able to be joined with questions of judgement; contestable 
on normative and subjective as well as objective grounds; 
etc. – in short, one which meshes with the way real states 
make decisions on maximising security.

To offer a nuclear weapons comparison, nuclear weap
ons scientists and engineers who understand the technical 
workings of nuclear weapons, or climatologists who are 
experts in how the climate and earth systems would react 
as physical systems should these weapons go off in large 
numbers, are not the ones who practice the art of statecraft 
or exercise power so as to avoid these outcomes, nor would 
they necessarily have the ability to do so if they tried. The 
way that national security professionals, military leaders, 
heads of government, and so forth, routinely make refer
ence to the special kinds of states of [geopolitical] affairs 
that nuclear weapons’ presence in the world’s arsenals 
create is not 'scientific,' even if these states of affairs' under
lying physical aspects are known to them only via the 
expert science. Security policymakers and scholars build 
on their understanding gleaned from the science in order 
to understand and frame the power realities these weapons 
create in ways lying outside the biogeochemical dimension. 
The nuclear strategy lexicon which leaders or security 
experts use in this way is large; it includes terms such as 
deterrence, the nuclear guarantee, mutually assured 
destruction, proliferation, fear of ‘nuclear weapons falling 
into the wrong hands’, and so on. These phrases are not in 
themselves scientific, or, in their political and power con
text, even always precise. They can change their colour and 
even sometimes their meaning depending on the person 
using them, the context, and so on.

So, too, do national security professionals who are 
truly going to grapple with the unprecedented type and 
scope of threat posed by Western-driven environmental 
decline need a lexicon with terms which accept, and do 
not deny, the frame of national interests, subjectively 
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perceived risks, opportunities for political and security 
gains, etc., in which they will be used. At the same time 
they need to have some relevant scientific concepts 
worked into their amalgams, just like in the nuclear 
case. Indeed, it is perhaps partly because they are in 
need of established lexicons useful to security practi
tioners that these communities in Western states have 
thus far tended to shoehorn the global devastation of the 
living non-human world into timeworn concepts of 
traditional national security and traditional foreseeable 
(and largely external) threats thereto. If we want to offer 
potential ways of improving on this approach, we can
not throw off the requirements placed upon the con
ceptual tools in question by the contexts of power.

We can further define SEDCOV, and sketch how it 
might form, after organic national security, a second 
term in a new environmental security lexicon, as 
follows.

[S] Severe anthropogenic: Severe is a ‘how/in what 
way’ aspect of the behavior under consideration; 
anthropogenic is a descriptor of the ‘who’ of the beha
vior, designating it as coming from a human agent or 
actor – in this case, specifically some actor at the nation- 
state level or scale. There are three main sub-elements of 
severity:

Human numbers: The more iterations or repetitions 
the permitted environmental behaviour goes through, 
the more severe it tends to potentially be. Numbers are 
arguably the most important element of severity in 
assessing whether a national policy should earn the 
SEDCOV label. For example, allowing one hundred 
cars to be owned and driven is perhaps not a severe 
impact on the non-human world as a whole, while 
encouraging 1.4 billion cars (the current estimated 
number of cars on the road worldwide as of 2022, cf. 
Hedges & Company, 2023), to be produced and driven 
is. The human population is usually counted as roughly 
8 billion as of 2023 (cf. Figure 1). In functional terms, 
however, it can be thought of as at least 16 billion, 
because global Northerners, of whom there are approxi
mately 2 billion countable individuals, impact the Earth 
as though they were at least 10 billion in terms of how 
much they consume, if we use the UN’s ‘lower-middle 
income’ person as our standard (United Nations (UN),  
2019). Thus in some senses, the states of the global 
North are currently trying to provide for the security 
of, and otherwise serve the needs of, what the rest of the 
world would count as 10 billion people. Some scientists 
estimate that in order for the planet to be able to support 
the human species indefinitely, the global human popu
lation would have to be much lower (cf. e.g. Crist et al.,  

Figure 1. Estimated world human population, 10,000 BCE – 2021 CE. (License: CC-BY). Source: Gapminder - Population v7 (2022), 
Gapminder - Systema Globalis (2022), HYDE (2017), United Nations - World Population Prospects (2022) – with major processing by 
Our World in Data. https://ourworldindata.org/population-sources. Last updated March 31, 2023.
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2022; Lianos & Pseiridis, 2016). There are ethical, 
woman-focused, individual human freedom-protecting 
ways to go about gradually bringing down human num
bers everywhere; the states of the West, for their part, 
can reduce their effective population somewhat more 
rapidly, by reducing needless overconsumption of 
resources, including the percentage of food brought to 
market in the US and Europe which is wasted, which in 
2011 hovered around 40 percent (Smil, 2011, 629-630). 
Reducing both real and effective population numbers is 
one potentially vital way of ameliorating the organic 
national security dilemma in which the world (including 
the West) now finds itself.

Time: The second most important element of sever
ity is duration, though duration needs to be considered 
in a few different ways. First, at the direct scale, the 
longer in duration any human impact on the non- 
human web of life can be predicted to last, the more 
severe we can consider it. Some novel contaminants 
humans have released in vast quantities into the bio
sphere (Brunn et al., 2023) will be there for thousands 
of years. Secondly, states must consider asynchronous 
impacts (or what seem asynchronous by human stan
dards). We still have not yet seen what we have already 
done to biodiversity (Cornford et al., 2023; Gosselin & 
Callois, 2021; Tilman et al., 1994) or to climate 
(Hansen et al., 2023). A third temporal aspect of sever
ity is that the earth experiences all Western states’ (and 
all human) impacts throughout history to the current 
day as a cumulative total force acting on its integrity, 
though states like to consider decisions in isolation, 
often packaged into narrowly framed environmental 
impact assessments which ignore the possibility of one 
last proverbial straw being what breaks the camel’s 
back. As late as approximately 1960, the world’s eco
systems still possessed a ‘substantial ecological reserve’, 
but this had ‘disappeared after 10 [more] years’, i.e. by 
approximately 1970 (Lianos & Pseiridis, 2016, 1682). 
The Mediterranean Basin sustained human civilisa
tions for millennia, but is now at risk of complete 
‘agro-ecological’ and ‘ecosystemic’ collapse in the 
short term (Head et al., 2017).

Intensity: A third element of severity is the physi
cal intensity of the impact being considered seen in 
and of itself. Contemporary forms of coal, oil, and 
natural gas extraction, metal ore and minerals 
mining, technologies like the internal combustion 
engine or the nuclear reactor, and production of 
substances like plastics, chemicals, advanced materi
als, electronics, etc., are often more intense in their 
impacts on the non-human world, when considered 
in and of themselves as types of intervention, 

compared to the types of impacts and interventions 
humans generated throughout most of human his
tory via hand tools, fire, human and animal strength, 
etc. Industrialized farming, for example, is in itself 
more mechanically and chemically intense in its 
effects on soil and waterways than older forms of 
agriculture, or than some forms of traditional hunt
ing and gathering. Advances in humans’ abilities to 
bioengineer viruses, bacteria, potentially one day 
even new forms of multicellular organism, also create 
potential forms of high intensity impact on the non- 
human world.

[E] Environmental is ‘where’ the behaviour is 
impacting: the in situ air and atmosphere; all waterways 
including the oceans; soil and all other parts of the 
Earth’s crust; all other wild species, whether animal, 
bird, plant, insect, fish, etc.; and all the complex wholes 
the interplay of all four of these create, sometimes 
referred to as the biosphere, atmosphere, oceans ‘sys
tems’, climate, landscapes, ecosystems, complex sys
tems, nature, the environment, etc. Again, the focus is 
directed toward the impacts of a policy on the entire 
physical place constituting the country, not on the con
dition or quantity of any one or more countable or 
quantifiable ‘natural resource’ stock.

[D] Degradation is the first of three terms for the 
‘what’, the substance of the action the national secur
ity community is referencing or identifying the pre
sence of. The organic national security evaluator will 
ask: does the decision or position cause degradation? 
Degradation refers to any lowering of the integrity 
and previous/historical way of functioning of one or 
more parts of the environment. For example, indus
trial farming techniques and heavy chemical fertiliser 
and pesticide use cause soil and land degradation. A 
previously wild habitat might become degraded by air 
pollution, light pollution, the presence of domesti
cated species, or the construction of roads nearby, 
even if it appears to still be undeveloped or protected 
(cf. e.g. Albert et al., 2023; Newbold et al., 2015; Smil,  
2011). Bentley offers a fairly standard definition of 
environmental degradation from a scientific stand
point (Bentley, 2022); this scientific sense of the 
term, where some physical ability of a place to sup
port human and other species’ survival needs is 
reduced, can be complemented by an experiential 
sense of the term as well, where degradation corre
sponds to some loss of richness or texture in some 
place or locality, as felt or perceived by some com
munity of humans (and presumably, if recent research 
into animal intelligence is correct, possibly also in 
some sense(s) by some non-human species as well).
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[CO] Contamination is the second of three terms for 
the ‘what’, the substance, which a person gauging the 
organic national security impact of an action or policy 
will be looking to confirm as either present or absent. 
Contamination refers to the release of pollutants, waste 
products, and other problematic substances into the air, 
land, and waterways, affecting the health and survival of 
numerous species and harming human health as well: 
e.g., air pollution, contaminants resulting from indus
trial and chemical waste, oil spills, mountains of non- 
biodegradable trash or electronic waste, etc.

In Canada, the US, and Mexico, combined, industries 
reported ‘more than 5.1 billion kilograms [of pollutants 
emitted] in 2014’ and ‘almost 5.3 billion kg in 2018’ 
(roughly 5.1 million tons and 5.3 million tons, respec
tively) (Commission for Environmental Cooperation,  
2023). Canadian industries reported in one year (2021) 
the release of roughly 2.8 million tons of pollutants into 
the air and 150,000 tons of pollutants into water and 
into the land (Government of Canada, 2022); pollutants 
included ‘162 different substances’, and the ‘pollutants 
released in the highest quantities were carbon monox
ide, sulphur dioxide, nitrogen oxide (expressed as nitro
gen dioxide), and particulate matter’ (Government of 
Canada, 2022).

Plastic waste including microplastic particles is now 
found in the natural environment worldwide, in the 
bodies of fish and birds, and (as microplastic particles) 
in the human bloodstream and lungs (Leslie et al., 2022; 
Jenner et al., 2022). PFAS ‘forever chemicals’ have con
taminated the entire planet (Paz, 2022) and in Europe 
‘people are constantly exposed to a mixture of chemi
cals’ (European Environment Agency, 2020). 
Contamination is often linked with adverse health 
impacts in wildlife and humans; the WHO claims that 
‘nearly a quarter of all [human] deaths globally can be 
attributed to environmental impacts on health’ includ
ing (among others) cases of contamination such as ‘air 
pollution’, ‘chemical exposures, radiation’, and pro
blems in ‘the built environment’ (World Health 
Organization [WHO], 2024).

[V] Vanishing is the third of three ‘what’ terms 
organic national security assessors would be interested 
in determining as either present or absent in a national 
position or policy. Vanishing refers to humans 'vanish
ing' some piece of the non-human world in a permanent 
fashion. For example, a dense forest clear-cut for graz
ing; a grassland paved for a shopping mall and parking 
lot; a large volume of some wild species like elephant or 
tuna killed too rapidly for them to replace themselves; 
etc. It also refers to the extinguishing of an entire species 
altogether (Platt, 2021).

Humans' vanishing of non-human habitats and land
scapes permissive for other species has gotten so pre
valent that wild animals, insects and wild plants are 
running out of places to live (Einhorn & Leatherby,  
2022; Tilman et al., 1994). Species staying short of 
extinction are still being vanished from the Earth in 
terms of real population numbers (WWF, 2020; 
Ceballos et al., 2015). The biggest drivers of direct 
environmental vanishing are the push for new (non- 
regenerative) agricultural land (Bendell, 2023; Dudley 
& Alexander, 2017) and the direct harvesting or “take” 
of trees, individual living animals and fish, and other 
plants for human consumption (Maxwell et al., 2016). 
Meanwhile the vanishing of wild or semiwild land (in 
pieces both large and small) for the sake of residential, 
commercial, or infrastructure development is perhaps 
the most readily visible kind of vanishing for the major
ity of citizens in the West. Vanishing is also a built-in 
flipside to the production of consumer goods of all 
kinds. There is no such thing as a standalone product; 
objects and substances which humans in the West con
sume as inert things entail vanishing, sometimes far 
afield, and often in the global South (Hickel et al.,  
2022). Even ‘simple’ materials like ‘concrete ... bricks, 
asphalt, metals, ... glass and plastic’, the cumulative mass 
of which Elhacham et al. (2020) find now equal and are 
set to outweigh living biomass globally, always incur 
vanishing. To make concrete, silicon, glass, and other 
materials requiring sand as a ‘raw material’, for example, 
the world consumes roughly 50 billion metric tons 
per year of sand (Newcomb, 2022). To get the sand, 
people ‘strip riverbeds and beaches bare’, and there have 
also been reports of people ‘ripping up forests and farm
lands just to get to more sand’; just as sand in situ plays 
a vital role in ecosystems, and takes thousands of years 
for nature to form (Newcomb, 2022), sand made into 
a human consumer good or material represents 
a vanishing (and anthropogenic conversion) of this 
part of the ecosystem (with many follow-on effects) 
wherever it was extracted.

Vanishing meshes particularly easily with the notion 
of a violation of organic national security, because we 
can fairly easily understand the vanishing of whole land
scapes (World Wildlife Foundation [WWF], 2022), 
entire species (Platt, 2021), an entire inland sea 
(Waehler & Sveberg Dietrichs, 2017), and so forth, as 
something akin to a military loss of territory; whichever 
state is allowing the vanishing to take place is quite 
literally relinquishing permanently a part of its means 
of physical survival.

Vanishing pieces of the living world is arguably 
a particularly final and inherently existential act with 
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extraordinary and still little-appreciated risks and costs 
for states and their people, both physical and social.

Gauging SEDCOV from within a security context

Evaluating in rough, qualitative terms, from within a[n 
organic] national security framework, whether a given 
decision or policy entails SEDCOV can be visualised as 
locating the foreseeable outcomes of the policy or deci
sion within a cubic space where one axis is degradation, 
one contamination, and one vanishing. Along each axis, 
the all-important qualifier of severity moves the coordi
nate value up from a zero point of neutral non-impact. 
(Regenerative behaviors like cleanup, rewilding, or 
replacement could also create negative values along the 
appropriate axes.) The point here is only to imagine 
a rough rule of thumb, an intuitive ‘on a scale of 1 to 
10’ type habit of mind that non-scientists could use in 
a security and power context, not develop a precise 
quantification tool. See Figure 2.

Applying this rough tool to understand mundane state 
behavior in a new security light could form the first steps 
down the second of the five roads out of the West's 
current environmental security dilemma – the road of 
developing a security rationale for weaning the Western 
state off of SEDCOV across all policy domains, and lead
ing (to the extent possible) the entire global community 

of states toward the same choice. Grappling with why 
environmental decline is so very bad for itself as well as 
other states that it is not in its domestic or external 
security interest to continue to allow it to happen will 
take time; beginning to canvas in intuitive and conceptual 
ways what kinds of things the state needs to do and not do 
if it is to avoid continuing to lead the world into ever- 
greater amounts of environmental decline is only a first 
step. Getting into a habit of mind where moving policy, 
across all formal policy domains, from the right/upper/ 
back to the left/lower/front part of the cube becomes an 
ingrained goal will take even longer.

We would argue, however, that mapping these reali
ties can no longer be neglected in the study or practice 
of coherent national security strategy. Even just focusing 
on a single issue like fossil fuels and CO2 levels, in 
isolation from the bigger issue of degradation, contam
ination, and vanishing of the natural world itself, is 
a trap which even those, like Dalby, who otherwise 
seem intent on renovating the definition of environ
mental security, still tend to fall into (see, e.g., Dalby,  
2022, p. 32, where he writes that ‘the causes of environ
mental insecurity now lie in the massive use of fossil 
fuels’). Fossil fuel combustion at scale is arguably better 
understood as a symptom, rather than the root cause, of 
the paradoxical organic insecurity attaching to the 
Western state today: the root cause of this insecurity is 
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Figure 2. A visual representation of the SEDCOV rough litmus test for state actions, for use by non-scientist national security 
practitioners and adjacent expert communities. (Diagram designed by author, and executed and enhanced by Adie Mitchell, Princeton 
School of Architecture). Source: Diagram designed by author, and executed and enhanced by Adie Mitchell, Princeton School of 
Architecture.
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that the West still has not accepted that SEDCOV is 
inherently existentially risky, or been willing to re-eval
uate in self-critical ways how it is threatening itself (as 
well as others) with the very oil- and technology-reli
ance it perceives as still being a viable backbone strategy 
for this century, ignoring all environmental conse
quences (or, put another way, ignoring the impossibility 
of securing the necessary environmental foundations of 
such a backbone strategy). If barriers are not gradually 
erected by the state itself against continuing in its 
SEDCOV-as-normal mindset – if recognition remains 
wanting of the true character of this class of state beha
viours – then the state will soon find its fortunes, as it 
were, not just threatened from without, but swallowed 
up entirely from within as it sinks a little more each year 
in the quicksand of environmental decline and its cas
cading effects.

The implicit destination, the inherent logic of the 
West’s longstanding SEDCOV-entwined approach to 
pursuing security and prosperity is in a sense degrada
tion, contamination, and vanishing all going up to a 1 
value in every domain: then the state’s work will be 
‘complete’, the absolute maximum will have been gotten 
out of the earth, and so forth. This means that SEDCOV 
does not pair with an actual security mindset. Reaching 
the ‘1’ value is not physically survivable; as noted above, 
humans require a relatively biodiverse and relatively 
intact and functional biosphere, relatively successfully 
inhabited by millions of species in addition to our own4, 
in order to persist ourselves (Bradshaw et al., 2021; 
IPCC, 2023; W. E. Rees, 1992; Sala & Rechberger,  
2019; Steffen et al., 2018).

Concluding discussion

States in the West, in tending to their national secur
ity, generally look at a) various causal pathways 
through which bad or risky security outcomes could 
land at their feet, b) what these risks look like in 
detail when they do arise, and c) how the state can 
respond to and counter these bad outcomes and 
threats. Currently, when it comes to environmental 
decline, the Western national security community has 
seemingly accepted that climate change and environ
mental degradation are a new kind of a), but fallen 
largely into traditional or neo-traditional, rather than 
environmentally-minded, thinking when turning to 
what b) and c) look like in this case. While acknowl
edging that bad outcomes are likely to arrive as 
a result of climate change (and to some extent 
broader environmental degradation), the West has 
not yet fully grappled with the existential [organic] 

national security risk-taking inherent in Western 
states’ mundane policy decisions resting on 
SEDCOV modes of thinking. The larger picture of 
the acts through which Western states continue to 
cause degradation within the West and globally, and 
the indiscriminate quicksand this degradation has 
already put under all states including Western ones, 
is set aside – a luxury afforded the West not by 
reality, but only by its outdated environmental sanc
tuary mindset and its lack of a lexicon for discussing 
normalised domestic SEDCOV behaviours as under
mining of domestic and global security.

To more fully rise to the challenge of the unprece
dented scope and scale of the environmental decline 
threat, the West’s security community can question 
this current approach, and begin to expand its view of 
its own environmental security dilemma and paradox. 
This can begin with simple steps such as embracing an 
organic national security discourse and awareness, and 
beginning to properly characterise SEDCOV as always 
posing a direct threat to this type of security.

Because of the West’s embrace of SEDCOV at national 
and global scales, because in almost every instance, across 
all policy realms, it continues to default to setting no limits 
on human degradation, contamination, and ‘vanishing’ of 
the non-human world, while failing to acknowledge that 
this insistence on limitlessness is making us less secure, 
rather than more secure, the entire world has currently lost 
the ‘indefinite’ modifier in the definition noted above of 
organic national security. What may matter most of all in 
the entire environmental security landscape of the current 
moment in the West is simply getting Western states’ core 
loci of power to actually see and acknowledge that currently 
they can reasonably claim only to be temporarily securing 
and preserving their core functions and the physical survi
val of their populace, because they are not attending to the 
environmental foundations of the state and its people. 
Once this acknowledgement is publicly, openly, and ser
iously made by the West’s core state functions (not periph
erally, or solely rhetorically, while leaving the 
preponderance of state actions untouched), the imperative 
to replace the limited timer once more with the indefinite 
qualifier may then finally crystallise into a new and revivi
fying purpose for the Western state which finally matches 
the urgency long advocated for by conservation scientists 
(Bradshaw et al., 2021; Catt & Mason, 2023; Díaz et al.,  
2019; IPCC, 2023; Ripple et al., 2017; United Nations 
Environment Program (UNEP), 2023).

Out of the five possible roads forward available to the 
Western state in its contemporary environmental secur
ity dilemma, developing a national security rationale 
that could in principle fairly quickly move the state to 
where it (according to environmental scientists) needs 
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to be is, it appears, the most realistic, least bad option. 
This paper has presented two elements which can hope
fully form a contribution to the national security com
munity’s modes of thinking about their crossroads and 
about how to take the first few steps down this second 
path.

Our earth is a giant, completely interconnected, richly 
chemically- and life-endowed sphere which only took on 
the shape it did by being able to respond to stimuli; by 
being sensitive, reactive, and constantly evolving through 
time. These are the very conditions which created life, 
including our own species, over billions of years. There is 
no such thing as a planet which is both capable of spawn
ing millions of species, including the human one, out of 
some type of raw ‘primordial soup’ of plain molecules 
acting and reacting among themselves over billions of 
years (cf. e.g., Kahana et al., 2019), and at the same time 
capable of holding itself unshakeably stable and un-‘crash’- 
able while we do our worst to it. It is built into the bargain 
of being one of the species literally made by the earth that 
our earthly home reacts to us; we simply would not be here 
were we not part of this dynamic where our every action is 
both shaped by and impacts in turn the rest of the natural 
world (cf. also Dalby, 2022, p. 18). If the West does not 
acknowledge this as the foundational, basic security situa
tion of the nation-state, it is practicing not realism but a 
particularly problematic form of hollow idealism.

We can glean from the scientific side of the environ
mental security discourse that the West does not have 
plenty of time and space ahead in which it can experience 
a long string of environmental decline-caused, but tradi
tionally experienced and parsed, threats coming from other 
regions and peoples. If the climate security or environmen
tal security discourse on the national security side con
tinues along its current track of charting how massive 
climatic and ecological negative changes may impact var
ious states and regions far afield and how these impacts 
might in turn impact the West’s security, it is hard to escape 
the thought that this side of the discourse is ignoring the 
most important kernel of the scientific half of the discus
sion. In the West’s highly imperfect, but in the end hope
fully still somewhat survival-oriented, nation-states, it is 
time to turn national security attention inward, and rethink 
some very basic assumptions long held by those expert in 
the study and exercise of power, beginning with the 
assumption that they are the only actors, and the natural 
world is merely their solid stage.

Notes

1. This is of course, again, not to say these discussions are 
not being held, for example by local communities where 
Western extractivism impacts most visibly, or globally 

by a range of environmental activists and scholars 
within and beyond the natural sciences; only to say 
these discussions are not usually being held within 
this practical and pragmatic, military- and security- 
sector-engaged side of the environmental security 
discourse.

2. I.e., having the most power or influence over what the 
state, its corporate actors, and its individuals do overall, 
and at scale, notwithstanding exceptions to the rule 
which might be carved out in hard-fought battles by 
(relatively powerless) regulatory agencies or other more 
‘pro-environment’ parts or members of the state.

3. Indeed, these two required shifts in perspective (one, the 
shift away from military (and regime) sanctuary assump
tions, and two, the shift away from environmental sanc
tuary assumptions) can be seen as intertwined, though 
there is not space to elaborate on this point here.

4. Estimates of the Earth’s total number of species vary 
from a few million to one trillion; c.f. e.g., Hannah 
Ritchie (2022) - “How many species are there?” 
Published online at OurWorldInData.org, cf. https:// 
ourworldindata.org/how-many-species-are-there.
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