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Abstract
As the level of understanding about climate change has increased, the term “climate security” has been increasingly used in 
the rapidly growing literature on this subject. Although Japan has officially acknowledged the importance of tackling climate 
change, discussion of climate security has been almost nonexistent among Japanese governmental officials, politicians, and 
academics. Our aim was to trace discourses related to climate security in Japan to determine why so little exists in Japan and 
whether or not such discourse could suggest new areas for consideration to more comprehensively respond to the climate 
change problem. Because of different interpretations and uses of the term “climate security” in the existing literature, we first 
categorized existing approaches to climate security into four types and used this categorization to examine Japan’s discourse 
from these perspectives. Two of the approaches, namely “long-term irreversible planetary changes” and “short-term abrupt 
risks to individuals”, had been considered in Japan previously but without specific reference to the term climate security. 
The other two, “cause of conflict and violence” and “impacts to military and defense organizations”, however, had not been 
used and need to be included in discussions of climate change in Japan. Some of the topics not discussed in Japan include 
indirect economic losses of Japanese industries via supply chains, loss of Japan’s exclusive economic zone due to sea-level 
rise, and the potential inflow of refugees resulting from extreme weather patterns outside of Japan.
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Introduction

Climate change is widely recognized as one of the most seri-
ous threats to human beings and ecosystems (IPCC 2014). 
Japan is one of many countries that have officially acknowl-
edged that climate change is a serious global problem and 
that efforts to reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions must 
occur immediately in all countries (Hattori 2007; Kagawa-
Fox 2012; Kameyama 2017). As our understanding of the 
climate change problem has increased, we have also wit-
nessed a vast increase in the use of terms such as “climate 

security”, “climate change and security”, and “climate-
related security” by experts and practitioners worldwide.

Debate on climate security, however, is almost nonexist-
ent among Japanese government officials and politicians. 
The same can be said for Japanese academics, who have 
published very few journal articles or other material on cli-
mate security. This omission is rather extraordinary when 
compared to the actions of academics and government offi-
cials in other major economies, including other OECD mem-
ber countries. Are Japanese practitioners and other stake-
holders not interested in the notion of climate security, and if 
so, why not? Do they never discuss climate change from this 
perspective, or are they using other terminology to discuss 
essentially the same concepts? Should Japan “import” the 
notion of climate security to advance the implementation of 
climate policies?

Our aim was to answer these questions by collecting and 
categorizing relevant discourses in Japan that are within the 
scope of climate security as defined in other countries. The 
study consisted of two steps. First, we briefly summarized 
climate security discourse outside Japan and developed a 
categorization scheme to clarify different approaches and 
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uses of the term. Although many articles have reviewed and 
categorized the diverse approaches related to the concept 
of climate security, none has examined how each approach 
could result in sending different messages to the audience 
as to what should be done to mitigate insecurity. Thus, this 
exercise was necessary to investigate which of the climate 
security notions has been characterized by other terms in the 
Japanese context. Second, we reviewed discourse in Japan 
that was related to the idea of climate security, placed the 
discourse within the context of the categorization developed 
in the first step, and analyzed how climate discourse in Japan 
is conducted without using the term “climate security”. We 
also examined whether Japan has missed any aspects of 
the threats posed by climate change, or whether it has been 
able to deal with the climate security agenda but simply 
uses other terminology. Our intention was not to scrutinize 
bureaucratic politics among Japanese government agencies. 
Rather, our analysis focused exclusively on how Japanese 
government agencies perceived and dealt with the term cli-
mate security because they play central roles in the imple-
mentation of climate change policies (Kameyama 2017), and 
they are the ones who would start using new terminology if 
they considered it useful to enhance climate change policies.

Conceptualization of the term “security” as an over-
arching concept encompassing danger and risk is useful 
for analyzing “securitization” discourses in different coun-
tries. The essential feature of danger and risk is that both 
invoke a certain degree of threat. Whereas danger implies a 
short-term and imminent threat, risk denotes an uncertain 
threat (Diez et al. 2016). One of the questions relevant to 
the securitization of climate change is whether or not the 
concept of “climate security” can promote appropriate poli-
cies promptly to address the issues climate change propo-
nents of securitization logic suggest. The logic of securiti-
zation holds that security is the move that takes “politics 
beyond the established rules of the game and frames the 
issue either as a special kind of politics or as above politics” 
(Buzan et al. 1998: 23). Securitization permits the breaking 
of established rules and the use of extraordinary measures 
if necessary (Buzan et al. 1998: 25). Given this definition of 
securitization, there are two conflicting normative assess-
ments about linking climate change and security. Proponents 
of securitization argue that it can prioritize and accelerate 
climate change policies. Critics argue that it can lead to the 
militarization of climate policy and tilt toward adaptation 
measures to secure military facilities and prepare contin-
gent action plans to cope with “climate refugees”, thereby 
neglecting climate mitigation policies and human security 
aspects (Adger 2010; Diez et al. 2016: 3; Floyd and Mat-
thew 2013: 280–4). In addition, critics say that the use of 
the term climate security may even obfuscate the important 
nuances of some climate-related risks. We discuss how this 

assessment may apply in the context of Japanese climate 
policy in the conclusion.

Climate security approaches

The term security connotes different meanings to different 
people in different social, political, and historical contexts. 
It has been most commonly used in the field of international 
relations to associate with military conflicts among nations. 
According to Arnold Wolfers, “security, in an objective 
sense, measures the absence of threats to acquired values, in 
a subjective sense, the absence of fear that such values will 
be attacked” (Wolfers 1962: 150). Since the concept of secu-
rity, which was traditionally associated with military affairs, 
broadened to include non-military security issues such as 
environmental, economic, political, and cultural security 
concerns, controversies have arisen about the desirability 
of attaching a “security” modifier to non-military concerns. 
The debate about environmental concerns has been particu-
larly intense (Brown 1989; Mathews 1989; Myers 1989; 
Pirages 1995; Ullman 1983; Wirth 1989).

Numerous publications have addressed the issue of 
climate security, including journal papers, governmental 
documents, and conference reports. Many studies have also 
aimed at categorizing definitions and approaches of climate 
security (Gleditsch 1998; Kawashima and Akino 2001; Levy 
1995; McDonald 2013; Trombetta 2008; von Lucke et al. 
2014; WBGU 2007). Four types of approaches emerged 
from our study of the existing literature. They respectively 
focus mainly on (1) long-term global impacts, (2) short-term 
local or regional impacts, (3) effects on conflict and vio-
lence, and (4) effects on national security.

Long‑term irreversible planetary changes

The first category includes discussions of the long-term 
nature of climate change as a new threat that could cause 
dramatic changes at the planetary level. The world is already 
more than 1 °C warmer than the pre-industrial period (World 
Meteorological Organization 2015), and it may continue to 
get even warmer if necessary actions are not taken (IPCC 
2014). This approach rarely accounts for national security 
or the nation-state as a unit of protection. Rather, it empha-
sizes the importance of universal action to tackle global 
crises to protect our next generation and other living things 
on Earth (Methmann and Rothe 2012; Rothe 2011). In this 
respect, this approach is quite different than the typical per-
spective of national security experts, who naturally consider 
the nation-state to be an object of protection. Mobjörk et al. 
(2016) also categorized the climate security discourse into 
four types of approaches and named this the “climate-related 
change” approach, which focused on “changes in biophysical 
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conditions that are or will be affected by a change in the 
state of the climate or by variations in the mean state of the 
climate” (Mobjörk et al. 2016: 5).

Attempts have been made to broaden the security agenda 
to include various issues that would attract more political 
attention. The work of the Copenhagen School is relevant 
to this approach because it considered the implications of 
broadening the security agenda and specifically dealt with 
the climate change problem as a security issue (Buzan 1991). 
Moreover, the work of the Copenhagen School has been 
influential in the academic debate, with its role of warning 
about the risk of framing global climate change and other 
environmental problems in security terms.

Short‑term abrupt risks to individuals

Publications in the second category are focused more on 
individual and community risk management in the shorter 
term. Adverse impacts of climate change include extreme 
weather events such as floods, droughts, and extremely hot 
or cold temperatures, all of which can be seen as threats to 
individuals (Vogler 2013). Mobjörk et al. (2016) named this 
approach the “comprehensive security approach”, which is 
built upon as a human security approach but also addresses 
the interplay between different dimensions of security, such 
as energy security and food security. Negative effects, such 
as malnutrition, unsanitary conditions, and temporary dis-
placement of people were categorized into this approach. 
In most cases, this approach had been applied to individu-
als living in developing countries. In recent years, however, 
it has become more applicable to individuals in developed 
countries because more extreme weather events have begun 
to affect local areas in those countries.

Dalby (2013) argued that climate change has added a 
new impetus and urgency to the long-running discussion 
of environmental security and that this requires considera-
tion of three themes in particular: urban vulnerabilities, 
unforeseen social and political consequences of adaptation 
and mitigation efforts, and possibilities of geo-engineering. 
In a sense, this approach advises people to prepare for the 
worst-case situations and build resilience to the impacts of 
climate change. Unlike the notion of defense, the resilience 
discourse is not dependent on a “friend–enemy” logic and 
the dangers that follow from the creation of political antago-
nisms (Corry 2014).

Cause of conflict and violence

The third approach focuses on conflict between people and 
emphasizes that the causes of such conflict originate from 
climate change. Although the term “climate” is used, this 
approach is most concerned about conflict between groups 
of people, often in developing countries. Several early case 

studies conducted in different parts of the world studied 
how environmental degradation can lead to regional conflict 
(Gleick 1993; Homer-Dixon 1991, 1999). The report of Ger-
many’s Advisory Council on Global Change (WBGU 2007) 
dealt with the climate security debate mainly using this 
approach, and it identified six key threats to international 
security and stability that could arise through the failure of 
climate change mitigation. In later years, adelphi, a German-
based think tank used the term “climate fragility risks” when 
investigating a potential cause of conflict in the Lake Chad 
Basin in a case with climate-change-induced environmental 
degradation and social instability (Nagarajan et al. 2018).

As the case studies and relevant discourses using this 
approach accumulated, it became apparent that conflict 
occurred in some of the areas where environmental changes 
occurred, but the changes did not always lead to conflict 
(Baechler 1998; Boas 2015; Hartmann 2010; Kelly et al. 
2015; Selby and Hoffmann 2016). Nevertheless, although 
the relationship may not be direct and simple, the impact 
of climate change may stimulate conflict between people 
that might not have happened if it were not for such changes 
(Purvis and Busby 2004).

Impacts on military and defense organizations

The fourth approach is rooted in a national security per-
spective, where climate change is assumed to be a threat 
to national security and military operations. This approach 
was mostly found in literature from the United States. Both 
the US government and various think tanks have published 
reports on climate security. Some of the reports emphasized 
planetary changes, similar to the first approach, but they 
focused on how such planetary changes could completely 
alter the existing state of US national security (National 
Intelligence Council 2016; Schwartz and Randall 2003; 
White House 2015). Other reports were more specifically 
interested in considering the implications to US national 
security, including how its military operations could be 
affected by climate change, how much instability could be 
anticipated through the displacement of people overseas, and 
how much damage could be incurred by US military sites 
(CNA Corporation 2007; Department of Defense 2019).

Other countries, including the United Kingdom (United 
Kingdom 2015) and New Zealand (Ministry of Defence, 
New Zealand 2018), have also reported on national secu-
rity strategy with repeated references to climate change. 
The United Kingdom also proposed a discussion on climate 
change at the UN Security Council for the first time in 2007, 
and other countries have also since joined in the request. 
The issue of climate change has since regularly been on the 
Security Council’s agenda.
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Comparison of the four approaches

Table 1 summarizes the four approaches. Here, we high-
light what is assumed as threat and what is assumed to be 
protected from the threat so that the differences between the 
four categorizations are clearer. The four approaches also 
eventually send different messages on how insecure condi-
tions can be mitigated.

The first approach considers the changing climate in the 
long term to be a serious threat, not to the national secu-
rity of any one country, but to future generations and all 
other living things in the global ecosystem. Advocates of 
this approach are worried that the progression of climate 
change could render Earth uninhabitable. The term “secu-
rity” is used to alert other people who are less aware of the 
danger. The only way to avoid the crisis is to mitigate cli-
mate change by reducing GHG emissions. Article 2 of the 
Paris Agreement states “holding the increase in the global 
average temperature to well below 2 °C above pre-industrial 
levels and to pursue efforts to limit the temperature increase 
to 1.5 °C” is the long-term goal of the agreement. Such a 
goal is needed from the viewpoint of this approach.

The second approach considers extreme weather events 
and other impacts of climate change at the regional level as 
a threat to individuals. Even if the impacts are not directly 
life threatening to individuals, their daily lives could be 
seriously damaged by events such as floods and hurricanes. 
Extremely high temperatures and epidemics of diseases 
such as dengue fever and malaria could have serious health 
implications, and the food and water supply could be limited 
by serious droughts. All these concerns are less relevant to 
national security and much more related to human security, 
food security, and water security. In this approach, therefore, 
people must be well prepared for the risks. Dikes could be 
built to prevent floods, and food banks could be built up so 
that people will not starve even during the worst droughts. 
These measures are part of “adaptation” in climate change-
related terminology. In Article 7 of the Paris Agreement, all 

countries are to engage in adaptation planning processes and 
the implementation of relevant actions.

The third approach is much more focused on the inter-
actions among the impacts of climate change, the displace-
ment of people, and conflict in socially unstable regions. 
With this approach, “threat” originates from people out-
side of your own community. Displaced people may immi-
grate due to damages caused by climate change, and the 
immigration could raise tensions between various groups 
of people, including the original residents of an area and 
the new immigrants. It is recognized, however, that the 
impacts of climate change do not always lead to conflict. 
Rather, conflict occurs in the areas that were socially frag-
ile even before climate change. To avoid conflicts, there-
fore, regions need to increase social stability by improving 
the level of governance and building resilience to natural 
hazards.

The fourth approach employs a narrower definition 
of security, one in which national security is conducted 
by the military. Traditionally, national security has been 
concerned with other countries’ armed forces and other 
similar threats to a nation state. With “climate security”, 
however, the threat has been expanded to include a wide 
variety of impacts of climate change. These include long-
term events such as sea-level rise, which could change 
the shape of national territories and exclusive economic 
zones (EEZs), or melting of the Arctic ice-sheet, which 
could completely change navigation routes for military 
and other ships. They also include short-term extreme 
weather patterns such as floods and hurricanes that could 
damage military facilities. To avoid these losses, those 
using this approach emphasize the importance of military 
and national security strategies to take into account the 
impacts of climate change.

Although we categorized the climate security concept 
into four groups to facilitate our examination of Japanese 
interpretation in the next section, that does not mean the 
four groups are completely independent of each other 

Table 1   Summary of the four categories of climate security discourse

Category Threat Objects of protection Means to improve level of security

Long-term irreversible planetary 
changes

Global changing climate, warming 
world

The planet, human beings, and the 
ecosystem

GHG emission reduction at global 
level (mitigation policy)

Short-term abrupt risks to indi-
viduals

Extreme weather events and other 
impacts of climate change at the 
regional and individual levels

People’s daily life, including stable 
supply of basic human needs

Adaptation measures, building 
resilience

Cause of conflict and violence Migration and other causes of 
conflict between groups

Own group Reduction of social instability

Impacts on military and defense 
organizations

Long-term changes, such as 
sea-level rise, and short-term 
changes, such as extreme 
weather events

National territory, military facili-
ties, and defense forces

Adaptation in the area of defense 
and other military operations
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(Yamada 2017). For example, through international coop-
eration on humanitarian assistance, prevention measures 
taken against sea-level rise and extreme weather events 
classified under the second approach can also be effective 
in minimizing migration and preventing conflict among 
people. In addition, from the point of view of the armed 
forces, climate mitigation and adaptation can be effective 
in reducing military operations other than war (Headquar-
ters, Department of the Army 1993).

Examination of climate security‑related 
discourse in Japan by approach

Here, we discuss the Japanese discourse by category and 
also some potential consequences of the absence of any 
security discourse as it relates to each of the categories.

Long‑term irreversible planetary changes

Discourse in Japan related to this approach was conducted 
mostly as part of discourse related to climate mitigation 
policies. To convince Japanese industries and other stake-
holders unwilling to reduce GHG emissions because emis-
sion reductions could hamper their economic activities, 
government officials and scientific experts emphasized the 
urgency of the problem by explaining the physical impact 
of climate change, but they did so without using the term 
“climate security”.

The Ministry of the Environment (MOE) has been 
mainly responsible for management of the climate change 
problem. However, once the climate change issue had 
become part of the political agenda in the late 1980s, other 
ministries also became involved in the decision-making 
process. Because nearly 90% of Japan’s GHG emissions 
are CO2 emissions from fuel combustion (Government 
of Japan 2017), the Ministry of International Trade and 
Industry (now the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Indus-
try), which was responsible for energy policy, also was 
involved each time Japan set a GHG emission reduction 
target.

The purpose of reducing GHG emissions is to mini-
mize the global temperature increase and other adverse 
effects of climate change. Whenever the Japanese govern-
ment discussed its GHG emission reduction targets, the 
discussion inevitably started with a sentence explaining 
the significance of tackling climate change globally. When 
it came to determining Japan’s emission reduction targets, 
however, the discourse almost always moved towards how 
Japan could make further improvements in energy effi-
ciency rather than reducing absolute amount of emissions 
(Kameyama 2017; Tiberghien and Schreurs 2007). This 

tendency did not change, even as many countries nego-
tiated the Kyoto Protocol in 1997. Japan compared its 
emission reduction target with those of the EU, the United 
States, and China, and asserted that Japan’s emission 
reduction rate should be less than those of other developed 
countries because Japan was already more energy efficient 
than the other countries in terms of energy consumption 
per GDP or per capita (Kawashima 2000). Many Japa-
nese stakeholders also insisted that emissions should be 
reduced in other countries where energy was being wasted. 
Overall, among Japanese policymakers, the climate change 
problem was perceived as an energy-saving problem and 
not as a security-related issue. Today, Japanese people and 
industry in general understand the basics of the climate 
change problem, but most of them still relate it to using as 
little energy as possible in everyday life (Danish Board of 
Technology Foundation 2015).

It is difficult to imagine what would have happened if the 
Japanese government had used the term “climate security” 
in its earlier climate dialog. Japan’s first experience with 
the notion of climate security occurred in 2007 when the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA) had to deal with a UK 
proposal to include “climate and security” in an agenda of 
the UN Security Council (UN Security Council 2007). At 
that time, MOFA had considered the risks associated with 
climate change to be outside the scope of its traditional 
notion of “security” and thus did not enthusiastically sup-
port the UK proposal.

Meanwhile, the MOE received the UK’s security pro-
posal with greater interest and established a new commit-
tee to discuss the idea. The committee’s final report (MOE 
2007) introduced the discourse on climate security that had 
already been frequently heard outside Japan and emphasized 
that both mitigation and adaptation are needed to securitize 
Japan and Japanese citizens from the threats associated with 
climate change. The report also noted that use of the term 
“climate security” could help to elevate the discussion of 
the climate change problem to “high politics” and thereby 
enable the climate change agenda to gain a higher priority 
in international politics. Furthermore, the report highlighted 
that a sea-level rise of one meter would mean that megaci-
ties in Japan, including Tokyo and Osaka, would be flooded. 
In addition, a small island in south Tokyo called Okinotor-
ishima would be completely submerged, causing the loss of 
a large area of Japan’s EEZ in the Pacific Ocean.

The MOE, however, did not continue using the term “cli-
mate security” after publication of the report, which could 
be interpreted to mean that the ministry was not interested 
in using the term or concept to convince the Japanese people 
about the importance of climate change. They could have 
been concerned about causing confusion amongst Japanese 
people who think of traditional national security when the 
term anzen hosho (security) is used. Furthermore, the term 
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“global security” is never used in Japan. In addition, national 
security falls under the authority of the Ministry of Defense 
(MOD), and the MOE may not have wanted to risk dealing 
with an issue that could be sponsored by other ministries 
(Yamaguchi 2017).

Short‑term abrupt climate change risks

The existing discourse related to this approach is mostly 
related to food, water and energy security, human security, 
and adaptation in Japan. In terms of food and energy secu-
rity, Japan has had a long experience of discussion under 
the notion of sogo anzen hosho (comprehensive security). 
The Japanese Constitution enacted in 1947 defines the right 
to live as “the right to maintain the minimum standards of 
wholesome and cultured living” in Article 25, which is mod-
eled after Article 151 of the Weimar Constitution of 1919, 
which first introduced the concept of the right to live. The 
common understanding at the time was that the right to live 
was secured through economic policy and though national 
security policies, related mainly to diplomacy and defense.

In the 1980s, however, then Prime Minister Masayoshi 
Ohira used this term to cover various economic issues, 
including energy and food scarcity. A final report from his 
study group defined comprehensive security as the protec-
tion of “the people’s daily life from various threats” (Sogo 
Anzen Hosho Kenkyu Guruupu 1980). The report often 
referred to energy security as it relates to an oil shortage 
and touched upon coal as an alternative source of energy but 
expressed environmental concerns about its use. Natural dis-
asters were also mentioned in the document, but no explicit 
descriptions were given as to what kind of natural disasters 
were assumed. The ultimate motivation of introducing the 
notion of comprehensive security was the continuation of 
economic growth, and there were no references to any other 
type of risks, such as extreme weather events, that could 
indirectly affect energy and food supplies (Nakanishi 1998). 
However, after the release of the report, in academic discus-
sions in the 1980s and 1990s, climate problems were still not 
included in the objectives of sogo anzen hoso (Arisawa and 
Saeki 1981; Eto and Yamamoto 1991). It took some time 
for MOFA and MOD to accept that the term security had a 
larger scope, but they also gradually changed their positions 
(Yamaguchi 2017).

The Japanese government also responded positively to a 
report by the United Nations Development Program (1994) 
that referred to human security, and MOFA has continued 
to support this dimension of diplomacy since then. For 
example, the Japanese government strongly recommended 
Sadako Ogata, former High Commissioner of the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees from 1991 to 
2000, to co-chair the Commission on Human Security with 
Amartya Sen (MOFA 2003). Although MOFA still places 

great importance on the human security–related agenda, 
the climate change issue is not considered as part of human 
security.

Similarly, MOFA also puts a great deal of effort into 
disaster-relief-related humanitarian relief. Japan prioritized 
disaster relief activities after a serious earthquake hit Hyogo 
prefecture in 1995. The Hyogo Framework for Action was 
adopted as part of the UN International Strategy for Disaster 
Reduction (UNISDR) in 2005 to build resilience in com-
munities that could be subject to natural disasters (UNISDR 
2005). In general, Japan was more interested in this kind of 
disaster relief because disasters could happen even without 
any reference to climate change. Due to its experience with 
serious earthquakes, Japan was better able to understand the 
importance of resilience building, regardless of any connec-
tion to climate change. The Japan International Cooperation 
Agency (JICA), mainly responsible for development assis-
tance in developing countries, published a climate change 
cooperation strategy, which took climate change risks into 
consideration (JICA 2016). The report referred to “secu-
rity” when discussing climate change as a human security 
issue and did not otherwise use the term. To minimize cli-
mate risks in developing countries, JICA stated that assis-
tance will be important to help build capacity and physical 
facilities in preparation for prompt action in the event of 
emergencies.

After the adoption of the Paris Agreement in 2015, MOE 
started considering adaptation measures in Japan, whereas 
before the agreement, Japan and many other developed 
countries had mostly considered mitigation measures. Prior 
to this, adaptation had been thought to be primarily needed 
in poor countries in which society was less resilient and 
more fragile. This notion slowly changed to the point that 
the Paris Agreement contains an article that requires coun-
tries to establish an adaptation plan. The MOE published the 
first Adaptation Plan, which was adopted by the Cabinet in 
November 2015, just before the adoption of the Paris Agree-
ment (MOE 2015). In June 2018, the Adaptation Law was 
adopted by the National Diet. Under the new law, national 
and local governments are required to design adaptation 
plans and inform citizens of the types of risks that people 
would most likely be exposed to in the relevant region. The 
law requires that scientific findings by Japanese experts be 
fully utilized to estimate impacts of climate change includ-
ing future temperature rises and changes in precipitation 
patterns for local communities so they can prepare for the 
changes.

For the Japanese people, the notions of energy security 
and food security can be interpreted as important issues in 
terms of fulfilling their own basic human needs before cli-
mate change became a national issue. On the other hand, 
after being hit by serious earthquakes twice in the last quar-
ter-century, people in Japan have been prepared for natural 



277Sustainability Science (2021) 16:271–281	

1 3

disasters in general, regardless of whether the disaster was 
caused by climate change or an earthquake. Securing the 
supplies of food and energy to meet basic human needs in 
daily life, preparing for natural disasters caused by earth-
quakes, and preparing for other types of disasters resulting 
from climate change are logically three distinctly different 
objectives, but they are perceived as a single notion by the 
public. In this respect, the use of the term “climate security” 
could evoke confusion rather than encourage a deeper under-
standing to make substantial changes to policy responses to 
climate change in Japan.

One element that was consistently missing in Japan’s dis-
course under this approach was any discussion of short-term 
abrupt climate change risks outside Japan, such as in coun-
tries in the Asia–Pacific region, which could indirectly affect 
Japan’s economy via supply chains. As was experienced 
after a serious flood in Thailand in 2011, Japanese indus-
tries can be seriously affected economically by the impacts 
of climate change outside of Japan (Fetzek et al. 2019).

Cause of conflict and violence

Surprisingly, almost no discourse has been conducted in 
Japan from the perspective of this approach. Interestingly, 
conflict has already arisen over fish catchment areas among 
Japan, China, Korea, and Russia, and this issue has con-
tributed to worsening relationships among these countries. 
Furthermore, warming seawater is likely to shift the fish 
habitat areas, which could become another controversial 
issue among these countries (Garret et al. 2016). Neverthe-
less, relevant agencies within Japan, such as the Japanese 
Fisheries Agency, have never officially referred to any possi-
ble existing or future conflicts as being a result of the impact 
of climate change.

At a G7 Foreign Ministers’ Meeting in 2013, the member 
countries agreed to initiate a discussion on climate fragility 
risks. Japan, the only G7 member country in the Asia–Pacific 
region, decided to work on climate-related risks that could 
occur in that region (MOFA 2017). MOFA’s analysis indi-
cated the nexus between impact of climate change and social 
fragility in the Asia–Pacific region, which has proved to be 
an important finding for the Japanese government when 
planning overseas development aid and humanitarian assis-
tance in the region. This is a rare example of an official posi-
tion paper from the government on climate change from the 
aspect of social instability.

As a part of Japanese foreign policy towards Asia–Pacific 
countries, human security and disaster management were 
the two pillars used to conduct humanitarian assistance for 
people affected by natural disasters. The current Japanese 
assistance scheme has paid little attention to social insta-
bility, primarily because the connection between climate 
change and conflict has yet to be fully proven (Busby 2019). 

The government’s existing actions would be sufficient if 
the anticipated risks were only physical risks such as those 
related to floods, food supply, and sanitation. However, in 
reality, social risks such as violence and conflict between 
people could arise in affected areas, and using the term “cli-
mate security” could be one way to initiate discussion on 
this topic.

Japan has accepted very few immigrants for economic 
and political reasons. Unlike in Australia and New Zealand 
(Merone and Tait 2018), where the existence of climate refu-
gees has already become an issue, Japan has not experienced 
environmental immigration, perhaps due to the relatively 
longer distance from the small Pacific Island states. Thus, it 
is difficult for the Japanese people to imagine a large num-
ber of displaced refugees flowing into Japan as a result of 
climate change, even as the size of the displaced population 
due to climate change is growing around the world and in the 
Asia–Pacific region. It is crucial for Japan to start discussing 
how it will participate in this migration debate, and using 
terms such as “climate security” in this context could help 
kick-off such discussions.

Military‑related issues

Debates about national security are mainly within the realm 
of the MOD in Japan. The MOD pays almost no attention to 
issues it deems as having little relation with military matters, 
and climate change is one such issue. The Basic Policy of 
National Defense, adopted in 1957, has formed the basis of 
the Japanese national defense strategy. The document was 
replaced by the National Security Strategy (NSS), which was 
approved by the Cabinet in 2013 (Cabinet Secretariat 2013) 
and covered a wide range of security issues. Climate change 
was mentioned as one of those issues, but the document 
merely proposed that the promotion of Japanese technolo-
gies for the purpose of GHG emission mitigation was the 
appropriate way to respond to the climate change issue. The 
document also referred to human security and disaster relief, 
but without directly mentioning climate change.

The Cabinet also adopted the National Defense Program 
Guidelines, and two guidelines have been adopted under 
the current NSS (MOD 2013, 2018), but both of these cov-
ered only military aspects of security and did not mention 
any wider security context. There was a brief reference to 
climate security in a Defense White Paper in 2008, which 
briefly explained events at the UN Security Council in 2007 
and a few other relevant discussions (MOD 2008). In 2009, 
a publication by the National Institute for Defense Studies 
(NIDS), a research arm of the MOD, included a chapter on 
climate change, energy, food, and security for the first time 
(NIDS 2009). The chapter summarized discourse related to 
climate security outside Japan and how such discourse is 
related to other types of security such as energy and food 
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security. It did not go so far as to make any policy recom-
mendation as to how Japan should respond to the idea of 
climate security.

The only area where the impact of climate change has 
affected activities of the Japanese Self-Defense Force lies in 
overseas humanitarian assistance in case of severe natural 
disasters. In the 2010s, experts in the field of disaster relief 
by the Self-Defense Force began to publish reports on the 
topics of security policy and humanitarian assistance activi-
ties within Japan. These reports took up the issue of linkages 
between increasing extreme weather events, disaster relief, 
and foreign humanitarian assistance by the Japanese gov-
ernment (Ono 2012; Yamaguchi 2018). Most of them paid 
little attention to the relationship between climate change 
and extreme weather events. Rather, they merged all types of 
natural disasters, including climate change and earthquakes, 
and discussed how the Japanese military could help other 
countries in case of serious disasters. However, the severity 
and frequency of natural disasters in Asia have increased 
in recent years, and some individuals related to the Japa-
nese Self-Defense Force are starting to indicate their limited 
capacity to respond to these incidents (Tebbe 2018).

As noted above, the MOE report on climate security 
(MOE 2007) was the only official report from the Japanese 
government that referred to possible flooding of megacities 
in Japan or the loss of a large area of Japan’s EEZ in the 
Pacific Ocean due to sea-level rise. Almost no other discus-
sion has occurred officially among Japanese governmental 
ministries. In addition, very few discussions are conducted 
by Japanese think tanks on climate-related security issues. 
One informal workshop hosted by a Japanese think tank sug-
gested the possible impacts of ice-melting in the Arctic and 
how they could affect Japan–China–Russia relations (CIGS 
2017). Potential undiscussed problems include the geopo-
litical implications of climate change, such as other impacts 
on Japan–China–Korea relations, including sovereignty over 
the Senkaku Islands and other small islands. In addition, 
Japan has military bases in coastal areas, which could be 
damaged by high tides and storms exacerbated by climate 
change. Japan’s military is increasingly being dispatched for 
humanitarian assistance in developing countries, and this is 
likely to increase even more in the future. Discussions need 
to begin on how such military operations could be conducted 
in an efficient manner under a changing climate.

Conclusions

In some areas, climate change policies and dialog in Japan 
have dealt with important issues using terms and concepts 
such as climate change mitigation, adaptation to climate 
change, human security, food security, and disaster manage-
ment. These are climate-security-related concepts that fall 

into the first and the second categories of climate security 
shown in Table 1. This means that Japanese stakeholders 
have not perceived the needs to use the term “climate secu-
rity” as they continue discussions of these kinds of impacts 
and dimensions of climate change, because they consider 
that the Japanese people either already are or will become 
aware of these risks even without using the term. They may 
fear introduction of the concept “climate security” could 
obfuscate the important nuances of these risks. On the other 
hand, we were able to identify areas where security dis-
course is absent or severely lacking in Japan. These include 
discussions of any possible geopolitical implications of cli-
mate change in Japan, displacement of people and possible 
migration into Japan, and potential social instability, par-
ticularly in the Asia–Pacific region. In addition, discussion 
of the impact of climate change on Japan’s military facilities 
has been negligible. It is of utmost importance for Japan to 
begin a discourse in these fields and to do so by introducing 
the notion of climate security.

The categorization of the four approaches of climate secu-
rity developed in this study was useful in analyzing Japanese 
discourse related to climate change. Although several stud-
ies had developed different types of climate security in the 
past, few, if any, had gone so far as to clarify the underlying 
messages to mitigate insecure conditions, and to compare 
among different types of notion of climate security. This 
could be a reason why several climate security researchers 
are critical of use of the term “climate security” (Detraz and 
Betsill 2009; Deudney 1990; Floyd 2010; Levy 1995). Many 
of them have criticized one or two of the four approaches, 
without examining the significance of the other approaches. 
Confusion among users of the term “climate security” about 
the various approaches to climate security could undermine 
efforts to understand the real implications of climate change 
as a threat. The approach adopted in this study could also be 
useful in examining how countries other than Japan discuss 
and respond to climate change risks. One remaining research 
goal could be to examine interactions and relationships 
among the four categories of climate security. For exam-
ple, the idea of a “threat multiplier” has been proposed by 
several researchers (adelphi 2015; CNA Corporation 2007) 
in which one type of threat caused by climate change may 
induce another type of threat. The use of the idea of “climate 
security” could become an effective strategy to promote a 
better understanding of both the physical and social impacts 
of climate change in different cultural contexts.
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