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REFERENCE:  Hansard page 22 – Senator Gallacher 
 
QUESTION:   
Hansard extract 
CHAIR:  I just have one question of CSIRO. What is your assessment of the major national 
security risk posed by climate change? 

If it's 15 different areas, you might need to take some of it on notice, but I'd be really interested to 
know where you think the main national security aspect of climate change is going to evidence 
itself. 

Dr James:  To tell you the truth, I don't believe we've actually done an assessment that would 
answer that question directly. There are a few different angles to take it from, so I think we would 
have to go away and have a look at it. You could look at it from an energy perspective, for which 
there's plenty of background material. By energy, I mean electricity supplies, for example, as 
opposed to the liquid fuels one that we were talking about earlier. You can certainly look at it 
from the humanitarian point of view, as I said earlier or food security and water issues. There are 
many dimensions to that. 

CHAIR:  Perhaps it's best to take it on notice. Then there's a snapshot of where you think the 
emerging national security issues will be. 

Dr James:  Okay. 
 
ANSWER  
 
Climate change has ecological, economic and social impacts, and as such is one of the most 
significant challenges facing Australia. By driving large, unprecedented, and systemic changes in 
climate, impacts will likely be wide-ranging with multiple feedbacks and consequences. CSIRO’s 
view is that risks posed by climate change will occur through the compounding effect of multiple, 
independent scenarios playing out simultaneously. The more significant risks lie in the 
confluence of circumstances which arise from the consequences of climate change and the 
decisions we make now in response to those changes. As described below, CSIRO’s research and 
synthesised knowledge indicates that for Australia to become well prepared for the impacts of 
climate change on national security, considerable attention needs to be paid to understand the 
systemic nature of interdependencies between elements of national security and the different 
decision making and implementing agencies responsible for national security. 
 
A number of reports have been published highlighting the implications of climate change on 
national security. Some of these reports draw heavily on CSIRO’s research on climate change in 
Australia and the region (e.g. CSIRO & BoM 2015 & 2016, BoM & CSIRO 2014), including 



‘Heavy weather: Climate and the Australian Defence Force’ (Press et al. 2013), ‘Be prepared: 
climate change, security and Australia’s defence force’ (Barrie et al. 2015), and ‘Heating up the 
Planet: Climate change and security’ (Dupont and Pearman 2006). As noted in these reports, 
climate change will have impacts across multiple sectors and as such is widely regarded as a 
“threat multiplier”. 
 
Natural disasters as a direct consequence of weather events are only one part of the likely impacts 
from climate change. Research indicates that agriculture, fisheries and forestry (Stokes and 
Howden 2010), water availability (Chiew and Prosser 2011), natural ecosystems (Steffen et al. 
2009), biosecurity (CSIRO 2014), energy systems (CSIRO 2017a), infrastructure (CSIRO 2017b) 
and communities (e.g., Edwards 2013) will also be affected by both changes in weather-related 
extreme events and slow-onset climate change. Research also indicates that the effects of climate 
change are simultaneously felt in all sectors (most likely to different degrees) and there are cross-
dependencies among these sectors that would cause the effects in any one sector to be multiplied 
(O’Connell et al. 2015; Stafford Smith et al., 2011; Wang et al., 2014; Wise et al., 2014). For 
these reasons, climate change impacts will be profound and widespread if the opportunity to plan 
for likely effects and interactions is delayed or not taken.  
 
There are likely to be benefits from systemic, integrated and coordinated approaches to policy 
and planning for climate change mitigation and adaptation, but this will require cross-agency 
coordination as well as an understanding of the complex interdependencies across sectors and 
likely trajectories of change (e.g., see CSIRO 2017b).  It will not be sufficient to undertake one 
cycle of planning and implementation, but rather it will be necessary to undertake multiple cycles 
of monitoring, review, remediation and further planning over time, given the scale and duration 
of sustained change. 
 
It is not currently possible to undertake a scientific analysis of the specific social, environmental 
and economic impacts across all sectors that would enable us to determine which scenarios create 
the largest threats to national security. However CSIRO and various university partners have 
recently created the capability to undertake an exploration of the broader social, environmental 
and economic trajectories for Australia under different climate change scenarios – the Australian 
National Outlook (Hatfield-Dodds et al. 2015). A similar style of modelling capacity could 
potentially be developed for the purpose of exploring the comparative and cumulative effects of 
different scenarios on national security. Such a capability for Australia could incorporate a 
systems view of coincident and interacting parts to social, environmental and economic 
dimensions, including factors within our control in Australia and those that might exert pressure 
on us from outside the country.  The advantage of using such a system to generate options is that 
it could be used to assist with making decisions about how to plan and adapt to climate change 
while minimising disruption to Australian society.  
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