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A truly inspirational report. It blows an overdue gust of wise analysis and well-reasoned 
argument through the counterproductive and self-serving US-driven response to the current 
world disorder. The younger generation in particular desperately need its imaginative and 
hopeful ideas for sustainable alternative security strategies.”
Commander Robert Green RN (Ret.), Disarmament and Security Centre,
New Zealand Peace Foundation

“This new report argues very persuasively and cogently that the war against terrorism has 
been a near-term distraction from a set of more fundamental, long-term issues that seriously 
threaten the future well-being of the globe. If this report can encourage even a few policy-makers 
to shift their focus from tactics that win elections to solutions that benefit society, it will have 
served a very useful purpose indeed.”
Professor Jack Mendelsohn, US Department of State (1963-85); Professor of National 
Security Affairs, US Naval Academy (1998-99)

“A serious, profound, thought-provoking report. This valuable study will greatly benefit 
the common efforts to build a better world.”
Niu Qiang, Secretary General, Chinese People’s Association for Peace and Disarmament

“Essential reading and reference for anyone concerned with turning the world away from 
its current disastrous path. Not only does this report show clearly the full picture of the
interrelated problems we face, it offers a bracing prescription for how we can change 
course towards a more secure future.”
Janet Bloomfield, British Coordinator, Atomic Mirror; Chair, Campaign for 
Nuclear Disarmament (1993-96)

“The post 9/11 mainstream security discourse has run on three myths: that terrorism
has no causes worth discussing, that terrorism is only non-governmental, and that the 
‘war on terror’ should be given priority over all other global challenges. With a wealth of 
facts and solid arguments, this report debunks these myths and tells how urgent it is 
that governments and civil society re-think and widen security concepts as well as policies.”
Dr. Jan Oberg, Director, Transnational Foundation for Peace and Future Research (TFF)

“In this report the authors have examined threats to peace and security from a perspective 
which seeks to remove these threats and create a world of sustainable security for all. 
The core issues discussed, and their interconnectedness are extremely important to 
consider and to consider now, while there is still time and opportunity to address them. 
The recommendations provided in this report must be taken seriously.
Susi Snyder, Secretary General, Women’s International League 
for Peace and Freedom (WILPF) 

‘‘

’’
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“Current 
security 

policies are
self-defeating

in the 
long-term,
and a new

approach is
needed.”

Executive Summary
Since 9/11 and the development of the ‘war on terror’, international terrorism has been promoted 
in Washington, London and other Western capitals as the greatest threat facing the world at the
current juncture. However, this paper shows that international terrorism is actually a relatively
minor threat when compared to other more serious global trends, and that current responses to
those trends are likely to increase, rather than decrease, the risks of further terrorist attacks.

In examining these issues, this report offers an overview of four groups of factors that the 
authors have identified as the root causes of conflict and insecurity in today’s world and the 
likely determinants of future conflict: 

1 Climate change

2 Competition over resources

3 Marginalisation of the majority world

4 Global militarisation

These factors are the trends that are likely to lead to substantial global and regional instability, 
and large-scale loss of life, of a magnitude unmatched by other potential threats.

Current responses to these threats can be characterised as a ‘control paradigm’ – an attempt to 
maintain the status quo through military means and control insecurity without addressing the root
causes. The authors argue that current security policies are self-defeating in the long-term, 
and so a new approach is needed.

This new approach to global security can be characterised as a ‘sustainable security paradigm’. 
The main difference between this and the ‘control paradigm’ is that this approach does not attempt 
to unilaterally control threats through the use of force (‘attack the symptoms’), but rather it aims to
cooperatively resolve the root causes of those threats using the most effective means available (‘cure
the disease’). For example, a sustainable security approach prioritises renewable energy as the key
solution to climate change; energy efficiency as a response to resource competition; poverty reduction
as a means to address marginalisation; and the halting and reversal of WMD development and 
proliferation as a main component of checking global militarisation. These approaches provide the
best chance of averting global disaster, as well as addressing some of the root causes of terrorism. 

Governments will be unwilling to embrace these ideas without pressure from below. The authors 
argue that NGOs and the wider civil society have a unique chance to coordinate their efforts to
convince government that this new approach is practical and effective. This will mean a closer linking
of peace, development and environmental issues than has so far been attempted. New political 
leadership in the USA and UK in the coming years may well present the ideal opportunity for progress,
but unless urgent action is taken in the next five to ten years, it will be extremely difficult, if not
impossible, to avoid a highly unstable global system by the middle years of the century.



5

OxfordResearchGroup   Global Responses to Global Threats

Introduction: A Clear and Present Danger?
One of the unexpected outcomes of the build-up to the US presidential election in 2004 was the 
rebirth of the long dead Committee on the Present Danger (CPD). First formed in 1950, and then 
again in the 1970s, past adaptations of the Committee focused on convincing the American public 
and politicians of the grave danger posed by the Soviet Union. Following the end of the Cold War, 
the Committee slipped back into the shadows. However, in July 2004 it reformed to face what it 
considers another clear and present danger to the United States: international Islamic terrorism.

The organisation’s website, which flashes up photos of terrorist attacks in New York, Madrid and
London, explains that the CPD is dedicated to “protecting and expanding democracy by winning 
the global war against terrorism and the movements and ideologies that drive it”.1 The Committee 
is co-chaired by former CIA director James Woolsey, who is well known to consider the fight against
what the CPD calls “global radical Islamist and fascist terrorist movements” to be World War IV (with
World War III having been the Cold War).2

They, and others like them, have replaced ‘red under the bed’ with ‘terrorist at the gate’ – complete 
with the paranoia and climate of fear associated with such a mind-set. This climate sets the context 
for statements, such as that made by the British Prime Minister Tony Blair during the state visit of
President Bush in November 2003, that “Terrorism is the greatest 21st Century threat”.3 However, 
is international terrorism really the single greatest threat to global security?

Contemporary threats are often interconnected. Led, in large part, by the United Nations, there is
growing international awareness that problems such as international terrorism or armed conflict
cannot be dealt with in isolation from those of extreme poverty or environmental degradation.4

These are all global issues, which threaten human security as well as state security, and they 
recognise no national borders. 

9/11 demonstrated in the most dramatic way that rich Western countries cannot insulate themselves
from developments taking place elsewhere. Poverty is not just a development issue; HIV/AIDS is not
just a disease; climate change does not just affect poor countries; terrorism does not just happen in
failed states – these have security implications for every country. The different societies that make up
humanity are interconnected and interdependent today as never before. Only by working together will
countries be able to overcome the threats they face.

In examining these issues, this report offers an overview of four groups of factors that should be
considered the root causes of conflict and insecurity in today’s world and the likely determinants 
of future conflict: 

• climate change;
• competition over resources;
• marginalisation of the majority world; and
• global militarisation.

1

“Contemporary threats are often interconnected...
international terrorism or armed conflict cannot be 
dealt with in isolation from extreme poverty or 
environmental degradation.”
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There are, of course, other threats to consider, but these factors are the trends that the authors 
have identified as likely to lead to substantial global and regional instability, and large-scale loss 
of life, of a magnitude unmatched by other potential threats. Another important trend, that of political
violence and international terrorism, is discussed throughout the report, because while it is unlikely
to be a major driver of global insecurity in itself, it is the likely result of current security orthodoxy and
the factors outlined above, and will continue to dominate Western security policies, particularly those
of the USA and its principal allies. As this report will show, however, this focus is premised on a flawed
understanding of movements such as al-Qaida, and as a consequence the policies currently promoted
to deal with the threat of international terrorism are inadequate and inappropriate.

The task today is to develop global responses to these global threats. The Cold War way of thinking
focused on security as ‘defence’. This paradigm has continued to dominate attitudes to international
security, even though the global trend in major armed conflict and interstate wars has continued 
to decrease in the post-Cold War era and new challenges have emerged to threaten peace and 
security. Collective security is now needed which promotes a shared and sustainable responsibility 
for managing these new threats and has respect for international law and fundamental human rights 
at its heart. What is needed to replace the current “control paradigm” is a system of “sustainable 
security” that addresses the security concerns of all peoples and tackles both old and new threats. 

The report may, at times, appear to be very centred on the USA. There is some focus on the policies 
of the current US administration, but only because their attitude towards foreign policy and multi-
lateralism has affected international relations to such an extent that many of the efforts to address 
the problems covered in this report have been severely hampered in recent years, and in many
instances have actually added to those problems. The long-term effects of this, both in the US and
elsewhere, are still unclear at present – though the disastrous impacts on some international 
treaties are already apparent. Furthermore, the USA is now the most influential global actor and 
the only country with a truly global military reach, and this further impacts on the security and 
political issues discussed here.

The fundamental problem is that the security agenda is being hijacked by the ‘war on terror’ and
related conflicts in Afghanistan, Iraq and, potentially, Iran. This, coupled with the continued pursuit 
of narrow national and economic interests, is distracting governments from the genuine threats that
humanity faces, causing their responses to these threats to be wholly inadequate. Civil society and
governments must engage in constructive debate and work together to redress the balance. This
report is one contribution to the debate.  

“The policies currently promoted to deal with the 
threat of international terrorism are inadequate and 
inappropriate.”

“The ‘war on
terror’ is

distracting
governments

from the
genuine

threats that
humanity

faces.”
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2 Climate Change

Summary of main points:
• The effects of climate change are likely to lead to the displacement of peoples from coastline 

and river delta areas, severe natural disasters and increasing food shortages. This would lead 
to increased human suffering, greater social unrest, revised patterns of living and the pressure 
of greatly increased levels of migration across the world.

• This has long-term security implications for all countries which are far more serious, lasting 
and destructive than those of international terrorism. 

• However, the response to climate change should not be the increased use of nuclear power, 
which would only encourage the spread across an unstable world of technology and materials 
that can also be used in the development of nuclear weapons and their use by ‘rogue states’ 
or terrorist networks.

• Instead, a more secure and reliable response is the development of local renewable energy 
sources and radical energy conservation practices. 

The Pentagon’s Office of Net Assessment (ONA) identifies climate change as a threat which vastly
eclipses that of terrorism. A report commissioned by the head of the ONA, Pentagon insider Andrew
Marshall, and published in late-2003, concluded that climate change over the next 20 years could
result in a global catastrophe costing millions of lives in wars and natural disasters. The report’s
authors argue that the risk of abrupt climate change should be “elevated beyond a scientific debate 
to a US national security concern”.5

Anyone doubting the serious security implications of environmental disasters, even for rich and 
powerful countries such as the United States, should simply look at the large-scale loss of life and
breakdown of society that occurred in New Orleans and other Gulf Coast cities (as well as rising petrol
prices across the world) in a matter of days following Hurricane Katrina in August and September
2005. This is especially worrying because there has been a near doubling in the number of category 
4 and 5 storms such as Katrina in the last 35 years, most likely as a result of rises in the temperature
of the surface levels of the sea.6

The Social Impacts of Climate Change
In January 2004, the UK Government’s Chief Scientific Adviser, Sir David King, wrote a guest editorial
for the journal Science, warning that “climate change is the most severe problem that we are facing
today, more serious even than the threat of terrorism”. He argues that as a result of global warming
“millions more people around the world may in future be exposed to the risk of hunger, drought, 
flooding, and debilitating diseases such as malaria”.7

Though there is still some disagreement, most scientists now believe there has been a considerable
increase in atmospheric carbon dioxide levels, mainly as a result of human activity such as burning
fossil fuels and the cutting down of the world’s forests, which has led to a large-scale loss of 
biodiversity and a global average temperature increase. Studies differ, but models are predicting 
a future temperature rise of 1.5 to 5 degrees Centigrade by the year 2100. This could cause 
thermal expansion of the sea and global ice melting, resulting in an alarming rise in sea levels 
and a significant redrawing of the world map.8



8

OxfordResearchGroup   Global Responses to Global Threats

Among the many consequences of this rise in sea levels are the effects on metropolitan areas. 
As most of the world’s large cities are positioned on coasts it could mean a large proportion of 
them would be lost to the sea. The gradual displacement of peoples from coastline and river delta
areas could number in the hundreds of millions and the economic and social consequences would 
be disastrous.

Furthermore, there are persuasive arguments that climate change is likely to involve elements of 
‘positive feedback’ in that it will encourage further environmental changes that lead to a marked 
acceleration of carbon emissions. One possibility is that the melting of Arctic sea ice will result in 
more open water during Arctic summers which will absorb more solar radiation, speeding up the
process of ice melting. A second possibility is that the progressive melting of Arctic and near-Arctic
permafrost will release large volumes of methane from rotting vegetation which is, itself, an even 
more potent cause of climate change than carbon dioxide. Losing the sea ice of the Arctic is likely 
to cause dramaticchanges in the climate of the northern region and will have a very big impact on
other climate parameters.9

There are also now indications that over the next fifty years there will be considerable shifts in the
distribution of rainfall, with more rain tending to fall on the oceans and polar regions and progressively
less falling on the tropical land masses. The tropics support a substantial part of the human popula-
tion, much of it surviving by subsistence agriculture. A shift in rainfall distribution is likely to cause a
partial drying-out of some of the most fertile regions of the tropics, resulting in a significant reduction
in the ecological carrying-capacity of the land and decreases in food production.10 China and India, 
in particular, could be hugely affected, with profound national and regional implications. Many of the
countries in this region would have very little capacity to respond to such changes, and the resulting
persistent food shortages and even famines would lead to increased suffering, greater social unrest
and the pressure of greatly increased migration. Governments should not underestimate the 
importance of this.

While Africa will be most affected by drought and desertification due to climate change, researchers
are also reporting a general drying out of the land and spread of desertification in the Mediterranean
region. One of the worst droughts on record hit Spain and Portugal in 2005 and halved some crop
yields, causing both countries to apply to the EU for food assistance. Droughts have also badly 
affected crops in Australia, and one in six countries in the world face food shortages because of 
severe droughts that could become semi-permanent as a result of climate change.11 In fact, new
climate prediction research by the UK Met Office indicates that expected shifts in rain patterns and
temperatures over the next 50 years threaten to put far more people at risk of hunger than previously
thought.12

That is, unless carbon dioxide levels can be stabilised and the threat of global warming and climate
change taken seriously. Time is of the essence. The average temperature of the earth’s surface has
risen by 0.6 degrees Centigrade since reliable records began in the late 1800s. The European Union
believes that the eventual rise in the global average temperature must be kept to within two degrees
Centigrade of pre-industrial levels to ensure the continued safety of the human population. However,
some leading climate scientists suggest that if the concentration of carbon dioxide (CO2) in the 
atmosphere exceeds 400 parts per million (ppm), then there will be little hope of achieving this goal.
The concentration of CO2 in the atmosphere is currently 378 ppm, and increasing by about 1.5 ppm
per year.13 If the scientists are correct, that leaves just 14 years before the 400 ppm point is reached
and, in fact, some of the early effects of global warming are already apparent. In 2004, for example,
the World Health Organisation estimated that current mortality attributable to man-made climate
change was at least 150,000 people per year – with the highest proportion of these deaths occurring 
in Southern Africa (see map opposite).14

“A shift in
rainfall

distribution
is likely to

cause a
partial

drying-out of
some of the
most fertile

regions of the
tropics.”
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Estimated mortality 
attributable to 

climate change
Source: World Health Organisation

While some governments are taking this threat reasonably seriously, the reaction from the USA has
been less than helpful; withdrawing from the Kyoto Protocol being their best known response to what
some in the Bush administration still consider the ‘myth’ of climate change. Even though it accounts
for only 4% of the world’s population, America is the world’s greatest polluter – producing 20% of the
global emissions of greenhouse gases.15 As the world’s only superpower, the United States must face
up to its responsibility to take the threat of climate change seriously. It is also important that China and
India, as two of the largest developing countries who have not signed up to the Kyoto Protocol, be
brought into greater dialogue on the issue as their energy needs grow. China is of particular concern as
it has the second highest carbon dioxide emissions behind the USA, with a rapidly developing economy
and increasingly high levels of energy use, especially from coal-fired power stations. In fact, in the next
20 years China looks set to overtake the USA as the world’s biggest producer of greenhouse gases.16

“The World Health Organisation has estimated that
current mortality attributable to man-made climate 
change is at least 150,000 people per year – with the 
highest proportion of these deaths occurring in Southern
Africa .”
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Nuclear is not the Answer
However, the response to global warming should not, as some suggest, be the increased use of
nuclear power. Even some environmentalists are now promoting the idea that nuclear energy could be
the environmentally sound solution to the problem of rising levels of atmospheric carbon dioxide. 

Aside from the obvious environmental, economic and safety issues associated with dealing with
radioactive waste, there is a very serious global security issue that many seem to ignore. 

This ‘nuclear renaissance’ will involve the development of facilities – reactors, waste tanks and 
reprocessing plants – that are potential terrorist targets,17 as well as encouraging the spread of 
technology and materials that can also be used in the development of nuclear weapons by ‘rogue
states’ or terrorist networks. The peaceful atom and the military atom are what the Swedish physicist
Hannes Alven, a Nobel Prize laureate, called “Siamese twins”. Civil nuclear activity and nuclear
weapons proliferation are intimately linked: one of the ‘twins’ cannot be promoted without the other
spreading out of control. This is where much of the current concern over Iran’s nuclear programme
comes from, but it is important to note that the development of nuclear power in other countries – 
for example, China, the USA or Japan – is just as worrying in terms of global security.18

There are serious dangers associated with producing plutonium in large quantities for civil use in
conditions of increasing world unrest; conditions made worse by the possible social impacts of climate
change already outlined. In particular, there is real concern over the potential use of plutonium in a
terrorist weapon – a radiological dispersal device (so-called ‘dirty bomb’) or a crude nuclear weapon.
This would have a devastating impact if detonated, for example, in a capital city, but also if the threat 
of detonation were used to blackmail a government. The problem of safeguarding society against
these hazards would become formidable in a ‘plutonium economy’ (that is, an economy significantly
dependent on nuclear reactors using mixed oxide fuel and/or plutonium to meet its energy demands).
The security measures that might become necessary could seriously affect personal freedoms and
have genuine consequences for democracy.19  

It is also important to note that nuclear energy is not a carbon free technology. Electricity is used in
many stages of the nuclear cycle – from building reactors to waste disposal and decommissioning –
and this electricity will mainly have been produced from fossil fuels. Even under the most favourable
conditions, the nuclear cycle will produce approximately one-third as much CO2 emission as gas-fired
electricity production. Furthermore, nuclear power could only supply the entire world electricity
demand for three years before sources with low uranium content would have to be mined. Given that
one of the main factors is the amount of carbon dioxide produced by the mining and milling of uranium
ore, the use of the poorer ores in nuclear reactors would produce more CO2 emission than burning
fossil fuels directly, and may actually consume more electricity than it produces.20 Furthermore, the
problems of the depletion of uranium mineable at economic prices would become as serious as the
depletion of oil and gas if a significant nuclear renaissance were to occur.

Therefore, while some may argue that nuclear energy could provide a ‘solution’ to climate change, the
implications of such developments would be disastrous. In fact, the UK Government’s own advisory
body, the Sustainable Development Commission, concluded in March 2006 that nuclear power was
dangerous, expensive and unnecessary.21 The House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee
reached similar conclusions the following month, raising serious concerns relating to safety, the threat
of terrorism, and the proliferation of nuclear power across the world.22 So, rather than constructing new
nuclear reactors, attention should be focused on the protection and security of existing facilities and
options for phasing out their use altogether. This, combined with an accelerated implementation by the
nuclear weapon states of their “unequivocal commitment” to nuclear disarmament under Article VI of
the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), the negotiation of a Fissile Material Cut-Off Treaty (FMCT) 
to ban the further production of fissile materials for use in nuclear weapons, and the development of 
policies designed to increase confidence in the nuclear non-proliferation regime, would go a long way
to making the world a safer place.

“The response
to global
warming

should not be
the increased
use of nuclear

power.”

“Attention
should be

focused on
the protection

and security
of existing

nuclear 
facilities and

options for
phasing out

their use 
altogether.”
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Renewable Energy
Fortunately, there is no need to rely on nuclear energy as an alternative to the current dependence 
on fossil fuels. A more sustainable and secure response is the rapid development of local renewable
energy sources – wind, wave, tidal and solar – and comprehensive energy conservation practices. 

In 2003, the Institute for Sustainable Solutions and Innovations (ISUSI) found that today’s technology
could allow a highly-developed industrialised country to completely cover its energy needs with local
renewable energy sources, particularly solar and wind energy. Using the example of Japan, ISUSI
concluded that it is possible to eliminate fossil fuels and nuclear power without reducing living 
standards or industrial capacity.23 

Another more recent study by the Environmental Change Institute at the University of Oxford found 
that wind, solar and Combined Heat and Power (co-generation) could together meet the electricity
demand of England and Wales (with a minimum necessity for stand-by capacity from non-renewable
sources for times when renewable electricity supply is low and demand is high).24 The UK is particularly
well suited to the development of wind power, as the wind tends to blow more strongly during the day
and the winter months, when energy demands from the national grid are greatest.25 This is one of the
advantages of renewable energy sources because they tend to produce greater levels of electricity
during peak demand points of the day (between 6am and midnight) and during the months of highest
demand (winter months), whereas nuclear power can only produce a constant ‘base-load’ 24 hours 
a day, 365 days a year.26

Diverting resources and personnel from military science to civilian renewable energy programmes
would greatly help to accelerate the technological developments already happening in this important
area – for example, third generation photovoltaic concentrator cells. However, the ‘war on terror’ has
had the effect of reversing the drop in military expenditure that followed the end of the Cold War. 
For example, in 2003-04 the UK spent about £2.7 billion on military research and development –
approximately 30% of all UK government research and development spending. Overall, in 2003 the
world’s military spent a massive $956 billion.27 A substantial proportion of this funding should be 
reallocated to civil uses, with an emphasis on the development of renewable energy technologies. 

A rapid move towards local renewable energy sources and energy efficient practices would reduce 
the security and political risks associated with a reliance on nuclear energy programmes and/or 
fossil fuel supplies from increasingly unstable regions of the world. It is just a matter of finding the
political will to make it happen.

“It is possible to eliminate fossil fuels and nuclear power
without reducing living standards or industrial capacity.”
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3 Competition over Resources

Summary of main points:
• Industrialised and industrialising states are increasingly dependent on imported resources, 

especially oil and gas.
• Oil is currently the main marketed fossil fuel and the Persian Gulf is the dominant region, 

with two-thirds of world reserves. It is a deeply unstable region with continuing potential for 
conflict as the United States seeks to maintain control against opposition from regional state 
and sub-state paramilitary groups.

• There is also a longer-term concern over trends in oil supplies and markets, in which China 
is rapidly becoming significant. This is partly because China, like the United States, can no 
longer produce enough oil from domestic fields and increasingly needs to import oil from 
the Persian Gulf.

• Oil consumption is a primary cause of climate change and should be rapidly reduced for 
this reason alone. In a very real sense, the short-term nature of conflict in the Persian Gulf 
means that this liability of the oil-based economy should also be used to seek a rapid move 
to renewables.

The ‘limits to growth’ debate of the 1970s was prompted by an early systems analysis study of the
increasing human impact on the global ecosystem. It also did much to stimulate the early development
of the environmental movement. The original study of the same name, published in 1971 a few months
before the UN Stockholm Environment Conference, was relatively crude and was much derided by
market economists. While it was not predicting major problems for several decades, it did argue the
case that there were limits to the capability of the global ecosystem to survive the effects of human
activity, not least in terms of pollution, resource depletion and food shortages.28

In spite of the early criticisms, the experience of the past 30 years has done much to support elements
of the Limits to Growth thesis. This includes depletion of maritime resources, erosion of biodiversity,
global pollution problems such as ozone depletion, and problems of deforestation. These, together
with shortages of water resources and long-term issues of human malnutrition and famine are likely 
to remain major factors in the coming decades, but there are also issues of resource depletion and
potential conflict that are becoming particularly pertinent. Of greatest significance are the problems
now being caused by an excessive reliance on fossil fuels, especially oil and natural gas. Both as a
source of conflict and as a major factor in climate change, the location and exploitation of oil, in 
particular, is of massive if largely unrecognised importance.

“Of greatest significance are the problems now being 
caused by an excessive reliance on fossil fuels, especially 
oil and gas.”

The Resource Shift
Current problems need to be put in historical context. An important aspect of industrialisation in
Western Europe and North America was that the initial period of industrial growth in the 1800s could
be based on domestic resources. Britain, for example, had indigenous supplies of coal, iron ore,
copper, lead and tin that were more than adequate throughout most of the century. By the mid-
twentieth century this had changed dramatically and most Western European states had become
heavily dependent on imported raw materials, so much so that states in the Global South became



13

OxfordResearchGroup   Global Responses to Global Threats

locked into the world economy as suppliers of low cost primary products.29 In the last 50 years, 
even the United States has become a net importer of many primary products. 

This long-term international trend has been termed the “resource shift” and is a key factor in 
international political economy. On occasions it leads to intense competition and even conflict – 
recent examples have included open conflict over cobalt in Zaire in the late 1970s, more recent
conflict in the Great Lakes over tantalum supplies (used in mobile phones), and protracted conflict
over diamonds in West Africa.

While these are significant in the regions concerned, they are not a focus of global conflict, but this is
not the case for oil. It is here that the resource shift is at its most remarkable, and it is a combination
of increasing dependence of major industrial states on imported oil, with the very limited location of
key oil reserves, that is significant.

Although Norway is still self-sufficient in oil through its North Sea reserves, the United Kingdom is no
longer in this position because of the depletion of major fields, and the UK is now therefore joining the
rest of Western Europe as a net oil importer. In any case, the North Sea fields are small compared with
global reserves – even at their peak in the early 1990s, they made up barely 3% of the world total
(compared to over 65% for the Persian Gulf region). 

Another major industrial power, Japan, has long been a major oil importer, as has South Korea, but it 
is the position of the United States and China that is key. Until around 1970, the USA was able to use
its major oil fields in Texas, California, Louisiana and the Gulf of Mexico to provide for just about all 
its needs. From the start of the 1970s, the domestic oil fields were no longer able to keep up with
demand, and even the development of the North Slope and Prudhoe Bay fields in Alaska made little
difference as demand soared. Over the following 30 years the United States saw production fall as
demand rose, and the end result was a massive dependence on imported oil by the end of the century.30

Oil and US Security
Even in the 1970s, oil security began to figure prominently in US military thinking, and the massive oil
price hike of 1973-74 (over 400% rise in nine months) had a radical effect on the US defence posture.
This was primarily because the Persian Gulf was becoming the world’s main region for oil production,
exports and reserves, and there were severe doubts as to whether the US had the military capability to
intervene in the region should the Soviet Union or a regional state take action to interrupt supplies. As
a result of these fears, the Joint Rapid Deployment Task Force was established by the Pentagon at the
end of the 1970s and was later elevated into an entirely new unified military command, US Central
Command (CENTCOM) in the mid-1980s. CENTCOM’s zone of responsibility was centred on the Persian
Gulf, extending to South West Asia and North East Africa, and it was CENTCOM under General Norman
Schwarzkopf that was the centre of the coalition of forces that evicted the Iraqis from Kuwait in 1991.31  

After the 1991 War, CENTCOM remained a major focus for the US military posture which included the
re-establishment of the US Navy’s Fifth Fleet to cover the Persian Gulf and the Indian Ocean. It also
maintained large military bases in Saudi Arabia in spite of bitter opposition from Islamic radicals who
saw the presence of a foreign power in the Kingdom of the Two Holy Places (Mecca and Medina) as
entirely unacceptable. This became sufficient to deter the United States from expanding its operations
in Saudi Arabia, but other states such as Kuwait and Qatar were readily available, as was the key 
logistics base of Diego Garcia in the Indian Ocean.

While CENTCOM, with its hundreds of planes, scores of warships and several hundred thousand
troops, had an immediate focus on the autocratic regime of Saddam Hussein and the radical Islamic

“Even in 
the 1970s, 

oil security
began to

figure 
prominently

in US 
military

thinking.”



14

OxfordResearchGroup   Global Responses to Global Threats

Republic of Iran, there is also a longer-term concern over trends in oil supplies and markets, in which
China is rapidly becoming significant. This is partly because China, like the United States, can no
longer produce enough oil from domestic fields and increasingly needs to import oil from the Gulf, and
partly because of the overwhelming importance of the Gulf reserves. Significantly, CENTCOM’s area of
responsibility has now been extended to include the Caspian Basin which, although not having oil
reserves that are remotely on the scale of the Persian Gulf, is also a region in which the competing
energy interests of China and the United States are becoming increasingly important (the Niger Delta
is also similar in that regard, although outside of CENTCOM’s area of responsibility).

As of 2005, world oil reserves stand at approximately one trillion barrels. Of this, around 260 billion
barrels are located in Saudi Arabia, with these being by far the largest reserves in any one country.32

Even so, the second, third, fourth and fifth countries are also in the Persian Gulf region – Iraq, Iran,
Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates. These together have close to two-thirds of all the proved 
reserves in the world (see graph below for a comparison with other regions). Moreover, the oil tends 
of be of high quality, much of it is cheap to extract from land-based fields, and some does not even
need to be pumped up from underground but comes to the surface under pressure.33  

Because of the international resource shift, combined with patterns of consumption, the Persian 
Gulf will be the dominant location for world oil supplies for the next several decades, with the major
industrial powers becoming steadily more dependent on Gulf oil. For the United States, it is a core
security requirement that it is able to deploy military forces which can maintain control of the region –
a trend that developed in the 1970s and will be maintained for as long as the Persian Gulf is central 
to world oil supplies, especially as competition between China and the United States for oil and gas
intensifies.

Proved oil reserves by
region at the end of

2004 (thousand
million barrels) 

Source: BP
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The problem is that such a military posture is already bitterly opposed by states such as Iran and, 
even more significantly, by radical Islamic paramilitaries such as those linked to al-Qaida. For the 
al-Qaida movement itself, with its improbable vision of re-establishing an Islamic caliphate,34 the
United States’ occupation of Iraq has been a remarkably positive development for three quite different
reasons. One is that the widespread coverage of civilian casualties and ‘collateral damage’ on satellite
TV news channels such as al-Jazeera has been a powerful recruiting tool; a second is that Iraq is 
starting to provide a combat training zone in urban guerrilla warfare for paramilitary radicals from
outside Iraq who will be able, in due course, to take their experience and capabilities into other areas
of al-Qaida operations. The third reason is that Baghdad was the historic centre of the most sustained
Islamic Caliphate, the Abbasid Caliphate (750 to 1250 in the Western calendar) and is now easily
represented as being occupied by neo-Christian forces.35

At the same time, while the USA may be deeply mired in an insurgency in Iraq, any talk of a complete
US withdrawal is specious. At least four permanent military bases are being established in the country
(two of them near major oil fields, and a third near suspected substantial oil deposits), even though
such a presence will be a continual source of opposition and conflict. Meanwhile, elements within the
Bush administration are advocating pre-emptive military action against Iran, viewing it as another
component of the ‘axis of evil’, and one with presumed nuclear weapons ambitions.

Water Politics
It is worth noting that competition over oil is not the only resource related issue that may lead to 
instability. For example, there are further concerns over the availability of adequate water supplies. 
It is unlikely that water scarcity will be a cause of conflict on its own, and certainly not on the same
scale as oil, but it may well exacerbate existing tensions and water supply may be used as a ‘tool’ 
within interstate conflict that has begun for other reasons.36

‘Water politics’ already plays a part in conflict in some regions of the world, particularly the Middle 
East (where Israel, for example, has already taken action against Syria and Lebanon over supplies from
the River Jordan). Demand for fresh water is well beyond that which can be sustained at current, much
less future, levels.37 Population growth will mean greater and greater demands on water resources, and
where a number of states rely on the same water, tensions are likely to increase. For example, the Nile
river complex flows through ten countries, where half the population lives below the poverty line. 
The population in the Nile basin is expected to double in the next twenty-five years, creating further
tensions. Egypt and Sudan have extensive rights over the river’s waters and have been reluctant to
renegotiate treaties on its management with other river states.38 A further example of such tensions 
is between Israel and Palestine, where both populations rely on access to many of the same water
sources, especially from the winter rains that fall over the hills of the West Bank. 

Water is a source of security and prosperity, and with water shortages likely to increase, with the 
potential to severely affect food production in some areas, some of these tensions could develop 
into full-scale armed conflict unless there is a strict observance of water laws and a multi-lateral
approach to developing water management agreements.
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4 Marginalisation of the Majority World

Summary of main points:
• While overall global wealth has increased, the benefits of this economic growth have not been 

equally shared, with a very heavy concentration of growth in relatively few parts of the world.
• These divisions are being exacerbated by increasing oppression and political exclusion, 

coupled with a growing sense of marginalisation as a result of improvements in education and 
modern communication technologies, leading in places to increased levels of political violence.

• Current security policies and the ‘war on terror’ are not reacting appropriately to this key trend, 
and are actually causing an increase in support for radical and violent movements such as the 
al-Qaida network.

• Policies to control such developments will need to go beyond traditional methods of counter-
terrorism to incorporate a wide range of conflict prevention and resolution methods, but going 
on from these to include determined efforts to address the underlying global socio-economic 
divisions that the world is currently experiencing. 

Despite the clear evidence of the security risks posed by climate change and related environmental
issues, the US government, in particular, remains focused on projecting its influence and securing
access to resources. This is increasingly undertaken through the ‘war on terror’, which relies on an
exaggerated perceived risk of the threat of international terrorism, without addressing the underlying
causes of that terrorism.

However, the US State Department’s own figures show that the number of US citizens killed each 
year by international terrorism is rarely more than a couple of dozen (see graph below).39 Even in 
2001, which saw the highest death toll from international terrorism on record, the number of
Americans killed was around 2,500.40 That number of innocent people killed is horrific, but in the 
same year in the United States 3,500 people died from malnutrition, 14,000 people died from
HIV/AIDS, and 62,000 people died from pneumonia. The biggest killer in the USA that year was 
heart disease, which killed over 700,000 people. Over 30,000 Americans committed suicide that 
year and over 42,000 were killed in traffic accidents. In addition, there were nearly 30,000 firearm
related deaths and over 20,000 homicides.41

In fact, in 2001 (the year of the 9/11 attacks) a US citizen was over five times more likely to die from
HIV/AIDS than from international terrorism. Fours years on, and in 2005 the USA spent only around
$2.6 billion fighting HIV/AIDS globally42 but a massive $48.5 billion on homeland security alone.43
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Source: US Department of State
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The Security Implications of HIV/AIDS
Worldwide, HIV/AIDS has become the leading cause of death among adults aged 15-59 years
(followed by heart disease and tuberculosis). Globally, more than 20 million people have died from
HIV/AIDS and 34-46 million others are now infected with the virus.44 Tackling this is the world’s most
urgent public health challenge and UNICEF considers AIDS to be the worst catastrophe ever to hit the
world,45 yet worldwide only around $6 billion was set aside in 2004 for combating the virus.46

According to the UN, 70% of the millions of people infected with HIV/AIDS live in Africa (25 million of
these in sub-Saharan Africa), and 7.7% of all Africans of working age are HIV infected. The economic
destruction and massive expected deaths, with the loss of the working and parental generation, is
likely to overwhelm the social structure and medical facilities of most African countries, threatening
the collapse of poor states that have been most highly infected.

This is exacerbated by two further factors. Firstly, there are currently over 12 million children orphaned
by AIDS in sub-Saharan Africa – and UNICEF estimates that 18 million children in the region will have
lost at least one parent to AIDS by 2010.47 With the great societal upheaval that seems almost certain
in many African countries, there is the risk that some of these children could become vulnerable to
recruitment by rebels, terrorists or criminal gangs (particularly as they rarely receive the public support
or services that they need). Secondly, the armed forces in Africa tend to have a higher prevalence of
the virus than the rest of the population: in some African countries as many as 50% of new military
recruits are HIV positive. This has a serious strategic impact on military readiness and some countries
have hesitated to participate in peacekeeping missions for fear that soldiers deployed abroad may
further spread the virus or bring it back to their local communities when demobilised.48

This all makes HIV/AIDS more than just a humanitarian concern, but also a military and security issue.
This has been recognised by the United Nations in Security Council Resolution 1308 (2000), which
states that “the HIV/AIDS pandemic, if left unchecked, may pose a risk to stability and security”.49

This is made worse by the extreme poverty that is present in much of Africa and the socio-economic
divisions that are present worldwide. 

Socio-economic Divisions
Globally, more than one billion people must try to survive on less than $1 a day50 and almost half 
of the world’s 2.2 billion children live in poverty.51 Across the world, some 115 million children who
should be in school are not – three-fifths of them girls. Indigenous peoples face persecution and the
destruction of their lands for profit. Almost two billion people live in countries where regimes do not
fully accommodate civil and political freedoms. About 900 million people worldwide belong to ethnic,
religious or linguistic groups that face discrimination.52

As a result of natural disasters, war and poverty, 815 million people in developing countries are 
suffering from acute hunger and each year ten million people die of hunger and hunger-related
diseases, despite the fact that there is enough food available to feed the entire global population 
of 6.4 billion people.53 As discussed earlier, this is something that will only get worse as a result of
climate change if the flooding of river delta and coastline areas leads to the large-scale displacement
of people, and the drying out of the tropics leads to the food shortages and famine that could be
expected.

There is a clear and present danger in the world today: a complex interplay of discrimination, global
poverty, majority world debt, infectious disease – the haves and the have nots – global inequality and
deepening socio-economic divisions, that are key elements of current global insecurity. While overall
global wealth has increased, the benefits of this economic growth have not been equally shared, with 
a very heavy concentration of growth in relatively few parts of the world. The ‘majority world’ of Asia,
Africa and Latin America is being marginalised as North America and Europe try to maintain their 
political, cultural, economic and military global dominance.
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Unfair international trade rules, such as the high tariffs imposed by the EU, the USA and other Western
countries on imported food, clothing and other goods, prevent poorer countries from developing their
economies. Aid is often in the form of loans and is tied to products coming from the donor countries, 
or is directly tied to the privatisation of public services. Many of the least developed nations are 
crippled by the huge burden of debt that has been forced on them by economic circumstance and by
other governments and international financial institutions. Multinational corporations exploit the
natural resources of many countries with little or no benefit to the local population and little concern
for the social and environmental impacts of their actions.

This situation is often supported by the political elites in those countries, as they are usually the 
ones that prosper most under such circumstances, further adding to the sense of injustice within 
the population and often resulting in harsh repression and brutal security measures being employed
by those elites. All too often, international arms corporations, with the assistance of their governments,
are ready and willing to provide a wide range of weapons systems, often directed at the harsh control
of dissident movements.

Organised crime, social disorder and cultural tensions thrive in this poverty and inequality, 
particularly in the ever-expanding urban areas. Although there are many complex factors at play,
addressing these issues would help alleviate some of the root causes of anti-elite action, political
violence and international terrorism, much more than any ‘war on terror’ ever could. Whatever their
philosophies, the political aims of radical paramilitary groups can only be achieved if they have, 
among other things, the support of those whom they claim to represent. That will depend on how 
deep and enduring are the grievances of those people, and the ability of the groups to tap into this
underlying reservoir of discontent and marginalisation. The success of groups such as Hezbollah 
in Lebanon and Hamas in the Palestinian territories, is in part due to the fact that they are able to
provide the medical, educational and social services that the local governments have failed to 
deliver, thus securing the allegiance of a disaffected population and legitimising their violent agenda.

It is a sad fact that if talented and educated people are faced with oppression and lack of opportunity
(whether real or perceived) it creates a sense of marginalisation that may make some more likely to
turn to radical and violent movements under certain circumstances – as witnessed in Saudi Arabia,
Palestine, Iraq and elsewhere. As the perceived driver of globalisation, the USA can become a primary
target, alongside local elites, of frustration. The combination of current economic and demographic
trends with continued improvements in education and modern communications technologies, such as
satellite television and the internet, indicates that this perception of marginalisation is likely to
increase rather than decrease. 
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The ‘War on Terror’
This global trend remains unrecognised by most of the world’s political elite. The ‘war on terror’ is
distracting them from the fundamental causes of insecurity, and the need to address global poverty
and injustice has not made it onto the national security agenda of many, if not most, countries. 

Instead, the current US government and its allies have chosen a geopolitical ‘war on terror’ as it
pursues its New American Century. Since 9/11 this has cost the US government an estimated $357
billion in military operations, reconstruction, embassy costs and various aid programmes in Iraq and
Afghanistan, and for enhanced security at military bases around the world.54 However, the human 
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cost has been infinitely higher. In Iraq, now on the brink of civil war, at least 40,000 civilians55 and 
thousands of Iraqi military and police have been killed as a result of the invasion. To date the US has
suffered nearly 2,500 military fatalities in Iraq, with nearly 18,000 thousand troops wounded in
action56 and a similar number evacuated because of non-combat injuries and severe physical or
mental health problems.57 In Afghanistan, while the Taliban may have been ousted from power, 
more innocent civilians were killed as a direct result of military action there than died in the 9/11
attacks that prompted the US-led invasion.58 In the two conflicts, the number of civilians seriously
injured is likely to be in the region of one hundred thousand, and tens of thousands have been 
internally displaced. 

Furthermore, the alleged, but now generally discounted, pre-war link between Saddam Hussein’s 
Iraq and al-Qaida has become a self-fulfilling prophecy, in that treating Iraq as part of the ‘war on
terror’ has only spawned new terror in the region and created a combat training zone for paramilitaries
and jihadists. People across the world now overwhelmingly believe that the Iraq war has increased the
likelihood of terrorist attacks worldwide.59 If extended to Iran, the implications of intervention would be
disastrous.60

It was hoped by the planners in Washington and London that the removal of Saddam Hussein and the
spreading of democracy to Iraq would eventually vindicate their policy of pre-emption. However, it has
become clear that ‘democracy’ in this instance actually means the privatisation of state-run industries,
plus elections.61 The US policy of detention without trial of “unlawful combatants” in Guantanamo Bay;
the widespread and deliberate bombing of civilian infrastructure in Afghanistan and Iraq; the abuse
and torture of prisoners at the Abu Ghraib prison; and the destruction of Fallujah, the “city of
mosques”, are just four more of the injustices of the ‘war on terror’ – injustices widely reported across
the Muslim world, further adding to the sense of oppression and marginalisation (Islamic militants
often also cite Chechnya, Kashmir and Palestine as further examples of Western oppression of
Muslims). As the Defense Science Board (an advisory committee to the US Secretary of Defense)
concluded in September 2004, “Muslims do not ‘hate our freedom’, but rather they hate our 
policies”.62 A post-7/7 UK Home Office working group also concluded that British foreign policy, 
especially in the Middle East, was "a key contributory factor" in the motivations of radical extremists.63

This is not the way to curb recruitment to terrorist organisations or address anti-Western attitudes – 
as recent attacks in Islamabad, Karachi, Djakarta, Bali, Mombassa, Riyadh, Casablanca, Istanbul,
Madrid and London reveal. Moreover, as the July 2005 attacks in London may have demonstrated,
these actions risk increasing support for al-Qaida and their associates among Islamic communities in
Western countries, thus creating a truly transnational phenomenon (the focus by some governments
on ‘failed states’ as a breeding ground for terrorists is misleading in this regard). This is made even
more likely by the harsh anti-terrorism and immigration laws enacted by some countries, which are
creating a legacy of alienation and disillusionment in many Muslim communities, particularly among
young people. 

The ‘war on terror’ is, however, creating a climate of fear that can be politically advantageous for 
those in power; a climate in which, for example, a sizeable percentage of Americans consistently, 
and unrealistically, report they are worried that they or someone in their family will become a victim 
of terrorism64 and a majority believe there will be another terrorist attack in the United States.65 If
‘weapons of mass destruction’ or ‘rogue states’ are added into the mix, then that climate of fear really
begins to take hold (helped along to a great extent by the media), allowing governments to pursue 
policies that would otherwise be impossible. However, while many countries are at risk of further 
terrorist attacks, much of the currently perceived threat from international terrorism is somewhat of 
a fear of a phantom enemy. That ‘phantom enemy’ is not international terrorism per se but rather a
popular image of Islamic fundamentalism epitomised by what most think of as ‘al-Qaida’.
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It is important to understand that al-Qaida is not an organisation as such: it is more an ideology 
about freeing Muslim lands and cleansing a corrupt world through religious violence.66 Furthermore,
far from sleeper cells in every country, it is more realistic to think of al-Qaida as a ‘consortium’; a 
kind of network of networks, sharing a radical worldview but with individual ‘member’ groups and 
associates working independently of top-down leadership from Osama bin Laden and al-Qaida, and
often fighting for different local objectives (though sometimes sharing resources and support). The
broad aims of the movement can, however, be identified as: the expulsion of foreign troops from the
Middle East; termination of the House of Saud and other elitist and pro-Western regimes across the
region; the elimination of Israel and the creation of a Palestinian state; and support for insurgents in
other regions of the Muslim world.67

‘Al-Qaida’, if it ever really existed as most people understand it, did not survive past the end of 2001.
The individuals and groups so often called al-Qaida today may actually have very few substantial 
links to bin Laden; they merely follow similar precepts and methods – acting autonomously, but in the
‘style’ of al-Qaida that bin Laden now personifies. After 9/11 and the US invasion of Afghanistan that
followed, bin Laden’s role in the radical Islamic movement has been limited to that of a propagandist
making effective use of modern communications technology; a “counter-cultural symbol” with cult
status, representing a discourse of dissent in much of the Muslim world.68

Terrorist organisations and ‘rogue states’ are not isolated phenomena that can be defeated militarily
on a case-by-case basis, thereby regaining control and maintaining the existing world order. Al-Qaida
and the like are more of an indicator, a ‘symptom’, of a longer-term trend. It follows that policies to
control such developments will need to go beyond the traditional, if often effective, methods of
counter-terrorism to incorporate a wide range of conflict prevention and conflict resolution methods,
but going on from these to include determined efforts to address the underlying socio-economic 
divisions that are leading to the deep global divisions that the world is currently experiencing. 

Violent groups often grow out of local conditions to address grievances, whether local or global, which
they feel cannot be dealt with through the political system available to them. Radical philosophies may
offer these people an explanation of what is happening around them, and suggest violent actions that
make sense from within an environment of marginalisation and hopelessness. These groups, whether
religious or secular, old or new, must be brought into the political process wherever possible; no matter
how painful that route may be at times. By genuinely addressing the root causes of political violence
and bringing groups into dialogue, violence can be stopped.69 In other words, the ‘war on terror’ should
be viewed less as a ‘war’, than a sustained campaign to win hearts and minds.70 This is not to excuse
terrorism in any form. To try to understand is not to condone. It is only by truly understanding terrorism
and the causes of terrorism that there will be any hope of avoiding future attacks. 

In the short-term, security strategies that demand increasing levels of social control may just about
keep the growing instability and violence elsewhere at bay, but this will only serve to intensify such
instability in the long-term. However, the continuing problems in Iraq and Afghanistan, as well as the
failure to control the activities of the al-Qaida movement, may well make it increasingly obvious that 
a sustainable security alternative to the current US-led security paradigm of a ‘war on terror’ and 
pre-emptive strikes is long overdue. 
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5 Global Militarisation

Summary of main points:
• The current focus is on maintaining international security by the vigorous use of military 

force; the first five years of the ‘war on terror’ suggest that this is failing.
• A brief history of the Cold War shows that there is a persistent tendency by the authorities 

to maintain an aura of control and responsibility, when this is very far from what is actually 
happening.

• Post-Cold War nuclear developments involve the modernisation and proliferation of nuclear 
systems, with an increasing risk of limited nuclear weapons use in warfare – breaking a
threshold that has held for 60 years.

• Biological weapons have the potential to become effective weapons of war, given likely 
developments in genetic manipulation and biotechnology. The negotiation of a much-
strengthened Biological and Toxin Weapons Convention should be a priority.

Outside of the two World Wars, the most sustained period of militarisation was during the Cold War
from the late 1940s through to the end of the 1980s. During this period, close to 85% of all world 
military spending was undertaken by the NATO and Warsaw Pact alliances, peaking in the mid-1980s
at $1 trillion per year at today’s prices.71 As well as massive spending on conventional weapons, the 
two superpowers engaged in a sustained nuclear arms race that reached a peak of close to 70,000
warheads worldwide. The largest thermonuclear weapons deployed at the height of the Cold War, 
the US Titan (ICBM) intercontinental ballistic missile (9 megatons) and the Soviet SS-18 ICBM (25
megatons), could each entirely destroy any of the world’s largest cities in a single detonation.72

The United States and Soviet Union also developed large arsenals of chemical weapons, together
accumulating in excess of 80,000 tonnes of active agent.73

In addition to the processes of weaponisation, the Cold War had three other effects. One was the 
mass diversion of monetary resources away from social welfare and developmental priorities, and 
a second was the diversion of intellectual and technical resources away from civil research and 
development into military programmes. Most significant, however, was the diversion of conflict from
the direct superpower confrontation to ‘proxy’ wars fought indirectly between the superpowers.
Worldwide conflicts during the 1945-2000 period are thought to have caused 25 million deaths and
75 million serious injuries,74 but many of these were fought under the shadow of the Cold War and
included Korea, Vietnam, Afghanistan and the Horn of Africa. Such proxy wars caused around 10
million deaths and 30 million serious injuries.75 The idea that the Cold War was a period in which
nuclear weapons kept the peace is a myth.

We also now know that the nuclear arms race was every bit as dangerous as the more radical anti-
nuclear campaigners claimed at the time. As the archives are opened up and former opponents meet
to compare their experiences, it is clear that crises such as Cuba (1962) and Able Archer (1983) were
far more dangerous than was previously realised.76 Moreover, there are known to have been a number
of incidents in which nuclear weapons were lost and never recovered, and others in which nuclear
weapons were damaged or came remarkably close to accidental detonation. The former included one
US and two Soviet submarines in the 1960s and 1980s and the latter included accidents involving US
B-52 strategic nuclear bombers in the 1960s.

One of the lessons from this brief excursion into Cold War history is that there is a persistent tendency
by the authorities to maintain an aura of control and responsibility, when this is very far from what is
actually happening. An impression of ‘being in control’ is a pre-requisite for preventing the challenging
of dangerous policies, but is frequently entirely false.
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Forces in Transition
The early 1990s were marked by three major developments in military postures and deployments. 
The first was that the states of the former Soviet Union experienced massive economic problems
leading, among other things, to the near collapse of their armed forces. Russia, in particular, lost 
most of its armed forces and was hard-pressed to engage in the internal war in Chechnya, let alone
maintain an internationally significant force.

Secondly, a combination of multilateral and unilateral nuclear disarmament measures resulted in
nuclear arsenals in Russia and the USA decreasing from around 70,000 to 20,000, although supplies
of core fissile material in the withdrawn weapons were not irreversibly deactivated. There was also a
significant international agreement to ban chemical weapons, the Chemical Weapons Convention, 
and this has resulted in the destruction of the large chemical arsenals – a technically difficult process
that will take some years to complete.

Finally, the United States embarked on a progressive transformation of its armed forces. There were
substantial decreases in Cold War-type deployments such as heavy armour in Europe and the anti-
submarine warfare systems of the US Navy, but this was accompanied by the maintenance and even
enhancement of forces intended to fight more limited wars at a distance. Amphibious forces, aircraft
carriers, long-range air strike capabilities and Special Forces were all emphasised in the ‘global reach’
outlook, as well as more concentration on national and theatre missile defence. By the end of the
1990s the United States was the only country with a true global reach, with just the UK and France
having limited capabilities, and the tendency to use military force to maintain an ‘aura of control’ 
was firmly entrenched.77

The 9/11 Attacks and After
Prior to 9/11, the Bush administration had come to power with a very strong strand of neo-
conservatism embedded in its foreign and security policy. Multilateral approaches to arms control 
were seen as constraining and inappropriate: the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty and the Anti-Ballistic
Missile Treaty were not considered useful to the United States, there was opposition to the new
International Criminal Court and withdrawal from the Kyoto accords. Of perhaps greater significance, 
if largely unrecognised at the time, was the refusal of the Bush administration to support the 
strengthening of the 1972 Biological and Toxin Weapons Convention.

Behind all this lay a belief in the New American Century: that the United States had a mission 
to encourage a world political and economic system that followed the American model. As one
commentator remarked, the United States was not just any hegemon, it ran a uniquely benign
imperium.78 The world would be a safer place if it followed the American ideal.

The 9/11 attacks were a particularly grievous assault on this concept and the response was 
immediate. The Taliban regime in Afghanistan was rapidly terminated, an ‘axis of evil’ comprising 
Iran, Iraq and North Korea was identified and a policy of early pre-emption of potential threats was
enunciated as part of a wider ‘Bush doctrine’. Within 18 months of 9/11, a second regime, that of
Saddam Hussein, was ready for termination. In the past four years, as discussed earlier, wars have
been fought in Afghanistan and Iraq that have together resulted in the deaths of well over 40,000 
civilians and serious injury to many tens of thousands more, and up to 20,000 people are detained
without trial in Iraq, Afghanistan, Guantanamo and elsewhere. This has resulted in a massive US 
military presence in the region (see map opposite).

“By the end of
the 1990s the
United States

was the only
country with
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Map of the Middle
East showing US 

military bases
in the region

Even so, the al-Qaida movement remains highly active, more so than in the four years before 9/11, 
and numerous attacks have been staged in the Middle East, South and South-East Asia and Western
Europe. The United States has around 150,000 troops in Iraq engaged in a bitter and increasingly
chaotic insurgency that is currently degenerating into a civil war, and a further 20,000 troops in
Afghanistan fighting a counter-insurgency campaign. No end is in sight for either conflict and, as
already discussed, there is every reason to see the Persian Gulf region, in particular, as a focus for
long-term conflict.

“There is
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Weapons of Mass Destruction
Meanwhile, the largely unstructured progress on nuclear arms control and disarmament of the early
1990s has been replaced by a surge in modernisation and proliferation, and there appears to be no
possibility whatsoever of progress on the control of biological weapons. The biological issue has
considerable potential significance and is one that governments should address with urgency. 

The 1972 Biological and Toxin Weapons Convention (BTWC) is a worldwide convention banning such
weapons, but it does not have any verification of inspection procedures built into it. Without teeth it is
primarily a ‘paper’ treaty. This is in contrast to the more recent Chemical Weapons Convention (1997)
that does have such procedures. Given the capacity for biological weapons to be produced using fairly
widespread technical competences, this is a substantial problem that remains unresolved. In practice,
biological weapons were not regarded as hugely significant systems for modern warfare, primarily
because most agents, apart from anthrax and some others, did not have the necessary characteristics
to make them effective. What is changing is that major developments in genetic manipulation and
biotechnology give rise to the prospect of the development of effective biological agents.79

This was recognised nearly a decade ago and sustained efforts to strengthen the treaty started in
Geneva shortly afterwards. After more than six years of negotiations, the process was effectively 
abandoned some two years ago. The attitudes of several countries proved problematic but it was 
the Bush administration that caused the most substantial difficulties, being strongly opposed to its 
domestic biotechnology industries being open to international inspection. As of now, prospects for 
re-engaging in the process of getting an effective treaty are very limited yet, without an effective treaty,
there is a real risk that biological warfare systems will become, for the first time ever, highly effective.

On the nuclear side, Britain, France and China are all engaged in processes to modernise their nuclear
systems. In the case of the UK and France, their modernised systems are more flexible, have a longer
range and are more accurate than older systems, and both countries have policies of first use, not 
just against nuclear-armed opponents but against the use or even the potential use of chemical and 
biological weapons. Russia is trying to reconstitute an effective strategic arsenal and is beginning to
modernise some strategic systems and, in the context of weak conventional forces, is more committed
to nuclear first-use. Israel maintains a substantial nuclear force, and India and Pakistan are both 
vigorously developing their smaller forces. North Korea now probably has a very small stock of nuclear
weapons and Iran is developing a civil nuclear power programme that would at least give it the 
potential to break out into nuclear weapons status.

The USA has already modernised one nuclear system, the B61-11 earth-penetrating warhead and 
is researching the Robust Nuclear Earth Penetrator, a system with much greater potential for use
against deeply buried targets such as command centres or nuclear or biological weapon development
facilities.80 More generally, the US nuclear posture is evolving into an outlook that envisages the 
pre-emptive use of nuclear weapons against states that may be seeking to acquire their own nuclear
arsenals, but it goes further than this. What is clear is that the United States is moving towards a
nuclear posture that envisages a range of small, lower yield, precise and more ‘useable’ nuclear
weapons that are particularly suited for operations against deeply-buried targets. Moreover, this
includes the maintenance of such weapons on a high alert status in a posture that envisages 
pre-emptive strikes.

“There is a real risk that biological warfare systems will
become, for the first time ever, highly effective.”
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The overall impact of nuclear weapon modernisations in existing nuclear weapons states is likely 
to serve as a substantial encouragement to nuclear proliferation, as states such as Iran, with their
perceptions of vulnerability, deem it necessary to develop their own deterrent forces. 

In broad historical terms, the first 50 years of the nuclear age, 1945 to 1995, saw the proliferation 
of nuclear weapons to just six countries (USA, USSR/Russia, UK, France, China and Israel), even 
if the USA and USSR deployed nuclear weapons in many countries. During this era, Brazil and
Argentina withdrew from a mutual potential nuclear arms race in the 1980s, South Africa gave 
up its small arsenal in the early 1990s, and three post-Soviet countries (Belarus, Ukraine and
Kazakhstan) returned Cold War-era nuclear arsenals to Russia. In the sixth decade of the nuclear 
age, 1995 to 2005, India has weaponised its nuclear capabilities, Pakistan has gone nuclear, 
North Korea probably now has a small cluster of nuclear warheads and there is a possibility that 
Iran may follow suit. Countries including Japan, Saudi Arabia and Egypt may now also become 
candidates for nuclear proliferation.

In this environment, the 2005 Review Conference of the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear
Weapons (NPT) in New York achieved nothing of note, and there are no prospects of bringing into 
force an effective Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty. The current situation is quite different to that at 
the height of the Cold War. In that era there was a small but clear risk of an all-out central nuclear
exchange that would have been an utter global catastrophe, what has been described as “into the
abyss”. The situation is now more akin to a “slippery slope” in which there is an increasing risk of
smaller scale use of nuclear weapons. This might be in circumstances that do not lead on to global
nuclear war but have the dangerous effect of breaking the 60-year nuclear threshold, taking us into 
an era in which nuclear weapons are seen as available weapons of war, with all the attending 
consequences.

Moreover, these dangerous trends may well be exacerbated by developments in directed energy
weapons (lasers) and a race towards the weaponisation of space, as the United States remains 
determined to maintain its dominance there, along with its commitment to a national missile defence
system and its interest in promoting regional missile defence in East Asia, even if this incites an 
escalatory Chinese reaction. States such as China and Russia will not accept a situation in which the
USA will have the unique combination of offensive nuclear forces and defensive systems, nor will they
accept a US dominance of space, as this would represent a near-revolution in warfare and geo-politics.
An enhanced and renewed nuclear arms race is one likely outcome, combined with the competitive
and uncontrolled weaponisation of space.

“There is an
increasing

risk of
smaller 
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6 Discussion: The Way Forward
This report has involved a wide-ranging assessment of the variety of threats to global security, 
among which international terrorism is only one, and in terms of lives lost, a relatively minor one. 
The response to terrorism needs to be placed in a broader perspective, to take account of economic,
health, environmental and other long-term threats to human survival and well-being. Current
responses to terrorism may, at best, ignore these broader threats, or at worst, actually contribute 
to them – making future terrorist attacks more likely, not less likely.

Our analysis concludes that future insecurity will actually arise out of four main groups of factors: 

• the adverse effects of climate change and global warming; 
• competition for increasingly scarce resources, especially oil; 
• increasing socio-economic divisions and the marginalisation of the majority world; and
• the further spread of military technologies (including WMD).

However, an increasingly ineffective ‘war on terror’ continues to dominate government policies. 
The security agenda is being hijacked by this ‘war’ and the related conflicts in Afghanistan, Iraq and,
potentially, Iran. This, coupled with the continued pursuit of narrow national and economic interests,
is distracting political elites from the genuine threats that humanity faces, causing their responses to
these threats to be wholly inadequate. 

Future Security Priorities
Of these threats, climate change is one of the most important problems facing the world community,
and the effects of climate change on international security and human well-being will be profound. 
In particular, it now seems probable that climate change will have a massive effect on the world’s 
tropical regions, primarily by decreasing rainfall over the land masses and thereby reducing the 
carrying-capacity of most of the world’s existing major croplands, resulting in persistent food 
shortages and even famines that would lead to increased human suffering, greater social unrest,
revised patterns of living and greatly increased pressure on migration.

For this reason alone, a fundamental transition from fossil fuels to renewables, along with a more 
rigorous approach to energy conservation, must be a core long-term focus of governments and NGOs
alike. One of the key fossil fuel resources – oil – is also already a focus for major conflict and it is
almost certain that, on present trends, instability and conflict will persist in the Persian Gulf region.

In essence, there are therefore two distinct reasons why rapid movement away from reliance on fossil
fuels in general, and oil in particular, should be at the core of future energy policies. While climate
change is widely recognised as one of these, conflict in the Persian Gulf over oil security is far less
readily acknowledged. Why, then, should organisations take this on board in their advocacy and 
policy work? The main reason is one of timescales. While climate change is becoming steadily more
recognised by non-activists as a key issue, its actual impact is still in its early stages of development.
Oil insecurity, on the other hand, is already here, and is evidenced by the ongoing conflict in the Gulf. 
If the two are put together, it is much easier to advocate a move to renewables (including hydrogen fuel
cells for transport) as essential for short-term as well as longer-term reasons. The addiction to oil can
be presented in an immediate and recognisable manner, and the need for rapid action can therefore
be argued much more effectively. This does not mean a major re-orientation of campaigning on climate
change towards the issues of oil security in the Middle East, but it represents a clear recognition that
this immediate issue can be of real assistance in emphasising the wider need to move away from fossil
fuel-based economic development.
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While climate change will undoubtedly overshadow every other issue of international security in the
coming decades, it is the deepening global socio-economic divisions that will almost certainly be one
of the most serious trends in terms of security. It is in this context that the marginalised majority is
increasingly likely to support political violence against the rich minorities of the world. While middle-
power states may be increasingly unwilling to accept the dominance of the West, Western leaders will
nonetheless try to maintain the status quo and increase their access to resources, particularly Persian
Gulf oil, by military means if necessary. It is safe to assume that socio-economic divisions will worsen,
exacerbated by the effects of climate change, and taking place in a world where military technologies
will proliferate.

Ensuring the control of both nuclear and biological weapons should therefore be considered as core
aspects of government policy, even though neither is currently prominent in the public eye.
Opportunities to control nuclear weapons were lost in the late 1940s, the mid-1960s and the early
1990s, and this might be the best remaining opportunity to avoid the evolution of a world system
involving the substantial further proliferation of nuclear weapons and a tendency to see them as
useable in limited wars. The biological weapon problem is still one for the future, but trends in 
genetic manipulation make this a matter for urgent action now.

In terms of conventional military systems, one of the main effects of the 9/11 attacks and the pre-
existing neoconservative attitudes in the United States has been to see military responses as the
prime methods for maintaining international control. However, the experience of the first four years 
of the ‘war on terror’ indicates the need for a substantial re-think of this stance. It is now essential to
develop alternative security strategies, and to devote greater effort and resources to promoting them. 

Future regional concerns will include the near-term effects of HIV/AIDS in Africa and the longer-term
impacts of climate change on the tropical regions. Instability in the Persian Gulf and the wider Middle
East is likely to increase as a result of conflict, particularly conflict related to securing oil supplies, and
there is likely to be increased competition between the USA and China over those supplies. There is
also a further risk of conflict between the USA and China over the issue of Taiwan’s independence.
While the serious crisis over Iran’s alleged nuclear weapons programme looks likely to deepen and
could potentially result in US or Israeli air strikes, future progress on the Israeli-Palestinian peace
process, as well as further diplomatic links between Israel and Muslim countries, may well bring 
some stability to the region. 

Many European countries, but especially the UK and other US allies, will face an increased level 
of threat from home grown radical elements in response, in large part, to Western foreign policy 
in relation to the Middle East. Russia and some of the Eastern European countries may also face
increased levels of Islamist terrorism, but mostly as a result of harsh internal counter-terrorism 
measures and military action against jihadi militants (many with separatist agendas) either within 
or close to their national borders. 

Finally, many Central and South American countries, especially the oil exporting countries such as
Ecuador, will undoubtedly experience increasingly violent and coordinated social unrest as a result of
widening socio-economic divisions and the marginalisation of the poor, particularly the rural, shanty
town and indigenous populations. This could be even worse if, as in previous years, the USA once again
focuses some of its attention on the region, and feels the need to intervene in light of the increasing
numbers of left-wing and anti-American governments being elected there. 

On the positive side, the ongoing reduction in inter-state conflict that has been occuring since the end
of the Cold War, particularly between established democracies, looks likely to continue – although this
may be offset by further military interventions by the USA and its allies.
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From the “Control Paradigm” to “Sustainable Security”
9/11 presented a serious shock to the international system and American perceptions of 
invulnerability. In situations of shock, the key impulse of any leadership is to take the initiative to 
regain the appearance of control as soon as possible. It is remarkable how quickly and effectively 
the US government was able to project international terrorism as the greatest security threat facing 
the world, and gain adherents for this view, not only among American citizens, but in capitals and
board rooms around the world. So complete has the dominance of this US-led agenda become that in
just over four years it has acquired the status of current security orthodoxy, an approach that might be
called the ‘control paradigm’. 

This orthodoxy advances the following responses to the threats outlined in this report: 

1 Competition over resources. An obsession with national energy security through securing 
control of, or access to, key resources such as Persian Gulf oil, which leads to further conflict 
and tension in the region.

2 Climate change. An unshakable and unrealistic belief in the capacity of technological advances
(including new generation civil nuclear reactors) operating within free markets as the primary 
means of responding to what some still consider the ‘myth’ of climate change.

3 Marginalisation of the majority world. Problems of poverty and socio-economic divisions are 
largely ignored as a security issue. But when immediate threats to the ‘homeland’ are perceived,
the usual response is heavy societal control in an attempt ‘keep the lid on’ civil discontent, 
which only makes matters worse in the long-term, and a belief is promoted that the free market 
will enable people to work their way out of poverty.

4 International terrorism. A series of counter-productive, controversial and often illegal counter-
terrorism measures and attacks on civil liberties, including indefinite detention of terrorist 
suspects without trial and the ‘extraordinary rendition’ of suspects to countries that are known 
to use torture.

5 Global militarisation. Counter-proliferation measures focused on preventing WMD materials 
or capacity being acquired by terrorist groups or ‘rogue states’ considered to sponsor terrorism. 
Where it is believed that actors already possess, or are close to achieving the capacity for 
WMDs, a strategy of pre-emptive military strikes has been initiated.

This approach of attempting to maintain the status quo through military means and ‘keep the lid on’
insecurity without addressing the root causes (“liddism”), will not work in the long-term and, in fact, 
is already failing in the face of increased paramilitary action and asymmetric warfare.81 The analysis
presented in this report suggests that the current security orthodoxy is deeply flawed, and is 
distracting the world’s political elites from developing realistic and sustainable solutions to the 
non-traditional threats facing the world, among which terrorism is by no means the greatest or most
serious. This report has outlined general recommendations that would enable governments and 
NGOs to make a real difference and improve the chances for sustainable security over the coming
decades. Of these recommendations, the key elements of a sustainable response might be:

1 Competition over resources. Comprehensive energy efficiency, recycling and resource 
conservation and management policies and practices.

2 Climate change. Rapid replacement of carbon-based sources by diversified local renewable 
energy sources as the primary basis of future energy generation, and the worldwide phasing 
out of civil nuclear power programmes.
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3 Marginalisation of the majority world. Reform of global systems of trade, aid and debt 
relief in order to make poverty reduction a world priority.

4 International terrorism. Addressing the legitimate political grievances and aspirations of 
marginalised groups, coupled with intelligence-led counter-terrorism police operations against 
violent revolutionary groups and dialogue with terrorist leaderships wherever possible. 

5 Global militarisation. Alongside non-proliferation measures, nuclear weapons states must 
take bold, visible and substantial steps towards disarmament, at the same time as halting 
vertical proliferation initiatives, such as the development of new nuclear weapons and new 
bio-weapons.

Together these constitute elements of a new paradigm, which could be called the ‘sustainable 
security paradigm’. The main difference between this and the ‘control paradigm’ is that this approach
does not attempt to unilaterally control threats through the use of force (‘attack the symptoms’), but
rather it aims to cooperatively resolve the root causes of those threats using the most effective means
available (‘cure the disease’). Furthermore, a sustainable security approach is inherently preventative,
in that it addresses the likely causes of conflict and instability well before the ill effects are felt, rather
than waiting until the crisis is underway and then attempting to control the situation, at which point it 
is often too late. It follows that this cooperative approach must be coordinated through a reformed
United Nations, as individual governments or ‘coalitions’ are too focused on their own interests.

This analysis can be summarised, albeit simplistically, in a diagram representing a five-rung 
‘ladder’ of the key causes of instability, each of which negatively impacts on the other rungs.

Over the next decade, a shift from a ‘control paradigm’ to a ‘sustainable security paradigm’ will be
hugely important. If there is no change in thinking, Western security policy will continue to be based 
on the mistaken assumption that the status quo can be maintained: an elite minority can maintain 
its position, environmental problems can be marginalised, and the lid can be kept on dissent and 
insecurity. In this scenario, little attempt will be made to address the core causes of insecurity, even 
if failure to do so threatens the elite minority as well as the marginalised majority. Alternatively, a
change in thinking could lead to an era of substantial progress in developing a more socially just 
and environmentally sustainable world order.82
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Conclusion
What is ultimately needed is recognition by governments that current security measures will be 
ineffective in the long-term and that a radical rethink of what is meant by ‘security’ is long overdue.
Leading on from this, governments will need to take as a starting point the sustainable approach
to future threats which is outlined in this report, and develop it into fully workable security policies.
However, this is unlikely to happen without pressure from below because these issues are sometimes
seen as distant concerns whereas terrorism, for example, is much more immediate. Therefore, the
question for those concerned with promoting peace and security must now be: how do we move
beyond the current situation in order to promote sustainable global security for all?

NGOs and the wider civil society (including journalists) will need to coordinate their efforts to 
convince government that this new approach is practical and effective, and is the only real way 
to ensure security. New leadership in the USA and UK in the coming years may well present the 
ideal opportunity for progress on this front. Genuine reform of regional organisations and the United
Nations, particularly the Security Council, may also help governments move beyond the current 
narrow national and economic interests that are barriers to global stability. Furthermore, the energy
and resources currently devoted to opposing war (anti-war) could be harnessed into positive efforts 
to promote peace and security (pro-peace). This is because an anti-war stance focused on a specific
conflict does not address the structural changes needed to avoid future wars. Organisations would 
be well advised to incorporate their relevant research, policies and campaigns within a pro-peace
framework that interlinks all the strands together with a vision of what needs to change in order to
achieve a peaceful and secure world, and addresses the various causes of global insecurity in a 
cohesive way.

For example, it is no longer enough to focus on environmental issues in isolation from the threat of
socio-economic divisions and marginalisation discussed in this report. What this report has argued is
that all these issues are interconnected, and that governments must address environmental issues
with reference to those of development and security (and vice versa). Working on one of these issues
in isolation from the other two, no longer makes sense; measures are needed which simultaneously
ensure environmental protection, sustainable development and global security. This calls for a new
policy approach, linking the peace movement with the anti-poverty and environmental movements. 

The issues analysed in this report are those that are likely to dominate the international security 
environment over the next 30 years. Unless urgent action is taken in the next five to ten years, it will 
be extremely difficult, if not impossible, to avoid a highly unstable global system by the middle years 
of the century. Governments, NGOs and concerned citizens must work together and recognise that
they now have an urgent responsibility to embrace a sustainable approach to global security.

“Unless urgent action is taken in the next five to ten years, 
it will be extremely difficult, if not impossible, to avoid 
a highly unstable global system by the middle years of 
the century.”
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Glossary
Al-Qaida A radical Islamist movement or international ‘network of networks’ which 

shares a commitment to using violence to achieve its broad political aims.

Axis of evil Term used by President Bush in his State of the Union Address on 29 
January 2002 to describe “regimes that sponsor terror”. Originally 
referring to Iraq, Iran and North Korea, and then later also Syria.

Global security An approach to international security which treats the world as a systemic 
whole, rather than focusing on the interactions of individual nation states, 
and promotes comprehensive, systematic and worldwide responses rooted 
in a deeper understanding of underlying trends and causes of insecurity 
and conflict.

Human security The set of conditions in which civilian populations are enabled to pursue 
lives free from hunger, poverty, oppression, avoidable illness, unemployment
and arbitrary dislocation. It differs from the traditional conception of security,
which is a state-centred approach, because of its focus on the individual. 

Majority world Refers generally to the countries of Asia, Africa and Latin America. Used as 
an alternative term to describe the ‘Third World’, and reflects the fact that 
most of the world’s population lives in developing countries.

Marginalisation The state of being considered unimportant, undesirable, unworthy, 
insignificant and different, resulting in inequity, unfairness, deprivation 
and lack of access to mainstream power.

Paradigm shift A significant change in human understanding from one predominant world
view (paradigm) to another previously thought impossible or unacceptable.

Rogue state A state which, according to the person using the term, operates outside of 
the norms of the international community and, for example, attempts to 
acquire weapons of mass destruction, commits crimes against humanity, 
harbours terrorists, or seeks to overthrow or corrupt the political processes 
of other countries. 

Sustainable security A sustainable approach to global security emphasising the long-term 
resolution of the root causes of insecurity and conflict.

War on terror An ongoing military and political campaign by the governments of the 
United States and its principal allies ostensibly aimed at destroying 
groups deemed to be “terrorist” (primarily radical Islamist organisations 
such as al-Qaida) and ensuring that “rogue states” no longer support 
terrorist activities. 
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