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Abstract 

 

Environmental security is broadly defined as a concept concerned with the relationship of threats 

between environmental change and human society. While its focus often is on the consequences of 

environmental threats like pollution and climate change, it also entails the potential of environment to 

serve as a basis for cooperation. This Doctoral dissertation is a historical analysis of the concept of 

environmental security in international cooperation in the post-conflict Western Balkans from 1999 

onwards.  

The analysis examines the securitisation of environment carried out by international organisations. It 

looks at the way in which actors like UN agencies and OSCE, aimed to enhance human security and 

encourage trans-boundary cooperation through environmental causes, thereby attempting to 

contribute to overall stability in the region. The dissertation examines the implications that 

environmental security discourse had in terms of both environmental cooperation and the concept of 

security.  

In terms of theory, the dissertation relies on the securitisation framework introduced by the 

Copenhagen School. It considers security as constructed through an inter-subjective process between a 

referent object, a securitising agent and an audience. Securitisation may help to raise new issues onto 

the political agenda, but it may also end up restricting democratic discussion or lead to militarisation. 

However, the dissertation follows scholars like Balzacq, Oels, and Trombetta in arguing that the 

practices of security may also need to change as new challenges like climate change arise. Indeed, the 

wider aim of the dissertation is to yield new insights into the securitization framework itself. Therefore, 

it looks at the degree to which the process in the Western Balkans has led to securitisation through the 

emergence of new environmental security practices and policies. 

The research shows that in the Western Balkans, the securitisation of environment was primarily used 

as a tool for peace-building. It has only led to a limited degree of securitisation, although some new 

security practices emerged, such as the mapping of environmental threats. As a concept, however, 

environmental security has been useful for focusing cooperation on multiple sectors. The results overall 

suggest that there is a need for new, more comprehensive and inclusive security logic to counter threats 

like climate change. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Tiivistelmä 

 

Ympäristöturvallisuuden voi määritellä laajasti ympäristön ja yhteiskunnan toisilleen muodostamien 

uhkien suhteena. Usein käsite keskittyy saastumisen ja ilmastonmuutoksen kaltaisten uhkien 

seurauksiin, mutta sen piirissä on käsitelty myös ympäristön roolia yhteistyön ja rauhan edistäjänä. 

Tämä väitöskirja käsittelee historiallisen analyysin keinoin ympäristöturvallisuuden käsitettä 

kansainvälisessä yhteistyössä konfliktinjälkeisellä Länsi-Balkanilla. 

Tutkimus tarkastelee kansainvälisten järjestöjen toimintaa ympäristön turvallistamiseksi. Muun 

muassa YK-järjestöt ja ETYJ pyrkivät käyttämään ympäristöongelmien ratkaisua yhteisenä tavoitteena, 

joka samalla auttaisi parantamaan inhimillistä turvallisuutta ja edistämään alueellista yhteistyötä. 

Väitöskirja selvittää, millaisia vaikutuksia ympäristöturvallisuuden käsitteellä oli niin ympäristö- kuin 

turvallisuussektorilla.  

Tutkimus perustuu ns. Kööpenhaminan koulukunnan turvallistamisteoriaan. Siinä turvallisuus 

muodostuu inter-subjektiivisessa prosessissa turvallistaja-agentin, objektin ja yleisön välillä. 

Turvallistaminen voi auttaa priorisoimaan asioita poliittisessa keskustelussa, mutta se voi myös johtaa 

demokraattisen keskustelun rajoittumiseen. Uusimman tutkimuksen mukaan kuitenkin myös 

turvallisuussektori muuttuu ja avautuu ilmastonmuutoksen kaltaisten uusien uhkien edessä. Tämä 

väitöskirja pyrkiikin tuomaan uusia näkökulmia myös turvallistamisen teoriaan. Huomio on erityisesti 

siinä, miten ympäristöongelmien ratkaisemiksi on syntynyt uusia turvallisuuskäytäntöjä. 

Tutkimustulokset osoittavat, että ympäristön turvallistaminen toimi Länsi-Balkanilla pitkälti 

rauhanrakentamisen ja vakauttamisen työkaluna. Kansainväliset järjestöt eivät kuitenkaan onnistuneet 

tuomaan ympäristöturvallisuuden käsitettä politiikanteon valtavirtaan alueen maissa, vaikka 

muutamia uusia turvallisuuskäytäntöjä syntyikin. Ennen kaikkea ympäristöturvallisuuden käsite 

osoittautui hyödylliseksi jäsentämään sektorit ylittävää yhteistyötä ympäristöuhkien torjumiseksi. 

Tutkimuksen perusteella laajalle ja entistä avoimemmalle turvallisuuskäsitteelle näyttää 

yleisemminkin olevan tarve, kun ympäristöön liittyvät uhkat tulevat yhä konkreettisemmiksi. 
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1. Introduction 
 

In March 1999, when NATO started a bombing campaign on the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (FRY), 

it was hardly unclear both for the local people or for the political leaders involved what security was, 

now that it had been severely shaken. The NATO allies had come to consider the threat of FRY forces in 

Kosovo so intolerable that it was willing to exert extreme measures to counter it. Both sides used strict 

arguments to justify their case, gaining both support and opposition in a parallel war of words that took 

place in the eyes of international media and diplomacy. 1  The consequences of the war were very 

concrete to the ordinary people sheltering from air raids and lingering for days without electricity due 

to power cuts. In both rhetoric and reality, a line had been breached that would have irreversible 

repercussions on the lives of millions of people for years to come. 

 

As the conflict continued, attention extended from the immediate threat of the air strikes also to the less 

direct perils of their collateral damage. Concerns sprang up about the pollution caused as industrial 

facilities were bombed. Strikes on the Petrohemija chemical factory and an oil refinery in Pančevo, for 

instance, caused visible leakages of toxic fumes and substances, awakening fear among local people. In 

addition to this immediate risk, there was a fear that the damage would have long-term impacts lasting 

far beyond the conflict itself, leaving a poisonous legacy to harm people living in the FRY and even the 

neighbouring countries. Eventually, the urgency of the situation escalated to such an extent that the 

United Nations commissioned an independent assessment of the consequences of the conflict. 

Overnight, environmental damage had become a security threat.2 

 

The Kosovo conflict and the bombings served as the starting point to a discussion in which environment 

has, in one way or another, come to be linked to security, spanning through the post-conflict cooperation 

efforts in the ex-Yugoslav countries, or Western Balkans. From the conflict impacts the discussion has 

moved to consider environmental activities as a conflict-prevention tool and as a precondition to human 

security. All along, environmental security has remained the domain of international organisations, 

especially UN agencies and the OSCE, who have emphatically worked to promote it. While it hasn’t 

emerged as a  prevalent post-conflict discourse, it has influenced international cooperation on the 

environment. Equally important, however, has been the framing of environment as a security issue in of 

itself. It has challenged conventional perspectives on both the environment and on security, thereby 

creating a new discourse that had the potential to produce new actions on both sectors.  

                                                
1 Bideleux, R. & Jeffries, I.: The Balkans. A Post-Communist History. Routledge, New York 2007, 537-545. 
2 UNEP/UNCHS: The Kosovo Conflict. Consequences for the Environment & Human Settlements. UNEP/UNCHS (UN-
HABITAT), Nairobi 1999. 
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This dissertation explores the environmental security framework in the regional and historical setting 

of the post-conflict Western Balkans. The aim is to examine the development of the environmental 

security discourse in the region and the involvement of international organisations as the main drivers 

of environmental cooperation. Through an analysis of different environmental security actors, 

programmes and initiatives, the research will trace the extent to which environmental issues have 

become linked to security discourse and consider some of the consequences of this development. 

Drawing on the theory of securitisation3, this work will focus on the process through which issues move 

between the political and security spheres, rather than assuming these to be fixed states of being. This 

contextualised approach will make it possible to consider the development of the discourse in relation 

to the actors and assumptions involved. 

 

The research will contribute to previous literature in three main ways. In terms of theory, it will offer 

new insights into the securitisation framework by focusing on the ways in which issues enter the 

security sphere and the role of practices. Methodologically, this study makes use of an unconventional 

approach by using historical analysis to study securitisation, thus closely integrating the societal context 

and enabling a comprehensive look at the process. Finally, it will address gaps in environmental security 

research, by applying it to the regional case of the Western Balkans on the one hand, and on the other, 

by focusing on international organisations as the main actors.  

 

The Western Balkan case certainly was not the first time that environment has been linked to security.4 

With the changing global situation at the end of the Cold War, many scholars pointed out that the 

traditional state-centred and military-based conception of security was inadequate to cover the kinds 

of new and increasingly potent threats such as terrorism, diseases and natural disasters. The 

environment has frequently been included among these new sectors with security implications. A varied 

literature5 has swiftly come forth and developed, ranging from the environmental causes of conflict to 

the effects of pollution and to disaster risk reduction. Despite the many threats associated with 

                                                
3 Buzan, B. et al.: Security. A New Framework for Analysis. Lynne Rienner, Boulder-London 1998. 
4 Environmental security literature dates back to the 1990s, with studies such as Homer-Dixon, T. F.: Environmental 
Scarcities and Violent Conflict: Evidence from Cases. International Security, 19(1) 1994, 5-40; Myers, N.: Ultimate 
security: the environmental basis of political stability. WW Norton & Company, Inc., 1993 and Matthew, R. A.: 
Environmental security: demystifying the concept, clarifying the stakes. Environmental Change and Security Project 
Report, 1, 1995, 14-23. The advancement of environmental security theory will be discussed in detail in Chapter 2. 
5 Examples of the literature will be discussed in detail in Section 2.  
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environmental problems,6 the focus has often also been on the opportunities of using such issues as a 

platform for peace-building and cooperation.7 

 

However, linking the environment to security has provoked criticisms. Some scholars have rejected the 

proposition on the basis that environmental causes have not been shown to be a sole  cause of conflicts.8 

Others consider the linkage futile or even harmful from the point of view of the environment, because 

security practices are not likely to be effective in dealing with issues such as biodiversity.9 Therefore, it 

is important to discern the complex and often opaque motivations behind the different contexts in which 

environmental issues are being discussed in public. As environmental problems gain weight and 

urgency, it is important to understand the role security arguments have in environmental politics, and 

vice versa. 

 

More broadly, it has been questioned whether the extension of security to new sectors of society may 

have inadvertent consequences. 10  Indeed, the question fundamentally reverts back to what is 

considered security overall and how it can be defined. With the emergence of new threats that do not 

follow the logic of war and defence, new ways are needed for defining security. At the same time, a 

widening of the concept of security has raised concerns that everything and anything will come to pass 

as security and the sector will thus lose its distinctive character. The inclusion of new issues into the 

sphere of security may become counter-productive if it critically changes security itself.  

 

The securitisation framework is one of the attempts to theoretically address emerging security issues. 

In the approach of the so-called Copenhagen School, Buzan, Waever and de Wilde rejected the idea of 

security as a pre-determined set of issues. Instead, they argue that it is constructed through an inter-

subjective process that can incorporate new issues if they fulfil certain conditions.11 Security can thus 

be determined by procedure rather than merely substance, giving some formal basis to guide its 

definition. In the original securitisation framework, however, environment was considered a 

problematic sector that did not quite fit into the reasoning. Meanwhile, recent research by the likes of 

                                                
6 E.g. Barnett, J., & Adger, W. N.: Climate change, human security and violent conflict. Political Geography, 26(6) 2007, 
639-655. 
7 E.g. . Conca, K.: The Case for Environmental Peacemaking. In Conca, K. & Dabelko, G. D. (Eds.) Environmental 
Peacemaking. Johns Hopkins University Press, Baltimore 2002 
8 Levy, M.A. Is the Environment a National Security Issue? International Security 20(2) 1995, 35-62. 
9 Aradau, C.: Security and the Democratic Scene. Desecuritization and Emancipation. Journal of International Relations 
and Development, 7, 2004, 388–413. 
10 Buzan et al. 1998. 
11 Buzan et al. 1998. 
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Trombetta12 and Oels13 suggests that the environment is a crucial sector precisely because it clearly 

demonstrates that security itself needs to be remodelled in order for it to be able to integrate new issues.  

 

There is a need, therefore, to further elaborate the confines of security and securitisation in the 

environmental sector. While a great deal of previous research has focused on specific, individual cases 

of security, it is necessary to also consider the context in which the processes take place. Environmental 

security is shaped in the intersection of a multitude of political, economic, social and ecological factors. 

This is easily neglected by an exclusively security-oriented approach. Through a historically and 

regionally contextualised analysis of the Western Balkan case, this research therefore aims to take into 

account the wider range of relevant factors influencing the environmental security thematic. 

 

1.1 Research questions and context 

 

The regional focus of the study encompasses the Western Balkans, which is here taken to cover the ex-

Yugoslav countries apart from Slovenia – in other words, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, Kosovo 14 , 

Macedonia, Montenegro and Serbia. The decision to limit the examination to these countries is based on 

their shared Yugoslav past, a similar experience of conflict in the 1990s and common language as well 

as other cultural features. Therefore, Albania has been left out of this investigation although it is often 

included among Western Balkans countries.  

 

The term Western Balkans itself can be contested. It came from the European Union and, as it was 

politically determined from the outside, it did not necessarily elicit a strong sense of identification 

within the region.15 However, it is strongly associated with the EU’s objective of reinforcing regional 

cooperation and therefore easily adopted into the discourse of international organisations with similar 

aims. The term therefore already illuminates some of the power structures and other factors that have 

influenced the dynamic between the regional countries and the international community. In particular, 

the research will take into account the controversies following from a sense of imposing objectives from 

the outside, from a regional perspective, and the difficulty of introducing beneficial practices, from the 

international point of view.  

                                                
12 Trombetta, M. J.: Rethinking the Securitization of the Environment: Old Beliefs, New Insights. In Balzacq, T. (Ed.) 
Securitization theory: how security problems emerge and dissolve. Routledge, London 2011. 
13 Oels, A.. Rendering climate change governable by risk: From probability to contingency. Geoforum 45(1) 2013, 17-
29. 
14 This designation will be designation used without prejudice to positions on status, and is in line with UNSCR 1244 
and the ICJ Opinion on the Kosovo declaration of independence. 
15 E.g. Hansen, L.: Security as Practice: Discourse Analysis and the Bosnian War. Routledge, Oxford-New-York 2006; 
Delevic, M.: Regional Cooperation in the Western Balkans, Chaillot Papers, No. 104. Institute for Security Studies, 
Paris, 2007.  
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From the point of view of examining environmental securitisation, Western Balkans is a highly relevant 

area. As a post-conflict region, it allows an examination of the thematic from several points of view, 

including assessments of the environmental consequences of conflicts, environmental peace-making as 

well as long-term stability-building. In addition, the Western Balkan case gives the possibility to follow 

the development of the cooperation over time, since it has been going on for about 15 years. Even more 

importantly, however, the region became a focus of attention for a group of international organisations 

to promote the environmental security approach. While it is not a unique example of environmental 

security being implemented, even from a regional perspective, the Western Balkans was one of the 

earliest cases and presents a focused, programmatic approach.  

 

The main actors are the international organisations that worked in the region in the post-conflict 

situation. These include the Balkan Task Force, which was a special unit of the United Nations 

Environment Programme (UNEP) as well as the Regional Environmental Reconstruction Programme 

for South East Europe (REReP), which was specifically set to coordinate environmental cooperation in 

the Balkans. Out of existing organisations that also worked on the Balkans, particularly active in 

environmental security were the Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), the 

Regional Environmental Centre (REC), the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), the United 

Nations Economic Commission in Europe (UNECE) and UNEP. In addition, the aforementioned 

organisations jointly set up the Environment and Security Initiative (ENVSEC), which became the main 

actor in environmental security in the Balkans. 

 

The organisations came from different fields and therefore also had different objectives for their 

engagement in environmental security. Especially with regard to the cooperation through ENVSEC, the 

differences of perspective were considered an asset that would enable the organisations to pool their 

expertise. It also reflects a degree of acknowledgement of the complexity of environmental security 

issues from the very start. However, the variety of focuses among the organisations and the ensuing 

differences of opinions and objectives also created problems. The environmental security discourse was 

shaped in the interchange of these influences.  

 

The research delves into the period after the end of the Yugoslav and Kosovo wars, starting from 1999 

and leading up towards the present. This timeframe makes it possible to observe the evolution trough 

different phases from an acute threat of conflict towards the goals of stabilised regional relations and 

EU integration. In the case of Western Balkans, it is also necessary to bear in mind that apart from being 

a post-conflict region, it is also markedly a post-socialist society with a vast on-going transformation. 
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The development has not been as straightforward as the international community might have hoped, 

and concerns about the democratisation of the region linger on.  

 

The main aim of this research is to examine how international organisations have shaped the concept 

of environmental security in the post-conflict Western Balkans and what have been the consequences 

of the process for both the environmental and security sectors. The starting point is that there has been 

an attempt to link the environment to security discourse and that it has been promoted by a number of 

international organisations. This move is analysed using the framework of securitisation, with the aim 

of contributing to an enhanced concept of security as a whole. 

 

The research will be guided by a number of sub-questions. First, it will examine the ways in which the 

environmental security linkage has been constructed in the work of the international organisations and 

programmes presented above. What have been the premises of the actors themselves to engage in 

environmental security cooperation, and what have been their own objectives in making the linkage? 

How and why have they implemented environmental security through their work in the Western 

Balkans? The discussion will also consider how the trends and topics of environmental security 

cooperation have developed during the period studied. 

 

Second, the research will discuss how the security linkage influenced the overall environmental 

cooperation carried out in the region. Have the projects succeeded at simultaneously promoting 

stability-building, human security and environmental quality? Has the linkage given some added value 

to the cooperation and facilitated the achievement of its objectives? The aim is not to perform an impact 

assessment but to trace the role and significance of the environmental security component of the 

projects that have been implemented. 

 

Third, it is necessary to consider the extent to which the securitisation of the environment has achieved 

its goals. This analysis consists of two primary strands. On the one hand, it will consider the acceptance 

of environmental security by the local and the wider international audience. In other words, has it been 

recognised and adopted into policy in the target countries or in the international community? Has it 

entered the traditional security sector in the Western Balkans or contributed to the discourse at the 

global scale? This requires a discussion of the role of audience(s) in securitisation theory overall.  On 

the other hand, the analysis will examine the emergence of environmental security practices, which can 

be seen as an indication of how the concept was adopted and implemented. Did environmental security 

cooperation give rise to new security practices and how were these welcomed in the security sector? 
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Finally, there are several underlying questions concerning the theory of securitisation itself. In 

particular, there appear to be grounds to challenge the traditional fixed conditions of the security sector, 

which have not been able to adequately accommodate new security concerns. The analysis thus explores 

the role of emerging practices as a more adept measure for securitisation. At the same time, it considers 

the separation between security and ordinary, democratic decision-making set up by the original 

securitisation framework. Could an analysis of the environmental sector provide a new perspective on 

the dichotomy and contribute to reconciling security practices with democratic procedures? Ultimately, 

this leads the discussion to being concerned with the nature and limits of security itself. 

 

The research thus aims to examine questions concerning both the Western Balkan case and the wider 

theoretical framework. These two strands of study will interact with one another, and in many ways, it 

is the historical analysis that will enable the theory-building ambitions. By setting the analysis in a 

regional and historical context and following its long-term development, the study will take into account 

the wider range of relevant factors that influence environmental security. By thus yielding a more 

detailed look at the way the securitisation process is implemented in practice, it will allow a critical 

perspective into theoretical framework itself. 

 

The historical and regional context is also significant in illuminating that the securitisation process 

depends on a variety of factors apart from its immediate subjects. In the Western Balkan case, for 

instance, it is especially necessary to bear in mind that apart from being a post-conflict region, it is also 

markedly a post-socialist society with a vast on-going transformation. Meanwhile, the post-conflict 

political development has not been one of consistent progress towards stability.16  In some of the 

countries, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the internal situation remains fragile, while others 

have experienced at least temporary downturns in their democratisation, as in FYR Macedonia. 

Although, the risk of conflict has certainly declined, regional relations have not been fully normalised, 

as is perhaps most pointedly indicated by the unilateral declaration of independence of Kosovo from 

Serbia in 2008.  

 

Meanwhile, trends in international politics have also changed and shifted during the period of study, 

with variable impacts on security discourse. As has been pointed out above, the post-Cold War 

realignment directed the discourse beyond state security towards emerging topics on a wider 

perspective. However, political developments and even single events, such as the terrorist attacks in the 

                                                
16 Mujanović, J.: Introduction. In Mujanović, J. (ed.) The Democratic Potential of Emerging Social Movements in 
Southeastern Europe. Friedrich Ebert Stiftung, Sarajevo 2017, 5-6. 
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US in 2001, have continued to influence the discourse even after that. These changes have influenced 

the agendas of the organisations working in the Western Balkans as well. 

 

Questions concerning the securitisation of environment in the post-conflict Western Balkans thus need 

to be placed in a number of overlapping contexts. This, in turn, yields a variety of insights into both 

security theory and environmental cooperation. Moreover, it requires a staunch theoretical framework 

to avoid misinterpretation and methods to integrate it into the historical analysis. Therefore, this 

research will incorporate an exceptionally thorough discussion of the theory and a methodological 

approach to support it.  

1.2 Theoretical framework of the study 

 

The present research strongly relies on its theoretical framework and aims to contribute to it, which 

means that it needs to be presented in considerable detail. Chapter 2 will comprehensively cover this. 

The discussion here will be limited to reasoning why securitisation has been chosen as the framework 

and what this study can add to the discussion.  

 

The introduction of the securitisation framework coincides with the rise of wider security during the 

1990s, and it has influenced a great deal of the ensuing security theory. In the framework, security is 

defined as the construct of an inter-subjective process between a speaker, an audience and the object of 

securitisation. The process is motivated by the claimed presence of an existential threat, which justifies 

the use of extreme measures to address it. This moves the issue into the sector of security. The 

legitimacy of the transformation is dependent on all three actors in the equation, meaning that 

securitisation cannot occur individually without an acceptance by the audience. 

 

From the point of view of this research, the major benefit of securitisation is its focus on security as a 

process, which allows the consideration of how issues become immersed into security discourse and 

merged into security sector. By explicating the roles of the subjects involved, it gives a clear frame of 

reference to guide the analysis. It thus becomes possible to trace their strategic commitments, 

interactions and perspectives, which may differ from one another. At the same time, the framework 

takes into account the context in which the process takes place, thus linking and adapting it to some 

extent to particular societal and political cases. In addition, as it focuses on the process rather than 

merely the end result, securitisation makes it possible to analyse unexpected outcomes such as 

unsuccessful or unfinished securitisations.   
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Thierry Balzacq17 has outlined a detailed framework for the analysis of securitisation. His interpretation 

traces the outcomes of the process, but it also enables the identification of crucial factors such as the 

subjects, power relations, strategies and contexts. Among these, it highlights the emergence of new 

practices and policies as the consequences of the process. Therefore, it yields a far more comprehensive 

understanding of the securitisation than merely reporting the degree to which it was successful. 

 

Securitisation is by no means the only theoretical approach to new conceptualisations of security and it 

has also prompted plausible criticisms. However, this can be a benefit as the criticisms have driven the 

discussion further and given rise to suggestions for amendments to the framework. As a result, it has 

already considerably developed from its original form and the idea of revising it further is conceivable. 

This is an encouraging setting for this study, which also aims to propose revisions to the network, not 

to reject or discard it as non-functional. 

 

Among the issues that the present study specifically aims to grapple with is the question of the political 

consequences of securitisation. The Copenhagen School considered it to have negative effects on policy-

making and on the democratic procedure as a whole. Its view was that as issues enter the security sector, 

they become de-politicised and are moved out of reach of normal democratic decision-making into an 

opaque sphere of coercive measures. Not only is this harmful for democracy overall, it also does not 

necessarily lead to the best solutions for dealing with the issue that has been securitised. Environmental 

decision-making, for instance, is more likely to benefit from procedures that allow a high level of public 

participation and access that make it possible to take into account a wide range of information and 

points of view. 

 

The present study, however, takes the perspective of more recent research that has questioned the 

thoroughly negative interpretation of securitisation and points out that the process has more subtle 

motivations and consequences. Trombetta and Floyd argue that securitisation can simply be an 

intensive form of politicisation that emphasises the significance of its object in the discourse rather than 

moving it beyond the democratic procedure. This may lead to a so-called positive securitisation, which 

provides an efficient way to deal with a threat – such as an environmental problem – and has the 

potential to benefit a majority of the population.18 Although these scholars do not reject the possibility 

of negative securitisations, they propose that the security dynamic may have more variable 

                                                
17  Balzacq, T.: Enquiries into Methods: A New Framework for Securitization Analysis.   In Balzacq, T. (Ed.) 
Securitization theory : how security problems emerge and dissolve. Routledge, London 2011, 35-36. 
18 Floyd, R.: Human Security and the Copenhagen School’s Securitization Approach: Conceptualizing Human Security 
as a Securitizing Move. Human Security Journal Vol. 5 (Winter) 2007, 44-45; Trombetta, M. J.: Rethinking the 
Securitization of the Environment: Old Beliefs, New Insights. In Balzacq, T. (Ed.) Securitization theory: how security 
problems emerge and dissolve. Routledge, London 2011,142. 



10 

 

consequences and therefore merits a more detailed examination. The present study attempts to further 

examine the possible outcomes of securitisation in the environmental sector. 

 

Another revision to the original framework concerns the conditions for securitisation. In particular, the 

suitability of extreme measures as a criterion for securitisation has been challenged. Oels uses climate 

change as an example of an issue that does not easily give rise to extreme measures in the military sense, 

yet has still been the object of several securitising moves. Relying on the Foucauldian governmentality 

framework, Oels argues that instead of the traditional invocation of existential threat and measures to 

counter it, climate change has been securitised through a discourse on risk and its mitigation.19 

 

This brings in the so-called riskification approach, originally introduced by Corry, which makes a 

distinction between the logic of securitisation and that of risk. Recognising the increasing prevalence of 

risk-speech in association with and sometimes in place of security, it posits that this is not an addition 

or an amendment to securitisation, but a different process altogether. Risks are different from threats 

in that they are indirect and therefore managed rather than defended against. This is also reflected in 

the consequences of the process. Riskification does not necessarily lead to secretive politics of exception 

but can, according to Corry, increase public discussion and openness as the nature and severity of risks 

is being determined.20  

 

Riskification in effect provides an alternative for securitisation, arguing that it is not imperative to fit all 

security-related processes within the bounds of the security sector itself. Instead of attempting to 

change the logic of securitisation to fit new forms of security-speech, it sketches out a separate logic, 

thereby eliminating the need for some of the proposed revisions to securitisation. On the other hand, it 

presents new questions regarding the relationship between securitisation and riskification. While the 

present study is primarily built on the securitisation framework, it will aim to take these considerations 

into account and see how they play out in the Western Balkans’ case.   

 

The arguments for revisions as well as alternatives to securitisation shift the attention from a specific 

speech act to so-called technologies of security, meaning the discourses and practices through which 

security is constructed and implemented.  By examining these, it is possible to find alternative and less 

rigid criteria to enable looking beyond extreme measures and thus provide a fruitful way to examine 

and understand environmental securitisation and the wider concept of security. The present study will 

adopt the governmentality approach in the sense that it particularly examines the role of practices and 

                                                
19 Oels, A. Rendering climate change governable by risk: From probability to contingency. Geoforum 45(1) 2013, 17-29. 
20 Corry, O.: Securitisation and ‘Riskification’: Second-order Security and the Politics of Climate Change. Millennium: 
Journal of International Studies. 40(2), 2012, 235-258. 
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policies in the securitisation process. This also fits into the previously mentioned analytical framework 

by Balzacq, which takes into account practices. 

 

The theoretical framework thus consists of several elements and also performs a number of functions 

in the study.  Apart from providing the theoretical context, it also serves as the analytical tool. In 

addition, it is one of the aspects that the research aims to contribute to. Although this setting can be 

considered complex, its inter-linkages also strongly aid the advancement of the study. 

 

1.3 Environmental security, international cooperation and Western Balkans in previous 

research  

 

The present work will broadly build upon two strands of literature: one focusing on environmental 

security and another one on post-conflict settings, international organisations and specifically the 

Western Balkans. These will be used to inform and guide the choices made in this study, while the gaps 

in these studies will be addressed here.  

 

As mentioned above, the vast literature on wider security and securitisation will be introduced in the 

following section. The focus will be on the scholars of the Copenhagen School as well as those who have 

suggested revisions of this theory, such as Balzacq21 and Williams22, as well as Oels and Trombetta who 

comment more specifically on securitisation in the environmental sector. The study particularly 

questions the tendency of securitisation scholarship to only focus on successful processes, arguing 

instead that failed or ongoing cases are at least equally as interesting and relevant.  

 

Previous research on the variety of aspects of environmental security is also highly relevant since the 

cooperation in the Western Balkans has been carried out in several forms. These will also be discussed 

in more detail in Section 2. The concept has previously been considered with regard to its theoretical 

foundations, such as in the work of Brauch23 and Conca24, and through specific case studies, as in the 

case of Jensen 25. What seems to be lacking, however, are studies on the evolution of the concept, 

                                                
21 Balzacq, T.: A Theory of Securitization: Origins, Core Assumptions, and Variants. In Balzacq, T. (Ed.) Securitization 
theory : how security problems emerge and dissolve. Routledge, London 2011. 
22 Williams, M. C.: Words, Images, Enemies: Securitization and International Politics. International Studies Quarterly 
47(4) 2003. 
23 Brauch, H. G.: Environment and Human Security. Freedom from Hazard Impact, InterSecTions, 2/2005, UNU-EHS, 
Bonn 2005. 
24  Conca, K. The Case for Environmental Peacemaking. In Conca, K. & Dabelko, G. D. (Eds.) Environmental 
Peacemaking. Johns Hopkins University Press, Baltimore 2002. 
25 Jensen, D.:  Evaluating the Impact of UNEP’s Post-conflict Environmental Assessments. In Jensen, D. & Lonergan, S. 
(Eds.) Assessing and Restoring Natural Resources in Post-Conflict Peacebuilding. Earthscan, London 2012. 
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particularly in any historical or regional context. This is precisely what the study presented here aims 

to provide.   

 

Post-conflict cooperation and stabilisation has been studied from several angles, but a particular focus 

has been on the role of international actors. According to Call & Cousens, organisations like UN agencies 

have done a great deal to develop their strategies for peace-building and post-conflict remediation over 

the past decades, and advances have been made. However, they have not been able to fully address 

problems like the inability to recognise regional ramifications of conflicts or a lack of resources to 

adequately act on simultaneous crisis situations around the world.26 Roland Paris offers a further critical 

perspective on the role of international actors, pointing out that their attempts to bring democratisation 

and ‘liberalisation’ to remediate post-conflict situations have tended to backfire. The expectation that 

democratic values and a market economy would effortlessly pave the way for peace has turned out to 

be unrealistic and, according to Paris, has even worsened societal tensions and injustices. 27 

International organisations also often try to apply the same practices and methods to all conflicts, all the 

while keeping a distance from local realities.28  

 

These observations provide a crucial background to the efforts of international actors to impose their 

own values and practices on a local or regional setting. This dynamic also applies in the Western Balkans, 

as the concept of environmental security came from the outside and was enforced as a part of the 

comprehensive peace-building effort. Therefore, it is essential, also in this case, to address questions 

about the feasibility of the actions of the international organisations. 

 
 

The previous observations point to local participation, which is another important aspect related to the 

work of international organisations in peace-building.  According to Pouligny, international actors often 

fail to take into account diversity among the local population and offer a single solution expecting it to 

fit all. Civil society in a post-conflict country is also likely to be very different from the way it is perceived 

in secure democracies. The failure to recognise this hinders attempts to generate a sense of local 

ownership of the cooperation. 29  As Tschirgi points out, this is a considerable problem because 

                                                
26  Call, C. T., & Cousens, E. M.: Ending wars and building peace: International responses to war-torn societies. 
International studies perspectives, 9(1), 2008, 1-21. 
27 Paris, R.: International peacebuilding and the ‘mission civilisatrice’. Review of international studies, 28(4), 2002, 
637-656. 
28 Autesserre, S.: The trouble with the Congo: Local violence and the failure of international peacebuilding (Vol. 115). 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 2010. 
29 Pouligny, B.: Civil society and post-conflict peacebuilding: Ambiguities of international programmes aimed at building 
‘new’societies. Security dialogue, 36(4), 2005 495-510. 
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sustainable peace cannot be achieved without the participation of the local community.30 Donais argues 

that there exists a ‘local-international divide’ in peace-building operations that needs to be bridged by 

reconciling international norms with local realities.31 

 

Donais also takes this discussion to the Balkans as he examines peace-building in the context of Bosnia 

and Herzegovina. According to him, the influence of international actors is particularly important in the 

Bosnian case due to their long presence and important role in the Dayton Peace Agreement in 1995. The 

poor degree of implementation of the Dayton Agreement can be seen to result from the way it was 

originally adopted as a difficult compromise between the parties, suggesting that the international 

actors may sometimes end up contributing to solutions that turn out to be dysfunctional or harmful in 

the long run.32 At the same time the Bosnian case serves as one example of the difficulties that still 

continue to hamper post-conflict development in the Balkans.  

 

The post-conflict situation in the Balkans has been examined both regionally and with a country focus. 

Most of the literature with a regional perspective focuses on Europeanisation and the role of the EU, 

pointing out that regional cooperation and reconciliation has been such a central goal for the EU. Gordon 

has discussed the potential of the conditionality policy on EU membership as a post-conflict 

management strategy, suggesting that it lacks a comprehensive vision to enable a consolidated 

statehood and democratic peace in the region.33 According to Bieber, conditionality has not been much 

more effective in state-building. 34   Meanwhile, Kostovicova and Bojicic-Dzelilovic argue that 

Europeanisation has failed to adequately take into account the impact of globalisation and transnational 

networks.35 

 

Some scholars have applied this view to the internal development of the in the Western Balkan countries 

themselves. According to James Ker-Lindsay, their civil societies have been largely influenced by 

international actors, but at the same time has had its own, often unexpected effects on the stabilisation 

                                                
30  Tschirgi, N.: Post-conflict peacebuilding revisited: achievements, limitations, challenges. International Peace 
Academy, New York 2004. 
31 Donais, T.: Peacebuilding and local ownership: Post-conflict consensus-building. Routledge, 2012. 
32 Donais, T.: The political economy of peacebuilding in post-Dayton Bosnia. Routledge, Abingdon 2005. 
33 Gordon, C.: The stabilization and association process in the Western Balkans: an effective instrument of post-conflict 
management?. Ethnopolitics, 8(3-4), 2009, 325-340. 
34 Bieber, F.: Building impossible states? State-building strategies and EU membership in the Western Balkans. Europe-
Asia Studies, 63(10), 2011, 1783-1802. 
35 Kostovicova, D., & Bojicic-Dzelilovic, V.: Europeanizing the Balkans: rethinking the post-communist and post-
conflict transition. In Kostovicova, D., & Bojicic-Dzelilovic, V. (Eds.). Transnationalism in the Balkans. Routledge, 
Abingdon 2013. 
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process.36 This supports the proposition that civil society development cannot be determined from the 

outside. Meanwhile, Obradovic-Wochnik discusses the ways in which non-governmental organisations 

(NGOs) have aimed to promote coming to terms with the past, also pointing out that the legacy of conflict 

is still present in the civil society.37  

 

Environmental issues in the Western Balkans have been discussed especially from the point of view of 

the EU accession, which has been the major motive for actions in the environmental sector. In particular, 

the funding provided by the EU through pre-accession financing and the conditions associated with it 

have been significant in building capacities for environmental governance in the region.38 However, this 

has led to a degree of dependence on external support and funding. This is especially true for 

environmental NGOs, meaning that they have to adapt their agendas to fit those of the external funding 

institutions rather than those of their local communities. 39  According to Börzel and Fagan, 

environmental governance and environmental civil society activity in the Western Balkans is further 

complicated by the legacy of conflict, ethnic divisions and weak state institutions.40 

 

There is some literature on the security linkage of environment in the Western Balkans, but it is mostly 

limited to case studies rather than more extensive conceptual or theoretical work. The post-conflict 

situation in the region has been studied as an example of attempts to generate environmental 

cooperation for example in the water sector41 and through the establishment of trans-boundary nature 

protection areas42. The work carried out in the Balkans has also been evaluated along with other post-

conflict assessments of environmental consequences.43 

                                                
36 Ker-Lindsay, J.: Concusion. In Bojicic-Dzelilovic, V., Ker-Lindsay, J., & Kostovicova, D. (Eds.): Civil society and 
transitions in the Western Balkans. Palgrave-Macmillan, Basingstoke 2013, 257-264. 
37 Obradovic-Wochnik, J.: Serbian Civil Society as an Exclusionary Space: NGOs, the Public and 'Coming to Terms with 
the Past'. In Bojicic-Dzelilovic, V., Ker-Lindsay, J., & Kostovicova, D. (Eds.): Civil society and transitions in the 
Western Balkans. Palgrave-Macmillan, Basingstoke 2013b, 210-229. 
38 Geddes, A., Lees, C., & Taylor, A.: The European Union and South East Europe: The Dynamics of Europeanization 
and Multilevel Governance. Routledge, Abingdon 2013. 
39 Fagan, A., & Sircar, I.: Europeanisation and multi-level environmental governance in a post-conflict context: the 
gradual development of environmental impact assessment processes in Bosnia-Herzegovina. Environment and Planning 
C: Government and Policy, 33(5), 2015, 919-934. 
40  Börzel, T., & Fagan, A.: Environmental governance in South East Europe/Western Balkans: reassessing the 
transformative power of Europe. Environment and Planning C: Government and Policy, 33(5), 2015, 885-900. 
41 Čolakhodžić, A., Filipović, M., Kovandžić, J., & Stec, S.: The Sava River: Transitioning to peace in the former 
Yugoslavia. In Weinthal, E. Troell, J. & Nakayama, M. (eds.): Water and Post-Conflict Peacebuilding. Earthscan, 
London 2014, 271-296. 
42 Walters, J. T.: A peace park in the Balkans: cross-border cooperation and livelihood creation through coordinated 
environmental conservation. In Young, H. & Goldman, L. (eds.) Livelihoods, natural resources, and post-conflict 
peacebuilding, Earthscan, London 2015, 155-166. 
43 Conca, K., & Wallace, J.: Environment and peacebuilding in war-torn societies: Lessons from the UN Environment 
Programme's experience with postconflict assessment. Global Governance: a Review of Multilateralism and 
International Organizations, 15(4), 2009, 485-504. 
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The work of international organisations on environment and security in the Balkans has prompted some 

studies. Papa has examined the major regional environmental cooperation tools with security 

implications, thus covering some of the same initiatives that are discussed in the present study. Her 

work is useful as it evaluates various environmental security risks and the benefits of linking 

environment and security in the Balkan context.44 It refrains, however, from considering the process 

through which the environment came to be seen as a security issue, or the wide-ranging consequences 

of this conceptualisation. Meanwhile, Sandei takes a practitioner’s view into the work of the 

Environment and Security Initiative (ENVSEC) in South Eastern Europe, providing relevant insights into 

the objectives and achievements of the programme in the region.45  

 

With regard to the actors in the Western Balkan context, Hardt gives a very important perspective in 

her work examining environmental security in the Anthropocene. Using ENVSEC as a case study, she 

considers the practical inclusion of environmental security into policies. Hardt gives a useful overview 

of ENVSEC as an environmental security organisation, and compares its environmental security 

approach to several theoretical formulations. According to her, ENVSEC’s activities have been 

instrumental in institutionalising environmental security, but also in widening the concept beyond a 

narrow conflict-oriented approach. For Hardt, the fact that ENVSEC has been able to obtain funding and 

carry out its projects also suggests that it has been successful at securitising environmental issues.46 

Although ENVSEC is only one of the actors discussed in the present study, these insights offer an 

interesting point of view. However, the aim here is to go beyond the organisational approach and trace 

the development of the environmental security concept in a regional setting, while also reconsidering 

the securitisation framework from several angles.  

 

The previous research presented here extends over a rather wide range of fields and topics, but 

eventually converges on a very specific combination of themes. The variety of discussions points out the 

crucial interconnections that environmental security has to consider. On the other hand, it does carry 

the risk of overcomplicating the premises of the study. It is, therefore, important to maintain a clear 

focus for the research, based on the questions and objectives presented previously. In addition, the 

methods, presented in the following section, will help to keep the discussion on track despite many 

potential divergences.    

                                                
44 Papa, M.: Rethinking Conflict Prevention in South Eastern Europe: An Emerging Environmental Security Agenda?. 
Southeast European and Black Sea Studies, 6(3), 2006, 315-333. 
45 Sandei, P. C.: The Environment and Security Initiative in South Eastern Europe: Transforming Risk into Cooperation. 
In Montini, M. & Bogdanovic, S. (eds.) Environmental Security in South-Eastern Europe: International Agreements 
and Their Implementation. Springer, Dordrecht 2011, 17-26. 
46 Hardt, J. N.: Environmental security in the anthropocene : assessing theory and practice. Routledge, Abingdon 2017. 
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1.4 Environmental security as historical research 

 

The present work is a historical study, which sets it apart from a great deal of other environmental 

security and securitisation research. As has been pointed out previously, this is one of its potential 

contributions to the literature, as the historical perspective enables a closer exploration of the 

framework in a specific chronological and political context. Historiography is founded on source 

criticism, which requires a constant interchange between different sources as well as research questions 

and an underlying analytical framework. It therefore has the potential for an extensive contextualisation 

that inexorably aims to take into account societal and political factors. While discourse analysis and 

other common methods for studying securitisation enable a close reading of a specific but often limited 

case, historical analysis allows tracing the process over a longer chronological period and placing it into 

a wider although also more general setting. It therefore contributes to the examination of the interaction 

between the securitisation process and the historical surrounding in which it has taken place. 

 

Within the historical discipline, this study will take the approach of conceptual history. It assumes that 

concepts are defined and redefined in interaction with surrounding societal and political circumstances, 

which they in turn also help to shape.  In other words, they are irrevocably tied to their historical context. 

In particular, the approach chosen here will follow to Quentin Skinner’s view that concepts are formed 

of language and through specific speech acts, meaning that they also have political consequences.47 This 

opens a useful analytical corollary to securitisation that directly links it to the history of the concept of 

security-   

 

Conceptual history offers a means to analyse environmental security by focusing the discussion on the 

political conditions and consequences of its use. In the Western Balkan case, it helps to study the 

evolution of the environmental security as a concept, as it illuminates the interaction between its use in 

language and the actions it has brought about. In addition, the conceptual history approach links 

environmental security to the chronology of changes in the concept of security. It therefore makes it 

possible to consider how the recent formulation of environmental security relates to the long term 

history of security overall.  

 

Overall, the present study has an unusually theoretical orientation for a historical work.  This is 

especially visible in the approach to the securitisation framework, which also provides a tool for the 

analysis. The theory can therefore be seen as not only informing the method, but also as constituting 

one part of it. This enables a distinct focus on the theoretical elements and makes it possible to provide 

                                                
47 Skinner, Q.: Visions of Politics, vol. 1, Regarding Method. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 2002. 
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insights into the formulations of the securitisation framework more generally. Rather than diminishing 

the role of the historical analysis, the theoretical framework only strengthens and focuses it. 

 

Furthermore, this study focuses on recent history, which adds some considerations to the research 

setting. Usually, history has the advantage of hindsight in the sense that the outcomes of the events are 

known. When it comes to recent history, this applies to some individual events but the final 

consequences of more long-term developments remain to be seen. This makes it more difficult to 

evaluate some occurrences in regard to their eventual outcomes. Moreover, it is difficult to draw a line 

in any historical analysis to demarcate a time when all the outcomes of the events of the period under 

research are known. The past is evaluated from the perspective of the present, which could yet change 

and influence our understanding of the past. This is something that studies of recent history can 

potentially take into account more carefully by recognising their inevitable ignorance about some end 

outcome. 

1.5 Methods and materials 

 

The research will proceed as a traditional historical analysis forming a chronological narrative. It will, 

however, be thematically organised in order to better illustrate the development of the concept of 

environmental security. In addition, the research will utilise an analytical framework adopted from 

Balzacq48 to examine the environmental securitisation process in detail. By separately outlining the 

agents, actions and contexts of securitisation, it will allow a closer consideration of its premises and 

consequences. Along with other theoretical aspects, the framework will be described in Section 2. 

 

As is relatively common in historical research, the sources in the current study are variable and come in 

several formats. The main share will come from reports, strategies, project plans and other documents 

in which environmental security and the cooperation to implement it has been motivated, planned and 

developed further. These are materials that are usually produced by the international organisations, 

such as the OSCE, UN agencies, the Environment and Security Initiative (ENVSEC); the various 

programmes, projects and meetings they have engaged in as well as some of their key stakeholders. As 

these materials specifically aim to describe and, in some cases, define environmental security, they are 

crucial for constructing the ways in which the environmental security actors themselves have 

envisioned their work and have wished to present it to their audience. In addition, the research will 

examine a limited amount of materials produced by other actors. These primarily involve the national 

                                                
48 Balzacq 2011. 
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ministries and other counterparts from the regional countries, but also other stakeholders who have 

been relevant to environmental security processes in one way or another.  

 

There are some differences among the documents and the information they provide, however. Some are 

brochures, leaflets and presentations specifically intended for the general public as promotional 

materials. They aim to present the work of the organisations in a positive light and usually in a concise 

way, but are important as they provide insight into the way in which the organisations wanted their 

work to be perceived. Meanwhile, the organisations have prepared project plans and progress reports 

that give detailed information as to how environmental security was implemented into action. These 

documents are often directed at financing bodies and therefore have an interest in presenting the work 

as effective and productive. At the same time, however, they are intended to clearly outline the planned 

and completed tasks to all stakeholders, meaning that they also are highly informative. In addition, the 

various actors have produced numerous meeting documents and conference outcomes primarily 

intended for the internal use of the actors involved but usually also made available for public access. 

These documents provide perhaps the most in-depth view into the internal discussions of the 

organisations and give an idea of the kinds of goals these organisations might not directly promote to 

the public.  

 

The study relies primarily on materials that are publicly available. In fact, few materials will come from 

archival sources  or represent information that would have previously been classified or otherwise kept 

from the public eye. Essentially this is a feature of the work under study, as international cooperation 

generally is financed through public funds and the implementing agencies are usually obliged to openly 

report their activities. To some extent, however, this also is an inevitable aspect of researching recent 

history, as archives usually are subject to certain embargoes during which their materials must remain 

classified and these time periods tend last longer than the time that has lapsed since the period under 

study. In other words, scholars of recent history do not necessarily have access to all the possible 

information concerning the events they examine. In the current study, this is not a significant obstacle 

as most of the information concerning financing decisions and strategic choices about development 

cooperation, for instance, is not classified. As a result, it has been possible to also investigate the archives 

of the Finnish Foreign Ministry, which has been an important donor for environmental security projects 

in the Balkans. However, this examination did not provide particularly dramatic insights concerning the 

linkage of environment security.  

 

The research has aimed to examine all major documents produced by the relevant organisations, 

including project plans, project reports and annual reports that are related to the work on 

environmental security. This has been possible, as the amount of material is not enormous and they are 
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relatively easily accessible. Meanwhile, minutes of meetings and other documents of a more general 

nature have been scanned through for the key word ‘security’ or, where applicable, the names of specific 

projects or programmes that have been discussed in documents that fall outside the main body of source 

materials. However, the question of covering every single document is not wholly decisive for the 

research as the aim is not to determine the prevalence of environmental security through comparison 

or statistical analysis, for instance. This is why a thoroughly systematic sampling mechanism has not 

been considered a prerequisite for a comprehensive analysis.  

 

Another particularity of  the research of recent history is that the key actors in the events are often still 

able to give their accounts of the events. Instead of merely relying on previously marked down 

descriptions, it is possible to hear their stories directly and ask further questions. However, the caveat 

is that interviews can only produce subjective accounts that can be distorted by memory or biased 

views. Just as other sources, these need to be considered in the context of other materials. Taking into 

account these considerations, however, interviews can yield useful information or context for the 

research.  

 

Therefore, this study will also make use of interviews to complement the documentary sources in order 

to illuminate aims and intentions that have not necessarily been written down in official papers, thereby 

adding context and background information. The idea has been to interview key actors in environmental 

security cooperation, especially the representatives of international organisations who have had a 

central role in developing the programmes related to the concept. In addition, counterparts from the 

Western Balkan countries have been interviewed to better gauge the perceptions concerning the 

cooperation at the regional level. The interviewees were identified either on the basis of their crucial 

role in environmental security work on the basis of the source materials or through a snowballing 

method, where the initial interviewees were asked to recommend potential contacts. The method 

follows that of oral history in the sense that the aim has been to identify actors who have had a central 

role in the process and can report their account of the events. However, a thorough oral history of 

environmental security in the Western Balkans remains beyond the scope of this study. 

 

The interviews were carried out throughout the duration of the research, from the earliest ones 

conducted in 2011 all the way up until 2017.  19 interviews were carried out altogether. They were 

conducted in a free format with open ended questions. The questions were prepared in advance on the 

basis of the role of each interviewee, but with the possibility of asking further questions for elaboration 

where needed. Therefore, there was no uniform set of questions used for all interviewees. Some of the 

interviews were carried out in person with the respondent, but due to  obstacles of location several were 

also done over the phone or even through e-mail. The responses therefore are clearly not equal in terms 
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of depth and detail, but this is not considered a problem for the purposes of this study, as the interviews 

are not used for comparison or to evaluate conflicting information but rather to give additional context 

and background.  

 

The interviewees were duly informed that their replies would be used as material for this research. They 

were given the possibility to speak on the condition of anonymity in order to protect their privacy and 

to allow them to speak more freely. However, the interviewees were asked for their permission to 

disclose their identity in cases where the interviewee held a prominent position in a given organisation 

or would have been otherwise easy to identify. The full list of interviews is available in the Literature 

and Sources Section. 

 

The combination of different sources and materials has particularly contributed to the potential for 

source criticism. By looking at a variety of descriptions of the process or particular events, it is possible 

to find support for some interpretations and contradictions to others. While there is no way to arrive at 

a comprehensive and universally agreed-upon narrative, this approach will help to avoid 

misunderstandings. Nevertheless, the final responsibility for the interpretations of this study is entirely 

carried by the author.  

 

1.6 Structure of the dissertation 

 

The structure of the study will, for the most part, follow a chronological order. However, as the 

theoretical framework and the concept of environmental security have such an important role in the 

research and are also objects of examination as such, they will be discussed in a separate section prior 

to the historical analysis. 

 

As such, Section 2 focuses entirely on environmental security, the securitisation framework and 

environmental securitisation. The aim is to present the premises of securitisation in detail but also to 

point out the problems and shortcomings of the framework. It will then go on to discuss the various 

dimensions of environmental security, focusing on those that are particularly relevant in the Western 

Balkan case. These two sub-sections will be drawn together to consider the application of securitisation 

in the environmental sector. Finally, these discussions will be used to present an analytical framework 

that will be used throughout the rest of the study to trace the history of the securitisation of the 

environment.  
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The historical analysis will start from Section 3, which will focus on the case of the Kosovo conflict in 

1999. Events connected with the conflict prompted public discussion about the impacts of the conflict 

on the environment, which in turn can be seen as the start of a wider discourse about the environment 

and security in the Western Balkans. These events also directed attention towards environmental 

security issues within the international organisations, that were to become key actors in the post-

conflict cooperation efforts in the region. In addition, the work done by UNEP to examine the 

environmental consequences of the conflict gave rise to several processes that turned out to be crucial 

for the securitisation of the environment both in the Balkans and globally. It can therefore be seen as 

the starting point for the later cooperation over and  the conceptualisation of environmental security.  

This Section aims to analyse the environmental conflict and security discourse related to the Kosovo 

conflict as well as examine the further consequences of the conflict. 

 

Section 4, will be the first of two thematic sections that consider the entire time span of the cooperation 

from the end of the Kosovo conflict up to the present day. The analysis will span from Kosovo to the 

more general linkages between conflict and the environment in the Western Balkans, while this section 

will also analyse the applications of the conflict approach to environmental security in different 

programmes and initiatives. As will be discussed in more detail, the conflict approach also includes the 

efforts to build cooperation and stabilise relations among countries and ethnic groups through 

environmental means. The examination will use the previously presented analytical framework and 

especially trace the emergence of new practices to implement environmental security.  

 

Section 5 will be structured exactly as the previous section, but it will consider the human security 

approach to environment.  In other words, it will examine the applications of environmental security as 

a part of wider conceptions that also takes into account livelihoods, health and other associated aspects. 

The idea is to analyse the same organisations and actors, but now focusing on those projects that are 

relevant to human security. 

 

The idea behind structuring the study thematically, rather than simply chronologically, is to emphasise 

the analysis of the securitisation process and the concept of environmental security. A merely 

chronological presentation of the various initiatives and projects would end up going back and forth 

between different themes of environmental security, potentially blurring its evolution as a concept. By 

focusing the analysis into themes – even only along two major strands – it is possible to more 

consistently follow the development of the concept rather than just the progression of different projects. 

Yet the division into human and conflict approaches is by no means the only possible way to structure 

the analysis, and it can create some overlaps on certain topics. There has, however, been a tendency in 

the literature to view environmental security along one of these two lines. Moreover, international 
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actors in the Western Balkans themselves made, to some degree, a distinction between the human and 

conflict dimensions of environmental security. While they initially intended to focus more on the 

conflict-related aspects, human security constantly came up in the actual implementation of the 

projects. In other words, the distinction can be fruitful in shedding light on the perceptions and the 

actual outcomes of the environmental security concept in practice.    

 

Finally, Section 6 will draw together the discussions of the preceding Sections and present the 

conclusions of the study. The aim is to answer the research questions posed above in Section 1.1, 

providing insight into both the practical implementation and the theoretical formulation. In addition, 

any other observations emanating from the study will be pointed out. This Section will consider the 

positioning of the outcomes of this research with regard to previous literature and go on to suggest 

further points of study.
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2. Environmental securitisation theory 
 

The security implications of natural disasters and environmental destruction have affected mankind 

throughout history. Yet this interaction did not gain significant attention in traditional security theory, 

which had a narrow state-centred view on security. It was not until the end of the Cold War and the 

associated need to re-evaluate theoretical perspectives on security that environmental issues also 

started to become a part of this discourse. The environmental security debate has since expanded from 

how environmental change can inflict violent conflict, to the security benefits gained through 

cooperation on environmental issues. During this process, environmental security has evolved and 

gained conceptual viability. Nevertheless, many questions remain about the use of the concept, while 

some scholars continue to raise doubts about the innate value of making such a linkage.  

 

The environment has not been the only newcomer to security discourse. It has been a part of an over-

arching paradigm change as the traditional focus on inter-state conflict and geopolitics was revised to 

incorporate many issues that had previously been viewed as belonging solely to other spheres, such as 

society and culture. The waning risk of an armed conflict between superpowers left room for 

recognising less tangible threats such as epidemics and poverty. Security started to be regarded as a 

comprehensive issue that had to consider questions of human welfare and quality of life, in addition to 

the survival and sovereignty of the state and nation. Consequently, security theory had to respond by 

either accommodating these new topic areas or providing viable grounds for rejecting them.  

 

The emergence of environmental security is also intrinsically linked to the historical and political 

context in which the process has taken place. While it clearly was in part a product of the overall post-

Cold War reassessment of international relations, there are other factors at play too. For one thing, the 

technological and scientific advances that have considerably increased our influence on the 

environment are likely to have contributed to a sense of control over ecological processes and the 

potential threats posed by them. This gives rise to a broader question: has our perception of the 

environment changed in some fundamental way that has made the idea of environmental security more 

pertinent. 

 

2.1 The rise of a wider concept of security 

 

 

Traditionally, security has referred to the security of the state, usually defined in military terms. Security 

theory was largely influenced by the realist perspective, which sees international relations as a state of 
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anarchy between sovereign states. Realists like Morgenthau1, Baldwin2 and Waltz3 argue that security 

is the highest priority for all nation states, and threats to it mainly come from the outside, from other 

states. To safeguard its security, a state must possess adequate means to protect itself from violent 

aggression, although this, by consequentially implies that the state will pose a threat to others. 4 

Traditional theory thus defines security in military terms with the state as the main actor.  

 

By the 1980s, the realist view was starting to be called into question, as some analysts pointed out that 

the state-centred approach was too restrictive to give a full picture of security. Ullman, among others, 

argued that there were a great variety of threats – such as social inequality and health risks –that were 

internal to the state and impossible to contain through merely military means and yet could potentially 

have severe impacts on national security. 5  Meanwhile, the intensification of globalisation made 

sovereign states far more inter-dependent, further complicating the borders between conflict and 

cooperation. In addition, completely new topics seemed to emerge as potential threats, such as 

environmental problems and gender issues.6 These developments were only reinforced as a result of 

the end of the Cold War.7 While the traditional security perspective served appropriately enough in a 

world divided between two superpowers that could have slipped into a destructive conflict, the new 

multipolar order that followed required a new framework for analysis.    

 

What soon emerged was a vast field of research aiming to redefine security for the post-Cold War world. 

The debate was further boosted as the policy-making field began to pay greater attention to the topic. 

The UNDP’s Human Development Report from 1994 explicitly called for a change of object of security 

from territory to people and from armaments to sustainable development. It went on to suggest that at 

least the economy, food, health, the environment, community and politics be included within the 

security framework.8  The focus shifted from the state to the individual but at the same time expanded 

to the various sectors of human existence.  

 

                                                
1 Morgenthau, H. J.: Politics Among Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace 5th edition Alfred A. Knopf, New 
York 1978 
2 Baldwin, D. A.: Neoliberalism, Neorealism, and World Politics. In Baldwin D.A.(ed) Neorealism and Neoliberalism. 
Columbia University Press, New York 1993, 1-25 
3 Waltz, K.N.: Theory of International Politics. Random House, New York 1979, 91-92   
4 Mearsheimer, J. (2001) The Tragedy of Great Power Politics. W.W. Norton & Company, New York 1976. 
5 Ullman, R.H.: Redefining Security. International Security 8(1) 1983, 129-153.  
6 E.g. Dalby, S.: Contesting an Essential Concept. In Krause, K. & and Williams, M.C. (Eds.) Critical Security Studies. 
Routledge, London 2003, 3-32. 
7 Buzan, B.: People, States & Fear: An Agenda for International Security Studies in the Post-Cold War Era. ECPR Press, 
Colchester 2007, 30. 
8 UNDP: Human Development Report 1994. Oxford University Press, Oxford-New York 1994.  
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 Two related debates emerge here. On the one hand, scholars like Brauch9 and Murray & King10, as well 

as the policy community, continued to explore the new topics that had a security dimension, arguing 

that measures to tackle daily human development needs at the local level were integral to preventing 

crises. This view evolved into the human security approach, which became an important element in the 

wider security theory and global human development policy. On the other hand, some scholars took a 

more theoretical approach and focused on finding a revised definition for security. Paris11, Krause and 

Williams12, among others, argued that while the widening of the concept was justified, it could not imply 

that security ought to incorporate anything and everything. This line of reasoning also contributed to 

the theory of securitisation developed by the Copenhagen School13. 

 

The human security approach argues that threats to human well-being – such as health and access to 

food or shelter – are severe enough to constitute security threats. According to the UN definition, 

security cannot merely be about freedom from threat, but also needs to involve freedom from want.14 

The focus on the security of the individual, instead of the state, is thus at the very core of human security 

thinking.15 Yet it also implies that the associated threats are very different from the conventional ones. 

The potential effects of climate change or a virus epidemic tend to be far more difficult to detect and 

predict than the movements of a foreign army, for instance. By consequence, they also require new 

responses and prevention mechanisms.16 The appeal to acknowledge this need has remained central to 

the human security discourse. It can therefore also be seen as an effort to raise questions like social 

integration higher on the political agenda and to give them a new sense of urgency and importance.  

 

Such radical re-thinking of security has inevitably attracted criticism from other scholars. Strict realists 

like Baldwin17 argue that security overall should be restricted to matters of the state. Others, too, raise 

concerns about the unlimited inclusiveness that attempts to incorporate all topics relevant to human 

                                                
9 Brauch, H. G.: Environmental and human security. Towards freedom from hazard impacts. Intersections 2/2005, UNU-
EHS 2005. 
10 Murray, G. & King, C.J.L.: Rethinking Human Security. Political Science Quarterly 116(4) 2001, 585-610. 
11 Paris, R.: Human Security: Paradigm Shift or Hot Air? International Security 26(2) 2001, 87-102. 
12  Krause, K. & Williams, M.C.: Broadening the Agenda of Security Studies: Politics and Methods. Mershon 
International Studies Review 40(2) 1996, 229-254. 
13 Buzan, B. et al.: Security. A New Framework for Analysis. Lynne Rienner, Boulder-London 1998. 
14 UNDP 1994. 
15 Ul Haq, M.: New Imperatives of Human Security. RGICS Paper No. 17, Rajiv Gandhi Institute for Contemporary 
Studies, New Delhi 1994. 
16 Liotta, P.H. & Owen, T.: Why Human Security? The Whitehead Journal of Diplomacy and International Relations, 
Seton Hall University, Winter/Spring 2006. 
17 Baldwin 1993. 
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security, arguing that it will end up eroding the analytical value of the concept.18 Paris points out that if 

(human) security can mean anything at all, it will effectively mean nothing.19 Buzan, on the other hand, 

dismisses human security  all together for what he sees as its reductionism, which can lead to an 

idealized view of security as the desirable outcome. 20 Yet the policy community has been far less 

concerned with formal definitions of security as long as it can be used as a workable concept in practical 

terms. The risk is, as for example MacFarlane observes, that the unlimited broadening of the concept 

may cause it to lose its political salience.21 This would argue against the idea of raising topics higher on 

the agenda by adding them into the security discourse. 

 

A coherent definition for wider security is still missing. Several solutions have been proposed, such as 

Owen’s22 suggestion to establish criteria for a security question on the level of threat that it causes, or 

Murray & King’s23 alternate focus on the issues that are essential for human existence. Yet these have 

not quite caught on to the extent of gaining general recognition. The numerous problems and gaps in 

the formulation of security have inspired some scholars to develop more comprehensive theoretical 

frameworks for analysis, thus forming the basis for critical approaches to security studies. This epithet 

covers a broad range of differing interpretations mostly related through their theoretical inclination and 

a critical view of the realist conceptualisation of security. For example Krause and Williams set about to 

deconstruct prevailing understandings of security and to question existing configurations of threat and 

response, aiming for a more reflexive framework for analysis.24 Booth argues for a reorientation away 

from power and order, towards ‘emancipation’ – freeing the people from oppressions and constraints, 

which, in his view, is the essence of security. This has also formed the basis of Critical Security Studies 

(CSS) or the so-called Welsh School.25 The securitisation theory, on the other hand, focuses on tracing 

the process through which issues enter the sphere of security. It also sees security as inherently 

problematic, cautioning against an excessive penchant to move new issues under its influence.26  

 

                                                
18 E.g. Owen, T.: Human Security – Conflict, Critique and Consensus: Colloquium Remarks and a Proposal for a 
Threshold-Based Definition. Security Dialogue 35(3) 2004, 380 
19 Paris 2001, 93.  
20 Buzan, B.: A Reductionist, Idealistic Notion that Adds Little Analytical Value. Security Dialogue 35(3) 2004, 369-
370. 
21 MacFarlane, S. N.: A Useful Concept that Risks Losing its Political Salience. Security Dialogue 35(3) 2004, 368-369. 
22 Owen 2004. 
23 Murray & King 2001. 
24 Krause, K. & Williams, M. C.: Critical Security Studies: Concepts and Cases. UCL Press, London 1997. 
25 Booth, K.: Security. in Booth, K. (Ed.) Critical Security Studies and World Politics. Lynne Rienner, London 2005, 
21–25. 
26 Buzan et al. 1998.  
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A possible conclusion from this discussion – other than a stoical acceptance of the inability to come up 

with a definition – is that security is by no means a static concept,  neither as a descriptive category nor 

as an actual state of affairs. While it may have appeared to be the case in both senses during the Cold 

War era, it is now evident that there is more to the sphere of interactions related to security that need 

to be included in the discourse. As Fierke observes, despite the differences between the critical 

perspectives to security, they all are essentially based on ‘a methodological pursuit that problematises 

the process of ‘knowing’ and its consequences for ‘being’’27. 

 

The need for a generally accepted definition for security is well justified, but the unresolved debate 

about it has, to some extent, overshadowed other pertinent questions about the implications of the use 

of the concept. The central point, indeed, is what security does in a certain context. This is not necessarily 

an issue that can be broached through further semantic debate but rather requires a more 

contextualised approach considering the actors and objectives involved. In this regard, some tools could 

be offered by the securitisation theory, which considers security as a process constructed within a given 

social reality. This approach will be discussed in more detail below.  

2.2 Theory of securitisation 

 

For an issue to be a matter of security, it must be described and acknowledged as such. This implies that 

the security status of an issue can change over time as the perceived threat level changes. This is what 

the securitisation theory builds upon. Instead of coming up with a conclusive opinion as to what can be 

defined as security, the Copenhagen School aims to develop a framework for analysing the process 

through which issues enter into the security sphere. Securitisation challenges the traditional view that 

security should only entail military matters, but refutes the claim that this view would erode the 

meaning of the concept by allowing anything at all to be included in it.28 Instead, it attempts to address 

the problem by developing consistent criteria for a given issue to be considered a matter of security.  

 

The central idea of securitisation, as first formulated by Ola Waever29, is to view security in terms of a 

speech act. For security to emerge, it has to be presented by what the theory calls a securitising agent – 

in other words, any actor that wishes to argue that a specific issue should be considered one of security. 

Successful securitisation must also be approved by an audience; that is, the relevant community or wider 

public to which the securitising argument is being presented. The precondition for this exchange is the 

                                                
27 Fierke, K. M.: Critical Approaches to International Security. 2nd Edition. Polity Press, Cambridge 2015, 4. 
28 Buzan et al. 1998, 4-5 
29 Wæver, O.: Securitization and Desecuritization. In Lipschutz, R. (Ed.) On Security. Columbia University Press, New 
York 1995, 46–86. 
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existence of a referent object, which is claimed to be threatened and about which the securitising 

argument is made. In its essence, then, securitisation is an inter-subjective process that can lead to 

different outcomes and be applied to varied cases.30 

 

It is not, however, any arbitrary speech act that can evoke security; in fact, the theory is very specific on 

the elements it must include. The securitising argument has to evoke the presence of an existential threat 

of such severity that it justifies the use of exceptional measures. Successful securitisation does not 

require that an extreme course of action be actually embarked upon, but the urgency of the threat and 

the legitimacy of the counter-measures have to be acknowledged by the audience.31 The threat level 

gives some indication of the stand that the scholars of the Copenhagen School take towards the question 

of the excessive inclusiveness of the wider security concept. To them, an existential threat implies 

something that, if realized, will make all other considerations irrelevant due to complete destruction or 

a total lack of freedom to act. This sets the threshold for the security sector rather high, as the claimed 

level of threat must be of existential proportions and be considered so acute as to merit decisive 

preventive action. Even this formulation, however, leaves room for interpretation and is highly 

contingent on the characteristics of the actors in a given securitisation process, as will be discussed 

below. This is directly linked to the constructivist character of securitisation, emerging as the result of 

a social interaction. The threat at the core of the process is always subject to the way it is being presented 

and perceived, rather than a ‘real’ condition that can be objectively observed. 32  

 

It has been argued that the logic of securitisation depends on the reason for which the process emerges. 

According to Vuori, there are at least five strands of securitisation: 1) for raising an issue onto the 

agenda, 2) for legitimating future acts, 3) for deterrence, 4) for control, and 5) for legitimating past acts 

or reproducing the security status of an issue. Each of these strands comes with a specific sequence of 

speech acts that, due to their different preparatory conditions, have different illocutionary effects.33  

 

One of the points of conceptual controversy inspired by securitisation concerns the centrality and 

nature of the speech act. For some, the speech act essentially is securitisation.34 Balzacq calls this the 

philosophical variant of securitisation, which in his view presents security as a self-referential practice. 

It thus focuses purely on the illocutionary speech act – that is, one that begets its meaning through its 

                                                
30 Buzan et al. 1998, 23-26. 
31 Buzan et al. 1998, 23-25. 
32 Buzan et al. 1998, 24. 
33 Vuori, J. A.: How to Do Security with Words – A Grammar of Securitisation in the People’s Republic of China. 
Annales Universitatis Turkuensis B 336. Turku, University of Turku 2011, 195-196.  
34 E.g. Waever 1995, 55. 
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own performative validity. This formulation of the process, however, seems to exclude the audience, 

thereby calling into question the idea of inter-subjectivity, which is supposed to be one of the defining 

features of securitisation. 35  The other variant, on the other hand, which Balzacq calls sociological 

securitisation, emphasises the perlocutionary characteristics of the speech act. In other words, it 

primarily considers the consequential effects of the speech act and the context in which it is presented. 

For Balzacq, this makes it possible to retain the inter-subjective nature of securitisation and to factor in 

the reaction of the audience, which has otherwise been somewhat neglected by the Copenhagen School. 

Moreover, it opens up the field for analysing the political and social causes and effects of security.36 It is 

precisely here that the potential of securitisation intersects with the demands of a social scientific 

perspective, as a means of grasping security in its societal context. Only this way can the theory be 

applied into practical cases and used to analyse the interactions and linkages involved in the 

construction of security.  

 

However, since publishing the original securitisation framework, Waever has further elaborated on 

some of the points about it that have caused debate. Among other things, he has criticised Balzacq’s 

sociological securitisation for reducing it to ‘practices’ and ‘processes’ and thereby becoming ‘a cause–

effect understanding of social relationships’.37 He points out that the framework is to be used as a theory 

about a specific kind of political interaction based on a phase transformation in which something 

becomes defined as security. Waever stands by his illocutionary strand of securitisation, which Balzacq 

has questioned, arguing that it includes the deontic consideration of the legitimacy of the securitising 

argument. Therefore, it also integrates causal, sociological or political analysis ‘by systematically 

organising the different parts around securitisation as specific kind of political event’.38 

 

For Balzacq, on the other hand, the main value of securitisation comes precisely from the analytical 

power of deconstructing the process into actors and practices. He challenges the notion that 

securitisation should exclusively focus on the illocutionary speech act, arguing instead that the inter-

subjective of securitisation deontology goes beyond it. In his view, this would allow for a meaningful 

causal analysis of the securitisation process itself, not only of its consequences, as Waever suggests.39 

However, Balzacq’s point essentially seems to be that the illocutionary strand of securitisation can 

                                                
35 Balzacq 2011, 19-21. 
36 Balzacq 2011, 22. 
37 Wæver, O.: The theory act: Responsibility and exactitude as seen from securitization. International Relations 29(1) 
2015, 124. 
38 Waever 2015, 123. 
39 Balzacq, T.: The ‘Essence’of securitization: Theory, ideal type, and a sociological science of security. International 
Relations 29(1), 2015, 103-113. 
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accommodate the possibility of the sociological one, suggesting that these are not incompatible, as 

Waever argues.  

 

The main point of contention between the two strands thus is whether securitisation essentially takes 

place within the speech act or whether it extends to its consequences as well. The present study has 

been built around sociological securitisation, so it necessarily sides with Balzacq’s view that this strand 

is appropriate for the analysis. On the other hand, this does not necessarily need to be seen as an attempt 

to counter Waever’s point, as he does acknowledge that causal and other kinds of analysis of the 

consequences of securitisation are possible. Waever simply considers this to be external to the theory, 

as it cannot be included in the speech act of securitisation. However, as Balzacq points out, a focus on 

consequences leaves little room for the study of their causes.40 The sociological approach can therefore 

be seen as an extension aimed to apply the theory to empirical cases. In the present study, it is  used in 

such a way.  

 

Moreover, the original formulation of securitisation by the Copenhagen School did understandably leave 

some aspects open to discussion or interpretation. Waever himself has later specified his view on 

whether securitisation necessarily leads to de-politicisation,41 as will be discussed in more detail below. 

In the same vein, it is to be expected that new and revised interpretations of the original theory should 

emerge, sometimes also contradicting some of the core premises that have been held but not necessarily 

explicitly articulated by the Copenhagen School. The present study has taken the approach that 

revisions to the framework are worthwhile if they facilitate analysis as long as they can be 

accommodated by the original theory. Therefore, this study will utilise the framework of sociological 

securitisation while being aware of the remarks from Waever.    

 

Assuming, then, that securitisation is an inter-subjective process that presupposes each one of the 

counterparts involved to be of equal value, it becomes increasingly important to understand who or 

what these actors are. The prevailing conditions in which they function determine the context of any 

given securitisation and thus also influence its outcome. The actual characteristics of the referent object, 

securitising agent and audience are highly dependent on the sector in which the process takes place, as 

will be further discussed below. However, there are additional factors that are not explicitly included 

among the subjects of the securitisation process but that have a significant influence on it. One of these 

is the context, which refers to the political circumstances for the securitisation and can be seen as an 

additional level of analysis. In addition, Buzan et al. themselves name three external factors that they 

                                                
40 Balzacq 2015, 110. 
41 Waever, O.: Politics, Security, Theory. Security Dialogue 42(4-5) 2011, 469. 



31 

 

call facilitating conditions, which may further increase the probability of a successful securitisation. 

These concern the appropriateness of the formulation of the speech act, the social standing and 

authority of the securitising actor, and the characteristics of the alleged threat.42   

 

Buzan et al. propose an analytical framework that discerns three units of actors – namely, referent 

objects, securitising actors and functional actors. The third term refers to any actors that are not 

included within the other two, but that have important influence in the construction of security.43 

Notably, however, this formulation does not provide a category for either context or audience, both of 

which have previously been said to have a crucial role in the securitisation process. This would leave 

them among the ‘functional actors’, but Buzan et al. do not explicitly state this to be the case, nor would 

such a categorisation seem to afford them adequate analytical importance. Here, we can again look to 

Balzacq to suggest revisions to the framework. His formulation goes beyond recognising the different 

actors involved, separating instead three levels of analysis and their constituent units. He presents:44 

 

1. Agents:  

a. Those who contribute to or resist security processes 

b. Their power relations 

c. Their personal and social identities 

d. The referent object 

2. Actions 

a. Language 

b. Strategies, metaphors, frames 

c. Dispositifs, practices, tools 

d. Policies created by securitisation 

3. Contexts 

a. Proximate (i.e. the immediate setting in which the securitising move takes place) 

                                                
42 Buzan et al. 1998, 32-33. 
43 Buzan et al. 1998, 36.  
44  Balzacq, T.: Enquiries into Methods: A New Framework for Securitization Analysis.   In Balzacq, T. (Ed.) 
Securitization theory : how security problems emerge and dissolve. Routledge, London 2011, 35-36. 
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b. Distal (i.e. the socio-political surroundings, culture and history) 

 

This formulation has the advantage of taking into account elements that are not actors as such, while 

retaining the overall structure of securitisation as an inter-subjective process. This dissertation takes 

Balzacq’s framework as a basis and applies it further in the case of environmental security, as will be 

seen below. 

 

The role of the audience in security analysis merits some additional remarks, as its status remains 

unclear in the writings of the Copenhagen School. Despite emphasising its importance in the inter-

subjective process (‘Successful securitisation is not decided by the securitiser but by the audience’)45, 

Buzan et al. leave it with little attention when outlining the analytical framework.46 This may have led 

to a neglect of the audience in later case studies that apply securitisation. The ambiguity has caused 

problems in identifying the relevant audience in particular securitisations and has, by consequence, 

complicated attempts to comment on whether they achieve their objectives or not. Balzacq has aimed 

to solve this by including the audience within his analytical framework as an actor similar to the 

securitising agent.47 He in effect turns the issue of audience into an empirical question. Waever, on the 

other hand, contradicts this in his later remarks, arguing that the audience is inexorably included in the 

illocutionary act of securitisation and therefore does not need to be additionally structured into it. In his 

view, Balzacq’s framework contains the unacceptable assumption that securitisation could take place 

without an audience.48  

 

It is not clear, however, how Waever’s formulation allows for the role of the audience to be studied or, 

on the other hand, how it would be harmful to structure it into a framework that enables empirical study. 

Moreover, Balzacq does not explicitly state that securitisation could take place without an audience – in 

fact, his framework is based on the assumption that it cannot.49 The present study therefore follows 

Balzacq’s formulation, where the audience is one of the elements of analysis within a securitisation 

process.  

 

                                                
45 Buzan et al 1998, 31. 
46 See also Léonard, S. & Kaunert, C.: Reconceptualizing the Audience in Securitization Theory. In Balzacq, T. (Ed.) 
Securitization theory : how security problems emerge and dissolve. Routledge, London, 57-76; Roe, P.: Is Securitization 
a ‘Negative’ Concept? Revisiting the Normative Debate over Normal versus Extraordinary Politics. Security Dialogue 
43(3) 2011, 255. 
47 Balzacq 2011, 35-36. 
48 Waever 2015, 124. 
49 Balzacq 2011, 29; 31-53. 
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Another issue of considerable debate is the question of the relationship of securitisation to politics. For 

Buzan, Waever and de Wilde, security is a case apart from normal politics; it in effect transfers an issue 

from the sphere of politics to a separate sphere of security. This leads the Copenhagen School to 

ultimately consider securitisation as a negative state of affairs that should be avoided. While normal 

politicisation generally has the effect of opening up an issue to the public and subjecting it to debate, 

securitisation has the opposite effect in that it suppresses democratic debate and decision-making. The 

claim of an existential threat, if legitimised by the audience, will justify decisions to be taken outside the 

normal political process, thus leaving the chance for a select few to silence opposition and exploit this 

power. The goal, in the view of the Copenhagen School, should always be de-securitisation, or returning 

issues to the normal political sphere to be debated in public.50  

 

Such a perspective is relatively uncommon in security studies. Certainly, it is at odds with the view of 

human security, in which security is deliberately used as an argument to raise issues on the policy 

agenda. It is also a based on a very different idea than the one presented by some scholars in Critical 

Security Studies, in which security is considered to bring emancipation. 51  On the other hand, the 

Copenhagen School raises an understandable concern from the point of view of the basic functions of a 

democratic society.  

 

The crucial question is whether indeed securitisation has the effect of limiting political discourse. This, 

in turn, is connected to the question of power in terms of who has the decision-making power on 

securitisation. For the Copenhagen School, this power essentially lies with the securitising agent, who 

‘decides whether something is to be handled as an existential threat’52. Waever spells this out more 

explicitly as he argues that ‘(b)y uttering ‘‘security’’ a state-representative moves a particular 

development into a specific area, and thereby claims a special right to use whatever means are necessary 

to block it’.53 In other words, despite the participation of the audience in the process, it ultimately is up 

to the political elite or state authority to institute and potentially abuse security. Williams sees here a 

direct linkage to Carl Schmitt’s definition of sovereignty as the capacity to decide about suspending 

normal rules and using exceptional measures to defend against a specific threat to the political order.54 

It is this decision to break away from the ordinary and resort to extraordinary measures, left in the 

                                                
50 Buzan et al. 1998, 28-29. 
51 See e.g. Booth, K.: Security and Emancipation. Review of International Studies 17(4) 1991, 313-326. 
52 Buzan et al 1998, 34. 
53 Waever 1995, 55.  
54 Williams, M. C.: Words, Images, Enemies: Securitization and International Politics. International Studies Quarterly 
47(4) 2003, 518.  
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hands of a restricted elite, that labels securitisation as a move away from democracy and makes it so 

unappealing to the Copenhagen School.55  

 

Some scholars have questioned such a strict division between security and politics. For example, 

Trombetta suggests that politicisation and securitisation can be simultaneous, non-exclusionary 

processes. Based on her analysis of security in the environmental sector she argues that politicisation 

may take place through the securitisation of an issue.56 Securitisation would thus only be an intensive 

form of politicisation, not an opposite process, and political arguments would not lose their relevance 

simply because an issue has entered the security discourse. Such an approach would allow the analysis 

of securitisation to explore the overlaps and interconnections between politics and security, rather than 

focusing on the division between the two.  

 

What is more, it yields new perspectives on the arguments suggesting security to be a negative attribute. 

If there is no such decisive divide between security and normal politics, it is also not necessarily the case 

that securitisation will lead to undemocratic or exceptional decision-making. Floyd takes this 

observation further and suggests that securitisations can be either ‘negative’ or ‘positive’ depending on 

the policies that they bring about. If the inclusion in the security discourse does indeed succeed at 

highlighting problems and creating means to solve them, the effect of securitisation can certainly be said 

to have been positive.57 Waever himself has, in later writings, demonstrated a more ambivalent attitude 

to the restrictiveness of the securitisation, stressing that the process itself is always a political and 

interactive one. For him, de-securitisation is not always the best option; instead, ‘de-securitisation is 

preferable in the abstract, but concrete situations might call for securitisation’.58 

 

The rigidity of the original securitisation theory raises another question that concerns the nature of 

security itself.  The Copenhagen School sketched static conditions for the process through which 

security issues emerge, particularly considering the requirements of existential threat and extreme 

measures. Thus, the premises for security as a sector remain static even if issues may move in and out 

of it. Yet the meaning of security has shifted over time and between societies, suggesting that there 

should be some room also for the conditions of security to change according to the context.  

 

                                                
55 Roe 2012, 251-252.  
56 Trombetta, M. J.: Rethinking the Securitization of the Environment: Old Beliefs, New Insights. In Balzacq, T. (Ed.) 
Securitization theory: how security problems emerge and dissolve. Routledge, London 2011,142. 
57 Floyd, R.: Human Security and the Copenhagen School’s Securitization Approach: Conceptualizing Human Security 
as a Securitizing Move. Human Security Journal Vol. 5 (Winter) 2007, 44-45. 
58 Waever 2011, 469. 
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The fixity of the conditions for security can also be seen to lead to an insensitivity towards the cultural 

context, which has prompted some scholars, like Jackson59 and Wilkinson60, to question the applicability 

of securitisation to non-European and non-Western cultural settings. Others, like Vuori, argue that the 

study of securitisation in undemocratic societies, for instance, is relevant and may even yield crucial 

new insights because the act of securitisation has various political aims beyond merely legitimating an 

de-democratising move. According to Vuori, the illocutionary speech act of securitisation is significant 

in and of itself, regardless of its possible perlocutionary effects. It only starts the process of securitisation 

which, as has also been pointed out by Williams61, is a dialogue arbitrated by the audience in at least 

equal measure. This makes it possible to extend the applicability of the concept of security to a wider 

array of societal, cultural and temporal contexts while also discerning several kinds of securitising 

moves that have different aims and motivations. Therefore, for Vuori, securitisation is not tied to an 

orthodox view about security and ‘can be about more than just legitimating the breaking of rules, or 

enacting extraordinary measures.’62  

 

Some scholars have gone further to challenge the ‘fixity’ of security imposed by the Copenhagen School.  

According to Trombetta, the new risk society, most prominently described by Beck,63 requires a new 

understanding of threats and new practices for dealing with them. Using the example of climate change, 

she argues that emerging fields of security may challenge the foundations of the sector, impelling a 

reconsideration of the conventional logic of security.64 The restricting conditions of security – that is, 

existential threat and exceptional measures – would thus also be subject to change.  

 

Oels discusses a similar proposition as Trombetta and draws on the same climate security discourse, 

but goes on to introduce Michel Foucault’s governmentality into the discussion. She questions the ability 

of the original securitisation theory to fully address emerging threats and risks, echoing the problems 

of the fixed logic of security. Instead, she considers securitisation in the Foucauldian sense as a 

governmentality rather than a discourse, not limited by the strict conditions of a specific speech act.  In 

the case of climate change, the understanding of the threat has shifted towards one of a governable risk, 

                                                
59 Jackson, N. J.: International organizations, security dichotomies and the trafficking of persons and narcotics in post-
soviet Central Asia: a critique of the securitization framework. Security Dialogue 37(3) 2006, 299-317. 
60 Wilkinson, C.: The Copenhagen School on Tour in Kyrgyzstan: Is Securitization Theory Useable Outside Europe?. 
Security dialogue, 38(1) 2007, 5-25. 
61 Williams 2003, 511–531. 
62 Vuori 2011, 216-220. 
63 Beck, U.: World risk society. Polity Press, Cambridge 1999. 
64  Trombetta, M. J.: Environmental security and climate change: analysing the discourse. Cambridge Review of 
International Affairs, 21(4) 2008, 585-602. 



36 

 

resulting in a ‘climatisation’ of security rather than the other way round.65 This strongly suggests a 

change in the practices and thus a degree of adaptability in the logic of the security sector. 

 

This brings in the so-called riskification approach, originally introduced by Corry, which makes a 

distinction between the logic of securitisation and that of risk. Recognising the increasing prevalence of 

risk-speech in association with and sometimes in the place of security, it posits that this is not an 

addition or an amendment to securitisation, but a different process altogether. Risks are different from 

threats in that they are indirect, which leads them to be managed rather than defended against. The 

evocation of risks is not used to legitimate exceptional measures as in securitisation, but to call for 

procedures to govern the referent object by reducing its vulnerability. This is also reflected in the 

consequences of the process. Riskification does not necessarily lead to secretive politics of exception 

but can, in fact, increase public discussion and openness as the nature and severity of risks is being 

determined.66  

 

Formulated in this way, riskification provides an alternative for securitisation, based on the assumption 

that it is not imperative to fit all security-related processes within the bounds of the security sector itself. 

Instead of attempting to change the logic of securitisation to fit new forms of security-speech, it sketches 

out a separate logic, thereby eliminating the need for some of the proposed revisions to securitisation. 

Riskification may therefore provide a useful perspective for analysing new topics at the margins of the 

security sector.  

 

In their analysis of the securitisation of climate change, Dietz, von Lucke and Zehra provide examples of 

the risk framing within the climate discourse. They make a distinction between risks and dangers as 

well as ‘threatification’ and riskification. However, they still see both processes as forms of 

securitisation.67 Meanwhile, Judge and Maltby have analysed energy security in the EU countries using 

the riskification and securitisation frameworks. While they see both as ‘logics of insecurity’, the 

researchers identify a difference in country strategies between securitisation and riskification. In other 

words, they seem to regard the two as distinct processes.68    

 

                                                
65 Oels, A. Rendering climate change governable by risk: From probability to contingency. Geoforum 45(1) 2013, 17-29.  
66 Corry 2012, 235-258. 
67 Dietz, T, von Lucke, F. & Wellman, Z.: The Securitisation of Climate Change: Actors, Processes and Consequences. 
Routledge, New York 2016.   
68 Judge, A. & Maltby, T.: European Energy Union? Caught between securitisation and ‘riskification’. European Journal 
of International Security, 2(2), 2017, 179-202.  
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Riskification thus also presents new questions. In particular, the relationship between securitisation 

and riskification remains ambiguous. If riskification is seen as a separate process from securitisation, as 

Corry’s formulation suggests, it is necessary to consider what its political consequences are. As some 

scholars have pointed out, risk speech often is closely associated with security and may lead to similar 

deployment of emergency politics.69  If indeed its implications are similar, the value of introducing 

riskification as a new analytical framework appears questionable.. If, on the other hand, riskification is 

seen as a specific form of securitisation, it creates an interesting sub-category, which however needs to 

be defined more clearly in order for it to be analytically useful. This question is considered as being 

primarily outside the scope of this study, as it would require a distinct research design of its own. 

However, the potential of riskification will be discussed particularly in cases where risk speech appears 

to be prevalent.  

 

Meanwhile, the addition of governmentality into the discussion is in itself significant, because it presents 

another framework for analysing security. According to Bigo, it turns on its head the analysis of the 

securitisation theory which considers security to be what it does by instead focusing on how it is 

practiced.70 Foucault considers governmentality as, essentially, the ‘conduct of conduct’71, in which 

various authorities and agencies inflict different kinds of techniques and forms of knowledge on the 

population, thus attempting to achieve a set of uncertain outcomes.72 Instead of a strictly defined speech 

act, issues enter security governance through a so-called technology of security; that is, specific practices 

that perpetuate or produce knowledge concerning a given security problem. As a result, security can be 

termed as a ‘biopolitical technology of risk management’, where biopolitics refers to a kind of 

governance where the control is directed at individual bodies with the aim of fostering life.73  

 

The focus that the governmentality theory puts on practices as the defining feature of security allows 

for far more flexibility than the securitisation of the Copenhagen School when it comes to the variability 

of the sector.  Therefore, it also supports the need proposed by scholars like Trombetta and Oels to 

reconsider the strict conditions through which issues enter the security sphere. Such an attempt calls 

for caution, however, as two theories with different premises cannot simply be mixed to come up with 

                                                
69 Aradau, C. & Van Munster, R.: Governing terrorism through risk: Taking precautions,(un) knowing the future. 
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a new one. Amendments to existential threats and exceptional measures as the decisive conditions for 

securitisation run the risk of watering down the entire theory by stripping it off its pertinence. 

 

Nevertheless, through its context securitisation takes place in interaction with the society and is 

therefore subject to the changes that occur within it. The conditions of the process in fact need to be 

amendable to reflect societal development so as to remain relevant in changing situations. Existential 

threats and exceptional measures can thus be seen as specific conditions for the kinds of practices that 

determine security, but the conditions may change if the societal context changes in a way that renders 

them no longer relevant. 

 

This is one of the main concerns that the present study attempts to shed light on. In particular, the aim 

is to identify ways in which security practices have been affected and new ones developed, and to 

consider the potential impacts on security as a sector. While securitisation constitutes the theoretical 

framework of the study, the governmentality perspective will be used to reflect upon its shortcomings 

and consider potential amendments. 

 

It should be noted that the Copenhagen School did touch upon the question on differing security logics 

in its discussion of the sectors of security. While Buzan et al. emphasised the comprehensive nature of 

security, they also acknowledged that the choice of relevant discourses would have to vary depending 

on the topic that is being securitised. Buzan et al. do go on to propose five sectors that they deem 

relevant. Each one of these is defined by a distinct kind of interaction, as shown by Table 1.74 

 

Table 2.1  

 

Sector Type of interaction 

Military Forceful coercion 

Politics Authority, governing status, recognition 

Economics Trade, production, finance 

Society Collective identity 

Environment Human activity and planetary biosphere 
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Buzan et al. justify this division by arguing that it serves to ‘disaggregate a whole for purposes of analysis 

by selecting some of its distinctive patterns of interaction’75. Although the basic structure of security 

remains the same throughout, the threats, referent objects and preventive measures do vary 

considerably across the sectors. It serves an important analytical purpose to acknowledge these 

distinctive features. In other words, the division into sectors in securitisation is motivated by an 

analytical need rather than an elaborate consideration of functional differentiation within a society in 

the sense intended either by Bourdieu or Parsons.76 Therefore, while arguing for a uniform definition 

for the process of securitisation, the Copenhagen School does acknowledge that there also are sector-

specific elements to it. 

 

The sector approach may be considered as partly counter-intuitive to comprehensive security, which, 

after all, is integrally based on highlighting security impacts thoroughly across the sectors of a society. 

The compartmentalisation of issues yet again into sectors seems to run counter to this goal. But the 

important point here is that for Buzan et al., the sectoral division is primarily analytical and therefore 

does not require issues to be separated in an ontological sense. In fact, Buzan et al. argue strongly that 

for a full understanding of the way in which security is constructed, the separate sectors need to be 

eventually reassembled back together, as they go on to demonstrate in their book.77  

 

The above discussion on securitisation shows, firstly, that security can be considered as a process with 

multiple actors involved and various potential outcomes. However, to be successful it must involve a 

formidable existential threat and be able to persuade the relevant audience to acknowledge the danger. 

The shape that the agents and actions involved take depends considerably on the context of the 

securitisation, both in terms of the immediate settings and socio-political and cultural surroundings. 

The specific contextual features vary from case to case, but to understand the wider implications of the 

processes, it is possible to trace similarities within sectors. Accordingly, the following section will 

discuss the development of the security discourse within the sector of the environment. 

 

2.3 Environmental security: conflict and peace-building 

 

Some of the justifications for the assumption that environmental issues have security implications are 

straightforward. Disasters such as storms and floods threaten human lives, while large-scale pollution 

                                                
75 Buzan et al 1998, 8.  
76 Barry Buzan has, however, returned to this topic with Mathias Albert; see Albert, M. & Buzan, B.: Securitization, 
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can destroy entire ecosystems. Yet, what constitutes the frame of analysis for environmental security 

remains an open question, as well as whether all environmental problems can or should be considered 

security issues. 

 

The emergence of environmental security as a field of study was intrinsically linked to the overall 

widening of the security concept discussed above. This is not to say that the security implications of 

environmental issues were not being recognised before – for example the environmental movement in 

the 1960-70s brought to light many environmental problems that posed security risks.78 However, not 

much theoretical thought was given to the topic until the 1990s, which in turn saw a profusion of 

research on environmental security. For a relatively recent concept, it has given rise to a considerable 

amount of literature that presents various interpretations, often conflicting each other and sometimes 

questioning the validity of the concept overall. 

 

2.3.1 Environmental conflict studies 

 

Early studies on environmental security in the beginning of the 1990s explored the link between 

environmental problems and conflict. This narrow perspective is the result of the continued influence 

of the traditional state-centred understanding of security. Although the wider security concept and 

human security had both already been introduced, arguments derived from the realist tradition still had 

the most cogency in the discourse. In his pioneering study on environmental scarcity as a cause of 

conflict, Thomas Homer-Dixon and the Toronto Group came to the conclusion that scarcity was not a 

sufficient factor on its own.79 This would have been enough to prompt some to dismiss the very basis of 

environmental security research, arguing that it has no concrete relevance for (national) security.80 

However, Homer-Dixon’s studies also pointed out that scarcity is one factor in many conflicts, playing a 

part in long causal chains along with various other social and political issues. Environmental issues can 

cause and accentuate other problems, such as migration and poverty, which in turn can tip the balance 

towards conflict.81 Other research efforts on the same theme, such as the Environment and Conflicts 

Project (ENCOP) at the Swiss Peace Institute, have come to similar conclusions.82 Rather than reveal 

                                                
78 E.g. Freudenberg, N. & Steinsapir, C.: Not in our backyards: The grassroots environmental movement. Society & 
Natural Resources: An International Journal, 4(3) 1991, 235-245; Matthew, R.A.: Introduction. Mapping Contested 
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81 Homer-Dixon 1994, 35-36. 
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environmental security to be an obsolete concept, these findings seem to emphasise the need to 

abandon the state-centred view and to adopt a comprehensive approach to security, even when 

discussing conflicts.  

 

Environmental conflict research has also been criticised on methodological grounds for the near 

impossibility of tracing the precise chains between a cause and an effect. According to Gleditsch, studies 

are often afflicted by untestable models, selection bias and reversed causality.83 For him, however, this 

is not a reason to relinquish all empirical environmental security research, but on the contrary to 

improve the level of environmental accounting and develop better indicators. Indeed, a significant strain 

of recent environmental conflict research has relied on quantitative data, statistical models, GIS systems 

and other increasingly sophisticated means that particularly tend to be directed towards risk analysis 

and prevention.84 These studies have often aimed to discern a variety of factors that might be leading to 

conflict, in studies by the likes of Hauge & Ellingsen85 and the State Failure Task Force86. Others have 

focused on specific themes, like Wolf87 and Gleick88 on water, Tir & Diehl89 on demographic change and 

Price-Smith on health90. Lujala et al.91 have looked at resource abundance as a conflict-inducing factor 

in the case of diamonds, thus also giving a new perspective on the theme of resource scarcity. As might 

be expected, climate change has become an increasingly important topic with studies analysing its 

implications on conflict potential and the conflict impacts of mitigation and adaptation measures.92 

Through such research, the quantitative approach has progressed and developed means to analyse 
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complex environmental linkages. It has thus become increasingly capable of yielding results that can be 

discussed in the policy-making discourse. 

 

Not all environmental conflict studies rely on quantitative analysis. Case studies focusing on specific 

countries and regions can provide insights into the developments that lead to conflicts, as shown for 

example by Twigg & Bhatt in their work on vulnerability at the grassroots level in South Asian 

societies93, or by Kahl in the case of population growth, environmental change and state-sponsored 

violence in Kenya 94 . These studies tend to be more qualitative, looking at specific variables and 

considering divergences in the ways that different groups and minorities are affected. Sometimes it is 

an explicit aim of such research to challenge or diversify the traditional environmental conflict analysis, 

which, in its focus on tracing causalities, easily ends up neglecting indirect and less ostensible factors 

such as inequality or poverty.95 This can be seen for example in the kind of anthropological analysis as 

carried out by Timura in his work on conflicts within local communities in South America.96  

 

Another important field of environmental conflict research turns the relationship around and looks at 

the effects that conflict has on the environment. Austin & Bruch have edited a major volume focusing 

mainly on the legal and institutional aspects of environmental war damage, but with some contributions 

also considering the methodologies of evaluating impacts on the biodiversity and human health. 97 

Shambaugh et al. have looked at the effects of conflict on environmental conservation, suggesting that 

these usually include at least the overexploitation of natural resources, pollution, destruction of natural 

habitats, and weakened resources for conservation activities. 98  Meanwhile, Jensen provides an 

evaluation of the impacts of UNEP’s post-conflict environmental assessments, which in his view can also 

be used to facilitate recovery and peace-building.99 The topic of wartime environmental damage also 

evokes ethical questions concerning the legitimacy of military actions that could cause wide and 
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irreversible damage to nature. So far, however, such analysis has mostly been left to the discretion of 

international law, as demonstrated by Hulme.100  

 

The various studies on environment and conflict show that the crucial question certainly is not whether 

a specific environmental factor is enough to prompt a state to declare war on another. Instead, the study 

of environmental conflicts provides grounds for studying the various relationships between society and 

ecology, and the ways in which they may amount to conflict risks. As environmental and societal factors 

are difficult to analyse within any single field of knowledge, the research tends to be multi-disciplinary, 

sometimes combining approaches ranging from biology and physics to sociology and cultural studies. 

Clearly, there is a risk of misconception and simplification here, as is the case with any disciplinary 

experimentation. However, such research can also reveal unexpected relationships and interactions 

that strictly disciplinary approaches might neglect. 

 

One significant motivation behind studying environmental conflict is to identify how conflicts start and 

how to prevent or resolve them. It is logical, then, that a great deal of the research has moved towards 

viewing  the environment as a source of cooperation and peace-making. If it can be a part of the cause 

for conflict, it may also be a part of the solution to its prevention. Environmental causes have ample 

ground upon which to build trust and understanding, whether as the lowest common denominators or 

as a potential origin of mutual benefits.101  

 

2.3.2 Environmental cooperation and peace-building 

 

Environmental cooperation and peace-making present the possibility of double gains: preventing 

conflicts while simultaneously achieving environmental benefits. The most direct means to this goal 

would be to address a potentially conflict-inducing environmental problem in a cooperative setting 

involving all parties that have an interest in the issue. Wolf et al. have explored this model in the case of 

water, which they claim has been portrayed as a major source of conflict risk. Interestingly, they find 

that controversial water management scenarios between countries have far more often led to 

cooperation than escalated into disputes. When conflicts concerning water do appear, they tend to be 

local and aggravated by questions about distribution – indeed, rather relating to poor governance than 

the lack of water as such.102 Wolf et al. go on to argue that while the ominous ‘water war’ scenario is not 
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as probable as political rhetoric makes it out to be, the cooperation efforts are still worth studying, as 

they will contribute to beneficial water management regimes and may well have favourable effects on 

stability and the environment.103 These observations are likely to apply to a great deal of research on 

environmental on various topics. 

 

Others have suggested that environmental conflict-resolution does not need to be limited to the issues 

that are considered to directly cause unrest. 104  It is important to develop a comprehensive 

understanding of the various factors that are shaped by the prevailing political and cultural setting and 

also influence the situation. In a sense, environmental peace-making is about adding a new, ecological 

factor into an existing dynamic.  

 

In parallel to the role of context in securitisation, as discussed in the previous section, environmental 

conflict prevention has to take into account its distal context. Suliman illustrates this by comparing two 

cases of conflict induced by drought in pastoral areas of Sudan and Ethiopia in the 1980s, one of which 

was brought to a peaceful solution through an agreement that engaged all concerned parties, while the 

other intensified into a violent conflict as it failed to include some of the key actors in the region.105 In 

his study of the role of democratic governance in environmental cooperation, Gleditsch argues that a 

higher degree of democracy considerably increases not only the environmental quality of a given 

country but also the probability that it will engage in cooperative solutions to tackle environmental 

problems.106 Quantitative analysis by Neumayer confirms Gleditsch’s finding: that democracies indeed 

are at least more likely to participate in and comply with multilateral environmental agreements.107 

 

Jensen and Lonergan argue that the environment should be a consideration even in immediate post-

conflict situations – not only because it should be secured from harm, but also because it can be an 

element in reconciliation and peace-building. Conversely, environmental damage and uncontrolled use 

of natural resources can impede the recovery from a conflict and lead to new problems for the local 
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population. Usually, however, war-torn countries don’t have the resources and institutional capabilities 

even to assess the state of the environment, let alone to take measures for its improvement and 

beneficial utilisation.108 This observation prompts questions about who should be responsible for the 

post-conflict environmental efforts overall. Usually, a key role is played by international organisations 

or national development aid agencies that provide funding, technical assistance and administrative 

support. The problem with external interventions is that they easily end up taking over responsibilities 

from local institutions and administrative bodies, in the worst case only weakening their capacities to 

implement their core tasks on their own. Any such efforts should therefore be designed to build local 

capacities, also considering that this may be a long process that requires a long-term commitment from 

the international agency as well. In addition, there is a need to coordinate the work of the external 

organisations, which may be carrying out overlapping functions especially in most acute situations 

immediately following the conflict.109 There nevertheless remains an inherent problem regarding the 

responsibility for, and on the other hand, power over the most appropriate course of action in fragile 

environments and post-conflict situations. 

 

2.3.3 Environment and human security 

 

While the conflict linkage may be a starting point for environmental security theory, it would as the only 

focus leave a considerable part of the discourse unexplored. Environment is also essentially contained 

within the human security approach, which yields new, somewhat disparate perspectives on the 

concept. Based on the security of the individual as opposed to the state, as was discussed in Section 2.1, 

it encompasses a wide variety of threats far beyond their conflict potential. They can also be indirect, 

incorporating risks on well-being and livelihoods. Environmental issues are implicated in many ways, 

as they can entail both large-scale changes such as climate change that affect entire societies in various 

harmful ways over long periods of time; or very local cases of pollution or natural disasters that may 

heavily hit a smaller community.110 These impacts are difficult to discern from others, such as disease 

or poverty, and it indeed seems to be the aim of human security rather to study different interactions as 

a comprehensive whole than to divide them into sectors. 
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Human security studies have pointed out the unequal division of the harmful impacts of environmental 

phenomena. The effects tend to disproportionately fall on the poor and otherwise marginalised, who 

are in the weakest position in terms of protection from hazard impacts.111 This observation allows for 

the recognition of such vulnerabilities and creates an opportunity to develop means to address them. A 

lot of human security literature on the environment thus has focused on the effects of environmental 

change on women112, urban poor113, and rural populations114, for instance. Others have pointed out that 

the inequality accentuates social disparities and can lead to the erosion of societal stability. Barnett & 

Adger see here a risk of escalation into violent conflict, if there are other conditions in place that 

encourage such development.115 In other words, there is a link to environmental conflict also within the 

human security approach. However, the latter is more concerned with the impacts of environmental 

change as such, not merely as potential causes of conflict.   

 

Dalby argues that an inequality exists also between the Global North and South, and that the disparity 

of environmental insecurity partly is based on and partly maintains this historical legacy of colonialism. 

In his view, securing a sustainable future for the planet requires that these structural flaws are 

acknowledged and addressed.116 This is not always the case in less nuanced environmental security 

discourse, which easily ends up listing the potentially harmful consequences of environmental change 

exclusively from the point of view of the ‘West’, framing issues like increased migration as threats rather 

than attempting to identify their root causes and impacts on the local communities. It therefore runs the 

risk of merely continuing to perpetuate the very same inequalities that it claims to be addressing.  

 

Human security, however, has emphasised the role of non-traditional actors in the security field, 

pointing to the role of international and non-governmental organisations as well as local communities 

and individuals.117  To some extent, it gives the opportunity for individuals to raise to the security 

discourse questions that they hold as the most urgent and necessary to solve.118 Still, as Mimura et al. 

point out, while the most vulnerable groups usually contribute minimally to environmental change, they 
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also have the weakest opportunities to influence and participate in policies to mitigate these impacts.119 

This is acknowledged in the often used definition of human security as ‘something that is achieved when 

and where individuals and communities have the options necessary to end, mitigate, or adapt to threats 

to their human, environmental and social rights; have the capacity and freedom to exercise these 

options; and actively participate in pursuing these options.’120 The apparent emphasis is on the rights of 

the individual (and community), evoking associations to universal values and human rights. This also 

indirectly draws the focus to those groups that do not yet have access to such rights, urging the need to 

find solutions. It should be noted, though, that this formulation of human security has been criticised by 

those who challenge the additional value of including human rights in the security agenda in the first 

place.121    

 

Due to the focus on the most vulnerable groups, the human security approach to the environment is 

closely tied to sustainable development. The measures to improve human security largely coincide with 

the broader development objectives, as they are formulated for example in the Millennium Development 

Goals. These cross-cutting targets, expressed in a form measurable by indicators, include environmental 

sustainability as well as other main themes usually mentioned as conditions for human security, such 

as the eradication of extreme poverty and promotion of gender equality. 122  Barnett suggests that 

development in these fields will contribute to the achievement of ‘positive peace’, understood as the 

provision of equal freedoms and opportunities in terms of property rights, justice and healthcare. This 

may, in turn, lead to better environmental quality by enabling a more rational use of natural 

resources. 123  There would thus exist a kind of virtuous circle between human development and 

environmental security, with each contributing to the other.  

 

Yet, developmental goals can sometimes interfere with environmental objectives and vice versa, 

inadvertently creating potential for new social and political conflicts. Tänzler124 and Ghazoul et al. 125 

have looked at controversies emerging from the UN’s Reducing Emissions from Deforestation (REDD) 
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programme, which is aimed at mitigating climate change while ensuring sustainable forestry. Both 

studies suggest that its consequences on land rights and financial benefits, among other issues, are not 

automatically favourable for the local population. It has been further pointed out that climate change 

adaptation and mitigation overall may cause adverse impacts for some parties and therefore run the 

risk of yielding new problems. Usually, though, this is not seen as a reason to relinquish such activities, 

but to reflect closer on their comprehensive consequences, including inadvertent effects.126  This can be 

seen as a further argument for the human security approach, which tends to regard issues 

comprehensively on multiple sectors and thus may have a higher chance to take into account a wider 

range of consequences.  

 

Still, the broad scope of human security prompts questions similar to those already discussed in 

connection with wider security overall. Even if development and security both are essentially cross-

sectoral issues, the attempt to consider each factor determining them looks doomed to fail. The security 

linkage can still be an important agenda-setting tool to enhance the visibility of environmental 

problems, but only if it is not considered to erode security of its salience. Unfortunately, there is little 

research to shed light on whether the security discourse has indeed succeeded at raising the profile of 

environmental issues for example in the form of increased financing. We will, however, return to the 

topic below in the discussion of environmental securitisation. 

 

Probably because of their overlaps with the development agenda, international organisations have a 

notable role in furthering the human security approach to environment. A case in point is the role of the 

UNDP in introducing the concept of human security in its Human Development Report in 1994, setting 

the stage for wider mainstreaming of security aspects in the development field.127 Through its sub-

organisations, the UN has gone on to develop policy responses and operational tools to comply with the 

comprehensive perception of security.128 Yet this influence has extended to all kinds of environmental 

security cooperation beyond the direct focus of human development. International organisations are in 

an ideal position to further environmental security goals, as they tend to be better equipped than 

individual countries in terms of expertise and sometimes also financial means. In addition, they can use 

their diplomatic leverage to push countries towards cooperation and inter-governmental agreements. 
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Their standing also enables them to perform functions that require a long-term commitment and a 

global reach, such as monitoring and research.129  

 

International organisations have also had activities in the field of environmental conflict, albeit to a 

lesser degree. These have particularly focused on exploring the potential of environmental peace-

making130 and addressing the environmental consequences of conflicts131. Increasing attention has also 

been given to early warning systems and disaster risk reduction. 132  There have been efforts to 

institutionalise these efforts, as evidenced for example by the setting up of UNEP’s Post-Conflict and 

Disaster Management Branch (PCDMB), or the Environment and Security Initiative (ENVSEC) 

coordinated jointly by UNEP, OSCE, UNDP, UNECE, Regional Environmental Center and NATO.133 Of 

course, in the actual work of these organisations, the human security and environmental conflict 

agendas are not mutually exclusive – in fact distinctions are particularly difficult to draw in the field of 

early warning and resilience building. Still, the efforts have been criticised for a fragmented approach, 

as well as for a lack of engagement with the academic community, both of which hinder policy 

integration and the application of research findings into practical work.134 

 

Yet perhaps the most interesting aspect about the role of the international organisations is that they are 

so crucially involved in further advancing the environmental security concept in the first place. They 

have enthusiastically adopted the human security formulation and applied it in various ways in their 

projects and programmes. Thus they have in effect become environmental security actors in their own 

right, giving the concept new meanings, content and connotations. These do not necessarily always 

follow the arguments and findings made in the theoretical research on the topic; yet they have 

considerable influence on the way environmental security is generally perceived.  

 

Indeed, the active role of international organisations suggests that they have a role as securitising 

agents, linking back to the earlier remarks about Copenhagen School and other securitisation theorists. 

There are, of course, various other actors securitising the environment as well, such as national 

governments and environmental NGOs, and at least as many ways in which the process can play out. 

Even the referent object does not always appear in the fixed form of ‘the environment’; instead, it can 
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vary depending on the context and goals of each particular process. The specificities of securitisation in 

the environmental sector will be discussed in the following sub-chapter.  

 

2.4 Environment and securitisation 

 

For Buzan et al., the environment is a problematic sector in the securitisation theory. Firstly, they argue, 

it combines two different agendas: a political one and a scientific one. The latter is concerned with 

‘authoritative assessment of threat’, while the former deals with the political moves and management 

in the public sphere. 135  Secondly, and in line with the previous discussion on the human security 

approach, the vast range of topics included in the environmental sector makes it difficult to define 

exactly the referent object, which is not always unambiguously ‘the environment’ as such.136 Overall, 

Buzan et al. argue that while politicisation has taken place to a great extent in the environmental sector, 

the occurrence of securitisation has been far more limited.137 

 

The problem of fitting together two agendas is exacerbated by the fact that they have very different ways 

of formulating discourse, which creates something of a gap in the flow of information between them. 

While scientific knowledge goes through a rigorous peer review process, it remains somewhat closed 

off from those beyond the immediate scholarly community, and conversely may be difficult to 

communicate to the outside. There is a risk of misinterpretation or deliberate misrepresentation when 

this information is used within the political sphere.138 On the other hand, Berling points out that a 

scientific position may affect the securitisation process itself by lending additional credibility to the 

securitising agent. 139  Ultimately, and regardless of the importance of the scientific agenda, the 

securitisation process in the environmental sector is essentially political as it is based on the way in 

which threats are constructed and perceived, rather than objectively determined.  

 

Scientific knowledge is arguably de-political and ‘objective’, but for it to enter the security sphere, it 

should first be politicised. Yet if scientific knowledge is politicised specifically using security arguments, 

it would seem to be undergoing securitisation. Moreover, there are cases for example in the climate 

change debate where scientific arguments are used to evoke security threats while deliberately 

downplaying any political factors, suggesting that securitisation would take place without politicisation. 
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These observations will be dealt with in more detail below, but it is important to note that the 

relationship between science and security is not necessarily so clear-cut. Clearly, there remains a lot 

more to explore regarding the role of scientific knowledge in the securitisation of environment. 

 

As for the problem of having a long list of topics to study in the environmental sector, Buzan et al. 

acknowledge the same issue that was already discussed above in the context of the human security 

approach. Many of the relevant issues, such as energy or population, can be equally well analysed within 

other sectors, yet they also obviously have close connections with environmental problems.140 In the 

same vein, naming the referent object of environmental security is more complicated than in some other 

sectors. For Buzan et al., there are two kinds of referent objects: the environment itself, and the human 

civilisation whose existence depends on the environment. While the interests of the two would seem to 

be identical – the preservation of an environment capable of supporting humankind – it in fact is not 

always the case. The current civilisation is largely based on various practices that are harmful to the 

environment and that by extension threaten humankind. Yet preventing these risks would also require 

civilisation to go through changes, which usually has been regarded with considerable reluctance. 

According to Buzan et al., even the understanding of the two-way relationship between humankind and 

nature is relatively new.141 It is therefore perhaps to be expected that the effort to maintain the present 

lifestyle has so far overridden the concern for environmental damage.  

 

The twofold relationship between human civilisation and environment is also reflected in the threats 

that the sector is concerned with. These can be roughly divided into three categories:142 

 

1. Threats from nature to human civilisation not caused by human activity (e.g. earthquakes and volcanic 

eruptions) 

2. Threats from human activity to natural systems that seem to pose an existential threat to civilisation 

3. Threats from human activity to natural systems that do not seem to pose an existential threat to 

civilisation 

 

The second category is by far the most susceptible to the logic of securitisation, as it represents issues 

that have impacts on humans but at the same time are possible for human activity to influence. The two 

other categories are difficult or impossible to prevent, or are not seen as alarming enough to require 
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counter-measures. Regarding the first category, however, there seems to be an increasing awareness of 

‘disaster risk reduction’ and other ways to contain the damage done by natural disasters, thereby 

bringing these too to the framework of securitisation.143  

 

The emergence of the environmental security discourse is thus emblematic of two important shifts in 

the human perception of environment: the understanding that human activities are changing the 

environment; and the realisation that it is possible to have some degree of control over natural 

phenomena, at least in the sense of damage reduction. However, it also reveals the prevalent focus on 

the impacts on humankind and civilisation, as opposed to the environment itself. Despite the 

considerable existential threat that is directed towards the ecosystem for example in the case of heavy 

pollution, or towards rare species at risk of becoming extinct, these causes have rarely been enough to 

mobilise ‘extraordinary measures’ to their rescue. It is therefore debatable whether environmental 

security as a concept in fact demonstrates any increase in concern for nature or merely formulates a 

new form of threat towards the present civilisation.  

 

The set of actors in the environmental security field is marked by a degree imparity. On the one hand, 

there are states and international organisations that have resources and political leverage to raise issues 

they consider worthwhile. On the other hand, there are NGOs and lobby groups, which perhaps are 

politically more at liberty to advocate certain issues, but tend not to be financially and diplomatically as 

well positioned to push for their goals. In addition to securitisation agents, there are also so-called veto 

actors, who deliberately oppose acts of securitisation. Buzan et al. argue that while veto actors may be 

found in other sectors too, they are more prevalent in the case of the environment, where the security 

linkage is still rather new and contested. The veto actors can be lobby groups, firms or even individual 

states that have it in their interest to try to play down environmental problems. The strength of influence 

of these different actors varies case by case, and they may also adopt different roles with regard to 

different topics.144 While it might be possible, for example, to trace patterns of countries usually active 

in the international scene in efforts to solve environmental problems, this does not mean that they can 

always be counted on to do that. All actors may, in any given case, have other political interests that they 

wish to prioritise. Environmental issues tend to pose the additional challenge of knowing exactly what 

measures would be required to solve a particular issue, which is likely to further reduce enthusiasm to 

adopt a certain position and vigorously act to further it.  
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But despite the wealth of topics and actors involved, Buzan et al. argue that most discourse in the 

environmental sector has been limited to politicisation, which has not amounted to securitisation. The 

main reason for this seems to be that environmental threats tend to be ‘creeping’ rather than be 

explicit.145  They will actualise into full-blown threats sometime in the future; sometimes it can be 

questioned whether they will do that at all. Even if they cause some alarm, the threat is simply too distant 

to spur immediate action. In addition, those who have the power to take measures to tackle 

environmental threats are very often a different group of actors than those who will suffer the 

consequences of inaction, meaning that the motivation and ability to act do not meet. Threat prevention 

may also require considerable financial and other kinds of resources, which are difficult to mobilise if 

the potential harm does not appear particularly urgent. Although some actors – such as NGOs – are 

strongly arguing the case for environmental securitisations, the more powerful actors – such as states 

and international organisations– usually opt for working within the normal political process. 146  If 

securitisations do take place, they are far more likely at the local level, where the impacts of threats may 

indeed be felt in a more immediate way than globally.147  

 

It is therefore useful to take a closer look at the reasoning of Buzan et al. against successful 

securitisations in the environmental sector. It is possible to discern at least three points of view: either 

a proper securitising argument has not been made; or it has not been persuasive enough to convince the 

audience; or the measures brought about are not ‘exceptional’. The first alternative seems to be 

countered by Buzan et al. themselves, as they acknowledge that many NGOs and institutes have strongly 

argued for the prevention of security threats caused by environmental problems, and have been able to 

raise these questions to the international agenda.148 The second alternative is more complicated as it is 

indeed not known exactly what the relevant audience and the form of its approval would be. Assuming, 

however, that an NGO would be speaking primarily to the international community in an attempt to 

convince it about the severity of environmental threats, the mere acknowledgement of the topic on the 

international policy ‘agenda’ would already represent some degree of success in gaining legitimacy. The 

main issue lies with the third alternative: in the view of Buzan et al., environmental causes have not 

brought about extreme measures outside the course of normal politics.149 Rather, the politicisation 

processes tend to evolve into specific policy regimes, or into the setting up of a new political body to 

address a given problem. 150  Such developments may take place at the global or regional level, as 

environmental threats usually cross national borders and are therefore only effective if carried out in 
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cooperation between all those that have an impact or an interest in them. This requires the formulation 

of international agreements to at least some degree and a willingness from sides to abide by them – but 

nothing that would be strikingly different from common practices in international relations and thereby 

qualify as securitisation. 

 

Such contemplations yet again raise the essential question about the relevance of studying 

environmental securitisation in the first place. If securitisations in this sector have generally not been 

successful, it perhaps is of no use to apply this framework overall. However, there are two important 

arguments that point to another conclusion. Firstly, even if a securitisation is not successful, it doesn’t 

mean that the process hasn’t taken place. The examples given by Buzan et al. in the environmental sector 

seem to represent failed securitisations, meaning that they have not resulted in moving an issue to the 

security sphere. Yet a failed securitisation still is an attempt at securitisation, and equally valid as a topic 

as such. What is more, failed cases offer a particularly interesting perspective into the securitisation 

process itself and into the motivations of the actors involved, especially if the unsuccessful attempt is 

perpetuated over a longer span of time. The analytical framework in question is something of an 

exception due to its focus on the construction of security, which provides the means to study the process 

rather than an a priori either-or assumption.  

 

The second argument is a more context-related notion concerning the evolution of international 

environmental policy and threat perception over time. While climate change and other global 

environmental issues certainly featured in international policy discourse already in 1998 when Buzan 

et al. published their book, the level of intensity has only increased since then. This does not 

automatically mean that environmental securitisations would have been successful, but some changes 

to the socio-political context are likely to have occurred. It is therefore worth re-evaluating the process 

in the new conditions.   

 

The more fundamental question therefore is whether these failed cases of securitisation in fact are failed 

at all. The analytical framework sketched by the Copenhagen School leaves open a number of issues that 

crucially affect the process of securitisation. In fact, while suggesting a very strict format and conditions 

for a successful securitisation, Buzan et al. do not provide much illustration as to how these are applied 

in the individual sectors. While this is understandable considering the focus of the Copenhagen School 

on the abstract framework rather than the practice, it quite obviously creates immediate problems when 

the theory is being applied to actual contexts.   

 

One example is the role of the audience in the process. Buzan et al. do not specify whether it has been 

the audience that has rejected securitisation in the cases they mention as examples. In fact, as previously 
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discussed in sub-section 2.2, they give little detail as to who it is that constitutes the audience in the first 

place. This is especially problematic in the contested environmental sector, as it makes it difficult to 

understand the boundaries within which the security discourse takes place. The entire process is likely 

to be very different if it is directed at the public or an expert community – including also the leverage of 

the audience in either approving or rejecting the securitisation.  

 

Questions also arise concerning existential threat and exceptional measures. The Copenhagen School 

made it clear how these ought to be constituted, setting the bar high for successful securitisations. 

However, these conditions are relatively unlikely to occur or at least to be acknowledged for many of 

the ‘new’ sectors of security like environment and economics – which, in effect, were the reason Buzan 

et al. were impelled to come up with their theoretical framework. This again raises the question whether 

such strict conditions in fact serve the underpinnings of the theory. As discussed already above in sub-

section 2.2, Trombetta suggests that the constructivist, inter-subjective process is the key to 

securitisation and should indeed allow new topics to be introduced to and analysed within the security 

logic. In her view, the Buzan et al. are themselves undercutting this by imposing a rigidity of practices 

which simply does not accommodate the analysis of some sectors.151 As a result, securitisation in these 

fields is nearly always doomed to formally fail even if it does succeed at presenting the urgency of a 

specific issue and bringing about measures that would not otherwise have been taken.  

 

On the other hand, the rigid conditions of the security sector have been set for a reason. Everything does 

not need  to be security and there is no reason to try to deliberately shovel in topics that do not appear 

to fit into the security logic. Riskification could therefore provide a more appropriate approach for risks 

and vulnerabilities that do not constitute direct threats. Based on a different logic of insecurity, it 

proposes to govern risk rather than prevent it.152 As a result, the measures that it aims to adopt are likely 

to be of a less exceptional character than in securitisation. 

 

However, riskification is by no means a conclusive alternative to introducing new security topics. As has 

been discussed previously in Section 2.2, it may have similar consequences in policy discourse as 

securitisation. Indeed, its relationship to securitisation is not clearly defined, with some scholars 

treating it as a specific form of securitisation. This as such would mean a significant shift or extension of 

the security sector.  Overall, an increasing tendency to associate risks with security in political discourse 

already suggests that the security sector is changing.   
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This brings back the need to reconsider the analytical framework of securitisation to better correlate 

with the actual context into which it is applied. As Fierke remarks, securitisation takes place not only in 

the speech acts of political elites but also in the lives of ordinary citizens and in institutional practices.153 

Incidentally, some of the most interesting openings towards this in previous literature have concerned 

environmental issues. In Trombetta’s view, the answer lies in the discursive nature of securitisation, 

which should be able to overcome the rigid limiting conditions and allow for the introduction of new 

patterns of security. The discursive approach takes into account the context and allows all the actors 

involved to contribute to the outcome. This means that different security logics can exist in different 

sectors as they are tied to different kinds of contexts and actors.154 Building upon the Foucauldian 

governmentality theory, Oels also puts the focus on practices. Based on her analysis of the climate 

change discussion, she argues that what has taken place is not so much of a securitisation of climate but 

a ‘climatisation’ of security. 155  In other words, the new referent object has forced the practices of 

security to change instead of vice versa, as proposed by the Copenhagen School.  

 

Meanwhile, seeing securitisation as a discursive process also gives a new angle to the relationship of 

security to democracy and de-politicisation. According to the Copenhagen School, security is shaped out 

of reach of the general public, by an elite of authoritative actors.156 However, this view again carries the 

assumption that securitisation is a one-way process, directed from one actor to others. A discursive 

securitisation, on the other hand, should involve multiple actors and result in an interaction with 

influences moving back and forth. Such a construction of security does not come across as undemocratic 

by default, as it gives a voice to a far wider range of voices. The result thus depends on the actors and 

their mutual interactions. According to Trombetta, the environmental sector in particular is 

characterised by a multiplicity and variety of actors, including NGOs and private sector entities in 

addition to governments.157  Clearly, the power relations and leveraging powers between these actors 

are far from equal, which greatly affects the outcome of the process. However, any inequalities that may 

ensue will be caused by prevailing conditions within the context instead of being engrained in the 

analytical framework. 

 

The view that securitisation necessarily implies a step away from the political process should also be 

reconsidered here. The multiplicity of actors involved alone casts doubt over the possibility of de-

politicisation as none of them are likely to deliberately cede any of their leverage on the issue.  Some of 
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these actors may be particularly important with regard to raising questions on the security agenda and 

keeping them there. As discussed in Section 2.2., Trombetta emphasises the role of the science 

community in the environmental sector, arguing that issues like the depletion of the ozone layer have 

moved from the scientific to the political precisely because their security aspects have been evoked.158 

Yet their linkage into the security discourse has not moved them outside political discussion.  

 

Von Lucke, Wellman & Dietz consider the various processes that emerge as a consequence of 

securitisation, reminding that these always have political implications. The riskification approach 

acknowledges the difficulty of dispelling risk altogether and instead focuses on containing risks at a 

tolerable level. Crucially, Von Lucke et al. point out the importance of considering for whom the risk is 

tolerable, keeping in mind that the risk effects often accrue more strongly to the most vulnerable parts 

of the population. They go on to argue that instead of improving or intensifying climate governance, the 

risk approach may lead to it being taken over by the security sector, resulting in a ‘less extreme but 

permanent and infinitive state of emergency’. 159  They thus alert that even a ‘milder’ case of 

securitisation may have similar, depoliticising effects as the Copenhagen School warned about. 

However, this seems to presuppose the kind of full seizure of the securitised issue by the security sector 

that has been challenged by the context-based approach proposed by Trombetta and Oels. Through the 

discursive process, the issue can continue to be a part of the political discourse in which any excesses of 

a state of emergency can be questioned.  

 

Yet the above discussion raises an important point about the consequences of securitising the 

environment. Some scholars take a critical approach, focusing on the negative aspects of securitisation 

and even warning against it. This is often based on the previously mentioned concerns of the 

Copenhagen School about the undemocratic character of security. Yet there also are other reasons for 

the criticism. One is the risk of reductionism that occurs if all environmental problems, as well as their 

causes and effects, are seen solely through the lens of security.160 Such framings also easily end up 

maintaining and reproducing existing inequalities. For example, Bettini points out the tendency of 

apocalyptic narratives of climate-induced migration to present a simplistic picture in which migrants 

from the developing world pose a threat to stability in Western countries.161 Jackson argues that climate 

security policy often fails to acknowledge the structural global inequalities as a causal factor that 
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exacerbates the relative vulnerability of developing countries to environmental damage, rather 

portraying climate change as the only problem.162 Meanwhile, Hulme criticises the way in which climate 

change is presented as the sole cause for various security threats, such as disease, biodiversity loss and 

economic instability, that surely are influenced by other factors as well.163 

 

Other scholars have more ambivalent views. Floyd’s suggestion about negative and positive 

securitisations applies also in the environmental sector. In her view, if a securitisation is done for the 

good of the majority, benefits the environment, and facilitates the political measures to deal with a 

problem, it is justified to describe it as positive. Conversely, a negative securitisation would only benefit 

a select few the few while being too narrowly focused to genuinely address the environmental issue.164 

Interestingly, Floyd also argues that the de-securitisation of an environmental problem does not always 

have positive consequences either, but instead may result in a negative de-securitisation. She illustrates 

this dynamic with the example of US environmental policy, which, in her view, was subject to 

securitisation during the Clinton administration in the 1990s, and then effectively de-securitised during 

the succeeding Bush presidency. The securitisation attempt failed to produce more efficient responses 

to environmental problems, and can therefore be said to have been negative. Yet the de-securitisation 

that ensued did no better at raising the environment back to the political agenda.165 Such cases suggest 

that de-securitisation is at least not always the kind of ideal solution as argued in the early writings of 

the Copenhagen School. 

 

When it comes to the practical application of securitisation in the environmental field, the majority of 

the analyses of practical cases of environmental securitisation have focused on climate change.166 This 

is not surprising as it is a relatively new, continuously more actual and potentially devastating 

phenomenon that it is likely to attract attention from the point of view of security. The increased 

understanding of the potential impacts that are already starting to be felt at present has raised the 

profile of the issue and encouraged international action to counteract it. Somewhat paradoxically, then, 

it can be argued either that the increased urgency of climate change has intensified its securitisation – 

or that the securitisation has succeeded at pointing out the urgency. However, it is also worth 

considering other instances of securitisation in the environmental sector, particularly ones that have 

taken place in a more constrained context. The present research aims to contribute to the literature by 
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providing a more general view on environmental security, restricted by a regional context and specified 

period rather than a limited sub-topic within the environmental field.  

 

Relevant here is also the observation of Vuori, discussed in sub-section 2.2, that securitisation takes 

place for different reasons. Environmental security seems to most conveniently fall under the first 

strand; raising an issue onto the agenda. The human security approach to environment, in particular, 

has generally had this as its stated goal. In addition, environmental securitisation often relies on an 

expert or other authority as the securitising agent and urges taking action to prevent the threat, which 

Vuori lists as characteristics of this strand of securitisation.167  

 

On the other hand, the climate change discourse may be incorporating another form of securitisation: 

control. This refers to cases where a securitising agent requires obedience from an audience over which 

it has some authority in an effort to prevent a threat. 168  It is plausible that international climate 

agreements would be used to this effect, using the securitisation logic. Similarly, environmental 

securitisation could also be used for deterrence in cases where arguments about potential 

environmental damage are used to deter actions that might cause them. These two latter strands, 

however, are likely to be less common than the one that aims to raise issues on the agenda, and the other 

strands – legitimating future acts and legitimating past acts – seem unlikely to occur in the 

environmental sector at all. Either way, it makes sense to consider which strands of securitisation occur 

in the case of the Western Balkans and how they affect the consequence of the process.  

 

The above observations have revealed major elements of environmental securitisation that not only 

should be considered in empirical analysis but also still require closer conceptual consideration. The 

role of practices has emerged as an important element through which change in security occurs. 

Therefore, in order to analyse the introduction of new issues to the sector, it seems to be the practices 

that should be paid attention to, particularly on the ways in which they change and new practices are 

implemented. In addition, it has become evident that if the context is considered to be relevant – as it is 

in this study – it soon emerges as crucial to all aspects of securitisation. It forms, in effect, the space in 

which the process takes place, meaning that all other elements are viewed in relation to it.  

 

Furthermore, there is the question of consequences, which has been less pronounced in this analysis. It 

should not only be understood as a matter of the repercussions of a successful securitisation, but also in 

terms of the immediate consequences following from the process. This, in turn, turns the focus back on 
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the new practices created, but also on any other measures following from the securitisation. It is the 

consequences that also reveal whether the securitisation has been successful – that is, whether the new 

practices have gained legitimacy. However, the consequences of securitisation on policy are interesting 

in of themselves, regardless of what they indicate concerning the outcome of the process. 

 

All these three aspects of securitisation are included in one way or another in Balzacq’s levels of analysis 

for securitisation, which were discussed above in section 2.2. These also take into account other 

elements of securitisation that have been discussed previously. Balzacq’s framework therefore still 

seems adept for the analysis here. Adapted to the environmental sector, and now also to the regional 

case of Western Balkans, which is the focus of this study, the framework would look as follows:  

 

Agents 

 

Those who contribute to or resist security processes: E.g. UN, EU, OSCE, other international actors, local 

ministries, general public in regional countries, NGOs 

Their power relations: International organisations as the ‘guarantors’ of peace, source of support and 

funding but also as an outside interference 

Their personal identities and social identity: National identities, Europeanisation, post-socialism 

The referent object/subject: Environment, human welfare 

 

Actions 
 

Language: statements, speeches and other communications of international organisations 

Strategies, metaphors, frames: framing the environment(al damage) as a question of security  

 

Dispositif, practices, tools: projects, conferences, campaigns  

Policies generated by securitisation: strategies, action plans 

 

Contexts 

 

Proximate: International cooperation efforts, such as projects and conferences 

Distal: post-conflict setting, post-socialist societies, regional relations, state of the environment  

 

This broad framework relatively comprehensively covers the framework of analysis outlined in the 

previous discussion in this Section. Tracing these elements within the empirical case will yield a detailed 
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picture of a specific securitisation process and its implications while setting it into the appropriate 

context.  

 

However, while they are included, practices and consequences do not come across prominently in 

Balzacq’s framework. In fact, in governmentality, practices would cover all the categories listed under 

‘actions’, as they can also take the shape of language, frames and strategies. Within the analytical 

framework it is useful to consider the different ‘actions’ as separate, but this special role of practices is 

important to acknowledge in order to better identify them later on. For an analysis specifically 

interested in the practices and their consequences, Balzacq’s framework may slightly downplay the 

importance of the relationship between the two. While this does not require abandoning or significantly 

amending Balzacq’s framework, it does suggest this could be complemented with an additional 

formulation to give more emphasis to the change in practices. This is illustrated in Figure 2.1 below. 

 

Figure 2.1 The action framework of securitisation 

 

 
 

 

The ‘action framework’ allows a closer focus on establishing whether there is a change in the practices 

and what the consequences of this change are. In addition, this formulation incorporates the context, 

which is an intrinsic element determining both practices and consequences. This formulation therefore 

makes it possible to directly examine the context and to set the practices and consequences in relation 

to it. Again, the action framework does not in any way attempt to substitute Balzacq’s analytical 

framework, but complements it by allowing a closer focus on the change involved in the process of 

Context 

Consequences Practices 
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securitisation. Combining these two analytical frameworks should enable a comprehensive look at the 

overall process while taking into account the more detailed factors of change. 

 

In this study, change is gauged through practices and through the way in which they emerge or are 

altered in order to take into account new security issues. In this sense, it follows the basic idea of 

governmentality in viewing security as a set of practices and discourses. In terms of Balzacq’s 

framework, the focus therefore is on ‘actions’ and, in particular, on the policies generated. The 

emergence of new environmental security practices is considered to constitute successful securitisation. 

As the source materials of the study are primarily documents, the practices are studied through text, 

with the assumption that this is the format in which they are introduced to the discourse.  

 

For its emphasis on the societal and political context and potential to also analyse failed or on-going 

processes, securitisation allows a relatively detailed picture of environmental security as a concept. This 

study will aim to further complement it by adopting a perspective that captures the historical context 

and illuminates the deeper interactions between social structures. The analytical frameworks presented 

above will be used throughout to outline the processes taking place in the empirical cases.  

 

The Western Balkan case of environmental security can be considered in its wider historical setting 

through the approach of conceptual history, As Quentin Skinner has remarked, concepts offer a way to 

understand and describe the surrounding world in terms of both politics and morality. Yet they are not 

fixed, but given various uses that change over time. Skinner’s perspective looks at the political 

implications of the use and change of concepts, and is particularly interested in cases where rhetorical 

means are used for a kind of re-description of a concept, or to persuade an audience to accept the use of 

a given concept in a new light.169 This take on conceptual history has a close affinity to the logic of 

securitisation and therefore helps to place it into a broad historical spectrum.  

 

Conceptual history ties the present discourse concerning changes in the concept of security into a 

chronology that reaches further into the past and has wider ramifications on international relations 

theory.  Although the present study will not attempt any systematic effort to trace the conceptual history 

of security, the longer perspective is invaluable so as to acknowledge the background of the unsettled 

concept of security as a whole. In particular, Skinner offers an approach that draws light on the 

relationship between language and the society, suggesting that it is through this interchange that 

security acquires new definitions but conversely also has consequences on political actions.  
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On the other hand, conceptual history contributes to the analysis of the concept of environmental 

history itself. Although it is a recent concept, it has evolved a great deal over a short time and been 

subject to several attempts at a comprehensive definition. Skinner’s approach is therefore especially 

well suited for environmental security, as it focuses on political consequences rather than on the long 

term societal transformation. Despite the short time span, the concept has been used in various ways 

politically and therefore likely to have had consequences on policy outcomes or shifts in discourse. 

However, conceptual history will not constitute an additional part in the analytical framework but will 

be an underpinning element throughout the discussion. 

 

Securitisation is by no means the only possible way to study environmental security, but as this section 

has aimed to demonstrate, it does provide some clear advantages by examining security as a process. 

For the work at hand, this is significant, as it explores precisely its emergence and evolution through 

multiple processes. Firstly, it is tied to a regional and historical context – that of the post-conflict 

Western Balkans – where certain actions and events have taken place and have formed a specific 

environmental security discourse. This perspective should be adaptive to securitisation theory, which 

emphasises the regional approach as a particularly fruitful level of analysis for new security threats. 

Secondly, the Western Balkan case has taken place in interaction with the global evolution of 

environmental security, gaining influences and possibly also contributing to it. In other words, it reflects 

a far more wide-scale development that is likely to be equally non-stationary and open-ended as the 

regional one. 
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3. The Kosovo Conflict  

On the evening of March 24th 2001, after a long round of negotiations had come to nothing, NATO started air 

bombings in Yugoslavia in an attempt to force an end to the ethnic cleansing in the autonomous province of 

Kosovo. The bombing campaign finally ended on June 10th as the Yugoslav government conceded to a peace 

agreement, but the crisis had vast ramifications on international relations for years to come. Yet even more it 

affected ordinary citizens as well as their living environments in Kosovo and elsewhere in Yugoslavia. One of 

the less explicit consequences of the crisis was its impact on the ecological environment, particularly in the 

form of pollution caused by the bombings of industrial facilities. While these damages are inevitable in almost 

any kind of military conflict, they are usually by no means the most urgent nor highly prioritised and are likely 

to worsen and spread if left unaddressed, thus potentially having unexpected and far-reaching consequences 

over longer periods of time. Current research on post-conflict situations suggests that dealing with 

environmental problems immediately as a part of the peace-building and reconstruction effort is likely to avert 

later problems.1 

What makes the Kosovo conflict interesting from the environmental securitisation perspective is that it was 

one of the first ones in which damage to environment made its way into the public discussion. Already during 

the bombings concerns were raised particularly in the international media, but also such concerns were 

recognised by governmental officials both within Yugoslavia and in neighbouring countries, in Romania and 

Bulgaria. Different international actors from UN agencies to human rights groups and environmental 

organisations also started to take interest, pointing out the potential harm for the local population and in some 

cases condemning the NATO operations. As the conflict continued, the statements and the entire media debate 

started to become increasingly heated and laced with political arguments. This resulted in an overriding sense 

of a need to find out the final say on the actual damages caused by the conflict, which is likely to have 

significantly influenced the eventual initiative by the UN Environment Programme to take up the task of 

carrying out an assessment to evaluate this. 

In many ways, the Kosovo conflict is an illustrative example of the process of the securitisation of the 

environment, although it emanated from the very specific topic of conflict impacts. It is not only the UNEP 

assessment itself or its direct findings that are of interest in the Kosovo case. At least as significant are the 

various claims and discourses around it, presented by a number of actors both directly involved in the conflict 

and commenting on it as observers. Instead of aiming for de-politicisation, many of the arguments presented 

regarding environmental damage were, on the contrary, deeply politicised and used to further the interests of 

the actors involved. This adds an additional dimension to the securitisation process and makes the question of 
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the relationship between politics and security even more poignant. In the Kosovo case, it is therefore 

particularly important to identify the actors involved – especially the securitising agent(s) and audience(s) – 

and their interests, as well as to understand the overall political context in which the discourse took place. 

3.1 The path to the bombings 

Conflict in Kosovo broke out in full force in February 1998, after several years of unrest between the Kosovo 

Liberation Army (KLA) and the forces of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (FRY). It marked an escalation 

in the insurgency of the KLA against the tightening repression of the Serbian regime of Slobodan Milošević 

in the previously autonomous province that had a significant Albanian minority.  An international ‘Contact 

Group’, consisting of the USA, Russia, France, Germany, the UK and Italy, was involved from the start with 

the aim of containing the hostilities, but the mediation efforts had little effect. The disproportionate use of 

force by the FRY forces was condemned by the international community, and both an arms embargo and 

economic sanctions were imposed in an effort to pressure the Yugoslav government.2  

Yet the military actions by the FRY continued. The so-called Račak massacre in January 1999, in which 45 

Kosovars were killed by Serb forces, fed fears of a sliding towards a full-scale genocide. Peace negotiations 

were finally started in February, resulting in the Rambouillet accords that would have guaranteed NATO troops 

enforcing the treaty with full access to the area of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. This was unacceptable 

to the Serbs, who refused to sign the accords. As a result, the diplomatic route to resolving the crisis was seen 

to be exhausted, and instead, NATO decided to go ahead with the use of force, which had always been the 

ultimatum used to put pressure on the Serbian leadership.3 

The bombings lasted from 24 March to 10 June 1999 and were carried out in three phases. First, NATO mainly 

targeted  the Serbian air defence and military command, but as this had unexpectedly little effect on the ability 

of the FRY forces to carry out their operations, the attacks were extended to Serbian ground forces in Kosovo. 

After about a month of bombing, the NATO countries decided to also target critical infrastructure and 

communications within in Serbia. As the campaign had already carried on for longer than expected, this final 

phase was seen to be necessary to impel the Milošević regime towards capitulation even though NATO  

recognised that it would likely lead to an increase in criticism of the bombings in member countries and 

elsewhere. 4 The intensified air war was coupled with hints that NATO wasn’t ruling out the option of 

deploying a ground force in Kosovo, and with an increased willingness from neighbouring countries Bulgaria 

                                                
2 Bideleux & Jeffries 2007, 537-545. 
3 Bideleux & Jeffries 2007, 542-546. 
4 The Independent International Commission on Kosovo: The Kosovo Conflict. Conflict, International Response, Lessons 
Learned. Oxford University Press, New York 2000, 93. 
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and Romania to put pressure on Serbia by allowing NATO forces to use their airspace and, in the case of 

Bulgaria, by cutting off an oil pipeline to Serbia.5 

By the end of May, the peace negotiations started to yield results, and on June 3rd Milošević signed the peace 

agreement. The bombings ceased on June 10th, and on the same day the UN Security Council passed 

Resolution 1244, in which it outlined the basic guideline for international involvement in post-conflict Kosovo. 

It also elaborated on the role of the Kosovo International Security Force (KFOR), which was to be responsible 

for the security of the citizens of Kosovo and the international presence there. 6   

Further consideration for the future of Kosovo and the entire Western Balkan region was continued 

immediately on June 18-20th in a G8 summit in Cologne.  The meeting unequivocally established that Serbia 

would not be eligible for any reconstruction funds for as long as the Milošević regime stayed in power, but it 

would benefit from a significant humanitarian aid programme that was planned to cover the entire Western 

Balkans. This distinction was to become crucial in some of the cooperation that ensued immediately after the 

conflict, as it gave an additional motivation to include environmental issues in humanitarian aid in order to 

ensure funds for its remediation. The meeting also gave its endorsement to the Stability Pact for South-Eastern 

Europe, which became the EU’s main tool for financial aid in the region.7  

3.2 The Damage Done 

Estimates vary regarding human casualty figures, as well as with regard to almost all other damage caused by 

the war. The UN and the NATO initially claimed that around 10 000 Kosovars had been killed in the attacks 

by the Serb forces, but studies carried out by UN forensic investigators revised that figure to between 4 000-5 

000. The Serb casualties by the NATO bombings were estimated by Human Rights Watch (HRW) to be around 

500. 8 Both FRY forces and the NATO were also accused of war crimes. In the case of the FRY these included 

acts such as the Račak mass killing, which led to Milošević and a number of others from his top leadership 

being indicted in the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia (ICTY).9 NATO, on the other 

hand, was accused by the HRW and Amnesty International, among others, of using cluster bombs, non-military 

targeting and inadequate measures to avoid civilian casualties.10 

The conflict also caused a severe humanitarian crisis as thousands of Kosovar refugees fled to Albania and the 

Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia. About 860 000 people are estimated to have been forced to leave 
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their homes and expelled from Kosovo. This put an intense pressure on basic infrastructure in Albania and 

FYR Macedonia, raising concerns that the refugees could not be provided shelter and other basic services. The 

sudden influx of people also had a destabilising effect particularly in FYR Macedonia, which had an existing 

internal crisis of its own. It was one of the factors that prompted the international community to eventually 

intervene in the conflict, in addition to the humanitarian aid to alleviate the situation at the refugee camps.11 

In addition to the human suffering, the conflict caused considerable damage to physical infrastructure. The 

NATO bombings destroyed several important bridges, airports and roads as well as industrial and 

communications facilities in Serbia. Electric capacity and oil production were severely affected, further 

slowing the economic recovery.12  In 1999, the BBC estimated the financial cost of the Kosovo conflict to have 

been around £30 billion, or around 54 billion EUR converted to present value. This sum includes the military 

cost of fighting the war, as well as the economic losses due to decreased activity and destroyed infrastructure, 

but it does not take into account the environmental damage.13  

While the financial value of the environmental effects is difficult to calculate, they attracted a great deal of 

attention already during the conflict. The attacks on industrial facilities sparked fears of a full-scale 

environmental catastrophe, or an ‘ecocide’, as it was commonly named by the Yugoslav government as well 

as some of the international media.14 When oil refineries in Pančevo and Novi Sad were bombed heavily in 

April 1999, residents in the towns and their surrounding areas complained about thick smoke that they worried 

might be poisonous.15 Later, similar fears were raised about the contamination of the Danube and about strikes 

on other industrial facilities, among others.16 Meanwhile, the NATO forces were widely suspected of using 

bombs containing depleted uranium; an accusation that NATO itself later confirmed to be true. 17  The 

environmental effects were also an issue for neighbouring countries. As the conflict continued, Bulgaria and 

Romania voiced increasing concerns about the discharges of heavy metals into the Danube, and the potentially 

harmful emissions of burning industrial facilities.18  
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http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/476134.stm (Last visited 13.2.2014) 
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15  Anonymoys author: Serbian Toxic Fumes Fear. News report, BBC 18 Apr 1999. Available at 
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Available at http://www.grida.no/news/press/2073.aspx (Visited 5 Feb 2014). 
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3.3 The International Aftermath 

The NATO intervention in Kosovo was controversial in many ways. In particular, it was NATO’s decision not 

to seek UN Security Council (UNSC) approval for its actions, which exposed it to a great deal of criticism. It 

is not the aim of this study to take a position for or against the legality or the legitimacy of the campaign, but 

it is important to understand the political wrangling that ensued and the implications it had also for the 

environmental assessment. 

 NATO decided to shrink away from the UNSC proceeding mainly because China and Russia would veto any 

resolution endorsing the intervention.19 This made it possible for the organisation to act quickly, but it implied 

a significant weakness with regard to the legitimation of action in the face of international law. 20  The 

justifications NATO emphasised at the beginning of the campaign were: the obligation to solve the worsening 

humanitarian crisis, the necessity to demonstrate the resolve of the organisation to follow through with the 

military threat that had been used in the negotiations, and the need to weaken the military power of the 

Milošević regime to wage war in the future.21 However, it has been suggested that additional, unpronounced 

but equally important factors were at play, such as NATO’s own need to assert its credibility as a security 

organisation, the bad memories of the inability of the international community to act in the Bosnian war, severe 

distrust of Milošević among the Western powers, and the fear in European countries of the consequences of a 

mass migration of refugees from the region.22  

From the point of view of NATO, the question ultimately came down to whether the plight of the Kosovo 

Albanians was made easier because of the intervention, and if non-action would have led to more victims. But 

for the international community at large, the decision to intervene without UNSC approval became a far wider 

issue relating to international law, state sovereignty and humanitarian needs. There was stark opposition to the 

bombings in many countries, including NATO member states, especially towards the end of the campaign as 

NATO forces started to target infrastructure, thus increasingly affecting ordinary people.23 Some of the NATO 

tactics were seen as further incriminating. The decision to target the Serbian state TV channel RTS, and the 

strike on the Chinese Embassy, which NATO insisted was a mistake, both caused public dismay.24  In their 

reports after the conflict, Amnesty International (AI) and Human Rights Watch (HRW) strongly criticised the 
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NATO for the use of cluster bombs, questionable targeting and inadequate measures to avoid civilian 

casualties.25 

The Kosovo conflict and the NATO intervention thus left open a wide array of questions that can be expected 

to have had a major influence on the credibility of the international community in the region. This also affected 

the room for manoeuvre for the UN, even though it remained neutral in the sense that it did not mandate the 

NATO actions. Furthermore, the sanctions programme on Serbia made it difficult for outside actors to perform 

operations within the country. At the same time, the unclear situation prompted an urgent need to, as 

impartially as possible, investigate some of the actions taken during the conflict and in its immediate aftermath. 

While NGOs such as the HRW and AI provided their reports, this responsibility mainly was taken on by UN 

organisations, which could be considered influential and global enough to gain a sense of credibility for their 

work.  

It is another matter entirely whether the population in the Yugoslav Republic perceived the UN organisations 

as impartial. In many ways, the entire UN system could be regarded as a part of the ‘international community’, 

whose credence had certainly been questioned by the Serbian political elite and to some extent the general 

public since the Bosnian War. The relationship became even more fraught after the traumatising bombings, 

where many considered the international community as a partial and unwelcome outside influence. Worse still, 

under the ‘international community’ grouping, UN agencies may have easily come to be likened to NATO, 

which was seen as an aggressor and accused of war crimes.26 In light of this background, any UN intervention 

was likely to be med with a great deal of suspicion and doubt from the Yugoslav side. 

3.4 Balkan Task Force  

The UN started to act upon the matter of the environmental consequences of the Kosovo conflict already before 

the bombing had ceased. The potential pollution caused by the bombings was widely reported in international 

media and the FRY authorities. In addition, neighbouring countries Romania and Bulgaria expressed concerns 

about trans-boundary risks.27 A special humanitarian needs assessment mission was sent out to investigate the 

situation in the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia in May 1999, as an inter-agency cooperation between UNEP 
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and UN Human Settlements Programme (UN-HABITAT). This visit established the need to carry out a 

thorough, impartial assessment of the environmental damages resulting from the conflict.28 

The assessment was embarked upon at record speed by UN standards. The former Finnish Minister of the 

Environment, Pekka Haavisto, was appointed as team leader, and he had by mid-July put together a group of 

international experts from various fields to carry out the research on the ground in FRY. The main concern in 

the formation of the expert team was that the members had to be credible both scientifically and politically – 

in other words, it had to be perceived as unbiased. This required also that the work be done completely 

independently of scientists or officials from the FRY.29 

The work of the assessment team, named the Balkan Task Force (BTF), was divided into five parts on the 

grounds of what were the most urgent environmental consequences of the war. The parts were as follows:30  

1. Environmental consequences of air strikes on industrial sites  

2. Environmental consequences of the conflict on the Danube river  

3. Consequences of the conflict on biodiversity in protected areas  

4. Consequences of the conflict for human settlements and the environment in Kosovo 

5. Possible use of depleted uranium weapons in Kosovo  

The field missions were carried out during July-October 1999, immediately after the conflict. The team visited 

several sites in Serbia and Kosovo, particularly targeting those that had heavy industry or were otherwise 

reported to have suffered from environmental damage.31 The team carried out the research and completed its 

report before the end of 1999, with the results handed directly to the UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan.32 

The BTF mission was the first of its kind in the history of UNEP, and it served as the opening of a whole new 

branch dedicated to post-conflict assessments. 33  After Kosovo, similar assessments have been made in 

Afghanistan, Iraq, Sudan and the Democratic Republic of Congo, among others. Yet, according to some of 

those involved, it was not the intention during the BTF mission that the concept would be institutionalised 
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within UNEP, rather, it was to perform a one-off evaluation to respond to the immediate needs in the FRY.34 

On the other hand, the BTF report required the experts involved to consider and develop a great deal of new 

methodology to assess the state of the environment and the damage done, as most of it simply did not exist 

previously.35 It was also one of the stated goals of UNEP at the time to develop its new policy focus on 

monitoring, assessment and early warning, which the post-conflict work well supported.36 In this sense, it 

seems logical that the organisation decided to develop this new field further as its own branch after a promising 

start.  

There were a number of factors contributing to the fact that the assessment was carried out particularly in the 

case of Kosovo. For one thing, environmental security had started to break out from academic studies and into 

the context of policy-making during the 1990s.37  There was thus a demand for work in this field. In addition, 

the idea came at a convenient time for UNEP. Its newly appointed director, Klaus Töpfer, was eager to explore 

new areas of work for his organisation, particularly strengthening its policy relevance and ability to react to 

topical challenges. The Kosovo crisis was one of the biggest media events of the time, and the media reports 

about the pollution caused by the bombings prompted a wider debate about the environmental impacts of 

conflict. Moreover, the UN as a whole was already very present in the Balkans and had an interest in promoting 

stability in the region.38  

Yet there also was severe criticism directed at the UNEP effort. Many countries disapproved of the idea that 

additional financing would be given to investigate events in a European and thus, in global terms, relatively 

wealthy area. The attention given to Kosovo was interpreted as a sign of the Western countries’ tendency to 

focus on and direct financing to nearby regions while neglecting poorer countries with more severe problems. 

This was despite the fact that the Kosovo assessment was carried out without any basic funding from UNEP, 

in effect leaving the assessment team to obtain all financing for the project.39    

While the assessment team had the explicit support of the UNEP Secretary General, it could not avoid running 

into political and bureaucratic obstacles from within the UN system. According to Haavisto, it was clear that 

the project was not looked upon favourably from all directions, and there were deliberate attempts to hinder 

the process in addition to the ordinary hurdles of having to deal with the administrative features of a large 

international organisation.40 The ad hoc character of the project seems to have been both an advantage and a 
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burden, partly allowing it to slip through the cracks and apply creative approaches as an organisational 

anomaly, but partly also attracting the attention of those who opposed its implementation. 

Despite the efforts to ensure expertise and to make sure that the assessment team would be as unbiased as 

possible, the assessment also encountered doubts about its impartiality. The BTF seems to have applied 

diplomatic efforts by engaging a wide range of stakeholders to directly or indirectly take part in the project.  

For example, concerns raised by environmentalist groups were mostly appeased when they were allowed to 

name representatives among the experts.41 The team also extensively engaged and exchanged information with 

international NGOs like WWF and Greenpeace.42 Likewise, the mission commended the FRY government for 

its cooperation throughout the field mission, saying it had allowed full access and assistance.43 This was 

important also from the point of view of underlining the credibility of the BTF, as a sign that the Yugoslav 

government could not dictate the materials and thereby, also the results of the mission. Yet some questions 

lingered on, particularly among local people who, according to Haavisto, generally equated the UN with the 

NATO and therefore remained dubious of its impartiality.44  

The Kosovo assessment had an important role as the starting point of the post-conflict environmental work. 

Moreover, it emphasised the link between environmental and security issues as a whole. Both of these aspects 

were to become important from the point of view of the later developments in the Western Balkans.  

3.5 Kosovo post-conflict environmental assessment and environmental security linkages 

The environmental security linkage was demonstrated in different ways both during the Kosovo conflict and 

in the aftermath. It evolved from separate but often overlapping discourses that were maintained by a number 

of actors and gave varying motivations and consequences to the thematic, thus formulating variable portrayals 

of the issue. The focus here is on the actions and statements of the international community as these are crucial 

for understanding their subsequent involvement in environmental security in the post-conflict situation. 

However, to understand these, it is necessary to identify and analyse the claims made by other relevant actors, 

such as the FRY government, other countries and NGOs, who often provoked the discourses that the 

international actors were reacting to. The following section will aim to do this with the help of the analytical 

framework outlined in Section 2. The analysis will take into consideration the reports themselves, UNEP and 

BTF press releases and other public statements as well as public debate and research interviews.  
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3.5.1 The discussion leading up to the assessment and the actors involved 

The discussion about the environmental impacts of the conflict started already during the bombing campaign. 

Mostly it went on in local and international media, but there were also diplomatic circles behind the scenes.  

Both of these affected the decision by high UN officials to carry out an assessment of the environmental 

consequences, although it was made rather early on during the spring of 1999.45  

Environmental problems constituting health risks were the most visible and the most often mentioned issue. 

Certainly, these constituted the most prominent part of the media coverage, both in the FRY and 

internationally. For example, after the strikes on oil refineries in Pančevo and Novi Sad on April 17th, Serbian 

news agencies started to use the term ‘ecological disaster’,46 which was also adopted by several international 

media. The reports described a dark cloud of smoke hovering over Pančevo for several days.47  

Stories like these had a key role in raising concerns about irreparable environmental damage, which still 

lingered after the bombings ceased. In addition, the allegations that the NATO had been using depleted 

uranium (DU) in its ammunition caused fears that the public might be at risk of a continuous exposure to 

carcinogenic radiation.48 Questions were also raised at a high political level as neighbouring countries Bulgaria 

and Romania pointed out that the potential pollution was not likely to merely stay within the Serbian borders.49 

Less attention was given to the direct damage inflicted on the ecosystem and biodiversity or the consequences 

these would have regarding eventual reconstruction efforts, but these were still present in the discussion. These 

remarks often made reference to the cross-border effects of environmental problems, emphasising the 

potentially wide implications that seemingly local events might have.50  

Although there was a common logic behind the environmental health claims – that the damages of the 

bombings constituted a threat to the society and to the entire ecosystem potentially – there seem to have been 

differences with regard to the formulation and focus between the various actors. These distinctions are relevant 
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to understanding the strategic positions of the actors and, in turn, the eventual impact that the claims had on 

the discussion. They also reveal how the several actors were addressing different audiences. 

The most obvious actor with an interest in the discussion was the FRY government, which used the ecological 

damage to create the image of an ‘ecocide’ so severe that it could be seen as part of an exceptionally cruel type 

of warfare directed at ordinary citizens.51  The officials expressed grave concerns especially about the health 

impacts of the bombings of industrial sites and gave statements to international media suggesting that the 

ensuing pollution would have dire effects on the population. The culprit for these damages was made very 

clear. ‘How can they hit a factory that could endanger people's lives by pollution?’, insisted the mayor of 

Pančevo after the strikes on industrial targets on April 18th, referring to NATO.52 Similarly, in his letter to the 

UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan appealing the organisation to intervene and end the bombardments, the 

FRY Foreign Minister Zivadin Jovanovic claimed industrial targets had released ‘huge quantities of hazardous 

substances’ and called this ‘yet another example of a crime against humanity caused by NATO aggressors’.53 

Later in June, when the peace negotiations were in the final stages, Jovanovic directly accused NATO of 

‘ecocide’.54 This term was commonly used by local media and many environmental NGOs.55 

In some cases, such risks were even pointed out before any damage had been inflicted, as a preventive measure 

seemingly. For example, the authorities took international reporters to a detergent plant in Baric, warning of 

‘lethal consequences’ for the citizens of Belgrade as ‘[u]ntold thousands’ would be asphyxiated if the plant 

was hit and hydrofluoric acid released.56 Government representatives also often warned of the potential cross-

border effects of the pollution, which could also pose a threat to neighbouring countries or even all of Europe.57 

This is a clear example of presenting environmental damage as a security threat that could raise alarm among 

European countries and encourage countries to join in opposition to the NATO campaign. The unusual aspect 

about this case is that the damage had not yet occurred and was still preventable, giving other countries a real 

chance to intervene and avert the destruction. 

The government also pointed out threats to biodiversity and the ecosystem, although usually as a side note to 

the human impacts. For example, upon issuing an appeal to UN Secretary General Kofi Annan calling for the 

bombings to cease, the FRY foreign minister Zivadin Jovanovic argued among other things that oil spills into 
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the Danube were ‘threatening flora and fauna’ and forest fires in national parks had ‘caused lasting damage to 

the unique eco-system’.58 He went on to emphasise that the damages would be felt ‘not only in Yugoslavia but 

in southeastern Europe and the entire Mediterranean basin’59. The latter argument was echoed by Jagoš 

Zelenović, FRY Minister of Development, Science and Environmental Protection, in a letter to Klaus Töpfer, 

stating that ‘[b]esides carrying out genocide, NATO by its aggression is causing ecocide in the environment 

of FR (Federal Republic of) Yugoslavia and wider, in the whole Balkans and considerable part of Europe’60. 

Yet in other fora the official sources aimed to reassure the local public and restrain the most acute concern 

about pollution, pointing out that the ‘fumes caused by the attacks were being monitored closely and, so far, 

were not causing a danger to the public.’61 These statements were in contrast to the threat arguments, which 

suggests that the officials either did not think that the damage was really quite as bad as it was made out to be 

in the scene of international politics, or that they simply wanted to avoid panic among the public. Both options 

are likely to be true to some extent. According to Haavisto, a similar pattern continued after the conflict while 

the environmental assessment was being carried out. The FRY officials tended to hide information and present 

misleading data, thus considerably complicating the field research.62 This implies that for the Milošević 

regime, the concern about the environmental damage was of secondary importance compared to its 

instrumental value in extracting sympathy on the international scene. When the bombing campaign ended, it’s 

likely that any concerns for the environment that had been expressed prior had since become less advantageous 

and might have, in fact, risen suspicions about pollution impacts among the general public and thus have 

hindered reconstruction and recovery. In any case, this clearly shows that there were at least two different 

audiences to whom the FRY officials directed their message: the international community and the domestic 

population. This differentiation shows how environmental security arguments were used to further specific 

political interests, and how the formulations and framings changed depending on the target audience and 

context. 

The FRY media closely followed and reflected the official line. The language was harsh, such as the 

comparisons made to Hiroshima after the atomic bomb that were made by the newspaper Glas Javnosti after a 

bombing of the chemical plant ‘Milan Blagojević’ on April 8th.63 Similarly, Serbian television claimed the 

bombings of chemical and fertiliser plants and an oil refinery in Pančevo were a part of a ‘genocidal plan 

[attempting to] provoke an environmental disaster by targeting an installation containing highly noxious 
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substances, which is a precedent in the rules of warfare’64. This is in line with the overall style of reporting, 

which was strongly influenced by the state of war and had a tendency for simplification and aggravated claims. 

Moreover, the media in FRY was largely under the control of the Milošević regime, and with the pretext of 

the war independent outlets were even more at risk of being harassed or shut down.65 The majority of the press 

primarily reflected the official line designed to present a certain picture both to the local public and to the 

international audience. However, it should be noted that at this time the local media attention was primarily 

focused on the immediate loss of human lives and other direct damages. The ecological losses, even when they 

could pose a health threat, were acknowledged rather as side remarks to the greater losses. Overall, the 

possibility of an ecological disaster was only one of the several stories of destruction reported by the local 

media – and probably a minor one at that, albeit intensely argued. 

In international media, on the other hand, the environmental theme occupied a large part of the war coverage. 

Big questions about human losses and destroyed homes took up a major part of the local reporting, but were 

not necessarily experienced so personally abroad, leaving room for a wider range of topics. The ecological 

damage could be seen as a broader question that touched all of human kind in a philosophical sense and at 

least the direct neighbour countries in a concrete way. In addition, even outside FRY the NATO campaign was 

met with growing opposition, which was inevitably strengthened by claims about ecological destruction.  

Obviously, the international media portrayal of the ecological damage does not constitute a uniform or 

premeditated agenda in the same way as the local media coverage, at least insofar as free and independent 

media are concerned. Although it has been argued that the media in NATO countries played along with their 

governments’ narrative about genocide and the necessity of toppling Milošević, it would be misleading to 

claim that their reporting was controlled.66 Therefore, international media coverage constitutes a part of the 

context, providing a view into the various roles of the different actors participating in the discussion, based on 

their reactions and arguments. In addition, the coverage of environmental damage drew attention to the 

problem and increased the potential that it would feature in the political discourse that ensued and by extension 

inspire concrete actions. 

Romania and Bulgaria were relatively vocal actors reinforcing the international discussion from early on. As 

neighbouring countries, they were potential victims of cross-border pollution and had an interest in demanding 

preventive action. Since they were not direct parties to the conflict, their arguments could also be considered 
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less influenced by political and propaganda goals and therefore particularly persuasive. Yet the issue was 

diplomatically challenging in both countries, as they were NATO candidates and offered support to the 

organisation by allowing the use of their airspace. The most vehement protests against the ecological damage 

came from opposition forces, who probably also seized the opportunity to weaken the status of the national 

governments.67  

In their official statements, on the other hand, the countries struck a balance between concerned and diplomatic 

tones. For example, the Romanian Ministry of Environment said that it would ‘take at least two years to size 

up the full impact, especially on the Danube and the Black Sea fauna and flora. We fear there may be long-

term effects’68, and went on to suggest that acid rains near the Yugoslav border were likely to be ‘the direct 

consequence of air pollution caused by fires following bombings’69. On the other hand, he also remarked that 

the country did not want to ‘conceal realities’ but instead to ‘issue correct information on the impact of the 

(Yugoslav) conflict on the environment’.70  After the bombings had already ended in June, the Bulgarian 

government sent a note to the FRY government urging it to ‘to clarify sources and reasons for polluting the 

Timok river and measures aimed at ending it’71. Both Bulgaria and Romania were also engaged in monitoring 

the environmental status and pollution levels during and after the conflict and actively called for further 

assessment of the ecological consequences.72 

Meanwhile, environmental NGOs took the Kosovo case as a part of their campaigning. WWF and Green Cross 

International, in particular, were active from the beginning, and also announced their willingness to cooperate 

on the BTF assessment.73 Unlike most other actors, environmental groups focused more on the ecology and 

natural environment rather than the societal and health impacts. According to Philip Weller of the WWF, even 

if humanitarian issues were the first in everyone’s mind, ‘only immediate measures to stop the downstream 

flow of pollution will prevent an ecological catastrophe from following the humanitarian one’.74 However, the 

NGOs also pointed out that some pollutants – like dioxins – would accumulate in the food chain and have 

long-term effects, also on humans.75 They particularly raised topics that they have traditionally been working 
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with, for example with Greenpeace pointing out the risk of a nuclear accident as a result of the bombings.76 In 

this sense, they used the Kosovo case in order to further their own political interests. 

On the other hand, the Green Cross International aimed to raise discussion about the environmental 

consequences of war more generally. Writing in the Guardian newspaper, its then president Mikhail Gorbachev 

argued that ‘a comprehensive analysis of the environmental situation’ should be carried out, and that provisions 

for environmental damage should be included in the Geneva Conventions.77 Likewise, Greenpeace Greece 

warned about the potential harm to the population in the embattled areas who ‘not only suffer the effects of air 

pollution but must continue to live in a heavily damaged environment’.78 In other words, international NGOs 

kept the environmental problems on the overall agenda, but at this point were not taking part in the 

environmental security discourse. 

Local NGOs were less vocal in the international scene, but not completely silent. Despite the strong grip of 

the Milošević regime, civil society organisations in Yugoslavia were able to function, although under 

pressure.79 A focus on the environment may have been perceived as a more neutral topic and therefore less 

threatening to the government. It is also possible that on the ecological issue NGOs and government agreed, 

with both emphasising the negative impacts of the bombardments. In some cases, NGOs could be beneficial 

to the government. Local media reported for example that the organisations ‘Green Limes’ and ‘Gips fulvis’ 

were active in establishing an international ecological court to study the damage done to the FRY 

environment.80 

However, it should not be taken for granted that civil society was always able to openly express its views, 

particularly if these were in conflict with the official line. Haavisto suggests that there at least was a tension 

between the two, which came to the fore especially after the NATO campaign had ended. The BTF assessment 

team were welcomed by environmental NGOs that were active and relatively influential in their local 

communities and enthusiastic to have the opportunity to share their major concerns.81 In addition to the conflict 

damage, though, they were eager to discuss the high levels of existing pollution dating already from the era 

before the bombings. This was something that municipal officials and other local administration did not 
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appreciate, and instead made manoeuvres to hide the more alarming details.82 It was in the interest of the 

administration to present all damage as resulting from the bombardment, whereas the NGOs were simply 

concerned with bringing to light as many problems as possible that were affecting them, for which they they 

now had an audience.  

The BTF team thus inadvertently walked into a local societal conflict about the environment.83 It is also 

possible that some of the NGO representatives and local officials were in favour of opposition parties, 

potentially trying to use environmental issues to question the line of the government. Clearly, the issues of 

environmental security were used for domestic political interests as well, also by the local civil society. This 

provides yet another context for the discourse. 

Meanwhile, there were actors that had an important role in the overall process, but that had tried not to make 

strict statements about the situation and even attempted to steer away from taking part in the actual discussion.  

The UN and its agencies, particularly UNEP, are the best example of the former. To maintain their credibility, 

it was especially important for them to try to balance between the different interests and arguments and to keep 

an unbiased position. Indeed, one of the main motivations for the BTF assessment was precisely to provide 

‘neutral, objective and scientific assessment of the real situation on the ground’84, as described by Klaus Töpfer 

in the introduction to the final report. Any second-guessing of the UN position would weaken the impact of 

the work, at least in the eyes of the interested parties.  

At the same time, though, it was almost inevitable that the BTF work and its premises were questioned by at 

least some of those it concerned. UNEP therefore had to gain legitimacy for the assessment in three ways: it 

needed to first convince all relevant actors that the situation was dangerous enough to merit a special field 

mission, then to show that scientific research on the issue could be done, and finally to justify that the UNEP 

team would be the best one to carry it out. This resulted in a very careful approach that emphasised the need 

for more information before any conclusions could be made, demonstrated well by Töpfer’s arguing that it 

was necessary to gain ‘clear, detailed and credible information on the impacts on human settlements and 

infrastructure, and on the possible environmental repercussions of the Balkans conflict, such as water and air 

pollution or the release of hazardous waste’.85 As a result, instead of using securitising arguments to make a 

more convincing case for the assessment, the organisation in fact stated very little that could be interpreted as 

‘securitisation’, at least prior to the publication of the BTF mission results.  
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The policy of caution also backfired in a way that has had implications up to the present day and which also 

illustrates the level of politicisation involved in the discourse. Due to the increasing concern about the situation 

in FRY, the UN General Secretary at the time, Kofi Annan, had commissioned a special humanitarian needs 

assessment mission to be sent on location. Upon its return from the field, the mission, led by UNEP’s Senior 

Policy Advisor Mr. Bakary Kante, strongly recommended a further investigation of the environmental 

impacts. 86 It produced a mission report that stated, among other things, that environmental damage had 

occurred, but that was kept unofficial because it included information obtained from highly political sources 

such as the FRY government that could not be verified independently. The report was thus taken merely as 

background and justification for the actual BTF field assessment. It was, however, leaked to the press and the 

decision not to publish the report inflicted accusations, especially from the side of the FRY government, that 

the UN was deliberately holding back information on pollution and health risks. 87  Regardless of any 

explanation that UNEP could give, this could be used as an argument against its credibility and neutrality. 

Additional gravity may have been given to the issue as it concerned the kind of pollution that might have health 

impacts accumulating over time. This has also continued to hold the media’s attention: still in 2014 Serbian 

newspapers were reporting the ‘shocking’ report that had allegedly been hidden.88 

NATO remained mute on the environmental health risks, but did not categorically deny them either. It 

generally emphasised the strategic nature of its targets, attempting to present the idea of high-tech warfare 

affecting the infrastructure instead of human victims. The industrial targets were said to be necessary in order 

to ‘cripple Yugoslavia's ability to wage war against the ethnic Albanian majority’89. In May 1999, NATO was 

forced to admit dumping unexploded bombs into the Adriatic Sea, raising alarm about their potential ecological 

impact. 90  It addressed the issue arguing ‘[t]he procedures were carried out in international waters in 

“designated areas” for this sort of operation’91, clearly aiming to evoke the idea of an orderly and planned 

activity carried out within the confines of international law. Other statements were less refined, as was reported 

after the NATO strikes on an oil refinery and fertiliser plant in Pančevo and the ensuing complaints by the 

FRY government: ‘"Of course we're aware of what's happening," said [NATO] Gen. Giuseppe Marini after 
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the Pančevo attack. "Conflicts have never been healthy for anybody."’92 NATO also aimed to point out that 

the conflict and thus also any potential ecological damage was to be blamed on the FRY government.93   

The question of environmental damages must have been inconvenient for NATO, as it was almost certain to 

attract attention from the general public in its own member states and thus further contribute to the criticism 

of the already unpopular campaign.  For the most part it seems to have chosen a restricted publicity policy, 

which was maintained even after the end of the campaign although it inevitably complicated the work of the 

UNEP assessment.94 By keeping quiet on the environmental damage, it could at least try to contain the 

discussion from escalating and becoming even more politicised. Even if the off-hand remark by the NATO 

general mentioned above did not represent the official line of the organisation in all its subtlety, it does aptly 

demonstrate the view that NATO was eager to stress: environmental damage was a normal and unavoidable 

part of warfare, nothing more strategic or premeditated. 

The rest of the international community treaded a similarly careful line between recognition of environmental 

security risks and reluctance to jump to conclusions about their causes and effects. For NATO countries, in 

particular, the issue was awkward and had the potential to cause protests against the campaign among the 

general public. On the other hand, some countries made an effort to take action, often for very varied 

motivations. For example Switzerland, Greece and Russia were planning a joint initiative to provide 

humanitarian assistance, including an environmental component, to FRY.95 Out of these, Russia opposed the 

NATO intervention from the very beginning,96 and, as Haavisto among others observed, was eager to show its 

negative consequences.97 In Greece, on the other hand, concern about pollution crossing borders to its territory 

was high98, and – in spite of it being a member state of the NATO – the general public was particularly opposed 

to the campaign.99 Meanwhile, other actors that were directly engaged in resolving the Kosovo conflict, such 

as the EU and the OSCE, are almost conspicuously absent from the discourse on environmental damage. 

Thus, there were essentially two kinds of actors involved: those who were actively trying to present 

environment as a part of the security discussion, and those who were trying not to take a stand on the issue. 

Surprisingly perhaps, hardly anyone in the mainstream discussion was actively trying to discredit the 

environmental security claim, even by dismissing it as irrelevant in face of the more direct human cost. This 
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may have been because the bombing campaign was negatively viewed by so many actors, who were thus 

willing to take up arguments against it. At any rate, the lack of opposition allowed the environmental discussion 

to rise to a level of severe importance.  

NATO was quite alone in trying to downplay the threats and present them as customary in any conflict. 

However, the organisation did not actively oppose the claims, but rather tried to keep out of the debate, in the  

possible hope that this approach would make it wither away. The UN agencies occupied a curious position: in 

principle, they had every interest to get involved in the discussion and explore the theme of environment and 

conflict, but at the same time they had too few facts to make convincing judgements – and, due to the politicised 

nature of the entire situation around the NATO bombings, it was not opportune to go around making tentative 

claims. The only way in which they could participate in the environmental security discourse was to call for 

an assessment of the situation to yield reliable information on which to base any arguments.  

Other actors accepted or even promoted the inclusion of the environment in the security discussion, but had 

very varied reasons and proposed different countermeasures. The official Yugoslav line used the 

environmental case as one form of propaganda, pointing it out as only one of the ways in which the country 

was being unjustly threatened. It is, of course, possible that genuine environmental concern was a part of the 

motivation, but whether it was or not is to a great extent beyond the point of this study. The main issue is that 

regardless of its motivations, the Yugoslav side did engage in this discourse, used it to drive its own objectives 

and thereby also kept it on the agenda. This was enough to intensify the discussion about environmental 

damage. The main goal of the FRY officials was to stop the bombings, which obviously was their aim 

regardless of the environmental damage. Therefore, their action does not constitute a securitising argument to 

prevent environmental damage specifically. However, warnings about the security risks of environmental 

damage were used to deter further bombings – in other words, using environmental securitisation for 

deterrence, to refer to Vuori’s five strands of securitisation discussed in Section 2.100  The main advantage the 

environmental argument presented was that it had relevance in neighbouring countries and even the 

international community as it could be seen as a universal issue of values. In addition, the claims of the 

Yugoslav government suggested that environmental damage was being used as a form of warfare, thereby 

presenting it as security practice.  

Neighbouring countries, on the other hand, were concerned about the possible impacts on their territory and 

the safety of their citizens and therefore presented environmental damage as a security threat. The actions they 

proposed, however, were mostly limited to increased environmental monitoring. Unlike the FRY officials, 

they were not directly arguing that environmental damage would have been used as an act of war. However, 

their voice attached additional weight to the case being made by the FRY and attention to the concern about 
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the environment, particularly as that of non-parties to the conflict who were regardless suffering from the 

collateral damage. 

Environmental organisations are by their very nature concerned with the state of the environment, so they had 

an obvious interest in taking part in the discourse on the Kosovo conflict. Some of the international 

organisations, most prominently the Green Cross, also tried to start a wider discussion about the impacts of 

warfare on the environment. However, these arguments did not present a very clear link to the environmental 

security thematic, perhaps because security policy was simply not a field that environmental organisations 

were accustomed to. Still, the fact that environmental organisations were participating as actors in the process 

is in itself significant, because it introduced a voice rarely heard in the security field. Yugoslav NGOs, on the 

other hand, were in a slightly different position. The conflict gave them the opportunity to openly voice concern 

about the environment without risking controversy with the authorities, at least as long as they maintained the 

claim that the bombings were to blame for everything. Therefore, it was in their interest – and perhaps also a 

necessity – to emphasise the conflict and security linkage.  

During the conflict and preceding the results of the UNEP assessment the environmental security discussion 

was both acute and uninformed. Predictably, this was also the time it got the most international coverage and 

attention. The results from the BTF mission were eagerly awaited, and in many ways these should have served 

only as the beginning for an informed debate, but by the time the results arrived some of the general interest 

had already waned as the conflict ended.  

3.5.2 Assessment results and their reception 

The different field missions of the BTF assessment took place over the summer and early autumn of 1999. 

Some preliminary results were released during this time101 but the final report was released on October 14th  

1999 in Nairobi102. The message was twofold: there was no evidence of “an environmental catastrophe 

affecting the Balkans region as a whole”103; however, the “pollution detected at some sites is serious and poses 

a threat to human health”.104 These two points were duly highlighted in the various statements and press 

releases of the BTF. 

Getting both of these messages equally across to the general public and to the actors involved was of crucial 

importance for the BTF team. On the one hand, it was necessary to show that, contrary to some claims, the 
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kind of wide and sustained destruction of the environment that had been feared at worst had not taken place. 

On the other hand, it was equally imperative to draw attention to the environmental problems that had in fact 

been identified and to alert the public about the urgency to deal with them. The magnitude of interest directed 

to the issue in the media and elsewhere provided a unique opportunity to provoke concrete clean-up action, 

which was far less likely to actually take place once the  attention of the general public would start to wane. 

In its other primary findings, the BTF mission had identified four environmental ‘hot spots’ in Pančevo, 

Kragujevac, Novi Sad and Bor – all of which were important industrial sites – where “environmental 

contamination due to the consequences of the Kosovo conflict” had taken place and where “immediate action 

and also further monitoring and analyses will be necessary.” 105 According to Haavisto, this was a deliberate 

effort by the BTF team to make its recommendations as clear and effective as possible.106 By singling out the 

sites of the worst destruction and proposing measures to tackle them, it tried to make sure that action would 

actually be taken instead of withering into endless discussion. The report also presented an exceptionally strong 

appeal to the international community to use humanitarian aid to address the most urgent environmental 

problems107 – unusual in the sense that humanitarian funds had previously not been used for environmental 

purposes.108 

All the main findings were primarily related to health risks. This can be explained by the fact that the 

assessment was commissioned to cover not only the environment but also human settlements, and that health 

effects were an important motivation behind the idea of including the environment in the humanitarian post-

conflict relief. These priorities are reflected in the way that the assessment was structured. Out of its five focus 

areas, presented above in Section 3.2, four clearly included a consideration for the potential health risks, while 

only one – the impact of the bombings on biodiversity in national parks – dealt primarily with damage to the 

ecological environment.109 This is in line with the focus points of the preceding discourse and reveals an 

interesting point about the premises of the assessment and perhaps of environmental security at large: the 

environmental threats that are noted and perceived as the worst tend to be those that, ultimately, pose a threat 

to human well-being. This suggests that damage directed at nature and biodiversity alone, no matter how 

devastating, would likely not have been sufficient to motivate an exceptional initiative such as the BTF 

assessment.   

Another major finding of the report was that a great deal of the environmental damage “clearly predates the 

Kosovo conflict, and there is evidence of long-term deficiencies in the treatment and storage of hazardous 
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waste”.110 The report went on to say that it was “occasionally difficult to be sure of the precise extent to which 

observed environmental pollution or contamination resulted directly from the air strikes, since evidence of 

longer-term environmental damage was also found”.111 This historical damage could be equally harmful as 

war damage, meaning that “[t]he problems identified require immediate attention, irrespective of their cause, 

if further damage to human health and the environment is to be avoided”.112 Yet the report insisted that its aim 

was only to present data about potential risks as accurately as possible, not ‘to make unreliable judgements 

about responsibility’113. 

Overall, the report did not proffer to present the last word on the issue. On the contrary, it pointed out that the 

field research had been carried out during a limited time and after a very short interval since the bombings had 

ended. Therefore, it was impossible to present a complete picture, let alone one assessing the long-term 

impacts.114 In its recommendations, the report emphasised that there would be a need for monitoring and 

further assessment for a long time to come.115 It also stressed that this would require resources and participation 

from the international community, as such a task would be impossible for Yugoslavia to deal with on its own, 

particularly in its post-conflict stage.116   

The wider and especially local audience, however, did not easily adapt to the results that rejected the idea of 

an ecocide on the one hand but emphasised the severity of the environmental damage on the other. Concern 

about the potential health impacts continued to be high among the general public even after the bombings 

ended. Still in September 1999, the newspaper Nin wondered, among other things, whether food would still 

be safe in the country after the ‘chemical war’.117 The same article cites the FRY Minister for Environment, 

Branislav Blazic, remarking on the ‘silence’ of the UN on the issue, although the BTF assessment was well 

underway and some preliminary results had already been made public.118 Even after the BTF announced some 

of its preliminary results in September, including the important point that the damage was scattered and limited 

to local hot spots rather than posing a region-wide threat, Serbian experts were expressing concerns about the 

environmental damage based on their own calculations.119 These reactions imply a lack of either knowledge 

about or confidence in the assessment work commissioned by the UN.   
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On the other hand, the distrust was not only limited to the activities of the UN. In December, Vreme wrote 

rather critically about the failure of the FRY government to address the fears about radioactive pollution, citing 

Serbian experts arguing that this would lead to an increase in the occurrence of cancer.120 While this shows 

that some degree of criticism of the FRY government was possible for the local media, it illustrates even more 

importantly the post-conflict situation, marked by misinformation and doubt, which was apt to feed the spread 

of fear and rumours also concerning the environmental threats. Within such an atmosphere, findings about 

contamination were likely to be a cause for worry, even if a general ecological disaster had not been evidenced.  

Yet the most notable feature about the reception of the assessment results in FRY was the lack of reaction. 

There was little news coverage in the local media when the results were published, and even later the 

assessment was not widely discussed in public. In fact, when it was mentioned, it was often overshadowed by 

references to another assessment by the Regional Environment Center (REC). 121  This report was 

commissioned by the European Commission and prepared by REC during June 1999. It also included a field 

mission to FRY but, due to its very short duration of only 10 days, it inevitably was less thorough than the 

BTF assessment.122 Yet the preliminary results published in June 1999 were very similar to those later arrived 

at by the BTF,123 apart from the fact that REC refrained from linking environmental damage to historical 

pollution.124 The lack of references to historical responsibility over pollution might have made the REC report 

easier at least for the local FRY officials to agree with. Seemingly small emphases and omissions therefore 

could have a considerable impact.  

However, as a regionally-based organisation REC may also have come across as more neutral than a UN 

agency, which could be regarded as a representative of the international community. For the Yugoslavian 

people, this association may have been a negative one, as discussed in Section 3.1.3 above. At least in this 

sense, REC was an easier source of information for the local audience to accept. This shows that not only did 

the various actors have different roles in the discussion, but they could also be perceived in dramatically 

different ways by others. 

For the FRY government, the results of the BTF assessment also presented some concerns. Firstly, by disputing 

the occurrence of an ecological disaster, they weakened one important argument that FRY had against NATO. 

This issue became acute when the ICTY investigated environmental damage as a part of the potential violations 
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of NATO in the conflict. It cited the BTF assessment as the main source for concluding that ‘the environmental 

damage caused during the NATO bombing campaign does not reach the Additional Protocol I threshold.’125 

Even if the avoidance of extensive environmental destruction could be considered a relief with regard to the 

hazard impact, it clearly did not help to push the FRY political agenda. In addition, the assessment brought up 

the question of historical pollution, which was not a topic the government had wished to discuss or deal with 

previously, as the BTF team had discovered in its consultations with local environmental groups.126 What is 

more, this issue was picked up by others, such as the ICTY, which examined whether NATO had committed 

war crimes in the conflict. Contrary to what the FRY government was obviously hoping for, the ICTY report 

pointed out that the ‘UNEP Report also suggests that much of the environmental contamination which is 

discernible cannot unambiguously be attributed to the NATO bombing’127. Instead of the damage caused by 

NATO, attention was now drawn to FRY’s inactivity on environmental problems.  

Meanwhile, the international audience appears to have been more receptive to the BTF findings. Although 

there had been some doubts even among UN organisations and UNEP member countries about the necessity 

of such an assessment, the results were eventually endorsed by the UN overall and Secretary General Kofi 

Annan in particular.128 According to Pekka Haavisto, UN member countries also welcomed the findings and 

acknowledged the need for further monitoring and assistance for remediation, although it was also pointed out 

that, due to the sanctions, little could be done for as long as the Milošević regime stayed in power. Russia was 

among the few that did express criticism, citing the failure to use the term ‘ecocide’ to describe the events.129 

Meanwhile, the UN Humanitarian Coordinator for the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (excluding Kosovo), 

Steven Allen, acknowledged the report in his briefing and suggested that environmental remediation should 

indeed be included in humanitarian assistance.130 All this recognition is likely to have contributed to the fact 

that the BTF work was later on acknowledged by a number of the projects and programmes set up for post-

conflict remediation, such as the Stability Pact, as will be discussed in more detail in Sections 4 and 5. 

On the other hand, NATO’s relationship with the entire inquiry remained troubled. While presenting the results 

to the media in October 1999, Pekka Haavisto argued that NATO had ‘not been prepared to co-operate with 

                                                
125 ICTY: Final Report to the Prosecutor by the Committee Established to Review the NATO Bombing Campaign 
Against the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, 2000. (ICTY 2000) Available at 
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the task force’ on the issue of depleted uranium and had refused to confirm whether it used DU in its weapons. 

It thus made it practically impossible for the BTF to estimate the potential scale of the damage.131 By the time 

the assessment results were published, NATO had admitted to using DU in Yugoslavia although ‘only in small 

quantities’. Publicly, it acknowledged that it had been initially approached by the BTF team with questions 

about DU, but that the discussion had been thoroughly referred to the United States.132 This disagreement was 

only going to escalate as the DU issue became one of the lingering questions left unresolved by the assessment. 

In the international media, the report got relatively wide attention, certainly more so than in FRY. Most reports 

repeated both parts of the two-fold message: that the catastrophe had been avoided, but that the environmental 

problems still urgently needed to be resolved. They also tended to mention the need to keep monitoring the 

environmental situation in the region. In addition, many reports pointed out the unique nature of the assessment 

as the first one of its kind by the UN.133 For its own part, such reporting contributed to the general visibility of 

the BTF assessment and consequentially to the extent to which it was adopted in the post-conflict remediation 

phase. 

The differences in the reception of the assessment between the relatively uninterested local audience and the 

generally welcoming international one is, to some extent, the result of the communication strategy chosen by 

the BTF. Overall, it emphasised the international audience and focused on a relatively high political level. As 

Haavisto has pointed out, it was important to keep world leaders and international agencies updated on the 

work of the mission in order to gain their support and secure potential sources of financing. Towards the end 

of the assessment, the team embarked upon a tour of major capitals and international agencies – such as New 

York, Brussels, Moscow, UN and the EU.134 These were the stakeholders that were going to have a say in the 

post-conflict remediation of the Kosovo conflict and therefore able to either enforce or disregard the 

recommendations of the BTF. In order to have any impact, it was necessary for the BTF to take advantage of 

the high-level access that it had.  

Yet the high-level approach compromised the engagement of the mission at the local level, and not only by 

deflecting attention from communications with local stakeholders. After all, it was precisely this part of the 

international community which had most interfered in the Kosovo conflict and left a majority of Serbs feeling 

                                                
131 Williams, F., Brown-Hume, C. & Buckley, N.: Nato 'hindered' inquiry. News report, Financial Times 15 Oct 1999. 
Available at http://www.grid.unep.ch/btf/articles/q23770a.htm (Last visited 11.8.2015) 
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like scapegoats in the process.135 Thus the prioritisation of such high level talks further isolated the Yugoslav 

audience and encouraged it to rather look to other similar reports, such as the one by the Regional Environment 

Center. This is not to say that the BTF could have acted differently. Credibility in the eyes of the international 

community was of key importance, whereas in Yugoslavia the only counterpart in Yugoslavia was the 

Milošević regime. In the end, the team had to focus its attention on the context that was likely to best further 

its message. This perspective does, however, help to explain, at least partly, the reservations the local audience 

potentially had with the BTF assessment. 

The publication of the assessment results reveals an interesting relationship between politicisation and 

securitisation. On the one hand, both UNEP and the BTF had an interest in presenting the assessment as 

neutrally and de-politically as possible. In order to preempt arguments about political bias, it made sense to 

produce a sound and scientific report and to underline its credibility and objectivity. On the other hand, the 

report did present environmental damage as a security issue to the extent that it was argued to pose a risk to 

the local people. However, this framing took place in de-political terms, attempting to make the case through 

scientific evidence and expert analysis. In this sense, it is in line with the assumption of the Copenhagen School 

that securitisation leads to de-politicisation. However, in this case the development does not come across as a 

harmful phenomenon in the sense suggested by the original theory. In the context of the highly politicised and 

conflicted argumentation surrounding the Kosovo case, the assessment was not so much an attempt to move 

the issue out of bounds of normal democratic discussion, but to introduce a scientifically justified, non-partial 

contribution into it. This yields another angle into the (de-)politicisation discourse, suggesting that a seemingly 

depoliticising act does not necessarily have exclusively negative consequences for democratic debate.  

The findings of the report and the way in which they were presented to the public suggest at least a riskification 

of the discourse. They made a direct link between environmental damage – whether caused by the conflict or 

previously – and the risk caused to human population, and proposed measures to control them. BTF adopted 

an expert position and attempted to urge action on the basis of a justified, scientifically measured risk. This 

follows the model of the riskification approach, where a risk is identified and made governable. However, as 

discussed in Section 2, riskification does not necessarily amount to securitisation, but neither does it exclude 

the possibility of its occurrence.  

Moreover, in the BTF case riskification appears to have aimed at raising the environmental problems higher 

up on the political agenda. In other words, it correlates with one of the alternatives in the categorisation of 

Vuori for different kinds of securitisation, discussed in Section 2.4.136 This would suggest that riskification 
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could be used for the same effect as securitisation, therefore further blurring the difference line these two 

processes.  

Meanwhile, the discussion around the assessment as a whole had already had the effect of drawing attention 

to environmental issues. As it evolved out of bounds of the immediate context of the publication of the results 

and into the wider societal context, there was no way to control the potentially politicised and biased arguments 

that it gave rise to. As will be seen below, the BTF assessment and its results were to be used in these discourses 

in various, sometimes contradictory ways. 

3.5.3 Environment as a part of humanitarian relief and human security 

From the point of view of the environmental security discourse, the single most important impact of the UNEP 

assessment was the inclusion of environmental remediation to the humanitarian appeal. As a policy choice it 

was a trailblazer, because such a linkage had never been made before in the UN system in such an explicit 

way. Within environmental cooperation it thus opened grounds for a similar coupling later on. At the same 

time, it tied the environment closer to the human security perspective. In other words, it presents a new practice 

that indicates securitisation. 

The humanitarian element was involved in the BTF work from the very start. The Task Force was set up partly 

on the recommendation of the special inter-agency humanitarian field mission to Yugoslavia led by Sergio 

Vierra de Mello in May 1999.137 UNEP was involved in the mission and drew attention to the worsening 

environmental impact, which thus explicitly came to be included in humanitarian issues. This gave rise to the 

idea that environmental problems could be addressed with humanitarian assistance. An assessment of the 

conflict impacts was therefore needed to understand the scale of the damage and estimate the resources needed 

for reparation.138  

The idea of the environment as a humanitarian issue became one of the core principles of the BTF work. This 

had several implications with regard to the messages of the assessment as well as their reception. One was 

based on the practical consideration of securing funds for environmental remediation. In the FRY case the 

problem was not only the very possible concern that environmental issues were not likely to be seen as a 

priority in the post-conflict assistance, but the limitations posed by the international sanctions, which prevented 

financial assistance to FRY for as long as Milošević was in power. The only exception was humanitarian 

assistance, which therefore was the only route to channel international financing for environmental 

remediation in the short term. The BTF team made a conscious decision to use the assessment as a justification 

for making the environmental sector eligible for humanitarian funding.139 After the field missions were started 
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and the team started to grasp the urgency of the remediation work, it made the decision to include a direct 

recommendation in the final report to include emergency remediation within humanitarian assistance. The 

team was also careful to separate this from measures like the reconstruction of industrial plants, which could 

be seen as less essential for human security and therefore controversial.140   

However, the humanitarian approach was not just a matter of financial opportunism. There was a strong belief 

among the BTF team, expressed both in the final report and later by those involved in the assessment141, that 

environmental quality needs to be taken into account even in harsh and conflict-inflicted conditions, and that 

a failure to address it would lead to further problems on the path to development. ‘An unhealthy and 

dangerously polluted environment does not provide a sound basis for the well-being of human populations or 

for business and trade’ 142, remarked the report in its recommendations. This was echoed by the UNEP 

Executive Director Klaus Töpfer, who in his foreword particularly emphasised how the recommendations 

‘highlight the linkage between environmental pollution and humanitarian assistance’.143 Moreover, at least in 

retrospect, those involved in the assessment saw the inclusion of the environment among humanitarian issues 

in conflict situations as one of the most important messages and legacies of the project.144  

The BTF team indeed made a deliberate effort to influence post-conflict relief efforts on a wider scale. While 

the original objective may not have been to institutionalise the assessments of environmental consequences 

quite in the way that UNEP ended up doing, it clearly was understood from early on that the project could have 

relevance beyond the Kosovo conflict. This is reflected for example in the importance that the team laid on 

developing methodology for evaluating war damages on the environment, which previously had been nearly 

non-existent. Although such methods obviously were needed simply in order to get the work done, it can also 

be seen as a necessary step in understanding post-conflict environments. Little could be done if the actual 

situation was not known.145 This was something that the BTF team could contribute to. As Klaus Töpfer 

suggested, the BTF could provide ‘a management tool for the international community as an integrated part of 

the needs assessment requirements in the overall emergency humanitarian effort in war-torn areas’.146 

The inclusion of the environment into the humanitarian field is intertwined with the human security 

perspective. Environmental problems can only be understood as an element of emergency relief if they pose a 

direct and dire threat to human existence and human welfare. This means recognising them as human security 

issues. The strategy very clearly correlates with the strand of securitisation that aims to raise an issue on the 
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agenda in order to emphasise its importance, and the BTF certainly was using security arguments to do this. 

In the strict sense defined by the Copenhagen School, the assessment can still not quite be seen as an 

exceptional measure, as it would require calling for the use of force. However, the governmentality approach 

suggests that the assessment can be seen as the emergence of a new practice into the security sector and 

therefore an indication of securitisation. The BTF thus presents an example where a securitising move has 

consequences that cannot be captured by the fixed threshold for securitisation, challenging the rationale for 

holding onto such a strict formulation.  

While the immediate purpose of the assessment was to provide better information and to clarify the actual size 

of the threat, it also strongly implied the need to take counter-measures that would not have been possible 

without the preliminary evaluation of the situation. The expert evaluation, in effect, gave rise to the necessity 

to take action. The recommendation to include the environment in humanitarian aid – equally unprecedented 

as the assessment itself – was a concrete measure that emerged as a consequence of the process.   

However, at this point the word ‘security’ had hardly been used at all within the entire assessment, especially 

in the sense of environmental security. In the BTF final report, the concept is not mentioned, and security 

overall is notably rare in all the press releases and other communications of UNEP. This does not mean that 

the security aspect was excluded, as it was included in the subject matter of the assessment. Yet it is significant 

that the word itself was not used. This may have been due to deliberate avoidance, so as not to associate the 

issue too closely with security policy. In other contexts, environmental security practitioners have observed 

that the use of the word security can be politically sensitive even in the environmental sphere.147 Meanwhile, 

environmental security still was a relatively new concept especially in the policy-making community. 148 

Therefore, its omission was not necessarily planned or particularly contemplated, but could simply have been 

a matter of unfamiliarity with the concept.  

Either way, when discussing the events in retrospect, key actors directly involved in the assessment strongly 

linked the BTF project with environmental security, and particularly the environmental security activities that 

ensued in the Balkans.149 Moreover, in light of the impact that the BTF study had on the later cooperation in 

the region specifically focusing on the environment and security linkage,150 it is quite evident that the work on 

the consequences of conflict to the environment yielded a connection to environmental security even if it was 

not explicitly intended during the process. 

Therefore, the security linkage in the BTF case was not deliberately made but rather emerged on its own. The 

main objective of the mission was to assess the damage to the environment and to propose some measures to 
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address it. Human security was acknowledged as a rationale for commissioning the work and probably 

contributed to the sense of urgency, but it was not the main object of or reason for the inquiry. Instead, the 

findings of the assessment revealed the severity of the situation and led the BTF team to highlight the urgency 

of action in the resulting final report. Consequently, the emphasis on the threats posed by environmental 

problems was the key part of the securitisation, utilised as a way to draw attention to the issue, include it on 

the post-conflict agenda and to call for specific measures to respond to its urgency. The security argument was 

therefore presented mostly as an instrumental motivation to make the environmental case more visible and 

persuasive rather than as a way to advance the environmental security concept. 

The audience for the humanitarian argument was mainly limited to the international community; even more 

so than was the case with the BTF assessment in its entirety. In the final report, for instance, the remark about 

including the environment in humanitarian aid is located in the introduction and addressed directly to ‘the UN 

and other donors’151. Here perhaps the most crucial element was convincing a few key actors that in effect had 

the power to shape the humanitarian agenda and its financing. In particular, Haavisto brought the issue up in 

meetings with the Secretary General Kofi Annan and with the UN Head of Humanitarian Relief.152 Such 

encounters were surely not enough to secure a positive outcome for the humanitarian linkage, but they did add 

valuable leverage for convincing other international actors to agree to it. 

The humanitarian aspect of the BTF had far-reaching consequences. As mentioned above in section 3.2, the 

mission ended up paving the way for an entire UNEP branch dealing with post-conflict assessment and, later, 

disaster risk management. The humanitarian appeal had a similar impact: the post-conflict assessments that 

followed in other parts of the world were often expected to at least inform inter-agency humanitarian needs 

assessments, and for example in Iraq and Sudan environment was again included in humanitarian assistance.153 

This approach has significantly influenced the way in which the environment can be taken into account in 

relief operations in post-conflict and war-torn areas.154 The BTF assessment played a role in introducing 

environmental issues into the human security agenda at least within the UN framework. 

The link between humanitarian aid and the environment can be described as a success in the sense that the 

latter indeed was included in the humanitarian appeal. This is significant for securitisation because it suggests 

that the argument that environmental damage posed an (existential) threat to the population was accepted as 

justification for the urgency of preventive action. The BTF did not explicitly argue that environment should 

be included in the security sphere, but it did introduce a new threat into the discourse and propose measures to 

contain or prevent it. In addition, this argument was turned into a practice that was perpetuated in other contexts 
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through the UNEP post-conflict assessment unit. The BTF process presented the security implications of the 

environment in a new way that culminated in the formation of a new practice.  

3.5.4 Politicisation and securitisation of the environment 

As the discussion in the sections above suggests, the reception of the results of the BTF assessment was loaded 

with arguments and interpretations that served the interests of the actors involved. While the assessment aimed 

to counter misinterpretations by providing facts about the consequences of the bombings to the environment, 

it is clear that the results could still be used as a source for political argumentation. According to Pekka 

Haavisto, this was well understood within the team itself already during the preparation of the report.155 Yet 

there was very little the Task Force could do to prevent the ensuing use and politicisation of the findings. It 

could anticipate accusations of having a political agenda by emphasising the neutrality of the report and 

ensuring that all the conclusions were solidly based on scientific data, but the utilisation of the results by others 

was beyond its control. 

From the point of view of environmental security, politicisation is significant to the extent that it overlapped 

with securitising arguments. As discussed in Section 2, the original securitisation theory saw these two as 

separate spheres. This view, however, has been strongly challenged in more recent literature, where the line 

between politics and security is less clear-cut. As a result, the focus moves from determining whether an issue 

is dealt with as a political or security matter to identifying how differently arguments have been used. The 

BTF case provides a number of perspectives to this, as elements of both politicization and securitisation can 

be discerned. The previous discussion has already suggested a stark contrast in terms of politicisation between 

the BTF and most of the other actors in the discourse. The work of the BTF was based on the idea of being 

able to present an unbiased and fact-based account, whereas others tended to quite openly take sides. 

It would be easy to assume that the politicised debates took some preconceived patterns based on the dividing 

lines that motivated the positions of the various actors. For example, as has been outlined in section 3.3.2 

above, the FRY government had an interest in presenting NATO as the enemy while the UN probably wanted 

to draw attention to the environmental agenda, while the local people were mainly concerned with ensuring 

the security of their living environment. Yet the sides to the discussion were not always based on the most 

predictable grounds.  

One illustration of this is given by the statements by several local actors in key positions in international media. 

Their views were not limited to criticising the NATO, but also the FRY government. According to a Yugoslav 

ecology expert, ‘[i]t’s a crime from all sides not to tell people what happened. In years to come, thousands of 

us will be patients that will have to be treated for cancer and everyone here and abroad will say that it is not 
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their responsibility’. 156  In some cases, concern for the environment was mixed with worries that the 

government would deliberately neglect the security of some parts of the society. Already in July 1999, the 

mayor of Pančevo, who also was an opposition party member, complained: ‘We have heard nothing from the 

government (- -) We have never supported the regime and for this reason I fear we will be sacrificed’.157 Such 

examples show that also within the Yugoslav society there were dissenting voices who saw their own 

government as another guilty party for the consequences of the war. Moreover, they suggest that there was no 

uniform audience for the debate even at the FRY level. 

The discussion was rife with highly loaded and controversial terms that sometimes gave rise to allusions to 

seemingly unrelated issues. One example of this is related to the use of the word “ecocide”, which was used 

in particular by the FRY government to describe the actions of NATO.158 This term had a particular ring to it, 

not only for the strength of the expression that implied deliberate human action towards total environmental 

destruction. In Yugoslavia, it almost inevitably conjured up the issue of genocide, which was a painful legacy 

of the war in Bosnia in the early 1990s.159 The two terms were even deliberately paralleled. For example, as 

seen above in Section 3.3.1, FRY Minister of Development, Science and Environmental Protection Jagoš 

Zelenović laimed that ‘[b]esides carrying out genocide, NATO by its aggression is causing ecocide in the 

environment’.  

Such accusations had the effect of turning the tables and imposing a similar guilt on NATO that usually had 

been levelled at FRY in connection with the Bosnian war160. They gave the chance to present FRY as the 

victim of aggression rather than only as the perpetrator, which was something that may have resonated with 

the views of a large part of the population. Research has shown that there is a certain historical narrative of 

victimhood in Serbia that has only been reinforced by the events of the 1990s, which left many people feeling 

that their suffering was entirely overshadowed in the post-conflict reconciliation processes.161  

On the other hand, ecocide was also a powerful term for the global audience as it implied a severe destruction 

of ecosystems that could not necessarily be contained by national borders.162 It also linked the Kosovo case to 

a global discourse in international environmental law concerning the potential of environmental damage to 
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cause genocide. In legal terms, however, it has been argued that any such direct causation is unlikely and, in 

particular, difficult to prove.163 This may also have limited its usefulness and effect in the context of Kosovo. 

On the other hand, it did not stop the Russians from strongly criticising the decision not to term the destruction 

caused by NATO bombings as ‘ecocide’, as mentioned above.164 This shows that the ecocide concept presented 

several options for politicisation, regardless of its accuracy in this case.  

Perhaps the most difficult and politicised part of the assessment concerned depleted uranium. According to 

Pekka Haavisto, the interests surrounding it were so powerful and conflicting that it became virtually 

impossible to gain neutral information.165  Already during the conflict, DU caused one of the most heated 

debates due to the concerns about the health effects it might have and NATO’s reluctance to disclose whether 

it was being used. The concern was that DU contamination would leave long-term consequences, primarily 

due to its carcinogenic qualities, with a British scientist claiming it was ‘likely to cause 10 000 extra deaths 

from cancer’.166  

This controversy only escalated after the conflict as high levels of radiation were detected in some areas in 

FRY and was heated further in March 2000 when NATO finally confirmed the use of DU in some of its 

weapons.167 In the report prepared for the European Commission by the Regional Environmental Centre, DU 

was described as ‘perhaps the most dangerous’ of the toxic substances that had spread into the environment as 

a result of the bombings.168 In July 1999, the Serbian newspaper NIN wrote about the confusion concerning 

the issue, citing both Russian estimates that as much as 30 tonnes of uranium could have been spread around 

Yugoslavia and Yugoslav experts who argued that the amounts were much lower and did not pose a health 

risk. The article also inaccurately169 claimed that the Finnish president Martti Ahtisaari said that no Finnish 

troops would be sent to the KFOR peace operation in Kosovo precisely on account of the health risks, which 

in the text were linked to DU.170  

                                                
163 Freeland, S.: Addressing the Intentional Destruction of the Environment During Warfare Under the Rome Statute 
of the International Criminal Court'. Intersentia, 2015, 194. 
164 Haavisto 1999, 160. 
165 Interview with Pekka Haavisto 10.12.2014 
166 Kirby 30 July 1999. 
167 Financial Times 22 July 1999; Anonymous author: NATO admits it used depleted uranium in Kosovo. Reuters 22 
March 2000 http://www.planetark.org/dailynewsstory.cfm?newsid=6078&newsdate=22-Mar-2000 (Last visited 
4.2.2016). 
168 Financial Times 22 July 1999. 
169 It is not clear what has been the source for President Ahtisaari’s alleged statement; no official record could be found 
for it. The accuracy of the claim is also called to question by the fact that Finland had made the decision to participate in 
KFOR already 24 June 1999, and that the decision was taken by President Ahtisaari himself, as explained in Annala, J.:  
Suomen osallistuminen Kosovo Force -operaatioon vuonna 1999. Pro gradu thesis, Department of History and Ethnology, 
University of Jyväskylä 2013, 70-71. 
170  Vrzic, N.: Misterija osiromasenog uranijuma. Magazin NIN 29 July 1999. Available at 
http://www.nin.co.rs/arhiva/2535/8.html (Last visited 28.9.2015).  
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The NIN article illustrates both the lack of trustworthy information and the prevalence of rumours and 

allegations that were spreading not only in Yugoslavia but in the  international media as well. There was an 

urgent need for clarity, which also motivated the BTF to include DU as one of the five parts of the assessment. 

However, it turned out to be an exceptionally difficult topic to research comprehensively. This was primarily 

because NATO, even under pressure from the UN, continued to withhold details about the locations where the 

substance had been used.171 In addition, according to Haavisto, at the very final stages before the release of the 

final report, the World Health Organisation (WHO) got involved in the uranium discussion and demanded the 

BTF leave these results out of the report. The final report therefore only gave vague recommendations to seal 

off locations where the use of DU was suspected and to carry out a thorough investigation later.172   

This investigation was indeed carried out over the following years, when NATO finally confirmed further 

details of the use of DU and new UNEP investigations focusing purely on DU contamination in FRY and 

Kosovo were commissioned.173 The conclusions from both missions were similar, and indicated no evidence 

of “significant, widespread contamination”174 of the ground, air or water. Due to the uncertainty about the 

future effects and characteristics of DU, the report called for strict monitoring of the situation at the relevant 

sites.175 The issue has later been researched rather widely in Serbia and Kosovo, but the results published in 

peer-reviewed scientific journals seem to point to the same direction as the UNEP study.176 The main concern 

is that the shells containing DU might start leaking and start emitting more radiation. However, studies so far 

do not suggest this would be a problem, although they do urge for continued monitoring.177 

The BTF results dispelled some of the worst scenarios about DU and the associated health risks. The findings, 

however, had mixed impacts on the discourse. As was discussed above in Section 3.3.2, the BTF report was 

given relatively little attention by the Yugoslav audience. This generally applied to the case of DU as well. 

The topic of DU kept coming up in the local media and other contexts, and the BTF study was sometimes 

mentioned, but it does not appear to have erased doubts about potential risks. For example in January 2001, 

both Vreme and Glas javnosti cited suspicions in NATO member countries about the linkage between the use 

of DU increased leukemia rates among peacekeepers in the Balkans, adding that foreign newspapers had 

                                                
171 Haavisto 1999, 124. 
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of environmental radioactivity, 64(2), 2003, 237-245; Danesi, P. et al.: Isotopic composition and origin of uranium and 
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already started to write about the ‘Balkan syndrome’. Both stories mentioned the UNEP Task Force and the 

fact that it had not found heightened levels of radiation, but Vreme went on to point out that a lot of crucial 

data from NATO was still missing.178 The tone of the articles, however, was restrained and pensive rather than 

accusatory.  

Elsewhere, on the other hand, concerns were raised in far more adamant tones. ‘NATO is hiding facts on DU 

and acting in a discriminatory manner against ordinary people here. They comment only on what was used in 

Kosovo, where their forces are now. What about the others’179, complained a Serbian member of the opposition 

Green Party in April 2000. Later, too, Yugoslav scientists were arguing that the revealed cases of leukemia 

were just ‘the tip of an iceberg’180 and that the real impacts would be revealed only after some years. According 

to one expert, ‘NATO carried out an experiment ‘in vivo’ against civilian population all over Serbia’.181 

Furthermore, a Yugoslav university professor pointed out that ‘(- -) the pollution knows nothing about 

boundaries and the countries around us have reasons to worry too’.182  

Yugoslav commentators thus suggested that the damage would continue to threaten generations to come, due 

to the long-term impacts of DU, as well as the neighbouring countries as the pollution might spread. Overall, 

this makes a compelling security argument, which is even more effective as it spells out who the victims are 

and also points out that this group is extensive in terms of both area and time. What is more, they portrayed 

NATO as the main culprit and accused it of deliberately putting the lives of the local people at risk; in other 

words, using environmental damage as an act of war. This clearly shifted the attention towards the perpetrator 

of the deeds, focusing on the guilt of NATO as much as the damage on the ground. The arguments demanding 

the remediation of the pollution also often were politicised arguments against NATO.  

Many of the arguments were made by people who were presented as scientists. They therefore had an 

additional weight in the discussion due to their status as presumably objective experts. Media outside FRY 

also cited international scientists arguing that the impacts of DU were going to be severe and long lasting.183 

As was discussed in Section 2, securitisation of the environment is particularly influenced by the scientific 

agenda, which is often taken as an ‘authoritative assessment of threat’ unaffected by political interests.184 The 

reception of scientific arguments – or arguments made by scientists – is likely to be more attentive than for 

                                                
178  Anonymous author: Plutonijum ubrzava leukemiju?. Glas Javnosti 16 Jan 2001, available at arhiva.glas-
javnosti.rs/arhiva/2001/01/17/srpski/P01011611.shtm; Anastasijević, D.: Jugoslavija, NATO i osiromašeni uranijum. 
Vreme 11 Jan 2001, available at http://www.vreme.com/arhiva_html/523/10.html (Last visited 29.9.2015)  
179  Zimonjic, V.P.: NATO’s Chemical Warfare. Inter Press Service 6 April 2000. Available at 
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180 Zimonjic 10 Jan 2001. 
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184 Buzan et al. 1998, 71-72 
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ones lacking such authority. In the case of depleted uranium, the view of the scientists was particularly 

important, as the case was under such controversy and the impacts of DU were under dispute. However, this 

case shows that the scientific agenda is not necessarily neutral to politicisation either. Upon closer inspection, 

at least the arguments cited above are not based on a scientific evaluation or findings but represent the personal 

views and estimates of the speakers. While these may well be more informed than the opinions of the ordinary 

citizen, they cannot be seen as unbiased scientific arguments. Rather than confirm the claim itself, the expert 

opinion here is used to make it appear more credible. 

The utilisation of expert opinion is especially pertinent in the Serbian context, where such voices have gained 

a particular role in the public discussion. In her research on confronting the past conflict in Serbia, Obradovic-

Wochnik has observed that the local public sphere is full of self-appointed experts and other scholars who 

actually come across rather as nationalist activists.185 This makes it difficult to know the genuine credentials 

of the commentators. It also presents the expert status in a new light, suggesting that it is not always a guarantee 

for trustworthy information that the audience may take it for. This creates a new imbalance in the discourse 

and shows that the scientific agenda can also be used for politicisation.  

Fostered by the lack of information disclosed by NATO as well as the conflicting views among experts, 

concern about the impact of DU has lingered on. It has especially been exploited by nationalist groups and 

other activists in Serbia protesting against NATO, the EU and other kinds of international involvement in the 

country. Groups like Srpski Narodni Pokret 1389 (Serbian National Movement 1389) have used it as part of 

their campaigning,186 and it is a common theme on discussion forums on the Internet.187 However, the issue is 

also regularly written about in the mainstream media, particularly in the context of cancer incidence in 

Serbia.188 The main message of these reports, usually backed up with comments from Serbian scientists, has 

been that DU is the main reason for cancer deaths in the country while specifically pointing out NATO as the 
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author: Osiromašeni uranijum ubija Srbe. 14 April 2013 Novosti 
http://www.novosti.rs/vesti/naslovna/drustvo/aktuelno.290.html:429382-Osiromaseni-uranijum-ubija-Srbe (Last visited 
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perpetrator of the bombings. The security risk as well as the guilt of NATO both persist as themes in the 

discourse.  

A particular surge of interest was triggered in 2014, when journalist Robert Parsons made public a report by 

UNEP which, as explained above in Section 3.1.1, was prepared during the planning of the BTF mission but 

kept classified as all the data could not be independently verified. The report, however, included concerns 

about the potential harm done by DU spread by into the environment, prompting most of the Serbian media to 

report that a ‘forbidden’ report revealed the true scope of the pollution.189 This discussion has been apt to raise 

suspicions about the actions and neutrality of UNEP in the events. The organisation appears to at least have 

acted carelessly and at worst with a bias towards covering the damage done by NATO. UNEP’s explanation 

for having classified the report is not mentioned in these articles, thus leaving the impression that there indeed 

is something wrong with the decision. 

A lot less attention has been given to the actual work done on monitoring and remediating the zones 

contaminated with DU. The BTF assessments, both the one carried out in 1999 immediately after the conflict 

and the one published in 2001 focusing specifically on DU, recommended that the situation should be closely 

monitored to make sure the deposits in the ground won’t start emitting harmful radiation in the future, and that 

the contaminated sites should be decontaminated wherever possible.190 This has been done in cooperation 

between UNEP and the Yugoslav (later Serbian) authorities. The DU sites were thoroughly investigated and 

the DU penetrators that could be recovered were removed. By the end of these endeavours, which were finished 

in 2007, UNEP declared the sites ‘practically clean’ as no pollution could be detected. It was assumed, 

however, that some penetrators might remain in the ground, and therefore recommended that they should be 

continuously monitored.191 Similar results have been found in a number scientific studies, according to which 

the radiation levels at the contaminated sites in Serbia do not exceed naturally occurring levels.192 

In other words, the attention given to DU in Serbia has focused on controversy about the UNEP report while 

overlooking the work done on decontamination and the lack of evidence about elevated radiation levels. As a 
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result, uranium is firmly established as a threat within the public discussion and in the minds of local people. 

For example, in a study carried out by the Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) in 

2009 in several municipalities in Serbia, depleted uranium and the environmental consequences of the Kosovo 

conflict were still named among the eight main environmental security concerns of the public.193 Yet the 

concern is not limited to the general public: DU continues to be a common topic in expert seminars and 

meetings concerning the environment in Serbia.194 

The discussion about DU reflects another aspect of the wider discussion about environmental consequences 

especially in the FRY. While the NATO bombings were seen to constitute a threat, little attention was given 

to the previously existing pollution that, according to the scientific studies of the BTF mission, had the potential 

to be just as harmful as the results of the bombings. While the lack of information is likely to have been one 

factor in this equation, it does not fully explain the disparity of attention. In fact, during their mission the BTF 

team had meetings in different parts of FRY with local environmental activists who claimed to have been 

trying for years to speak out about various sources of pollution, but had never been listened to either by the 

public or the officials in the country.195  Yet it was only the damage of the bombings that was generally 

considered to be worrying.  

This is connected to the observation made in previous environmental security literature that vulnerabilities, 

which usually develop over a long period of time and are difficult to identify, tend to be addressed with far 

less vigour than acute and direct threats. Complex and unpredictable problems like environmental pollution 

easily go unaddressed simply because there are no obvious ways to prevent them.196 They also do not tend to 

attract the attention of the audience nor create any demand for addressing them.  Meanwhile, sudden, shocking 

events like the NATO bombings, combined with the images of dark clouds of pollution, made the effects on 

the environment and health very concrete. This is related to the distinction between perceived and actual threat: 

the sensation of being threatened is often quite independent of an actual, measurable threat. The securitisation 

theory is interested in precisely the socially constructed perception of threat that plays a part in securitisation 

arguments and their reception.197 This is more easily evoked by a dramatic one-off event with an external cause 

than a long-term process for which the blame may be shared by the community. Such cases also seem to be 

more opportune for politicisation, as they provide grounds for placing the blame and demanding action. This 

again shows that securitisation and politicisation often have the same or similar elements. 
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The extent of the perceived threat and the fact that it has lingered on was perhaps accentuated by the policy of 

the BTF to refrain from making judgements about final responsibility for the pollution. Considering the short 

period in which the work had to be carried out, not to mention the brief time that had lapsed since the events 

had occurred, it would not even have been possible to evaluate any further impacts, such as health effects that 

can take decades to surface. This is precisely the reason that the report forcefully called for further monitoring 

of the effects.198 However, the cautionary approach and the lack of a culprit left the door open for continued 

speculation, accusations and politicisation of other parties.  

From the point of view of the environment itself, this tendency for politicisation is problematic due to the ways 

it directs the discourse. The DU discussion is an apt illustration of how the attention may disproportionately 

concentrate on a specific issue motivated by political interests while neglecting all others – regardless of how 

urgent it actually would be to address them. In other words, it distorts the discussion in a way that may end up 

being harmful to the environment as various problems potentially posing risks are ignored. In addition, as has 

been shown above, the focus of political arguments may easily shift to extraneous issues and placing blame 

instead of the actual details about potential consequences and their prevention. This, in turn, is something of a 

contrast to the logic of securitisation, where the aim generally is not only to present a problem but also to incite 

action for its prevention.  

The fact that it has been DU above all others that has been raised as a topic suggests that for this audience, an 

environmental security issue is more likely to be acknowledged through vigorous politicisation rather than 

scientific risk assessments. The political interests involved raised the issue to the public sphere and were 

powerful enough to alert the audience to any adverse consequences. This heated public discussion was one 

reason that authorities both at the national and international level were persuaded to take up the topic and to 

consider the security implications. On the other hand, as has been shown above, the politicisation has 

continued, particularly on issues like DU, regardless of the fact that some measures that appear to constitute 

securitisation have taken place, such as the commissioning of the BTF assessment. This strongly suggests that 

rather than replacing politicisation, securitisation takes place concurrently and is, in fact, one variation of it.  
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3.6 Conclusion: Securitisation of the environment in the context of the Kosovo conflict 

As the analysis above has revealed, the environmental security discourse in the context of the Kosovo conflict 

was constructed through the interaction of a number of actors who engaged with each other in different ways 

in varied contexts. In order to get a more consistent look at their roles and relations, it makes sense to examine 

the structural composition of the discourse. 

The Kosovo case aptly shows that there may be several objects, agents and audiences, and that they sometimes 

change roles or adopt different ones in different contexts. In addition, these fall within specific frameworks 

and contexts, along the lines originally outlined by Balzacq and further adapted to the Western Balkan case in 

Section 2.4.199 The framework of environmental security in the case of the Kosovo conflict and the BTF 

assessment is given in Table 3.1 below. 

 

Table 3.1 Agents, Actions and Contexts in the Kosovo conflict case 

 

Agents   

Those who contribute to 

or resist security 

processes 

BTF Securitisation to raise the issue on the agenda; mainly as 

a by-product of an effort to neutrally assess 

environmental damage 

FRY government Securitisation for deterrence to stop the bombings; 

securitisation to keep environmental damage on the 

agenda and to argue the guilt of NATO 

Local and external 

experts or 

commentators 

Securitisation to raise the issue on the agenda through 

expert status; also politicisation through exploitation of 

expert status 

NATO Denial of security claims 

Local population in FRY Audience to security claims 

                                                
199 Balzacq, T. (2011) Enquiries into Methods: A New Framework for Securitization Analysis. In Balzacq, T. (Ed.) 
Securitization theory: how security problems emerge and dissolve. Routledge, London, 35-36. 
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International 

community 

Audience to security claims 

Their power relations FRY – NATO  FRY overpowered militarily and politically; however 

NATO also lacking legitimacy for acting without UNSC 

resolution 

FRY – International 

community 

FRY shunned by the international community  

BTF – FRY  BTF independent of FRY but some degree of cooperation 

required; FRY could consider itself to be in a position to 

benefit from the assessment 

BTF – International 

community 

Relevance of BTF questioned by some in the 

international community, however was able to gain 

adequate financial and political backing 

Their personal identities 

and social identity 

FRY government Role of a victim unjustly attacked; environmental 

damage narrative supporting this interpretation 

FRY general public Not equivalent to the state-centred identity due to 

public opposition; however on environmental damage 

could also adopt the victim role 

BTF Expert position, neutral and unbiased actor 

NATO External actor attempting to end the conflict 

The referent 

object/subject 

Human health/well-

being 

Major object with regard to mobilising action despite the 

environmental framing; however difficult to entirely 

separate from the environment 
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Environment Framed as the main object although became the centre 

of attention mostly due to the threats posed to humans 

(through environment)   

Actions   

Language Statements Official statements by politicians, BTF and other actors 

Reports Reports issued by BTF and other organisations 

Media  Articles, news reports 

Strategies, metaphors, 

frames 

Threat Used by the FRY government to link environment to the 

threat posed by the bombings; also used by BTF to point 

out the risks caused by environmental damage 

Conflict Used by FRY government in the argument about using 

environment as a weapon and assigning guilt on the 

NATO 

Scientific evidence  Used by BTF to gain credibility for the argument about 

environmental damage 

Human security Used by BTF to point out the urgency of action on the 

environment 

Dispositif, practices, 

tools 

BTF assessment Tool developed to evaluate and address the damage 

caused to environment as a consequence of the conflict 

UNEP Conflict and 

Disaster Unit 

Specialised unit to deal with conflict-related 

environmental security in the long term  

Policies generated by 

securitisation 

Environment within 

humanitarian relief 

Environmental remediation included in humanitarian 

operations, enabling access to financial aid 
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Post-conflict 

environmental security 

Initiation of policy processes integrating environmental 

security as a measure to promote post-conflict 

reconciliation 

Contexts   

Proximate (Post-)conflict 

diplomacy 

Conferences and other diplomatic interactions where 

decisions were made 

International media  Space for discussion for international general public 

Local media Space for discussion for local general public 

Distal  Disintegration wars of 

Yugoslavia 

Major ongoing transition for the region 

Post-socialism Major ongoing transition for the region 

International 

cooperation 

Main space for discourse and policy-making on 

environmental security 

 
 

The set of agents relevant for environmental security in the Kosovo conflict is numerous and diverse. Some, 

like the FRY government and local environmental NGOs can be grouped as contributors to securitisation while 

others, like NATO, have taken a decisively opposing position. Yet many agents change and modify their 

position depending on the context. The BTF, for instance, was careful not to express any strong position about 

the security consequences of the conflict in its public statements before the final report was released, but in the 

report made a very strong case for the human security implications of the environmental damage. The distal 

context is also relevant here. For example, while NATO clearly appeared to play down the security 

implications of the environment in the discourse concerning the Kosovo conflict, it has elsewhere recognised 

the link between the environment and security and has been active in reducing the environmental impacts of 

military activities.200  
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Furthermore, no single agent seems to have risen above others to assume a leading role in the securitisation, 

either as an opponent or contributor. Although for example FRY and NATO took relatively strong stands for 

and against, neither of them can be accurately described as a leading voice in the discourse. For both of them, 

the environmental security issue was rather marginal, which is likely to have considerably curbed their 

enthusiasm to get involved. Meanwhile, the BTF could have been a major actor in the discourse, but its role 

as a scientific, expert-based organisation restricted its involvement to some extent. It had to formulate its views 

through painstaking, slow research, and even then could only present guarded estimations about the impacts. 

In the highly politicised context of the environmental securitisation discourse, its message may have been lost 

on most audiences.  The BTF had a role in raising certain topics into the environmental security discourse, but 

it did not have any authoritative role in determining the directions that this discourse would take. 

This also goes to show how highly securitisation depends on the perceptions of the audience, which in turn are 

clearly influenced by underlying politicisation processes. This is well illustrated by the DU discussion which, 

regardless of the actual level of threat, became the centre of attention and the main security issue especially in 

the public debate. This seems to have hinged on two major factors. One was the predisposition of the general 

public, which was responsive to the idea that NATO – which from the point of view of the local audience was 

the aggressor with superior force – could be suspected of deliberately trying to cause severe and reckless long-

term damage also for the population. This was further aggravated by the strong political interests that several 

parties had in the matter.  

At least in the case of the Serbian audience, there has been a sore need for clearly assigning guilt to motivate 

people to demand the remediation of environmental damage, especially if the guilty party is a generally 

acceptable one. The assignment of guilt makes it easier to use environmental damage and DU in particular as 

a political tool – in this case to show the scope of the NATO bombings that could easily appear disproportionate 

in duration and impact. This coincides particularly well with the mentality of victimhood and conspiracy 

theories that have, according to previous research, been common in the Serbian post-conflict discourse.201 The 

DU discourse has thus been incorporated into a prominent and highly politicised line of thinking within the 

Serbian society. 

Meanwhile, the analysis above suggests that the BTF mainly spoke to the international community as its main 

audience. It, obviously, formed a very different target group than the local public. Consequently, the arguments 

put forward and the ways in which they were expressed were scientific and carefully worded, and significantly 

less politicised than in the case of public debate. Moreover, the substance of the discourse presented to the 

international community focused considerably less on the damages themselves, instead pointing out potential 

                                                
201 E.g. Obradovic-Wochnik 2013b; Bock-Luna. B.: The past in exile: Serbian long-distance nationalism and identity 
in the wake of the Third Balkan War. Vol. 9. LIT Verlag Münster, 2007. 
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solutions and measures to implement them. Although DU was also mentioned among the issues discussed, it 

did not overshadow other themes, such as the inclusion of the environment within human security.  

The apparent disconnect between the different audiences of environmental security discourse meant that there, 

in effect, were several discourses maintained in different contexts. Within local and international media, for 

example, environmental securitisation took up thoroughly different meanings than in the conference rooms of 

international organisations. The ensuing lack of a common definition for environmental security certainly is 

not exclusive to the case of the Kosovo conflict – in fact it closely correlates with the various theoretical 

formulations discussed in detail in Section 3. Yet this setting created an interesting backdrop to the consequent 

environmental security cooperation yet to come in the Western Balkans.  

What matters also is that the actors are in imbalanced power positions with regard to each other. The FRY 

government was in many ways in the weakest position as it was shunned by the international community. On 

the other hand, the Milošević government also used this to its advantage, attempting to present itself as an 

underdog under attack from all sides, accentuating the harm caused to civilians. The environmental damage fit 

into this narrative as an example of the collateral damage that the FRY government argued that the bombings 

caused. Meanwhile, although NATO obviously had considerable military advantage over the FRY, questions 

about political legitimacy were far more controversial especially after the campaign was started without a UN 

Security Council resolution. Therefore, the increasing criticism about the environmental harm also in the 

international media could also be problematic for NATO. The BTF, on the other hand, aimed to enter this 

setting as an unbiased expert focusing only on the evidence gathered in the field rather than the surrounding 

discussion. It could not, however, thoroughly escape the divisions present in the context and, as it could be 

equated with the same international community that was responsible for the bombings, was not considered as 

a credible authority by everyone in the FRY. At the same time, the BTF actually was a very marginal actor 

also in the international field, and both its validity and relevance were also questioned by others, even within 

its own host organisation the UNEP. Therefore, its status could also be fragile in the eyes of the audience.  

The power relations are influenced by the identities assumed by the actors themselves. For FRY, a distinction 

has to be made between the national, top-down interpretation of identity promoted by the government, on the 

one hand, and the prevailing identities among the population, on the other. Throughout the time of the 

Milošević regime, there was opposition to it, culminating in public protests for example in 1991, 1992 and 

1996. Although there was little direct resistance during the NATO bombings, the grassroots sentiment hardly 

supported the government either, as suggested also by the fact that the protests resumed soon afterwards.202 

Although the opposition always was a minority,203 it would be mistaken to speak of any uniform state-centred 

                                                
202  Vladisavljević, N. Competitive authoritarianism and popular protest: Evidence from Serbia under Milošević. 
International Political Science Review, 37(1) 2016, 42-45. 
203 Haug, H. K. Debating the End of Yugoslavia in Post-Milošević Serbia. In Bieber, F., Galijas, A. & Archer, R. (Eds.) 
Debating the End of Yugoslavia. Routledge, London and New York 2016, 118-119. 
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identity in FRY at the time. As has been discussed in the analysis, the line of the government – and therefore 

the official picture presented to the world – was to assume the role of a victim, unjustly attacked by a hostile 

NATO. The narrative about environmental damage was almost exclusively supportive to maintaining this 

identity, at least for as long as it did not bring about questions about historical pollution. This may also have 

been rather easy for the majority opinion of the people to agree with, especially in a situation where the threat 

was caused by an external actor.  

The BTF itself identified as an independent and neutral expert that was participating in the discussion as an 

outsider, unbiased towards the positions of the parties to the conflict. While such complete objectivity is 

impossible, this idealised identity informed a great deal of the way in which the BTF planned and realised its 

work. Meanwhile, despite inevitably being an actor in the process, the NATO did not have a distinct self-

assumed identity in the discussion about environmental damage, mostly because it was not advantageous for 

the organisation to be associated with the issue in the first place. At most, it identified as an external actor that 

was actually concerned with ending the conflict in Kosovo while being pulled into the environmental 

discussion against its will.  

Out of the three participants of the inter-subjective process of securitisation, the object seems the most obvious: 

in this case, it is quite clearly the environment. However, upon closer inspection of the arguments, it becomes 

apparent that rather than the state of the environment itself, it is, in fact, far more the idea of an existential 

threat to mankind or human health that primarily motivates the action to take preventive measures. In cases 

where the threat falls upon the environment alone, such as the biodiversity component of the BTF assessment, 

the incentive to act is less persuasive. Thus the threats that came to be seen as bad and are singled out for 

preventive measures tend to be those that, ultimately, pose a threat to human well-being. In fact, based on the 

discourse analysed here, it is very doubtful that such an elaborate assessment as the BTF would have been 

carried out at all if the damage done had been clearly limited only to biodiversity. 

This seems to be a common feature of the environmental security discourse at large. As has been seen in 

Section 2, most of it focuses on the kind of environmental threats that either directly or indirectly pose a risk 

to humans. As Karen Hulme has pointed out, even the motivation to protect the environment generally does 

not stem from an urge to protect nature itself, but from anthropocentric interests to use natural resources and, 

ultimately, to preserve humankind.204 The same applies even more strongly in conflict situations as these 

always also take into account the ‘realism and practicalities on the battlefield’.205 While the questions as to 

whether such a position is justified or rational are inherently moral ones and therefore not the major part of the 

discussion here, this inevitably also affects the premises and outcomes of securitisation. It prompts the question 

                                                
204 Hulme, K.:.War torn environment: Interpreting the legal threshold. Vol. 7. Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, 2004, 14-
15. 
205 Hulme 2004, 16. 
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whether the natural environment alone is ever the object of the process, and whether such securitisations would 

under any circumstances turn out successfully.  

What this does not imply, however, is that environmental security should be regarded as a misconception. The 

fact that the major perception of threat is caused by the consequences to human well-being does not exclude 

simultaneous concern about the environment. Moreover, civilisation itself is inevitably included in – and 

dependent on – the environment in which it exists.206 

The various discourses in different contexts incorporated relatively similar actions as the means of 

securitisation. The processes proceeded mostly through public statements by actors like the BTF, UNEP and 

the governmental officials of several countries. These were further disseminated in the media. Differences only 

start to occur when looking at the heuristic artefacts, as Balzacq calls them, and strategic courses of action 

used to build up securitisation. While strategic engagement overall was quite vague and scattered, the FRY 

government attempted to frame the environmental damage as part of the immediate threat caused by NATO 

and the bombings through the claims about dangerous pollution and long-term damages. In addition, 

environment was linked to the overall discourse about conflict and used as an accusation against the NATO 

activities as an aggressor. This often amounted to strong utterances and relatively direct allusions to genocide 

and the Serbian victimhood narrative, for instance.  

Meanwhile, the BTF used neutral, scientific language that is likely to have been far less persuasive in the 

political sense but, at the same time, very convincing in terms of credibility. This may not, at the outset, seem 

like a strategic move at all, but especially when looking at the framings and formulations in the effort to include 

environment within humanitarian relief it becomes clear that the understated style is strategic to a very high 

degree. Particularly interesting is that the word security itself is relatively absent from the argumentation, 

which would suggest that the process is not one of securitisation at all. Yet, regardless of the use of the word, 

there was a strong effort to show the acuteness of the threat and to justify the adoption of an unusual measure, 

that is, the inclusion of the environment in humanitarian relief. Indeed, the humanitarian argument became an 

extremely important framing for the BTF and, as the objective of including the environment into the relief 

effort was successful, perhaps the most significant immediate outcome of the BTF process. Therefore, it can 

be argued that the securitisation of an issue does not depend on the use of the word ‘security’, but rather on 

the argumentation and acceptance of a threat.  

Certain similarities exist also when it comes to the practices and tools as well as policies generated by 

securitisation. The main tool that practically all parties could agree to was to carry out an assessment or 

evaluation of some kind in order to probe the actual damages caused by the bombings. In this sense, the BTF 

itself was also a tool. As such, it was effective in the sense that it managed to raise environmental security on 

                                                
206 See e.g. Buzan et al. 1998, 75-76. 
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the international agenda while also providing much needed information about the implications of conflict on 

the environment. In addition, it had a crucial role in the decision to include the environment within 

humanitarian relief. Through the eventual development of UNEP post conflict assessments and the conflict 

and disaster unit it also had a legacy in the emergence of a longer lasting environmental security practice. 

However, the audience for all of these tools and practices was almost exclusively limited to the diplomatic 

community of international cooperation, as opposed to the general public. This is evident for example in the 

way that the work and results of the BTF failed to do much with concern to dispelling the concern about lasting 

damage to the environment. Its impact was therefore limited in scope. Yet it can be argued that the audience 

that it did reach is precisely the one that was most relevant for the impact of its message. The policy community 

could take up the recommendations made in the assessment report and promote their implementation in 

practice. The discussion among the general public was more restricted to politicised argumentation rather than 

taking up security claims or consigning legitimacy for these. Therefore, its role in environmental securitisation 

in the Kosovo conflict case was not significant. 

At the policy-making level, the BTF assessment certainly made a difference for the development of 

environmental security policies in the post-conflict cooperation in the Western Balkans. Major cooperation 

initiatives like the Stability Pact for South Eastern Europe made references to the assessment and used it to 

inform their plans on the environmental component.  The way in which environmental security was 

incorporated into the strategies and action plans will be discussed in more detail in Sections 4 and 5, but here 

it can be argued that the BTF was a factor in the emergence of the discourse. In other words, the BTF and the 

entire process concerning the environmental damage of the Kosovo conflict was conveyed into the entailing 

discourse. This already represents a shift of practice in the governmentality approach, where language and 

discourse are seen as practices.  

The more immediate but at least geographically far-reaching policy impact was the inclusion of environment 

in humanitarian aid. As has been argued above, this resulted in a concrete change of practice, not to mention 

one that was not limited to the Western Balkan regional case but was since incorporated into various post-

conflict assessments of consequences on the environment.207 Related to this, the BTF had an unplanned but all 

the more significant policy impact through the interest in environmental conflict that emerged at UNEP and 

eventually resulted in the setting up of the Conflict and Disaster Unit. Although there obviously have been 

other factors affecting the development of these policies, the the BTF had a significant role in being the first 

case in which both the humanitarian relief and the environmental assessment were carried out in such scope 

and shape.  

                                                
207 Examples of cases where environmental issues have been included within humanitarian assistance can be found in 
Jensen & Lonergan 2012. 
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As the previous discussion already suggests, the whole process of environmental securitisation in the case of 

the Kosovo conflict can be set into several overlapping contexts. The proximate context consisted of media 

reports, press conferences, international meetings and other similar events or circumstances in which the 

discussion about the environmental damage was carried out or, later, the premises and results of the assessment 

were being presented. Background discussions and diplomacy may also have been involved, but as 

environmental securitisation inevitably had to take place in the public, exposed to the audience, these hidden 

interactions are of secondary importance to the process. 

The distal context is more complex and varied. Primarily, the discourse has to be placed into the background 

of the break-up of Yugoslavia and the bitter conflicts that dated back to the early 1990s. This history was a 

major influence not only the FRY but on all actors in the process, shaping their expectations and 

preconceptions towards each other. It also tied the Kosovo case tightly into the regional context, deeming it 

indivisible from the prospects and possibilities of the Western Balkans as a whole. Conversely, the outcomes 

of the Kosovo conflict inevitably influenced the future of the entire region. Meanwhile, post-socialism 

provided another context that, although less visible in the direct conflict setting, formed the background for 

cultural and societal interactions that were at play and came increasingly to the fore especially in the post-

conflict situation.    

Yet the discourse about environmental security in the Kosovo conflict also took place in the context of 

international diplomacy and cooperation. It was therefore tied to a very wide network of power relations, 

objectives and influences that expanded far beyond the immediate implications of the Kosovo conflict. Yet 

these could have relatively significant impacts. For example, the actions of UNEP in the Western Balkans, and 

therefore also the fate of the BTF, were inextricably linked to the developments of the agency at the global 

level. Finally, it can be argued that the Kosovo case was situated in the context of the global environmental 

security discourse. Although not yet prominent, the field was emerging, and could therefore provide at least 

some kind of theoretical background for linking the environment and conflict. Theoretical insight may not 

have been a major objective for the BTF, but at least by the time UNEP decided to go along and replicate 

environmental assessments in other post-conflict settings, there was a need for more systematised insights.  
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Picture 3.1 The Framework of Actions in the Case of the Kosovo conflict  

 

 

 

The picture shows that there are a few different but related interactions taking place in overlapping contexts. 

This may be the reason that the total picture of environmental security in the aftermath of the Kosovo conflict 

appears fragmented. Not only were there several actors involved; they were also tied to different contexts 

where they presented their case in altering ways. However, three discourses that were clearly shaped by 

environmental securitisation emerged as prevalent: post-conflict environmental assessment, environment as a 

part of humanitarian aid, and the linkages between environment and conflict. These are also the ones that ended 

up developing into practices that had long-term relevance.  

One reason for the focus on the three above-mentioned discourses is that they were considered relevant in 

several contexts. For example, the idea of environmental assessment could be an important development in the 

environmental security sector, but it was also seen as beneficial in the context of the reconciliation and 

reconstruction in the aftermath of the Yugoslavian conflict as well as an element of international cooperation 

that agencies like the UN could engage in. Similarly, the discussion about the inclusion of the environment in 

humanitarian aid and setting up the UNEP Conflict and Disaster Unit could be justified in all three contexts in 

relatively consistent ways. Therefore, in the case of the Kosovo conflict, the results and acceptance of 
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environmental securitisation seem to have been strongly dependent on the extent to which it applied in different 

contexts. 

This can partly be explained by the fact that despite existing as a discussion in both theory and policy, 

environmental security itself was still fairly marginal context at the time. As a result, it was unlikely that 

discourses limited solely to this context would have risen to prevalence. However, when they had a relevance 

for other contexts as well, the discourses could spread across the spectrum and gain legitimacy from several 

audiences. 

The interactions had two specific consequences: environment rose to the humanitarian agenda and the 

environmental impacts of conflicts were recognised. Especially the first of these changed the way in which 

environment was perceived, also within the environmental sector itself. It designated environmental quality as 

something that affected human security directly, thus justifying the use of emergency resources for its 

preservation and setting a precedent for using humanitarian assistance for environmental issues also in the 

future. This signifies an acknowledgement of the potential risks environmental problems in the security sector, 

but also marks a recognition of security implications in the environmental sector. Such shifts made it possible 

for a practice incorporating these two sectors to arise. However, as a securitisation process this affected a very 

limited audience of international agencies and cooperation actors who might have had an interest in 

contributing to processes benefiting from such a practice.  

A less tangible but wider consequence is the recognition of the environmental impacts of conflict. The most 

evident indication of this again is the fact that concrete practices such as environmental assessment were made 

possible to develop and be implemented, which shows that there was an understanding and acceptance of the 

linkage between conflict and environmental harm. However, the heated discussion in the media about the 

environmental consequences of the conflict brought the discussion also to the eyes of the general public. The 

extent to which this led to any general recognition of the linkage between the environment and conflict is more 

difficult to verify. Yet, for example, the fact that arguments about the potentially harmful effects on the 

population of NATO’s use of DU are so common in the media even today suggests that the relationship 

between the two is acknowledged.    

The setting that emerged in the Kosovo conflict provided a tentative basis for the environmental security 

discourse in later cooperation in the Western Balkans. Particularly for international organisations, the 

acknowledgement of environment as a humanitarian issue and the overall work done concerning 

environmental wellbeing provided a platform for further cooperation. On the other hand, the intense debate 

about damages to the environment may have predisposed the general public to the issue. Thus there was a 

certain momentum for a focus on environmental security within the setting that consisted of the agents, objects 

and audiences as well as the wider framework of actors, actions and contexts. These were crucial with regard 
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to the ways in which the environmental security potential came to be realised through international cooperation 

in the Western Balkans, which will be discussed in the following Sections.  

The Kosovo conflict does not present a straightforward case of environmental securitisation. In fact, it diverges 

into several overlapping and sometimes conflicting discourses, engaging various actors with asymmetrical 

means of participation. It did not constitute a clear-cut process with a discernible beginning and end or results 

that could be easily evaluated. Such ambiguity is, in fact, representative of most real-life securitisation 

processes. As has been discussed above in the Introduction and Section 2, research easily focuses on relatively 

straightforward cases, where securitisation has been successful and deliberately driven by a specific actor. 

However, the present study is resolutely based on the assumption that it would be equally useful to consider 

the topic in more complicated circumstances, where securitisation may take more ambiguous forms. The 

Kosovo conflict and BTF assessment present a case in point.  

As has been shown, it is not a simple task to estimate the success of the securitisation that took place during 

the NATO bombings and the preparation of the BTF report. Some aspects of the process suggest a riskification. 

The environment became integrated into the risk discourse, which consequently resulted in measures proposed 

to govern those risks. This is evident throughout the BTF report and its recommendations, but also influenced 

the international cooperation efforts in the post-conflict phase, as will be discussed in more detail in Sections 

4 and 5. However, as has been discussed before, riskification can be seen as an alternative or a concurrent 

process to securitisation. In addition, the overall discussion about the environmental impacts of the Kosovo 

conflict also shows that a riskification may have similar political consequences as a securitisation, such as 

raising the issue on the agenda.  

With regard to securitisation, it can be concluded that the idea of the environment as a security issue did not 

become widely recognised in the mainstream of the security sector. On the other hand, the effort to carry out 

the BTF report gave rise to an acknowledgement of the security implications of environmental damage, which 

then culminated in the inclusion of the environment into humanitarian relief. The latter can be seen as the 

emergence of a human security practice, thereby going beyond risk governance and leading to securitisation, 

albeit only within the limited audience formed by the actors involved in post-conflict international cooperation. 

The discourse in the Kosovo case brought the environment into the vicinity of the security framework, and in 

specific contexts went beyond that to actually constitute successful securitisation.  

As elsewhere in this study, the relevant question is not limited to whether the securitisation was successful or 

not. At least equally important is the fact that securitisation took place overall, as well as who initiated it, why 

and with what kinds of effects. The consequences of a securitisation effort may be significant even if the 

proposition itself is not acknowledged by the audience. In the case of the Kosovo conflict, the discourse left 

its mark on the ensuing environmental cooperation and influenced the substance of the projects that were 

chosen for implementation. This hypothesis will be further explored in the two following Sections.  
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Whether successful or not, a great deal of the securitisation was not deliberate in the sense that it would have 

been the main strategy of the agent to move an environmental issue into the security sector. Instead, there were 

other political motivations that sometimes were quite unrelated to either the environment or a change of 

security policy. Especially for the FRY government the main motivation was to end the bombings and to call 

to question the actions of NATO. The tendency to present the destruction of the environment was just one part 

of this agenda. In contrast, the BTF demonstrated much more of a concentrated effort to specifically include 

the environment in the sphere of security. It had obvious if not directly stated goals for doing this; namely to 

enable humanitarian and emergency work to be done in the field of the environment, but also to raise the 

importance of environmental issues on the post-conflict agenda. These examples show that securitisation can 

be and often is used as a strategy to achieve a specific goal external to the process itself. As a result, 

understanding the actual motivations for securitisations becomes even more crucial when also ascertaining the 

consequences. 

Furthermore, the Kosovo conflict case shows that the relationship between politicisation and securitisation is 

multifaceted. Overall, the securitisation took place amidst powerful politicisation and sometimes as a part of 

it, perhaps most obviously in the case of nationalist groups using the speculation about the risks of depleted 

uranium to underline the wrongdoings of NATO and the difficulties suffered by the Serbian people. Quite to 

the contrary, the BTF aimed to base its work on thoroughly scientific argumentation, hoping thus to minimise 

the risk of politicised questioning of the report. On the other hand, the BTF had no control over the potentially 

politicised utilisation of the results of the assessment. These very different strategies of securitisation suggest 

that politicisation and securitisation may act as complementary as well as opposite processes.   

The period after the conflict in Kosovo marked an end to the tumultuous 1990s in the Western Balkans, and 

the start of a new post-conflict era of reconstruction. Although a great deal of instability and political crises 

still lay ahead, there also was a strong effort particularly by the international community to support 

reconciliation, cooperation and state-building. This presented a new opportunity for environmental 

cooperation, which became established as an important element in a great deal of the work done in the Western 

Balkans. As will be further argued in the following Sections, the discussion about environmental damage 

during the NATO bombings as well as the BTF report may well have had a role in keeping environmental 

issues on the agenda. 

In this study, the BTF report has been seen as a starting point for the emerging focus on environmental security 

in the work of international organisations in the Western Balkans. In addition to directing the discourse towards 

environmental issues overall, it also provided a great deal of useful data and clearly pointed out a linkage 

between environment and security. In addition, the Kosovo case provides a tentative guide to the perceptions 

of the relevant audiences of the securitisations that were to come; the international community and the local 

Yugoslav people in particular. The following Sections aim to explore how the discourse developed from this 

starting point. 
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4. The environment and conflict in the Western Balkans 
 

The conflict-linkage has often been regarded as the most plausible aspect of environmental security, and 

it has therefore also gained most consideration in the traditional security sector. Even if it is unlikely 

that environmental factors would constitute the sole cause for any conflict, as was already discussed in 

Section 2, they can relatively easily be seen as elements that need to be taken into account in a risk 

assessment. Due to its strong focus on conflict potential, this view also coincides with the realist security 

theory. 

 

In the Western Balkans, the setting was slightly different, as the conflict had in effect already taken place. 

The more acute question concerned the ability of the regional countries, or more accurately of the 

international community, to prevent further hostility. This could have led to the avoidance of any 

mention of conflict potential regarding the environment. Instead, however, ‘environmental security’ 

became one of the catchphrases of the ensuing cooperation. The case of conflict potential was turned on 

its head and it became an elemental part of encouraging stability and cooperation.  

 

The end of the Kosovo conflict gave rise to a profusion of activity in post-conflict relief as international 

organisations rushed in to assume their share of the work. A major development was the G8 meeting 

held in Cologne June 18-20th 1999, which set the stage for the establishment of the Stability Pact for 

South Eastern Europe. This was also significant for environmental cooperation, which was coordinated 

under the Stability Pact in the form of the Regional Environmental Reconstruction Program (REReP). 

After the immediate aftermath of the conflict, a variety of other environmental initiatives followed, 

many of them also incorporating the security aspect. While these were implemented by different 

organisations, there was a sense of a shared discourse upon which many activities were based. The 

cooperation did not consist solely of individual efforts but formed a relatively coordinated pattern of 

overlapping and interlinked actions.  

 

4.1 The Balkan Task Force, conflict and cooperation 

 

As argued in Section 3, the Balkan Task Force assessment presents the starting point for environmental 

cooperation in the post-conflict Western Balkans. Although it was not originally designed as a part of 

any relief effort, it produced a great deal of information that inevitably had an important role in directing 

the activities that followed. The direct linkage of the conflict to its environmental consequences was a 

novel approach and therefore significant in introducing the environmental conflict discourse to the 
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region. The fact that a UN mission had been mobilised for such a purpose already gave credence to the 

idea that the natural environment could be one factor to take into account in the context of a conflict.  

 

In addition to the conflict linkage, the BTF assessment may have had an even stronger effect on 

introducing the environment into the human security discourse due to the way in which it was included 

in humanitarian relief efforts. This aspect will be discussed in more detail in Section 5. However, the 

conflict approach is interesting in its own right, not least because the entire discourse so clearly emerged 

as a part of a conflict and its environmental consequences. 

 

In light of the documents in which environmental cooperation in the Western Balkans was further 

sketched out, the UNEP assessment did have an influence beyond its immediate results and reception. 

Perhaps the most important recognition, in terms of its later impact, is the one by Regional 

Environmental Reconstruction Program (REReP), which became the main body through which 

environmental cooperation was organised during the early 2000s. In fact, the entire idea of REReP came 

about at an informal meeting of the EU Ministers of Environment in Helsinki in June 1999, where the 

BTF mission was also presented.1 Later, the Joint Statement issued by the Consultation Meeting of High 

Officials from the Ministries of Environment of South Eastern Europe in Skopje on January 26-27th 2000 

listed ‘the UNEP Balkan Task Force’ among the elements providing ‘a good strategic framework for the 

future work’.2 Correspondingly, the need to remediate the environmental hot spots pointed out by UNEP 

and the BTF was taken into account in the programme document of REReP, which included this as one 

of its five Priorities.3 Thus there was a direct link between the environmental conflict thematic and the 

REReP effort from the very start. In its more detailed strategy documents, REReP put strong emphasis 

on the stability-building impact of environmental issues. 

 

The BTF assessment also comes up in various other documents that are central to the Western Balkan 

case. Among others, the 8th annual Economic Forum of the OSCE in 2000 noted it as a welcome effort, 

                                                
1 REC: The Regional Environmental Reconstruction Programme for South Eastern Europe – Model for a Successful 
Assistance Mechanism. REC, Szentedre 2003b. Available at http://www.rec.org/publication.php?id=82 (Last visited 
5.1.2015); REReP Programme March 15-16 2000, 28. 
2 Stability Pact: Joint Statement on Regional Environmental Reconstruction Program. Consultation Meeting of High 
Officials from the Ministries of Environment of South Eastern Europe, Skopje, January 26-27, 2000; (Stability Pact 26-
27 January 2000) available at http://www.stabilitypact.org/environment/000127-skopje.asp (Last visited 10.11.2014) 
3 REC: Regional Environmental Reconstruction Programme for South eastern Europe (REReP). The Environmental 
Programme for Working Table II of the Stability Pact for South Eastern Europe. Based on the initial concept developed 
at the SEE ministerial meeting held in Skopje, Macedonia, on March 15-16, 2000. REReP/TF/1(g). (REReP Programme 
March 15-16 2000) REC, Szentendre 2000, 22. Available at 
http://archive.rec.org/REC/Programs/REREP/docs/REReP_Intro.PDF (Last visited 25.11.2014). 
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pointing out that it ‘worked well, allowing an objective analysis that overcame wider political factors’.4 

Even later, when the cooperation efforts were already more established, the work of the BTF was 

credited for example by the Environment for Europe meeting in Kyiv in 20035. Both the Economic Forum 

and Environment for Europe were important processes within which the discourse on environmental 

cooperation, and thus also environmental security, were developed further.  

 

These references show that the BTF report had a role in the post-conflict agenda-setting. The attention 

that the assessment and its results gained inevitably contributed to the perception of the environment 

as an element worth considering in a conflict. It provided a platform that not only yielded sorely needed 

data on the environmental status but also carried the implication – sometimes clearly explicated – that 

environmental problems could further complicate stability-building. Also, the observation that the BTF 

had worked and managed to overcome some political obstacles suggests a basis for further work on the 

environmental aspects of conflict.  

 

The involvement of UNEP also had a concrete impact on the Western Balkans because it introduced a 

permanent presence of the organisation in the region. Rather than just point out the need for urgent 

clean up in the final report, it also intended to follow up on its recommendations and coordinate the 

necessary actions. Due to a lack of any effective or existing mechanism to channel international 

assistance for environmental needs, the BTF team set off in April 2000 to prepare feasibility studies of 

the four ‘hot spots’ that had been considered the most urgent to tackle.6 It also planned to continue its 

work in its originally temporary offices in Geneva and was asked by the Stability Pact for South Eastern 

Europe to contribute its expertise on the environmental assessments of other Western Balkan 

countries.7As a result, UNEP became an integral part of the environmental post-conflict activities in the 

region.   

 

The work in the Balkans also turned out to become especially important for UNEP itself as it marked the 

beginning of the Post-conflict and Disaster Management branch. The organisation had not previously 

taken such a concentrated interest in conflicts or their consequences, but the BTF assessment seemed 

                                                
4  OSCE: Eighth Meeting of the Economic Forum, Prague 11-14 April 2000. Summary. Available at 
http://www.osce.org/eea/42131?download=true (Last visited 14.11.2014) 
5 UNECE: Fifth Ministerial Conference Environment for Europe, Kiev, Ukraine, 21-23 May 2003. Declaration by the 
Environment Ministers of the region of the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE). Available at 
http://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/env/efe/Kiev/proceedings/files.pdf/Item%2014_15/14_15Documents/ece.cep.94.
rev.1.e.pdf (Last visited 14.11.2014) 
6 UNEP: From Conflict to Sustainable Development. Assessment and Clean-up in Serbia and Montenegro. Final report, 
UNEP 2004, 9. Available at http://postconflict.unep.ch/publications/sam.pdf (Last visited 12.4.2016). 
7 Grid-Arendal: UNEP-led Balkans Task Force to Continue Its Work in Yugoslavia. Press Release 8 Feb 2000. Available 
at http://www.grida.no/news/default/2048.aspx?p=2 (Last visited 10.4.2016) 
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to spark a whole new attention that went even beyond the immediate aftermath of the Western Balkan 

case. In 2008, the Governing Council of UNEP endorsed the organisation’s work on conflicts as one of its 

six new strategic priorities.8  

 

4.2 Early cooperation and the Regional Environmental Reconstruction Program (REReP) 

 

It was soon clear that the stabilisation of the Western Balkan region would have to take place in the far 

longer run than an immediate post-conflict remediation. This was partly due to a sense of failure 

regarding the actions of the international community in the Balkans, associated with its inability to 

prevent neither the atrocities of the Bosnian War nor the escalation of the conflict in Kosovo. According 

to the international community, lasting peace would require a long-term, coordinated effort. 9  In 

addition, from relatively early on, the EU presented the possibility of an eventual accession in the Union, 

implying a long-term engagement in a comprehensive transition in the region.10  

 

A similar approach was also evident in the environmental sector. The BTF assessment had already 

emphasised that any long-term improvement in ecological quality would require the development of 

environmental governance.11 As this goal was combined with the strongly held international idea of 

reinforcing regional cooperation, it was to be expected that environmental capacity-building would be 

organised as a region-wide effort. This resulted in the setting up of the Regional Environmental 

Reconstruction Program (REReP) as a dimension of the Stability Pact. As the tendency was to favour 

unified efforts to coordinate the assistance to the Western Balkans, it also became the main body for 

environmental cooperation.  

 

The framework for REReP was developed in a number of meetings concerning the Stability Pact, 

engaging the regional countries as well as the key international actors. In the March 2000 meeting in 

Skopje, the REReP framework was endorsed by Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, the 

Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia and Romania.12 As if to illustrate the continued division of the 

                                                
8  UNEP UNEP medium-term strategy: 2010-2013. UNEP. Nairobi, 2008, 11. Available at 
http://www.unep.org/PDF/FinalMTSGCSS-X-8.pdf (Last visited 11.4.2016). 
9 Bartolini, M.: Kosovo and the prognosis for ’humanitarian’ war. In Blitz, B.K. (Ed.): War and Change in the Balkans. 
Cambridge University Press, New York 2006, 167; Cameron, F.: The European Union’s role in the Balkans. In Blitz, 
B.K. (Ed.): War and Change in the Balkans. Cambridge University Press, New York 2006, 99. 
10 Bechev, D.: Carrots, sticks and norms: the EU and regional cooperation in Southeast Europe. Journal of Southern 
Europe and the Balkans, 8(1), 34. 
11 UNEP/UNCHS: The Kosovo Conflict. Consequences for the Environment & Human Settlements. UNEP/UNCHS 
(UN-HABITAT), Nairobi 1999, 79.  
12 Stability Pact: Joint Statement of the Ministers of Environment of the SEE countries. Ministerial Meeting, Skopje, 
Macedonia, 15-16 March 2000.  
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region, the Former Republic of Yugoslavia was not involved as the Milošević regime was still not 

accepted as a partner by the international community. Despite the relatively quick procession in which 

the post-conflict organisations were built, the political situation remained challenging and the grounds 

for cooperation were shaky.  

 

This was one of the problems that environmental cooperation sought to address. The peace-making role 

of environment was explicitly mentioned and emphasised within the REReP framework. In the 

establishing document prepared by the Regional Center for Central and Eastern Europe and passed in 

July 2000, it is specifically stated that ‘it is essential to undertake a cooperative regional approach’13. 

Moreover, it pointed out that: 

 

the environment can play an important role in the reconstruction process because 

environmental issues, which are often trans-boundary in nature, have historically 

been a means of establishing cross-border cooperation and facilitating networks 

between countries.14   

 

This was said to contribute to the overall goals of the Stability Pact as  

 

(…) environmental cooperation is widely recognised as a politically neutral issue 

on which common agreements can be easily formed, and which can contribute to the 

establishment of trans-boundary networks and cross-border agreements throughout 

the SEE region.15 

 

There thus were two corresponding rationales for using environmental cooperation as a stability-

building tool. One was the practical view that environmental problems are trans-boundary anyway and 

therefore need cross-border approaches to be solved. The other is the debatable argument that 

environment is politically neutral and therefore suited for building bridges across conflict-ridden 

communities. The latter reason was particularly important due to its relevance to the overall goals of 

                                                
13 REReP: Regional Environmental Reconstruction Programme for South-Eastern Europe (REReP). REReP/TF/1(g). 
March 15-16 2000 (REReP March 15-16 2000), 6; bolding and italics in original. Available at 
http://rerep.rec.org/docs/REReP_Intro.PDF (Last visited 23.8.2016). 
14 REReP March 15-16 2000, 6. 
15 REReP March 15-16 2000, 6; bolding and italics in the original. 
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the Stability Pact. Elsewhere in the document, it is justified further, citing ‘experience from other regions 

in Europe’16 although not referring to any concrete examples.  

 

REReP had five Programme Priorities: 

 

1. Institutional strengthening and policy development 

2. Environmental civil society building 

3. Emergency assistance for combating war damage 

4. Reinforcement of existing cooperative mechanisms and structures and development of regional 

cross-border projects 

5. Support to prioritise national and local environmental projects17  

 

Despite the high importance given to stability-building in the reasoning for the programme, it featured 

less prominently in these concrete plans. Although it obviously was included in Priority 4, the peace-

building attempts were not really spelled out. Rather than constitute specific actions, conflict-

prevention seems to have only been in the background of a variety of different themes. However, 

Priority 2 on civil society building was explicitly presented as a key to stability, and the lack thereof as 

a potential cause for conflict. This was associated with regional activities, arguing that ‘the pattern of 

limited cooperation in South Eastern Europe (…) has culminated in conflicts throughout this region’.18 

In addition, Priority 3 on Emergency Assistance for Combating War Damage focused specifically on the 

effects of the conflict on the environment.19 

 

The REReP programme did not give any clear definition for environmental security. The term was not 

even mentioned in the Programme document.20 This also becomes apparent from the relatively vaguely 

formulated elements within the Programme Priorities and the activities envisioned to achieve them. 

Rather than iterate what is meant, in practical terms, with the aim of combining stability-building and 

environmental quality, the elements in fact tend to be rather distant from these goals. This lack of a 

conceptual approach also implies that the REReP did not have any elaborate agenda to securitise the 

environment, rather than utilise the link for practical purposes.  

 

                                                
16 REReP March 15-16 2000, 9. 
17 REReP March 15-16 2000, 10. 
18 REReP March 15-16 2000, 18.  
19 REReP March 15-16 2000, 22. 
20 REReP March 15-16 2000. 
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The vague formulation of environmental peace-building in the concrete plans indicates its complexity, 

as it cannot be neatly compressed into just one sector or activity. Yet the lack of concrete plans in the 

Work Programme also becomes apparent in progress reports later. The only REReP activity that 

genuinely reflected the environmental security objectives and was consistently present in the progress 

reports was cross-border cooperation on environmental issues. For example, projects in the Neretva 

River Delta, Skadar Lake and West Stara Planina aimed to promote cooperation on natural resources 

between relevant local actors across ethnic and national boundaries.21 Yet it was observed even in the 

progress reports that there was ‘scope for improvements in cross-border cooperation projects in the 

region particularly in regard to countries themselves developing projects.’ 22  At the national level, 

regional cooperation was only vaguely mentioned in the progress reports.  Tellingly, the latest 

developments in the environmental sector were presented separately on a country-by-country basis.23 

 

Overall, the role of environmental work in conflict-prevention and peace-building was not particularly 

highlighted in the progress reports, especially in comparison to the large emphasis given to it in the 

introductory document. This may also reflect a wider predisposition of the REReP framework. Despite 

the emphasis on reinforcing regional cooperation, it was not a peace-building organisation by definition. 

As its name suggests, REReP was primarily aimed at reconstruction. In the internal structure of the 

Stability Pact, it was not even located within the Work Table I, which specifically addressed security 

issues, but within Work Table II focusing on economy and infrastructure. The main goal for 

environmental issues was quite understandably aimed at immediate improvements on the ecological 

quality and its protection from further harm. If REReP was not ideally predisposed to preventing 

conflict, it is because it was not primarily designed to do that.  

 

Yet the stability-building aspect featured in the founding documents strongly enough to make it a central 

theme for REReP. This move seems to have contributed to quickly shifting the environmental conflict 

discourse towards questions of peace-building. The main focus shifted from the potential ways 

environmental issues could cause conflict to its role as a catalyst for reconciliation. To some extent, then, 

the REReP setting turned the environmental conflict linkage around; from threats to opportunities. The 

shift in discourse can be seen as a deliberate effort to move away from conflict towards visions of a more 

                                                
21 E.g. REReP: Progress Report on REReP implementation since the 5th REReP Task Force meeting in January 3003. 
Sixth meeting. November 7, 2003, Belgium, Brussels. (REReP Progress Report 7 Nov 2003), Available at 
http://archive.rec.org/REC/Programs/REREP/DocumentsList.html (Last visited 23.8.2016); REReP: Report of the eighth 
REReP Task Force meeting. September 23 2005, Brussels, Belgium. (REReP meeting report 23 Sep 2005), 6. Available 
at http://rerep.rec.org/docs/8th-Report.pdf (Last visited 23.8.2016).    
22 REReP: Report of the seventh REReP Task Force meeting. September 30 – October 1, 2004, Belgrade, Serbia and 
Montenegro (REReP meeting report 30 Sep – 1 Oct 2004), 6. Available at http://rerep.rec.org/docs/7th-meetingreport-
Belgrade.pdf (Last visited 23.8.2016). 
23 E.g. REReP meeting report 23 Sep 2005. 
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optimistic future for the Western Balkans: the conflict was now over and there was a need to look 

forward.  

 

However, this new emphasis on cooperation may have glossed over some of the continuing 

controversies in the region. According to REReP: 

  

[t]he constructive approach of the countries in the region, as well as their readiness 

to cooperate, which has also been demonstrated at this meeting, highlights their 

commitment to integration into the structures of the EU.24 

 

This presents a very confident picture of the willingness of the regional countries to cooperate. While 

the wording makes sense from the peace-building point of view, in retrospect it may also have presented 

an excessively positive picture of the situation, masking controversies and potentially causing the 

neglect of problems that should rather have been openly tackled.  

 

As the work of REReP so strongly emphasised the instrumental role the environment had in peace-

building, it is quite clear that the object of interest for the programme was not limited to the 

environment itself but extended to human well-being. Combined with the aims to promote sustainable 

development and human security, this engagement appears to outweigh the environment as an object. 

In fact, rather than mentioning the value of environmental protection in its own right, the introductory 

document explicitly states it is ‘one of the issues that are of particular importance to the lives and well-

being of the people of the region’.25 The environment was primarily seen to have an instrumental role, 

as a tool for achieving other goals.  

 

This approach also directed the discourse to specific audiences, in particular as REReP took a wide 

approach with the aim of contributing to the ‘objectives of the Stability Pact such as democratisation, 

economic development and increased security’26. As a result, REReP did not address itself so much to 

traditional security institutions like Ministries of Defence, but rather to actors in the humanitarian and 

sustainability fields such as UN agencies. The shift in the audience also reflected the change of focus 

from conflict to cooperation and is crucial with regard to the way in which the securitisation process 

went forward. On the other hand, by neglecting the traditional security establishment, this focus 

                                                
24 Stability Pact: Joint Statement on Regional Environmental Reconstruction Program. Consultation Meeting of High 
Officials from the Ministries of Environment of South Eastern Europe, Skopje, January 26-27, 2000; (Stability Pact 26-
27 January 2000) available at http://www.stabilitypact.org/environment/000127-skopje.asp (Last visited 10.11.2014). 
25 REReP March 15-16 2000, 6. 
26 Stability Pact 26-27 January 2000. 
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reinforced a sense of environmental security as being outside the scope of ‘actual’ security, in the 

margins of the sector at best.  

 

Meanwhile, despite the focus on stability-building at the local level and within communities, the actual 

engagement of REReP with the local audience was limited. While the regional countries participated in 

meetings concerning process, based on the documentation the extent of their actual input remains 

vague. The initial Joint Statement of the Programme was issued in the name of the ‘High Officials from 

the Ministries of Environment of South-Eastern Europe’27 and the document refers to their readiness to 

cooperate, but they certainly were not presented as any kind of initiative-takers. There is no mention in 

the documents that the regional countries would, for example, have proposed the goals of the 

programme or been active in their development. At least at this point, the regional countries come 

across as objects rather than active subjects in the cooperation.  

 

The initiative was firmly in the hands of the EU and Stability Pact. Yet this did not mean a fully unified 

or distinct formulation of policies, as the overall structure and purpose of REReP remained indistinct. 

At the time of its founding, it was not yet an independent political actor itself but the result of the agency 

of all its member countries and organisations. It was thus up to the interests of the individual actors to 

push issues forward on the agenda. In addition, both the Stability Pact and the REReP were drawn up in 

a rather hurried fashion as an immediate reaction to the need for reconstruction and assistance in the 

Western Balkans, thus leaving little time for elaborate strategic planning.  

 

Overall, it would be misleading to describe REReP as a deliberate securitising agent in its own right.  

Firstly, it was not a unitary actor in the first place, and overall, the conditions described above were not 

ideal for drawing up new concepts. In addition, environmental security was not a priority as such for 

any of the actors involved. Instead, they were concerned with any measures that would contribute to 

the goal of stabilising the region. Environment came to be seen as a common denominator that was not 

objectionable to any of the actors involved.  

 

As the analysis of its founding documents shows, REReP did not aim to transform the content of either  

the security sector or environmental cooperation. However, from the point of view of environmental 

securitisation, its existence is significant in its own right. It was the first concrete attempt in the Western 

Balkans to use environmental themes in practical work to promote stability-building and cooperation. 

As such, it not only gave its legitimation the territory charted by the BTF assessment but went beyond 

                                                
27 Stability Pact 26-27 January 2000. 
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that by specifically targeting the environment as a post-conflict measure. This was also recognised later, 

as indicated by a remark made later at an OSCE conference, suggesting that REREeP was ‘probably the 

first example of a co-ordinated environmental response to a conflict.’28  

 

REReP had the effect of validating the environment as a rightful part of post-conflict reconciliation and 

stability building and, by extension, also conflict-prevention. Environmental issues moved closer to the 

security sphere and the two were seen to have interconnections and potential mutual benefits. REReP 

therefore had an impact on the policy discourse but not on the practices. While the founding documents 

did appear to propose some practical measures through which to use environment as a peace-building 

tool, these were not realised in any systematic way in the actual activities. As a result, practices did not 

become established either.  

 

Compared with the BTF, REReP operated in a context that was linked less closely to conflict and far more 

to reconstruction. The international cooperation effort was marked by a quick switch from the 

aftermath of crisis to a forward-looking development programme. In addition, through the Stability Pact, 

REReP was attached to a wider context of actors and organisations that were not concerned with the 

environment in particular and were more likely to see it as a separate sector. In this setting, 

environmental work appears to have shifted back to more traditional formats, such as establishing 

environmental institutions and legislation. Such activities were also sorely needed but did not 

incorporate any particular peace-building element that would have tied them into the environmental 

conflict framework.  

 

In other words, the implications of the securitisation that took place in the context of REReP were mostly 

limited to policy discussion. REReP did not really change practices or create new ones on environmental 

security, mostly because it did not particularly develop practical activities in the field. Consequently, it 

did not have the effect of bringing security practices to environmental work or environmental issues 

into the security sector. However, the impact on policy discourse was very relevant as it paved the way 

for later environmental security work as it introduced the concept to a wider policy audience. 

 

REReP was envisioned as the main organisation through which environmental cooperation was to be 

coordinated, but its role seems to have waned to some degree as the situation became more stabilised, 

new needs were identified and more actors entered the stage. The idea behind REReP might have been 

to ensure coordination and coherence among the various partners, but a wider scope of agencies carried 

                                                
28  OSCE: Eighth Meeting of the Economic Forum. Prague 11-14 April 2000. Summary. OSCE Senior Council, 
EF.GAL/11/00. (OSCE Summary of the Eighth Meeting of the Economic Forum), 2. Available at 
http://www.osce.org/eea/42131?download=true (Last visited 5.2.2015). 
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the potential of useful new approaches. At the same time, the environmental security engagement of 

REReP further diminished, but it was taken up by other actors. While REReP still continued to be an 

important regional actor, its role in environmental securitisation became very marginal .  

  

4.3 The OSCE and the Economic and Environmental Forums 

 

In the early 2000s, the discussion on environmental conflict continued both in the Western Balkan 

region and beyond. In particular, the Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) 

started to take a more active interest in the issue. This tendency was at least partly inspired by the post-

conflict work in the Western Balkans. For the region, the work of the OSCE had such a prominent role 

that the attention it gave to any topic was bound to have implications.   

 

The OSCE, which dates back to the Conference on Security and Co-operation in Europe starting in 1974 

and the Helsinki Final Act signed in 1975, originally aimed at facilitating cooperation between the 

Eastern and Western European countries, but saw its responsibilities considerably shift and widen after 

the end of the Cold War. Its new role focused on managing the political transition within Europe and 

addressing new security issues that were emerging in association to the changing situation. Security and 

stability remain its main fields of action, incorporating early warning, conflict prevention, crisis 

management and post-conflict rehabilitation.29  

 

As a major security actor in the region, the OSCE was also involved in the Western Balkans during and 

after the conflicts. While its role was not quite comparable to that of the EU, which offered both the 

accession perspective and considerable funding, the OSCE incorporated more actors – such as the United 

States and Russia – and directed its focus on security and cooperation issues.30 The OSCE was also used 

as a model for the Stability Pact and was an active partner within its structure.31 In its Regional Strategy 

for South Eastern Europe, passed March 16th 2000, the OSCE aimed to devise a comprehensive policy 

to guide its actions in the region as a whole, as opposed to addressing individual countries separately, 

as well as defining its role with regard to the Stability Pact.32  Apart from that, there was nothing 

particularly new or region-specific about the Strategy. The main objectives were to assist countries in 

                                                
29  E.g. OSCE: Annual Report 2009. OSCE, Vienna 2010, 116. Available at 
http://www.osce.org/secretariat/67759?download=true (Last visited 29.1.2015). 
30 Friis, L. & Murphy, A.: Turbo-charged negotiations': the EU and the Stability Pact for South Eastern Europe. Journal 
of European Public Policy 7(5), 2003, 770. 
31 Bechev 2006, 34.  
32 Buchsbaum, T.M.: The OSCE and the Stability Pact for South Eastern Europe: A mother-daughter, brother-sister or 
partner relationship? Helsinki Monitor 11(4) 2000, 69. 
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implementing their OSCE commitments and obligations and to support efforts like arms control and 

confidence building;33 in other words, performing tasks that were at the core of OSCE competences.  

 

The OSCE takes a comprehensive approach to security, with three Dimensions: Politico-Military, 

Economic and Environmental, and Human. 34  Environmental issues were already mentioned in the 

Helsinki Final Act from 1975,35 but their actual linkages to security and conflict were more prominently 

recognised only in the early 1990s.36 Since then, the role of the Economic and Environmental Dimension 

(EED) has been increasing in prominence, although it seems to be forever waiting to fully enter the 

mainstream.37 This positioning is linked to the trends of the global environmental security discourse, 

which will be reflected upon in more detail in Section 6. 

 

Among its interest in environmental issues in the 1990s, the OSCE tackled the security implications of 

pollution, nuclear safety, water management and trans-boundary concerns. It emphasised a regional 

approach and inter-agency cooperation as important measures towards achieving solutions. Along with 

encouraging public participation on environmental issues, these were considered to have a dual positive 

impact on security by simultaneously improving environmental quality as well as all kinds of 

cooperation.38 These principles demonstrate a degree of recognition of the cross-dimensional security 

implications of  the environment. 

 

Within the OSCE, the main forum for the environmental security debate – in fact for a great deal of its 

environmental cooperation overall – is the annual Economic Forum; later renamed Economic and 

Environmental Forum (E & E Forum). It provides a stage for debate more than decision-making, but is 

influential in setting the agenda in this sector and contributes to the preparation of new policies. From 

the late 1990s onwards, environmental security started to enter the discussions held at the Forum.  

 

                                                
33 Buchsbaum 2000, 70-71. 
34  E.g. OSCE: What is the OSCE? Brochure. OSCE, 2013. Available at 
http://www.osce.org/secretariat/35775?download=true (Last visited 2.2.2015) 
35  CSCE: Coference on Security and Co-operation in Europe Final Act. Helsinki, 1975,  27-30. Available at 
http://www.osce.org/mc/39501?download=true (Last visited 2.2.2015) 
36 Zaagman, R. : OSCE Conflict Prevention and the Economic and Environmental Dimension. Helsinki Monitor 10(4), 
1999, 40-43. 
37 See e.g. Zaagman 1999, 40-41 describing the situation and Bernard Snoy and Marc Baltes commenting in the OSCE 
Yearbook 2007; Snoy, B. & Baltes, M.: Environmental Security: A Key Challenge for the OSCE. In IFSH: OSCE 
Yearbook 2007. IFSH, 2007, 325-326. Available at http://ifsh.de/file-CORE/documents/yearbook/english/07/2007-
enpdfGesamt.pdf (Last visited 2.2.2015)  
38 OSCE: Report on the CSCE/OSCE and the Environment 1975-2000. Hamburg, 1 June 2001, 9-10. Available at 
http://www.osce.org/eea/42320?download=true (Last visited 6.4.2016). 
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The first time that the Forum explicitly mentioned ‘the environmental aspects of security’ was in 1998 

at the 6th Forum, with reference to the way in which ‘economic and environmental problems could 

increase the probability of a potential conflict becoming a real one’.39  The Forum observed that the 

OSCE ‘should be ready to respond rapidly and creatively to such risks’, suggesting that OSCE field 

activities should be linked more closely to these issues.40 This was only a brief remark of the 6th Forum, 

which primarily focused on ‘Security aspects of energy developments in the OSCE area’. However, it 

shows that the environmental security linkage was on the agenda of the OSCE already prior to the 

Kosovo conflict. 

 

The following year proved even more interesting for the environmental security discourse, when the 

Forum focused directly on ‘Security aspects in the field of the environment’. It approached the issue 

through three main themes, each with its own justification for the security linkage. The themes were 

divided into separate workshops and tackled individually, which allowed a detailed perspective into the 

variety of opportunities for environmental security in practical terms. However, this approach omitted 

the need to give an overall definition or rationale for the concept itself.   

 

The first theme of the security dimensions of energy and the environment was a continuation from the 

topic of the 6th Forum. The rationale was that energy had come to be seen as a crucial geopolitical factor 

whose secure supply was ‘a prerequisite for long-term stability and security ’41, but it also had important 

environmental consequences. The second theme was water management, which was considered ‘of 

utmost importance to security in the OSCE area’42, suggesting that the organisation should have a role 

in encouraging cooperation on the issue. Finally, public participation was included, due to its linkage to 

processes like the Aarhus Convention, and because its role in environmental awareness and justice was 

considered ‘important for security’43.  

 

The outcome of the discussions was that the OSCE could and should have a role in all three fields of 

environmental security, mainly due to its comprehensive approach and status as an influential regional 

actor. The conference report emphasised that the organisation could use its existing networks and 

                                                
39 OSCE: Sixth Meeting of the Economic Forum. Prague 1-5-June 1998. Summary. OSCE Senior Council, EF.GAL/4/98 
(OSCE Summary of the Sixth Meeting of the Economic Forum), 9. Available at 
http://www.osce.org/eea/42141?download=true (Last visited 26.1.2015) 
40 OSCE Summary of the Sixth Meeting of the Economic Forum, 9.  
41  OSCE: Seventh Meeting of the Economic Forum. Prague 25-28 May 1999. Summary. OSCE Senior Council 
EF.GAL/3/99, 7. (OSCE Summary of the Seventh Meeting of the Economic Forum) Available at 
http://www.osce.org/eea/42132?download=true (Last visited 25.1.2015). 
42 OSCE Summary of the Seventh Meeting of the Economic Forum, 7. 
43 OSCE Summary of the Seventh Meeting of the Economic Forum, 8. 
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institutions to push matters forward.44 The activities that were envisioned included carrying out case 

studies and other kinds of research, launching special missions to deal with environmental threats and 

organising seminars to promote awareness.45 However, it was also observed that its role should mainly 

be limited to ‘facilitation/political co-ordination, rather than scientific/technical’ issues as these were 

not its main area of expertise. 46  Therefore, cooperation with other organisations and institutions, 

particularly ones that had expertise on environmental work, was crucial.47  

 

A particularly interesting part of the summary of the Forum is the Report of the Informal Working Group 

on environmental security. It focused on ‘briefly defining the historical and present debate on the 

definitions of and links between environment and security’, considering the ‘approaches of various 

national governments towards environment and security’ and ‘discussing the political intention of the 

environmental security debate’. 48  The organisation of the Working Group as such shows that 

environmental security was starting to be seen as a significant topic. But the Working Group went 

beyond general discussion in that it attempted to theoretically conceptualise environmental security 

and acknowledge its political implications. The actors within the OSCE framework clearly were not 

oblivious to the potentially politicised nature of environmental security and intended to take this into 

account in their own work. Instead of taking the concept for granted, the OSCE saw the need to give it 

deeper consideration.   

 

According to the Working Group, the OSCE should ‘operationalise’ the environmental security agenda, 

for example by ‘identifying national and trans-boundary environmental issues which might have a 

security impact’, ‘enhancing regional co-operation on such environmental issues’ and ‘providing 

political and technical support to other international organisations’.49 In addition, the Working Group 

argued that ‘the OSCE has an important role to play in facilitating and co-ordinating environmental and 

economic activities as a means of early warning, conflict prevention and post-conflict rehabilitation in 

the region’50 . It suggested arranging an additional workshop specifically on ‘Policy Approaches to 

Environment and Security in the OSCE Region’ in order to ‘further clarify the OSCE’s role and future 

agenda in responding to the environmental aspects of security, to clarify the linkages between 

environment and security, to analyse the root causes of environmental conflicts within OSCE 

                                                
44 OSCE Summary of the Seventh Meeting of the Economic Forum, 7-8. 
45 OSCE Summary of the Seventh Meeting of the Economic Forum, 11-13, 20. 
46 OSCE Summary of the Seventh Meeting of the Economic Forum, 16. 
47 E.g. OSCE Summary of the Seventh Meeting of the Economic Forum, 7, 8, 9, 11, 12, 22. 
48 OSCE Summary of the Seventh Meeting of the Economic Forum, 21.  
49 OSCE Summary of the Seventh Meeting of the Economic Forum, 21. 
50 OSCE Summary of the Seventh Meeting of the Economic Forum, 21. 
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participating States and to identify potential ‘hot spots’ in the OSCE region.’51 In other words, there was 

a clear intention to continue to develop the field and to truly turn environmental security into a policy 

discussion. While the OSCE had not previously in its history been an environmental securitisation actor, 

it was now expressing a clear interest to become one.  

 

The OSCE took the role of a securitising agent in a far more deliberate and active way than anyone 

previously in the Western Balkan context. Some more explanation about its role is offered in the 

summary of the seminar “Strengthening the OSCE’s Role in the Realm of Environment and Security”, 

organised in Berlin on July 3rd-4th 2001, further described as a follow-up to the 7th and 8th Economic 

Forums.52 Such a conference had been proposed in both of the Forums, with the aim of summing up the 

discussion on environmental security. The seminar had a more theoretical approach than the Forums 

and featured contributions from the academic community. This further shows that the OSCE aimed to 

find a working conceptualisation for environmental security as a solution to the ambiguity that had been 

characteristic of the discourse.  

 

The background paper to the seminar again emphasised that the OSCE was not an environmental 

organisation and had ‘neither the intention nor the means’ to work on environmental issues such as 

global warming.53 However, the environment was seen as a ‘necessary complement’54 to the dimensions 

of security that the organisation was already dealing with. The area of competence of the organisation 

had not changed, but the security situation had significantly altered after the collapse of the Soviet Union 

and new threats, among them environmental ones, had emerged. 55  In other words, the official 

motivation for the OSCE to engage in the field of environmental security was that, in its view, 

environmental matters had come to occupy an elemental role as a potential threat factor. As a security 

organisation, the OSCE had a responsibility to address the issue. 

 

In addition, due to its experience and status as a major security actor in the region, the OSCE was 

considered to be in an ideal position to develop the environmental security dialogue. The value of the 

OSCE’s contribution, in its own view, was its ability to engage the main regional actors and other 

international organisations in cooperation. However, as it is not an environmental organisation, it was 

argued that the OSCE should mainly have a facilitating role and act as a ‘catalyst’ highlighting 

                                                
51 OSCE Summary of the Seventh Meeting of the Economic Forum, 21. 
52 OSCE: Follow-up Seminar to the 7th and 8th Economic Forum “Strengthening the OSCE’s Role in the Realm of 
Environment and Security”, 3 - 4 July 2001 Berlin. Final Report. (OSCE Final Report of the Follow-up Seminar to the 
7th and 8th Economic Forum), 1. Available at http://www.osce.org/eea/42179?download=true (Last visited 21.2.2015) 
53 OSCE Final Report of the Follow-up Seminar to the 7th and 8th Economic Forum, 5. 
54 OSCE Final Report of the Follow-up Seminar to the 7th and 8th Economic Forum, 5. 
55 OSCE Final Report of the Follow-up Seminar to the 7th and 8th Economic Forum, 60. 



132 

 

environmental security themes. In particular, the OSCE should ‘avoid duplicating work of existing 

organisations’56 such as UNEP and the UN Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE). 

 

The need for a clear understanding about environmental security issues was stressed, with the idea that 

the OSCE could work as ‘a consciousness-raiser by stressing the necessity of a comprehensive and inter-

disciplinary security approach’.57 In other words, the OSCE engaged in raising environmental matters 

on the political agenda. This was already visible during the Economic Forums, where it was observed 

that ‘the OSCE could play a key role in bringing environmental concerns from the grassroots level to the 

attention of political and security decision-makers’58 In addition, it was considered important to ‘go 

beyond discussing the issue [of environmental security]’59 and instead to find practical solutions through 

new kinds of projects. For the OSCE, this meant having to ‘narrow the field of activities again and to 

come to more concrete activities’60 

 

The environmental-conflict discourse could also be beneficial for the OSCE. It provided an opportunity 

to strengthen its own activity in the economic and environmental dimension, which had previously 

remained relatively vague compared to its other fields of engagement.61 Already in the 7th Forum, it was 

suggested that the OSCE should be brought “into the environmental mainstream”’62 and that it should 

‘make economic and environmental concerns a more integral part’63 of its activities. It therefore stood 

to benefit from the cooperation with organisations that had more expertise in the environmental sector.  

 

The OSCE had an obvious motivation to strengthen its environmental activities. Since the end of the Cold 

War, its relevance in the emerging security environment had been repeatedly questioned by both 

scholars and policymakers. It no longer enjoyed a unique position as the only organisation engaging 

both the ‘East’ and the ‘West’, and a great deal of its core activities had been taken over by more powerful 

organisations like the EU and NATO. It was widely regarded as being in need of ‘revitalisation’, although 

some commentators also offered further stagnation and scaling back as a solution.64 The OSCE was thus 

                                                
56 OSCE Final Report of the Follow-up Seminar to the 7th and 8th Economic Forum, 55. 
57 OSCE Final Report of the Follow-up Seminar to the 7th and 8th Economic Forum, 6. 
58 E.g. OSCE Report of the Preparatory Seminar for the Eights Economic Forum, 5. 
59 OSCE Final Report of the Follow-up Seminar to the 7th and 8th Economic Forum, 55 (italics in the original).  
60 OSCE Final Report of the Follow-up Seminar to the 7th and 8th Economic Forum, 59. 
61 See e.g. Oberschmidt, R., & Zellner, W. OSCE at the Crossroads. Working Paper 2, Centre for OSCE Research 2001 
18-19.  
62 OSCE Summary of the Seventh Meeting of the Economic Forum, 22.  
63 Price, T.L. & Mast, S.N.: Security Aspects in the Field of the Environment: A review of the 7th Annual OSCE 
Economic Forum. Helsinki Monitor 10(4) 1999, 38. 
64 Dunay, P.: The OSCE in crisis. Chaillot Paper 88, Institute for Security Studies, European Union, 2006, 7-9. 
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left seeking new fields of influence to legitimise its existence. This at least partly explains the vigour with 

which the organisation set off to claim environmental security as a new field of interest.  

 

However, as a securitising agent, the OSCE does not / cannot act independently, but rather functions in 

the same way international organisations do, in that it is dependent upon the views of its member states.  

Germany emerged as a particularly active player in developing the environmental security discourse, 

with Switzerland as a partner. Germany had become engaged in the topic already in the 1990s and had 

worked on it in cooperation with NATO. The OSCE, and particularly the area of former Yugoslavia, 

provided a logical continuation for the activities.65 Among other things, Germany was the initiator for 

the Berlin seminar. The fact that such key member states were interested in the topic is likely to have 

facilitated a certain momentum within the organisation.  

 

Not all member states were equally enthusiastic. In 2002, Turkmenistan, Russia and Turkey all issued 

interpretative statements on one of the topics of the E&E Forum, on ‘Co-operation for the sustainable 

use and the protection of the quality of water in the context of the OSCE’. Russia argued it would have 

preferred a previously considered topic of socio-economic consequences of disarmament, 66  while 

Turkmenistan objected to the discussion of trans-boundary water use because it considered these 

‘extremely sensitive and significant for the States of our region’.67 Turkey opposed the water theme on 

the grounds that ‘OSCE does not have the necessary expertise to deal with such issues.’68. The statements 

show that environmental issues were by no means neutral or non-politicised, and the more important 

they became, the more likely they were to cause diplomatic differences. 

 

Meanwhile, despite representing a region of particular concern for the environmental security work of 

the OSCE, the Western Balkan countries did not take part as active agents in the discourse. The national 

level was of course represented as participating states, but their views did not occupy a particularly 

important role in the discussions. The views of the immediate local level, such as affected communities 

and NGOs, were hardly mentioned at all. Instead, the role of the Office of the Co-ordinator of OSCE 

Economic and Environmental Activities was highlighted. When discussing environmental security 

                                                
65 Institute for Environmental Security: Inventory of Environment and Security Practices and Policies. Overview. Institute 
for Environmental Security, The Hague 2006, 58. Available at 
http://www.envirosecurity.org/ges/inventory/IESPP_Full_Report.pdf (Last visited 23.2.2015) 
66 OSCE: Tenth Meeting of the Economic Forum. Prague 28-31 May 2002. Summary. OSCE Senior Council, 10-
EF(SC).JOUR/1. (OSCE Summary of the Tenth Meeting of the Economic Forum), 4. Available at 
http://www.osce.org/eea/42128?download=true (Last visited 5.4.2016). 
67 OSCE Summary of the Tenth Meeting of the Economic Forum, 2-3. 
68 OSCE Summary of the Tenth Meeting of the Economic Forum, 5. 
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issues in different regional countries, for instance, the Berlin seminar gave the floor to representatives 

from the respective OSCE field offices, not local actors.69  

 

In the Working Group on the environmental impact of conflicts in the 8th Economic Forum, the Balkan 

countries were given a specific chance to voice their perspective on environmental security issues that 

particularly inflicted them. The ‘[r]epresentatives from the region 70   argued that environmental 

problems ‘would only lead to conflict if aggravated by political motivations: as they were common 

problems they were more likely to lead to co-operation’. 71  This shows that the countries saw 

cooperation as a possible and preferable goal and that environmental issues were seen as a high priority. 

The list of important factors that the regional countries proposed included the need for ‘clear and 

concrete objectives for co-operation’ and the ‘involvement of all stakeholders, including the 

government, NGOs and business, thereby ensuring that the population was fully involved in the 

process’.72 

 

In other words, the Balkan countries were given a chance to take part in the environmental security 

discourse. However, considering their lack of visibility elsewhere throughout the Forum and seminar 

documents, they did not quite take up this space in the sense that they would have deliberately tried to 

influence the objectives. If the OSCE genuinely wanted to encourage local participation, it would have 

gained from more visibly integrating it into the work from the very start. The apparent failure to do so 

was also inconsistent with the stated importance of the need to engage the civil society and local 

communities, which was repeatedly acknowledged but not necessarily acted upon by the conference 

participants.73   

 

Despite its own calls for a clear conceptualisation of environmental security, stated also as one of the 

goals of the Berlin seminar, the OSCE did not come up with a conclusive definition. One point of focus 

did emerge, however: the OSCE explored the environmental security linkage primarily through the 

conflict aspect. According to the Berlin seminar, in an attempt ‘[t]o focus the debate it can be extremely 

helpful to concentrate on “environmentally implied conflicts”’. 74  This could entail anything from 

                                                
69 OSCE Final Report of the Follow-up Seminar to the 7th and 8th Economic Forum, 7. 
70 OSCE Summary of the Eighth Meeting of the Economic Forum, 29; ‘region’ here refers to South-East Europe. 
71 OSCE Summary of the Eighth Meeting of the Economic Forum, 29.  
72 OSCE Summary of the Eighth Meeting of the Economic Forum, 29. 
73  E.g. OSCE: Preparatory Seminar for the Eighth Economic Forum ’Environmental Impacts of Conflicts and 
Rehabilitation Measures’, 13-14 December 1999, Sarajevo. (OSCE Report of the Preparatory Seminar for the Eights 
Economic Forum), 8. Available at http://www.osce.org/eea/42181?download=true (Last visited 19.2.2015). 
74 OSCE Final Report of the Follow-up Seminar to the 7th and 8th Economic Forum, 57. 
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conflict-prevention to post-conflict rehabilitation. For example, in the introduction to the final 

programme, it was stated that the seminar was 

 

‘intended to overcome environment and security challenges within the OSCE region 

and in particular how to use and address environmental issues in conflict prevention 

and post-conflict rehabilitation’75  

 

The introductory paper prepared by the Office of the Co-ordinator of OSCE Economic and 

Environmental Activities also referred almost exclusively to the conflict potential of the environment, 

arguing that while a direct linkage was difficult to prove, there was ‘a sufficiently close relationship for 

such issues to be treated as genuine security issues’.76 In other words, conflict was seen not only as one 

aspect of security but as its primary criterion.  

 

This reflects the overall OSCE definition of security more than it does its interpretation of environmental 

security in particular. The stated goal of the organisation was the prevention of armed conflict, and this 

consequently was at the core of all of its activities.77 According to the OSCE itself, environmental issues 

fit into this mandate, as it argued that  

 

’[a]s a regional security organisation, the OSCE has the authority to mandate 

peacekeeping operations, engage into conflict prevention and management, and 

foster economic and environmental co-operation and development throughout its 

area of responsibility.’78  

 

Therefore, for the OSCE, it was crucial to see environmental security as a conflict prevention tool. Yet it 

took some time for this focus to develop into practical action. Still in the 6th Economic Forum, the 

ongoing conflict in Kosovo gained little attention. While ‘[s]everal representatives of the participating 

States, international organisations and NGOs expressed their concern over the ecological stress and the 

consequences of the Kosovo conflict’79, the issue was not broached further. It is possible that the issue 

was politically so sensitive that the participants wanted to keep it from interfering with the discussions. 

It suggests that at this stage, environmental conflict resolution was not established enough to have been 

                                                
75 OSCE Final Report of the Follow-up Seminar to the 7th and 8th Economic Forum, 1. 
76 OSCE Final Report of the Follow-up Seminar to the 7th and 8th Economic Forum, 4. 
77 Price & Mast 1999, 41.  
78 OSCE Final Report of the Follow-up Seminar to the 7th and 8th Economic Forum, 6. 
79 OSCE Summary of the Seventh Meeting of the Economic Forum, 9. 
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proposed as a measure in an acute situation even in the context of a conference focusing on 

environmental security.  

 

In 2000, however, post-conflict rehabilitation was the main theme of the Forum. Although discussed 

under the title ‘Economic aspects of post-conflict rehabilitation: the challenges of transformation’80, 

environmental issues were included as one of the main topics.81  It highlighted the ‘importance of 

environmental co-operation both as a concrete conflict-prevention measure and as an indispensable 

element of post-conflict reconstruction and rehabilitation.’ 82  In addition, it stressed the need for 

‘impartial and independent technical assessments for fact-finding purposes’ citing the example of the 

BTF, and suggested that the OSCE have a role in ‘developing a shared understanding on various aspects 

of environmental issues in the context of conflict’.83 One of the preparatory seminars went as far as to 

conclude that ‘rehabilitation of conflict-related environmental damages is an integral part of 

international security and peace’,84 although this sentence was not included in the notes of the actual 

conference.  Interestingly for the Western Balkans, the Working Group on Environmental Impact of 

Conflicts and Rehabilitation Measures specifically stated that ‘regional environmental co-operation was 

important for peace and stability in South-Eastern Europe’85.  

 

Probably because of the events of the 1990s, the conflict linkage was particularly relevant to the 

Western Balkans. The background paper for the Berlin seminar argued that the ‘recent conflict in 

Kosovo has underlined the recursive relationship between the environment and security’86. In other 

words, the seminar considered Kosovo an example of the environmental consequences of conflict. From 

this, the paper went on to emphasise the importance of regional environmental cooperation. While it 

was acknowledged that such interaction had failed to develop before the conflict period, it was argued 

that there now was an even stronger need for environmental activities that could: 

 

play an important role in two main areas: 1) reconstruction and clean-up not just of 

the environmental damage caused by war but also of the inefficient socialist 

industrial base; and 2) democratisation, nation building and regional stabilisation. 

                                                
80 The omission of the word ’environment’ from the title seems to be due only to the fact that the event still went by the 
name of ”Economic Forum’ and was only later changed to ’Economic and Environmental Forum’.  
81 OSCE Summary of the Eighth Meeting of the Economic Forum, 2. 
82 OSCE Summary of the Eighth Meeting of the Economic Forum, 18.  
83 OSCE Summary of the Eighth Meeting of the Economic Forum, 18-19.  
84 OSCE Report of the Preparatory Seminar for the Eights Economic Forum 7.  
85 OSCE Summary of the Eighth Meeting of the Economic Forum, 29. 
86 OSCE Final Report of the Follow-up Seminar to the 7th and 8th Economic Forum, 29.  
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Regional environmental co-operation has been recognised as an important element 

for post-conflict rehabilitation efforts and for bringing about greater peace and 

stability in South Eastern Europe (i.e. through the Stability Pact for South Eastern 

Europe). 87 

 

The OSCE thus demonstrated high confidence in the applicability of environmental peace-building.  This 

was ambitious, as it was not based either on practical examples of similar efforts or on specific plans as 

to how the ideas would be implemented. Instead, it seems that work in the Western Balkans was 

envisioned to yield precisely such an example. The final reference to the Stability Pact also shows that 

the activities of different organisations and initiatives built upon and sought justification from each 

other, creating something of a virtuous circle of legitimacy between them. 

 

The decision to focus on conflict is important, as will be discussed below,  because it influenced the 

environmental security discourse also further on. Topics like food, agriculture, migration and pollution 

were considered only with regard to their conflict potential.88 This may have led to an overly limited 

perspective neglecting any potential human security impacts.  

 

For the OSCE, the object of securitisation was not just the environment but its interaction with society. 

Environmental quality was not given much consideration on its own, rather than in terms of its human 

impact and conflict potential. It emphasised its comprehensive approach to security, readily 

acknowledging links that the environment has with the politico-military and human aspects of 

security.89 In addition, the OSCE perspective on the environment seems to have been full of risks. The 

introduction to the Berlin seminar, for instance, was full of examples of potential risks caused by the 

environment.90 Although both the seminar and the two preceding E&E Forums also cited opportunities 

for cooperation, this side was less prevalent than for example in the REReP strategy.  

 

Meanwhile, the audience for environmental securitisation in the OSCE context was relatively limited 

and uniform. The crowd that attended the E & E Forums on environmental and security issues tended 

to be more or less the same from year to year, and often these were people who had a particular interest 

in the topic. Thus rather quickly a kind of core group of participants appears to have formed, consisting 

of experts quite closely involved with the Economic and Environmental Dimension and already familiar 

with the conflict linkage of environment. As stakeholders, they also were an important audience for 

                                                
87 OSCE Final Report of the Follow-up Seminar to the 7th and 8th Economic Forum, 30. 
88 OSCE Final Report of the Follow-up Seminar to the 7th and 8th Economic Forum, 5.  
89 E.g. OSCE Final Report of the Follow-up Seminar to the 7th and 8th Economic Forum, 6. 
90 OSCE Final Report of the Follow-up Seminar to the 7th and 8th Economic Forum, 20-27. 
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environmental securitisation in the context of OSCE. Therefore, the environment and conflict link was 

strongly recognised by the Forum, which may have created an exaggerated idea among the participants 

that it was an established discourse also among other audiences. Within this bubble of environmental 

security that the Forums offered the participants could innovate quite freely on the concept and its 

practical uses.  

 

As a result, the Forums gave little consideration as to how to convincingly justify the environmental 

security argument to the audience outside the Forums, or to the environmental sector as a whole. 

Although the role of the OSCE in ‘developing a shared understanding on various aspects of 

environmental issues in the context of conflict’91 was emphasised, no explanation was given as to how 

or why. At least at this point, the common belief seemed to be that the environmental security cause 

would justify itself.  

 

A similar omission is the relative absence of the traditional security sector among the audience. There 

were few professionals from ministries of defence and other military institutions on the lists of 

participants. NATO, which already had some environmental activities of its own at the time,92 was also 

generally not represented. This suggests that even within the OSCE itself environment was seen as such 

a marginal security issue that traditional security actors were not considered a target group. It is also 

possible that these actors were invited but did not attend, which in turn would demonstrate a lack of 

interest on the issue on the side of the traditional security sector. 

 

Meanwhile, the role of the local level and regional countries as members of the audience is interesting. 

These would have been key target groups for environmental security activities, as their participation 

was a necessity for successful implementation.  However, they were only very vaguely addressed as an 

audience in the Forum or seminar proceedings and their voices were largely missing as agents, as 

discussed above. There only were a few instances in which their role was considered in a more detailed 

way.  

 

The Berlin seminar did emphasise the ‘bottom-up approach, i.e. the development of tools starting at a 

low regional level and hopefully ending up global’ which ‘seems to be much more acceptable and may 

be much more successful.’93 It went on to suggest that ‘[un]less the states in question decide to co-

                                                
91 OSCE Summary of the Eighth Meeting of the Economic Forum, 19. 
92 See e.g. NATO: Committee on the Challenges of Modern Society. Environment & Security in an International Context. 
Final Report, Report No. 232. 1999. Available at http://www.nato.int/science/publication/publi/envsec/preface.pdf (Laste 
visited 31.9.2016).  
93 OSCE Final Report of the Follow-up Seminar to the 7th and 8th Economic Forum, 58. 
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operate on the issue, there is a need to have a starting point’, such as an invitation ’issued by one 

country’, a conference or a workshop.94 However, these declarations did not present arguments or 

incentives to encourage regional countries to do that. Overall, the OSCE presented the regional countries 

as objects of an external intervention rather than addressing them as an audience or, as seen before, 

treating them as agents.  

 

The OSCE clearly saw the international community and organisations as its main audience in the 

environmental security discourse. At this point, it focused almost exclusively on engaging these into 

cooperation, developing environmental security primarily as an interaction taking place on the plain of 

international cooperation. This approach, however, may have neglected the importance of the local level 

in the actual implementation of the activities that were to be carried out, and therefore weakened the 

impacts of the process.  

 

Similarly to the BTF or REReP, the OSCE operated in the intersection of the regional context and 

international community. Unlike them, however, it worked with a far wider regional scope. While the 

focus of the other initiatives had been on promoting stability and cooperation in the Western Balkans 

and environmental issues were only seen as an instrument towards this goal, the OSCE’s centred much 

more explicitly on environmental security as such and saw its benefits as expanding beyond any specific 

region. In particular, it gave a considerable deal of attention to Central Asia and the Caucasus, which 

were considered to present potential conflict risks in the future. On the other hand, the seminar 

participants saw the Western Balkans as an example of a post-conflict region with strong potential for 

reconciliation, which directed the environmental security questions there towards stability-building 

and economic development.95 

 

The environmental security discourse within the OSCE did not amount to concrete new practices in the 

form of initiatives, institutions or even recurring events. Instead, it emphasised mainstreaming 

environmental security into the existing practices of the organisation. The Berlin seminar report 

concluded with five operational recommendations aimed to promote this, such as ‘Systematic analysis 

of security related environmental problems in the OSCE region’ and ‘Exploiting the full potential of 

OSCE’s instruments and institutions’. The actions were to include better analysis of environmental risks 

and the development of guidelines for reporting on environmental security issues.96 It also proposed 

the development of ‘a Code of Conduct and Action Plan for security related environmental issues’97, 

                                                
94 OSCE Final Report of the Follow-up Seminar to the 7th and 8th Economic Forum, 59.   
95 OSCE Final Report of the Follow-up Seminar to the 7th and 8th Economic Forum, 30. 
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which suggests the possibility of creating new practices on the topic was not excluded even though the 

idea remained very vague at this stage.  

 

This policy discourse on environmental security gained some visibility in the overall work of the OSCE 

beyond the Economic and Environmental Dimension especially after the Berlin seminar in 2001. The 

Annual Report for 2001 acknowledged the discussions to strengthen the environmental dimension and 

the aim to address environmental aspects of security.98 As a whole, however, these still were marginal 

issues for the organisation when compared to traditional OSCE activities like human rights, 

democratisation and freedom of the media. 99  In the Western Balkans, however, some activities on 

environmental issues were already being implemented by 2001; such as the FRY Mission’s project on 

developing environmental legislation in the country.100  

 

While the OSCE work appears to be mainly limited to its own internal activity, it also significantly made 

an attempt to include the environment within the core functions of a security organisation. This, of 

course, was not the first time that the environment was included among OSCE activities, but now it was 

linked directly into the security and, in particular, conflict discourse. Instead of military measures or 

active prevention it proposed institutional action at an international level. In other words, the 

traditional practices of the security sector were considered appropriate, but the case for building up 

measures to address the linkages of environment and conflict were seen to be important enough to 

require coordinated action.  

 

Meanwhile, it is also not quite accurate that the OSCE’s impact would not have reached beyond its own 

organisation. In fact, the Berlin seminar conclusions also included ‘Regional and trans-border co-

operation’ and ‘Co-operation with other relevant institutions’. 101  This correlates with the strong 

emphasis that the OSCE put on inter-agency cooperation throughout the Economic Forums and the 

Berlin seminar. The work done within this process inevitably influenced other organisations as well. 

This, in turn, created grounds for the cooperation between them that developed soon afterwards, as will 

be discussed in below in the following section. 

 

At this point, the OSCE attempted to advance discussion about environmental security in relevant policy 

circles and to convey it to higher political levels. Its securitising move certainly was one of agenda-

                                                
98  OSCE: Annual Report 2001 on OSCE Activities. SEC.DOC/3/01, 26 Nov 2001, 6. Available at 
http://www.osce.org/secretariat/14514?download=true (Last visited 5.4.2016). 
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setting. It suggests that the OSCE was planning further work on the topic and saw this stage as a way to 

prepare the grounds for its relevance. In addition, unlike REReP for example, the OSCE also explicitly 

aimed at developing the concept of environmental security. In this effort, it was willing to consider both 

theoretical and policy-oriented approaches to the topic and to develop new ways of dealing with it. This 

suggests that there was a readiness to consider the development of new practices if, although at this 

point these did not yet emerge in any concrete terms 

 

In a wider sense, the main significance of the OSCE’s work lies in the acknowledgement of the issue by 

a security organisation, and the ensuing willingness to develop appropriate practices to address it. The 

environment also became firmly anchored in the context of conflict and its resolution. It thus entered 

onto a security organisation’s agenda and was accepted, which to some extent corresponds to the 

traditional securitisation theory. However, the evocation of exceptional measures was not called for, nor 

were environmental problems explicitly considered to be an existential threat. The formation of 

concrete new practices was also missing.   

 

In other words, despite the thorough consideration they gave to environmental security, the OSCE 

forums and seminars did not yet amount to a complete act of securitisation. Instead, the discourse at 

this point remained at the level of merely ‘discussing the issue’, even if the Berlin seminar argued this 

was precisely what international organisations needed to move beyond.102 While several arguments and 

reasons for the closer linkage between the environment and security were made and even some 

potential courses of action proposed, there was no concrete  attempt to come up with an environmental 

security practice. Therefore, the OSCE discourse can be seen as the first and preliminary part of the 

securitisation process that was pursued in  Western Balkan environmental cooperation over the 

following years. This perspective is all the more appropriate considering the major extent to which the 

ensuing cooperation, which was built upon the discussions held in scope of the OSCE events, as will be 

discussed below.  

 

After the Berlin seminar, the development of environmental security moved to a new phase within the 

OSCE activities. Importantly, it did not remain within the confines of the OSCE, but had already attracted 

the attention of other international actors. Consequently, the next phase of environmental security was 

marked by evolving inter-agency cooperation and coordinated efforts. 
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4.4 Grounds for common efforts – Brewing cooperation 

 

OSCE was not the only actor that was taking an interest in the interconnections between the 

environment and conflict. There were a number of UN agencies that had an interest in exploring a new 

sphere of issues and to incorporate these into their existing activities. Out of these organisations 

perhaps the most prominent in the Western Balkan context was UNEP, which already was working in 

the region through the clean-up activities associated with the conclusions of the BTF report. After its 

success in raising financing for the ‘hot spots’ projects for which it had prepared feasibility studies, it 

remained the implementing organisation, although it relied on logistic and operational support from the 

UN Office for Project Services (UNOPS) as well as the UNDP.103 At the national level, UNEP developed a 

partnership with environmental authorities and administrative bodies but was also engaging with 

municipalities as well as other stakeholders like local businesses and experts.104  

 

The construction of this institutional framework was necessary for implementing the clean-up projects, 

but it also tied UNEP tighter into the national and regional contexts. It also highlighted the growing need 

to develop local capacities in environmental governance and monitoring in order to ensure the 

continuity of any of the work carried out.105 This confirmed the point made already in the BTF report106, 

that even the immediate post-conflict relief in the environmental sector had to take into account the 

long-term impacts in order to make sure its achievements would not wither away as soon as the external 

implementation ended. Therefore, UNEP was in a situation where it made sense for it to continue its 

work in the Western Balkans, if only to make sure its initial contribution there would continue to be 

beneficial. 

 

As a global organisation, UNEP’s objectives and focus areas were less region-specific than some of the 

other actors working in the Western Balkans. However, security aspects of the environment had come 

to feature also on its agenda; albeit from two apparently separate points of view. For example, the 21st 

Session of the Global Environmental Ministerial Forum held in Nairobi on February 5-9th 2001 

acknowledged the linkage between the environment and security as an ‘emerging issue’, listing natural 

resources, health and climate change among the topics that needed closer attention.107 The paragraph 

focused fully on human security aspects and made no mention of conflict implications. Conflict was 
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included elsewhere in the meeting proceedings particularly with reference to the BTF mission and the 

consequences had on the environment.108 However, no linkage was drawn to security in this context. 

 

A similar division was reflected in the outcomes of the First Global Ministerial Environment Forum in 

May 2000 in Malmö109 and an Informal Ministerial Meeting in September 2000 in Bergen110 . Both 

documents cited environmental security as an area that requires more attention and associate it with 

questions of human health and well-being, but shrank away from a more precise definition of the 

concept. At this time, UNEP did not have a clearly outlined approach to environmental security and 

certainly was not invested in the issue with the same precision that the OSCE displayed. As an 

environmental organisation with a clearly defined mandate, and also as a component of the UN system, 

UNEP may have been less inclined to explore new areas of activity, especially ones that potentially fell 

within the interests of some other agency. 

 

The UNDP, on the other hand, was an interesting partner with regard to the implementation of projects,  

since a major part of its work relied on its permanent field presence in the countries where it operated. 

Its Country Office network provided access to local authorities and the civil society, which the 

organisations operating from a regional level found very difficult to establish. 111  In addition, the 

environment was included as one aspect of the work of the UNDP. For example, the Human Development 

Reports, which the UNDP has been publishing each year since 1990, take into account all aspects of 

sustainable development, including the environment.112  

 

However, in spite of dedicating a report113 to new dimensions of security, the UNDP had not attempted 

to delve further into the topic of environmental security. Thus it had not quite contemplated the 

separation between environmental conflict and human security in its work. On the other hand, it had 

given far more consideration to the relationship between environment and development. In particular, 

there had always existed a degree of polemic between the UNDP and UNEP about the extent to which 
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the environment was actually included under the rubric of development and whether the activities of 

the two organisations therefore were overlapping.114 In the context of post-conflict Western Balkans, 

the balance between the UNDP and UNEP seems to have tipped from competition towards cooperation, 

which both organisations could benefit from.  

 

Another actor that had an interest in both environmental security and development was the UN 

Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE). Environmental issues has been included in its scope of 

work already in the 1950s, but as inter-sectoral activities became increasingly important in the 1990s, 

the environment came to be seen as a crucial ‘engine for change’115 . In fact, the majority of new 

conventions, agreements and protocols formulated since 1989 concerned environmental issues. 116 

Environmental security, was not explicitly on its agenda, but  the UNECE was repeatedly referred to by 

the OSCE as a ‘natural’ partner on the topic.117 Similarly to the UNDP, however, deeper consideration 

concerning the scope of the concept was not provided. In the Western Balkans, as elsewhere, the UNECE 

worked towards implementing its international agreements and had the additional asset that it could 

bring to other UN agencies by facilitating and supporting activities that fell under their competences. It 

therefore had an interest in cooperating with UNEP and the UNDP in their field activities.118  

 

From an early point, these organisations saw cooperation as the way forward in environmental security. 

It certainly was one of the main messages of the OSCE Economic Forums,119 but it was also mentioned 

in a high-level UNEP meeting that discussed the inter-linkages of the environment and security120. There 

are several explanations for this inclination for working together. For one thing, it meant pooling 

resources and focusing only on the functions that each organisation did best. Conversely, the 

intersection of the environment and security was a relatively new topic for all parties, meaning that it 

was very difficult for them to tackle it without some expertise and support from each other. In addition, 

questions of influence and relevance may have been at play. At least some of the actors, like the OSCE, 
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were quite aware that environmental security was not their core expertise. Cooperation was a way to 

pre-empt the kind of competition that might have ended up reducing resources for everyone. 

 

Behind the official scenes, however, the increasing interaction was not only a matter of strategic 

thinking to maximise funds. On the contrary, according to the accounts of key people involved in the 

proceedings it was rather the result of a shared sense of enthusiasm for the topic of environmental 

security combined with good personal relations between individuals working on related topics in 

different organisations. The directors of environmental issues at the OSCE, UNEP and the UNDP actively 

collaborated in discussing the potential for more efficient measures to resolve environmental issues. 

Beginning in the OSCE E&E Forums in 1999 and 2000 and continuing in the margins of various meetings 

and seminars, they came to agree that coordinated action with each organisation contributing its own 

expertise would be highly useful. While the attention was directed to all kinds of environmental 

cooperation, there was a particular interest in environmental security.121 This may have been affected 

by the fact that the linkage of environment and security provided useful perspectives for the activities 

of each of the organisations, but it seems likely that the extensive discussions at the E&E Forums also 

served as an inspiration.  

 

As the cooperation was heavily based on good personal relations and contacts, it did not produce a great 

deal of formal documentation. From the time between the OSCE Berlin seminar and the next big 

environmental security event, the launch of the Environment and Security Initiative in the Environment 

for Europe conference, the key people instead chose to talk informally, planning ahead but not setting 

up more precise plans. This was considered more efficient than formal procedures, at least for as long 

as the discussions were at the planning phase.122  

 

The role of interested individuals is significant, because it shows that the emergence of the 

environmental security discourse was not simply a coincidence. Having initially entered the discussion 

from the outside, perhaps more as an academic concept than something commonly applied into practical 

cooperation, the idea would very likely not have risen to such prevalence in the ensuing environmental 

cooperation if it hadn’t been for the enthusiastic engagement of a large enough group of people who also 

occupied relevant positions in the organisations.  

 

This also gives rise to some interesting observations about the premises of the ensuing securitisation 

process. Firstly, it was based on a conscious effort to advocate the linkage between the environment and 
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security and to bring environmental issues closer to the security sector. The key actors were able to 

point out that some environmental activities would fit into the security context while others did not,123 

or argue, for instance, that the traditional security sector should have been more closely involved into 

the environmental security work.124 They also took part in discussing and defining what environmental 

security was and could entail. In other words, environmental security was a stated goal, not merely a 

side product of some other objective. 

 

Secondly, the reasoning behind environmental security that this group of experts provided revolved 

around conflict but was based on a rather optimistic and practical understanding of the ways to benefit 

from its prevention. They saw the environment as an issue that was in everyone’s interest and that could 

therefore work as a basis for cooperation even in situations where countries or groups otherwise were 

in conflict. It was also considered as a reaction to the changing security balance in the aftermath of the 

break-up of the Soviet Union.125 To a lesser extent, they also considered the cooperative role of the 

environment to be a necessary approach in order to prevent the kind of environmental damage that 

could cause conflict in the future.126 In other words, while the risk potential of the environment was 

recognised, the overall approach seems to have been based on seeing the environment essentially as a 

constructive element for problem-solving. 

 

In this context, therefore, environmental security entered the discussion primarily in a positive light. 

The potential for negative consequences, such as, for example, the effects securitisation might have on 

the democratic process, were not explored. There also was little contemplation of the possibility that 

environmental security would not work as the kind of comprehensive, cooperation-inducing force it 

was presented as. In many ways, this set the tone for a lot of the work that was to follow. 

4.5 Initialising Environment and Security: Consultations on the road to Kiev 

 

In January 2002, the UNDP, UNEP and OSCE issued a joint document titled “Background paper: 

Environment and Security: A Framework for Cooperation in Europe”, in which they introduced their 

cooperation as a concrete project under the title Environment and Security Initiative or ENVSEC. The 

document was drafted in preparation for the Ministerial Conference “Environment in Europe”, held in 

May 2003 in Kiev, where the initiative was to be officially launched. In Kiev, the partners also presented 
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a conclusive document “Environment and Security Initiative Addressing Environmental Risks and 

Promoting Peace and Stability – The post Kiev process”127. 

 

At this point, the goal of ENVSEC was to identify and evaluate the security risks related to the 

environment in the South East European and Central Asian regions while also mobilising both national 

and international support to address these issues. In addition, the aim was to promote institutional 

cooperation and create a regional network of contacts to work further on environmental security. The 

expected outcomes of the preparation phase of the project were to come up with ‘[r]egionally-

appropriate definitions of the environment and security linkages of greatest relevance in both South 

Eastern Europe and Central Asia, through multi-stakeholder consultations and dialogue’, as well as to 

prepare thematic maps of these linkages and finally to present the results at the conference in Kiev.128   

 

A major element of the project plan were two regional consultations held in South Eastern Europe129 

and Central Asia, respectively, that would engage local experts, officials and the civil society and give 

them an opportunity to express their environmental security concerns. The idea was also to mutually 

agree on the objectives of the project, identify obstacles such as political realities and discuss the 

communication of the results to all relevant parties. 130  The aforementioned thematic maps of 

environmental risks were to be based on these consultations.131  

 

The objectives and activities were based on an elaborate rationale that in many ways coincided with the 

one explored in the OSCE Economic Forums. One of its guiding principles was the potential of 

environmental issues to generate cooperation and ‘bring diverse groups together’.132 Now, however, 

environmental security was described more precisely than before as an ‘analytical approach – allowing 

identification of those environmental investments with the greatest social “added value”; and a powerful 

argument that appropriate attention to the environment is often a question of basic security, rather than 
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a luxury.’133 Upon closer examination, this complicated formulation positions environmental security 

distinctly within the core of the security sector, rather than as a supplementary or conditional feature 

of it.  

 

As ‘[p]roof of [the] coalition-building potential’ of environmental security, the document cited the inter-

agency partnership behind ENVSEC itself, suggesting also that the combination of their respective fields 

was ideal for addressing the issue. In addition, while acknowledging environmental problems as a global 

challenge, the document suggested that regional efforts could ‘be better adapted to “local” realities’ and 

therefore ‘more effective at integrating environmental action with peace-building’.134  This was the 

reason that a regional approach had been chosen as a defining feature of ENVSEC. 

 

In particular, ENVSEC aimed to influence policy-making where the environment and security ‘are 

addressed in isolation from each other’, as the environment was ‘until now only rarely taken into 

consideration in foreign and security policy’.135 . It underlined that the combination of fields provided 

by the partnership behind ENVSEC could ‘provide important impulses for inter-sectoral cooperation in 

the field of security policy and resource management would make it possible to better integrate the 

environment and security into political practice’. 136  Both the regional consultations and the 

environmental security mapping exercise can be seen as ways to directly engage with the policy 

community and thereby enhance the policy-relevance of the initiative. Likewise, the background paper 

already went on to consider what kind of policy instruments would be needed to put the ENVSEC 

approach into practice, further strengthening the notion that the main idea was to influence and 

implement policy.137  

 

At this point ENVSEC refrained from ‘attempting a rigorous definition’ for environmental security138, 

and was to maintain this policy throughout the work of the initiative. According to the key actors 

involved, this was a deliberate decision based on the acknowledgement that environmental security 

simply was too wide-ranging and inter-connected to be captured by a single definition. An attempt to 

come up with one might have been counterproductive by precluding issues that might have turned out 

to be closely related. According to some of the actors, the necessity of forming a definition could 
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sometimes also work as an excuse for inaction and lead to endless discussion without practical 

application. This was something that ENVSEC wanted to overcome.139  

 

Therefore, the background document only spelled out some thematic areas to guide the work of the 

initiative. Judging by these, ENVSEC at first built primarily upon the conflict perspective on 

environmental security. Environmental degradation as well as access to and competition over resources 

were seen as ‘important contributors to conflict’. Environmental cooperation, on the other hand, was ‘a 

powerful tool for preventing conflict’.140 This strongly echoes the OSCE formulation of environmental 

security, which built primarily upon the relationship of the environment and conflict.   

 

However, the definition of conflict chosen to guide ENVSEC was a very wide one. According to the 

background document, it “can be understood as a continuum ranging from mere differences in the 

positions of actors, over sporadic use of violence, through to armed conflict’.141 ENVSEC thus saw the 

use of violence too narrow a restriction because conflicts below this threshold may also have 

consequences on environmental security. Conflict could also concern instances of ‘severe social tensions 

and political disruption’.142 The background document was also particularly careful to point out that 

environmental factors can hardly ever be discerned as the only cause of any conflict. Instead, they are 

part of a ‘complex web’ of socio-economic issues, such as poverty, migration and political instability, 

that combine to either aggravate conflict or, in the ideal situation, generate cooperation.143 

 

These were crucial amendments to the conflict approach in that they emphasised the complexity of 

societal interactions that was always involved in environmental security. By challenging the traditional 

interpretation of conflict that was mostly limited to armed confrontation between states, ENVSEC was 

able to bring in a whole range of settings that threatened societal stability through more complex 

mechanisms. In addition, the critical note on the environment as a direct or sole cause of conflict allowed 

ENVSEC to look beyond the straightforward causation and consider cases in a more comprehensive way. 

This also meant that the actions needed to contain the new kinds of risks were not limited to military 

means. ENVSEC therefore had to engage with actors outside the traditional security sector. However, it 

also opened up the possibility of introducing new practices within the margins of security.  
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In practice, this meant that ENVSEC’s approach included development policy among the measures 

necessary to address environmental security, reflecting the multi-sector and long-term character of the 

work needed to solve problems in the field.144 The aim was to ‘integrate the links between natural 

resources and social stability into foreign and development policy’.145 The connections between the 

security sectors and others thus ran both ways. 

 

Yet for ENVSEC, conflict remained at the heart of these measures, and the various societal and political 

factors were considered almost exclusively with regard to their role in inducing or alleviating it.146 In 

this sense, ENVSEC did not venture far beyond the positioning of the OSCE in its environmental security 

approach. The comprehensive but conflict-centred approach is also evident in the discussion of the 

requirements for the policy instruments for addressing environmental security, captured in the 

description:  

 

An integrated consideration of environmentally-induced conflicts and, above all, a 

practical integration of the capacities for action of the actors in the various policy 

arenas is therefore the most important guiding principle for action in comprehensive 

conflict and crisis prevention.147  

 

As a necessary form of action, ENVSEC highlighted cooperation, whether among international 

organisations, governments, different sectors or ethnic and cultural groups. This would help to create 

the kind of long-term partnerships and interactions that were considered necessary to both facilitate 

communications in conflict situations and address slowly evolving environmental threats.148 In fact, 

cooperation itself was framed as an instrument that could serve as a ‘supreme principle in preventing 

and peacefully resolving environmentally-induced conflicts‘.149 This creates an interesting relationship 

between conflict and cooperation, with the two opposite poles of environmental security effectively 

merging into one framework. 

 

ENVSEC envisioned cooperation to take place at a high political level and on a country-to-country 

basis.150 Although the documents also highlighted the importance of the local level, it relied on inter-
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governmental activities perhaps more than environmental or development cooperation traditionally 

would have. For ENVSEC, high politics was the key to successful implementation. It was the only way to 

gain the kind of lasting credibility and impact on trans-boundary cooperation that the initiative was 

after.  

 

In other words, quite contrary to the non-political interpretation of environmental issues, ENVSEC used 

politicisation to make environmental security effective. This again blurs the line between politicisation 

and securitisation. In addition, it is another indication of how securitisation was used to raise the 

environment on the agenda. Security was a way to convince regional governments that environmental 

issues belonged at the highest political level.   

 

Consequently, the background document stressed the need to involve security and foreign policy actors 

in environmental security. This was further emphasised by specific policy measures that were suggested 

to achieve the goal:  

 

Specific foreign policy instruments, such as dispute mediation and the initiation of 

political dialogs between states bear particular relevance to the channeling of 

conflicts. Armed forces can be utilised to monitor critical environmental changes and 

to appraise the risks entailed by environmental problems and their consequential 

effects.151  

  

Although such statements did not go very far into sketching the implementation of securitisation in 

practice, they did give examples of concrete practices. This was a step much further than ever before in 

the environmental security discourse in the Western Balkans. 

 

Regional consultations were one of the ways for operationalising environmental security. According to 

ENVSEC, the request for a regional meeting in the Balkans came from the countries themselves.152 The 

consultation, held in December 2002 in Belgrade, echoed the focus areas of the background document. 

It listed a number of environmental stresses affecting the region, such as biodiversity and water 

contamination, but also pointed out the potential for conflict at the local level and ‘below the threshold 

of violence’.153  
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The role of the past conflict stood out in the report. It was given as one of most important causes for 

environmental stresses in the region overall, and depleted uranium sites were listed among the 

potential hot spots the initiative should address.154  Perhaps because of this, the report also discussed 

cooperation. In terms of the work to be done in the Western Balkans, it suggested prioritising 

‘environmental stresses that are common throughout the region’ and ‘environmental and other 

cooperation mechanisms that apply to all or most of the countries’.155 

 

In addition, the report carefully considered potential policy impacts. These were pointed out in the 

‘Overall Challenges’: ‘Communicating a few clear messages in Kiev: What options would a policymaker 

choose based on the results of these maps?’ and ‘Stressing this is the beginning of a process to elaborate 

an environmental agenda for security and cooperation’.156  

 

The regional consultations organised by ENVSEC fed directly into a report ‘Environment and Security – 

Transforming risks into cooperation’, which was published after the Kiev conference and presented the 

cases of Central Asia and South Eastern Europe. 157  In South Eastern Europe, conflict legacy was 

discussed as the first theme. In the very first sentence it argued that ‘[e]ven though the UNEP PCAU (Post 

Conflict Assessment Unit) concluded that the war did not result in an environmental disaster, people in 

the region perceive war-related environmental impacts as substantial threats to their economy, their 

health and their livelihoods’.158 Firstly, this shows that the UNEP assessment still had relevance in the 

work of ENVSEC. In addition, it specifically refers to the threat perceived by the people, crediting it as a 

relevant factor along with actual risk assessment. Finally, it once more shows the wide scope of the 

understanding of environmental security that ENVSEC held, incorporating economic and social factors.  

 

Meanwhile, the conclusive report on the ‘post Kiev process’, which was published after the regional 

consultations, had begun to increasingly emphasise human security issues. In fact, the outcome of the 

preparation phase was described as ‘a report on environmental stress affecting human security in 

Central Asia and South Eastern Europe‘.159 Conflict was now brought up in terms of its environmental 

effects and the ways in which measures to reduce environmental stress may also ‘remove economic 
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incentives for conflict’.160 In the objectives and activities of the initiative it was only mentioned as a part 

of policymaking, which should be developed to better include conflict-prevention and early warning.161 

In comparison with the detail and attention given to conflict in the previous ENVSEC documents, this 

seems to mark a change of focus.  

 

The post-Kiev document was intended to chart the following steps of the initiative and therefore 

primarily technical in character. The focus was on administrative arrangements, which may partly 

explain the absence of more politicised words. However, it also started to reveal that the practical 

activities, especially those focused on preventing conflict, required the inclusion of various actors from 

different sectors, thus encouraging ENVSEC to adopt a wider approach. The shift towards human 

security may therefore have been partly caused by practical needs rather than a strategic change of 

vision. 

 

At the same time, the structural outline of ENVSEC shows how environmental security was going to be 

implemented in practice. It was divided into three core elements or pillars: Vulnerability Assessment & 

Monitoring, Policies Development & Implementation and Capacity Building & Institutional 

Development. All of these included elements that aimed to create new practices and integrate them 

witin the definition of security. ENVSEC intended to ‘promote vulnerability assessment, early warning 

and monitoring’ for example through the ‘[d]evelopment of appropriate indicators’, ‘training and 

education’ and ‘consultation and dialogue’.162  

 

Meanwhile, the policy development pillar specifically aimed to ‘[r]aise awareness of environment and 

security linkages’ to international institutions, donors, NGOs and national governments.163 In addition, 

it intended to integrate ‘[r]isk/conflict assessment into MEAs’ and ‘[s]ustainable resource management 

and transboundary environmental cooperation in conflict prevention and peace building strategies’.164 

This was further backed up with the capacity building pillar, which intended to prepare national 

administrations, the expert community and decision-making processes ‘for integrated policy making on 

the environment, development, social, foreign and security policy’.165 The resulting securitisation would 

therefore work in two directions: integrating the environment into traditional security contexts, but 

also engaging security actors and practices into environmental policy.  
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The formulation is significant because it challenges the argument that securitisation of the environment 

would automatically impose security measures on the environment. At least for ENVSEC, the idea was 

that security would also be influenced by the environmental sector. Obviously, the actual outcome of 

this rationale is far more complicated that this relatively simple idea. Between the two sectors there 

clearly was a power differential, and it seems unlikely that security would have been particularly prone 

to being influenced by the environmental sector. Any interchange was far more probable to take place 

in the other direction. Yet this intention shows that it would be incorrect to argue that ENVSEC proposed 

a securitisation of the environment in the sense of the security sector taking over environment.  

 

ENVSEC was careful to include the target regions in the planning of the initiative from the very start. Not 

only did it give ENVSEC valuable insight into what were considered the most urgent environmental 

security issues within the regions, it was also important to get the regional countries to discuss their 

environmental security problems. According to one key actor involved in the preparatory process, the 

consultations did not always provide completely unknown information to the organisations. However, 

the crucial objective was to have the country representatives themselves point out the problems and 

thus to acknowledge their urgency.166 This was intended to strengthen the commitment of the regional 

decision-makers to the environmental security work and to ensure they would themselves be willing to 

engage in it. In this sense, regional actors were firmly addressed as audience members but were perhaps 

also seen as potential agents in their own right. 

 

In addition, ENVSEC had the effect of gathering around the same table countries that still, in some cases, 

continued to have strained and conflicted relations. According to the key actors behind ENVSEC, this 

was a deliberate intention and a wider practice promoted by the initiative. It was based on the 

assumption at the core of ENVSEC that environmental matters could be used to build cooperation and 

stability across borders. However, unlike REReP, for instance, ENVSEC did not explicitly argue that this 

was due to any sort of non-political nature of environmental problems. In fact, the initiative had 

reservations about this interpretation from the very start. It was acknowledged that some of the 

countries may have seen the environment as a less difficult issue than conflict-inducing questions like 

language, territory or identity, but ENVSEC itself did not draw a direct conclusion from this that 

environment should be seen as non-political.  

 

On the contrary, the key actors involved in setting up the initiative tended to emphasise that ENVSEC’s 

work on environment focused on the political, not on the technical.167 This also came up later, for 

                                                
166 Interview with Marc Baltes 25 April 2016 (By phone). 
167 Interview with Frits Schlingemann 21 April 2016 (By Skype); 
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example when some of the actors saw climate change as a primarily technical issue and therefore not 

relevant to ENVSEC.  The initiative not only rejected the view of the environment as inherently non-

political, but went on to suggest that it should be further politicised. This was also in line with the aim 

of using high politics to advance ENVSEC goals.  

 

The logic is significant as it runs so strictly counter to the more common formulation of environmental 

peace-building, where it was precisely the assumed neutrality of the environment that enabled the 

effort. It shows that ENVSEC’s goals for the securitisation of the environment were more ambitious than 

merely starting a discussion on the basis of the lowest common denominator. Politicisation was used to 

raise the topic on the agenda, engage policy-makers and ensure that the process would move on from 

the level of being just a good idea. 

 

Moreover, the acknowledgement that even environmental issues could not be detached from politics 

meant that it was possible to tackle political disagreements and problems if they did indeed arise. If the 

cooperation was originally started on the basis of non-political neutrality, it probably was far easier for 

the actors involved to drop out of it if this turned out not to be the case in practice. The recognition that 

politics played a part, on the other hand, made it possible to address situations where political interests 

diverged or conflicted. This in turn helped to build a more sustainable long-term foundation for 

ENVSEC’s projects.  

 

Although ENVSEC itself did not particularly emphasise the point, it had in fact identified a significant 

issue that has been rather differently formulated in many other environmental peace-building 

processes. Even if they do not always present the environment as inherently non-political, they tend to 

rely on the assumption that due to its low status on the international political agenda, it offers an easy 

opening to discussions between conflicting parties. Such an interpretation fails to take into account the 

various political interests environmental issues are linked to, which will almost inevitably become a 

factor, especially if the process continues over a longer time. At worst, the omission of politics may have 

hindered the success of environmental peace-building initiatives.168 ENVSEC, on the other hand, did not 

downplay the politics involved with the environment – on the contrary, it aimed to play up the politics 

and deliberately move the issue up on the agenda. Through this explicit recognition, it seized the 

opportunity to involve politics in a way that many other initiatives have forgone. 

 

                                                
168 Maas, A., Carius, A. & Wittich, A.: From Conflict to Cooperation? Environmental Cooperation as a Tool for Peace-
Tibuilding. In Floyd, R. & Matthew, R. (Eds.) Environmental security. Approaches and issues. Routledge, London and 
New York 2013, 103; 113.  
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The conflict approach was an important starting point to ENVSEC and helped to shape the overall 

implementation of its projects. The focus on peace-building through the environment directed the 

initiative towards cross-border efforts and strengthened its engagement specifically through 

politicisation. At the same time, however, its practical realisation required cooperation with 

stakeholders at multiple levels. This in turn tended to bring in a wider range of relevant topics and 

therefore increasingly guided ENVSEC towards human security targets. It implied a balancing act that 

was to become ever more evident in ENVSEC projects.  

 

4.6 ENVSEC on the bright side: Management of trans-boundary biodiversity and protected areas 

 

The management of natural resources featured on the ENVSEC agenda from the very beginning. 

According to the ‘Transforming risks into cooperation’ report, ‘[c]o-operation towards sustainable and 

equitable management of natural resources should strengthen social cohesion, forge bridges across 

cultural and political boundaries, and reduce vulnerability to crises.’169 With regard to the Western 

Balkans, it was mentioned as a potential focus point in the regional consultations as well as in the first 

progress report from 2004.170 The underlying logic was one of the major justifications for ENVSEC and 

was already mentioned in the background paper prepared by OSCE, UNDP and UNEP in 2002.171 

 

For ENVSEC, cooperation on natural resources was seen as working on the ‘bright side’, in contrast to 

issues like hazardous substances, which were presented as the ‘dark side’. 172 This shows that from early 

on, the conflict approach for ENVSEC in the Balkans in fact signified cooperation. The underlying logic 

was still based on conflict-prevention and possibly even a rather traditional understanding of security, 

but it instead of merely retrospectively viewing environment as a cause of conflict, the focus was on 

preventive action on cooperation. The work on natural resources was split into several sub-projects and 

case studies that focused on different resources and areas. It emphasised trans-boundary cooperation, 

either in a specific location or regionally, which makes them interesting from the conflict-prevention 

perspective. 

                                                
169 UNEP, UNDP & OSCE 2003, 4. 
170  ENVSEC: 2004 Progress Report. ENVSEC 2004, 8. Available at http://tinyurl.com/yd6knnes (Last visited 
31.5.2017). 
171 OSCE, UNDP & UNEP 2002, 6. 
172 Director of an international organisation involved with ENVSEC projects (Interview by Skype), 8.12.2016; ENVSEC: 
Improving regional cooperation for risk management from pollution hotspots as well as transboundary management of 
shared natural resources. Short summary of the project. ENVSEC 2006. Available at 
http://www.envsec.org/publications/Improving%20regional%20cooperation%20for%20risk%20management%20from
%20pollution%20hotspots%20as%20well%20as%20the%20transboundary%20management%20of%20shared%20natur
al%20resources_Project%20brief.pdf (Last visited 6.6.2017). 
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One of ENVSEC’s very first focus points on the management of trans-boundary natural resources was 

on biodiversity. It seems to have partly been linked to already ongoing UNEP projects on the same topic. 

A desk study on ‘Enhancing Trans-boundary Biodiversity Management in South-Eastern Europe’ began 

in 2004, with the aim of assessing ‘the state of trans-boundary ecosystems, main threats and current 

management practices’.173  

 

The desk study, in turn, contributed to an assessment of biodiversity and associated policies in the 

region, published in 2006. Along with general recommendations on promoting biodiversity 

management, it gave recommendations on trans-boundary and regional cooperation on biodiversity 

protection issues, such as ‘increasing institutional and scientific cooperation between countries of the 

region related to the biodiversity protection’ and ‘involving local municipalities, authorities and NGOs 

in project development and cooperation with neighbouring municipalities and NGOs across the 

border’.174 Overall, the assessment concluded that it was ‘important to stress once more that most of the 

described threats to the environment, nature and biodiversity as well as obstacles for improving the 

current state are common for all involved countries. Some of these threats can not be mitigated and 

controlled by respective countries alone, and the need for joint actions to be undertaken at a regional 

scale seems to be obvious.’175 

 

From the beginning, ENVSEC’s work on biodiversity was envisioned as taking place through smaller, 

local projects in different areas. It was linked to ongoing UNEP activities on the protection of 

mountainous areas and eventually focused on eight priority mountain areas ‘with potential for trans-

boundary biodiversity protection’ that were identified on the basis of a rapid assessment.176 These were 

promoted further in different ways. For example, consultations were started among stakeholders on 

establishing a national park in the Macedonian side of the mountain Shara. In the Prokletije region, 

ENVSEC cooperated with the Balkan Peace Park Project, which aimed to start so-called Peace Parks in 

the region.177 

 

                                                
173 ENVSEC 2004, 17. 
174 UNEP: Enhancing Transboundary Biodiversity Management in South-Eastern Europe. Summary of the draft report. 
UNEP 2006, 21. Available at 
http://www.envsec.org/meetings/documents/Draft%20ENVSEC%20SEE%20Biodiversity%20Assessment%20Report%
20Summary.pdf (Last visited 4.6.2017). 
175 UNEP 2006, 22. 
176  ENVSEC: ENVSEC Progress report 2006. ENVSEC 2007, 7. Available at 
http://www.envsec.org/publications/ENVSEC%20Progress%20Report%202006.pdf (Last visited 5.6.2017). 
177 ENVSEC 2007, 21. 
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The biodiversity assessments did not strongly focus on security, and only mentioned conflict in 

connection with the past. Instead, the attention was firmly on cooperation and peace-building. This was 

also reflected in the aim to contribute to the establishment of Peace Parks. The Peace Park concept has 

been used around the world by different organisations, but in the definition of the International Union 

for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) they are trans-boundary protected areas that are dedicated to 

the protection of biodiversity and natural and cultural resources as well as the promotion of peace and 

cooperation.178 The cooperation therefore linked ENVSEC directly to long-term work on environmental 

peace-building at the global scale.  

 

ENVSEC went on to carry out feasibility studies in three ‘priority areas in focus’: Durmitor – Tara Canyon 

– Sutjeska between Bosnia-Herzegovina and Montenegro; Prokletije / Bjeshkët e Nemuna Mountains 

between Albania, Kosovo and Montenegro; and Sharr/Šar Planina - Korab - Deshat/Dešat between 

Albania, Kosovo and FYR of Macedonia. In addition, the potential to establish a network of mountainous 

protected areas in the Balkans was explored in a separate study.179 The studies were prepared in close 

cooperation with local and national environmental protection actors, who were engaged in discussion 

through a series of workshops.  

 

In addition to assessing the feasibility of the selected areas, the studies further explained the rationale 

for linking biodiversity conservation and peace-building. The argumentation strongly relied on the 

benefits that the participating countries could gain through the cooperation. These included improving 

technical capacity and expertise in natural resources management, enhancing data and monitoring as 

well as pooling resources. and gaining more strength for lobbying. The studies suggested that by 

working together, the countries could achieve better opportunities for financing and more leverage for 

lobbying their own causes. In addition, networking could help to build visibility for a regional identity 

and even assist in their European integration.180  

 

The benefits of building stability and cooperation specifically through natural resources were less 

pronounced. The studies did point out that protected areas ‘represent a commitment of two or more 

countries to common management of their frontier regions and shared ecosystems, help to reduce 

                                                
178 Ali, S. H.: Peace parks: conservation and conflict resolution. Mit Press, Cambridge-London 2007, 24. 
179 UNEP: Towards the network of mountain protected areas in the Balkans and the Dinaric Arc. Feasibility study. UNEP 
2010d. Available at 
http://envsec.grid.unep.ch/see/docs/4_Towards_the_network_of_mountain_protected_areas_in_the_Balkans_and_the_
Dinaric_Arc.pdf (Last visited 7.6.2017). 
180 UNEP 2010d, 11-12. 
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possible tensions and are a symbol of peace with great political visibility.’181 They also referred to an 

IUCN statement emphasising the potential of protected areas to ‘reinforce political security (- -) rebuild 

divided communities, promote freedom of movement and create new opportunities for sustainable 

development, including low-impact regional tourism’.182 Accordingly, ‘building the common identity of 

the TBPA region’ was mentioned as a benefit for a great number of proposed cooperative actions in the 

feasibility study for the regional network of protected areas.183 

 

Yet it was not demonstrated why environmental protection, in particular, could provide such stability. 

In fact, the studies focused on highlighting how there were ‘in general no more potential conflict issues 

between the local populations in the proposed trans-boundary protected area’,184 as in the case of 

Prokletije / Bjeshkët e Nemuna Mountains.  Similar observations were repeated in the studies for the 

other locations. For Durmitor – Tara Canyon – Sutjeska, it was underscored that the past conflict ‘did 

not considerably affect the territories inside the proposed trans-boundary protected area’. 185  In 

addition, there were ‘no so called “delicate issues” resulting from the history of this particular region 

which would have to be handled with a special attention’ and the ‘[p]laces where war crimes and 

genocide occurred are out of the region described in this study’.186 Such characteristics were presented 

as reasons for the proposed areas to be ‘evaluated as favourable for developing trans-boundary 

cooperation’.187 For Sharr/Šar Planina - Korab - Deshat/Dešat, the study went on to argue rather boldly 

that ‘the local population of all ethnic groups are willing to communicate and cooperate, which is 

another factor which could largely facilitate the development of trilateral trans-boundary cooperation 

on ‘politically neutral’ conservation of the shared natural values of the shared trans-boundary region.’188 

 

                                                
181 UNEP: Feasibility study on establishing a transboundary protected area. Durmitor-Tara Canyon-Sutjeska. UNEP 
2010a, 10. Available at 
http://envsec.grid.unep.ch/see/docs/1_Feasibility_study_on_establishing_a_transboundary_protected_area_Durmitor-
Tara_Canyon-Sutjeska.pdf (Last visited 7.6.2017). 
182 UNEP 2010a, 10. 
183 UNEP 2010d, Annex 5. 
184 UNEP: Feasibility study on establishing a transboundary protected area. Prokletije-Bjeshket e Nemuna mountains. 
UNEP 2010b, 22-23. Available at 
http://envsec.grid.unep.ch/see/docs/2_Feasibility_study_on_establishing_a_transboundary_protected_area_Prokletije-
Bjeshket_e_Nemuna_mountains.pdf (Last visited 8.6.2017). 
185 UNEP 2010a, 17. 
186 UNEP 2010a, 18. 
187 UNEP 2010a, 111. 
188 UNEP: Feasibility study on establishing a transboundary protected area. Sharr-Sar Planina-Korab-Desat-Deshat. 
UNEP 2010c, 25. Available at 
http://envsec.grid.unep.ch/see/docs/3_Feasibility_study_on_establishing_a_transboundary_protected_area_Sharr-
Sar_Planina-Korab-Desat-Deshat.pdf (Last visited 8.6.2017). 
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From a practical point of view, it was necessary to assess the conflict potential of the planned area, and 

an attempt to start developing cooperation in the middle of a brewing conflict could have been overly 

ambitious. At this stage, the protected areas were seen primarily as demonstration projects, showing 

that cooperation between the regional countries could be achieved. Their successful implementation 

certainly was seen as a priority. As the study for the network of protected areas noted, ‘a failure of the 

first joint project can easily hamper future co-operation on other common priority issues. This is why 

such first ‘kick-off’ projects must not be too challenging or ambitious, and should mainly serve for 

familiarising people supposed to cooperate in the future’.189 

 

However, such a careful policy goes against the goals of ENVSEC itself. If there was no potential conflict 

or tension in the selected areas, it becomes unclear why a peace-building programme like ENVSEC was 

needed to be involved in the first place. Even the demonstrative value is questionable, because success 

in carrying out such a project in a particularly non-conflict-prone area was not necessarily informative 

as an example for the far more controversial parts of the region.  

 

The strong aversion to engaging in anything politically contested also fails to reflect ENVSEC’s stated 

aims to bring conflict parties around the same table, as well as with the previously discussed strategy, 

to use politicisation so as to make an impact higher up on the international agenda.190 Indeed, the idea 

of the environment as a ‘neutral’ topic was suddenly used as an argument in the feasibility studies 

despite the fact that it was not something ENVSEC would usually refer to. 191  This expectation of 

neutrality could prove problematic in case of the unexpected appearance of any political conflict or 

skirmish precisely because a project based on such premises would not necessarily have been able to 

react to it constructively.  

 

On the other hand, due to the careful approach the conservation project may have been easier for the 

regional countries to accept. In some cases, it coincided with the goals of the countries themselves. For 

example, Montenegro had already in 1991 declared itself as an ‘ecological state’, with the aim of 

directing the country towards sustainable development in the fields of tourism, energy and agriculture, 

among others.192 Regardless of the extent to which it actually managed to implement this agenda, the 

ENVSEC project was in line with its objectives and referred to it as one of the justifications supporting 

                                                
189 UNEP 2010d, 48. 
190 See Chapter 4.5 
191 See Chapter 4.5; also Interview with Frits Schlingemann 21 April 2016 (By Skype). 
192 Government of Montenegro: Analysis of Achievements and Challenges of the Ecological State. 20 years of the 
Ecological State of Montenegro. Podgorica, August 2011. Available at 
http://www.kor.gov.me/en/news/114598/Analysis-of-Achievements-and-Challenges-of-the-Ecological-State.html (Last 
visited 12.6.2017). 
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the implementation of the protected area in Durmitor-Tara Canyon-Sutjeska.193 FYR Macedonia, on the 

other hand, wished especially at the beginning of the project to improve its regional relations and was 

therefore eager to contribute.194 Yet problems could not be thoroughly avoided as the regional situation 

unfolded. In particular, the declaration of independence of Kosovo from Serbia in 2008 effectively meant 

that Serbia refused any cooperation that would have acknowledge Kosovo as an independent party.  

 

Meanwhile, the feasibility studies placed a great deal of emphasis on economic opportunities of the 

protected areas and especially sustainable tourism. These were seen as major benefits of the planned 

project and used as arguments to justify the establishment of the protected areas to the local 

communities. All the studies for the protected areas in different locations included several pages of 

assessment of ‘Sustainable tourism development’, and in the conclusive section on ‘Priorities for trans-

boundary cooperation identified by protected area administrations’ this also was a heavy focus. In each 

case, it was concluded that sustainable tourism development was one of the most promising fields on 

which to develop cooperation and would probably be the ‘most promising development opportunity for 

the local economy’.195  

 

The development of economic opportunities was important from the point of view of gaining local 

approval and ownership for the project and ensuring its long-term sustainability. As will be discussed 

in more detail in Section 5, livelihoods also are one aspect of human security and may help in stability-

building, which justifies their inclusion in the ENVSEC agenda. Attention to such issues may also have 

helped in overcoming concerns that the use of natural resources would be excessively limited in a 

protected area, both locally and nationally. In the post-socialist context of the Balkans this was a 

particularly acute question as the countries were in the process of modernising their economies and 

establishing new businesses regardless of the post-conflict recovery.  

 

However, with the decision to only focus on areas where conflict risk was exceptionally low according 

to its own analysis, the natural resources project was shaping up to almost exclusively concern local 

business development. As a result, it was starting to drift so far from the core of security and peace-

building that it is justified to question the role and involvement of ENVSEC. Although economic stability 

did contribute to security, the project activities did not in any way justify why it should have been 

ENVSEC and not some other more economically oriented organisation that carried out the project. 

                                                
193 UNEP 2010a, 5-6. 
194 Bechev, D.: Carrots, sticks and norms: the EU and regional cooperation in Southeast Europe. Journal of Southern 
Europe and the Balkans 8(1), 2006, 27-43; Djordjevic, D. & Balsiger, J.: A view from the mountains: National 
involvement in Southeast European regionalization. In Berlin Conference on Human Dimensions of Global 
Environmental Change: Evidence for Sustainable Development. Unversité de Geneve 2012. 
195 UNEP 2010a, 105; UNEP2010b 99; UNEP 2010c, 119. 
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In fact, ENVSEC’s active involvement in a project that had little security relevance undermined some of 

its work on environmental security. For one thing, such a project was unlikely to contribute to 

promoting a better understanding of the linkage between environment and security in the target 

countries. Moreover, it steered ENVSEC off the course of its core theme and thereby eroded its 

distinguishing objective that was supposed to set it apart from other development cooperation 

organisations. It thus contrasted with the initial aim of ENVSEC, which was to use the respective 

strengths of the organisations involved in order to focus specifically on environmental security. As will 

be discussed in more detail in Section 5, the widening of the scope of ENVSEC activities became 

increasingly evident over the course of its existence. This inevitably contributed to differences of 

perspective concerning the expected role and objectives of the initiative among the member 

organisations.  

 

ENVSEC’s effort in the network of trans-boundary protected areas was not definitively finalised but 

transformed into the Dinaric Arc Initiative (DAI). Set up already in 2004 as a partnership between WWF, 

IUCN, UNEP, UNDP and a number of other organisations, it aims to contribute to the protection of 

ecological and cultural diversity as well as ‘intercultural dialogue, trans-boundary collaboration and 

scientific cooperation among the countries in the region.’ 196  In this sense, it perpetuated some of 

ENVSEC’s original ideas concerning natural resources.  

 

DAI has also been presented as a successful example of trans-boundary cooperation that has resulted in 

‘more open dialogue, collaboration and development of numerous follow-up projects’. 197  Yet 

environmental security has not in any way been central and has hardly even been visible in DAI. Most 

of its sub-projects have focused on strengthening environmental governance or promoting economic, 

ecological and cultural sustainability, with little reference to developing more profound cooperation 

between communities. The cooperation overall has waned in the recent years and has been considered 

                                                
196  IUCN: The Dinaric Arc Initiative – DAI. Brochure. IUCN 2006. Available at 
https://www.iucn.org/sites/dev/files/import/downloads/dai_2bbrochure_2bmain4.pdf (Last visited 12.6.2017).  
197 Porej, D.: Lessons from the Western Balkans on initiating transboundary collaboration through a high-level regional 
political agreement . In Erg,  B.,  Vasilijević,  M. & McKinney,  M.  (eds.). Initiating   effective   transboundary    
conservation: A practitioner’s guideline based on the experience from the Dinaric Arc. IUCN Programme Office for 
South-Eastern Europe Gland and Belgrade 2012, 65. Available at 
http://www.tbpa.net/docs/TB%20Guidelines%20FINAL%20all%20pages%20WEB.pdf Last visited 15.6.2017) 
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to suffer from a sort of ‘enlargement fatigue’.198 ENVSEC itself clearly withdrew into the background, 

although it still retained a coordinating role for some time.199  

 

As such, it is unlikely that the project contributed a great deal to the perception of environmental 

security regionally. The concept only featured faintly in the background and was hardly used as a 

justification for the work. In fact, it was rather faded from sight and replaced by economic reasoning, 

which took centre stage. This was also a missed opportunity in terms of audience. The project engaged 

a rather wide audience of local and regional actors working on natural resource management, who 

would have been relevant also from the point of view of environmental security. Yet the chosen non-

political and essentially business-oriented approach did little to promote the concept.  

 

In the protected area project, ENVSEC opted for an approach that did not fully coincide with its own 

strategy of using politicisation to raise and promote environmental security issues. Instead, it attempted 

to search common ground by avoiding politicisation and difficult issues as much as possible. As a result, 

it failed to fully explore the potential of the project in terms of peace-building. The establishment of 

protected areas was not enough on its own to engender a sense of cooperation and reconciliation unless 

there was an explicit effort to address those issues. Therefore, regardless of whether the project did 

manage to establish protected areas and advance biodiversity, it appears to have been a shortcoming 

for ENVSEC in terms of its central goal of promoting environmental security and conflict-prevention. 

 

4.7 Water and trans-boundary peace-building in ENVSEC’s work 

 

Water was identified as one of the key issues for the Western Balkans in the regional consultations in 

2002 from the points of view of ‘scarcity, competition, opportunities for cooperation’.200 Moreover, 

there already was some experience of cooperation on water in the region, for example through the 

Danube River Protection Convention signed in 1994. Such efforts have not focused primarily on 

environmental issues, however, but rather on navigation, economic development and related topics. 

ENVSEC saw water as a trans-boundary concern as both groundwater and river courses traverse 
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national frontiers. Both are also threatened by pollution, and are subject to considerations such as water 

use, availability and distribution.201  

 

EVSEC’s interest in water in the Balkans began partly within the project ‘Reducing Environment and 

Security Risks from Mining in South Eastern Europe’. Waterways were seen as the main ‘pathway of 

exposure’ for mining pollution, which made it a necessary focus point.202 Mining was dealt with in its 

own project which will be analysed in detail in Section 5, but the early work on water issues also 

influenced the mining sector.  

 

Within the programme on natural resources, ENVSEC tended to contribute to the ongoing activities of 

its partner organisations as well as other existing international projects rather than develop larger 

projects from scratch. Out of the early projects starting from 2004-2006, UNDP had previously been 

active in the River Tisza Basin (involving Ukraine, Romania, Hungary, Slovakia and Serbia) where 

ENVSEC participated in a rapid environmental assessment, while REC was already working on the 

Adriatic Sea Partnership (with Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia and Montenegro) where 

ENVSEC became a partner. In addition, ENVSEC worked with the International Sava River Basin 

Commission (ISRBC) to enhance local participation in Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Serbia.  

 

In these projects, ENVSEC did not necessarily have full control over the objectives, as they were partly 

dictated by earlier work that had been done before its involvement. ENVSEC therefore had to 

accommodate its own core themes into ongoing work, which required adjustments. This weakened 

ENVSEC’s ability to thoroughly apply the environmental security approach and raises questions 

concerning its claims that the character of its work was unique. On the other hand, it can be argued that 

ENVSEC’s distinct contribution in these cases came precisely from the ability to combine the expertise 

of its various partner organisations and, potentially, to introduce a new angle that could be applied. At 

any rate, working with ongoing programmes made sense insofar as it allowed ENVSEC to build upon an 

existing foundation and to avoid overlapping work. Water projects also tend to deal with large 

geographic areas and several stakeholders, meaning that it is beneficial to share responsibility with 

more than one partner in implementation.   
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Already in 2006, ENVSEC started a small project titled ‘Network of Local Actors from the Sava River 

Basin on Water Resource Management’ as a part of its cooperation with the Sava River Basin 

Commission. As its objectives, the project aimed to ‘establish networks among local actors’, ‘promote 

information exchange and collaboration’,  ‘promote regional co-operation by improving the 

management of the Sava river basin and thereby (…) water quality’, ‘identify the role played by local 

actors in river basin management, particularly in the context of shared resources’, and ‘encourage the 

public in general to participate in the decision-making process’. 203  In other words, it specifically 

attempted to bring environmental security cooperation to the local level and to engage civil society 

participation.  

 

These kinds of activities have generally been challenging for ENVSEC, as it has tended to emphasise 

partnerships with the higher political level, such as national governments. In this case, the emphasis on 

direct outreach to the civil society can be explained by the fact that the project was coordinated by REC 

and the OSCE. REC had been brought into the ENVSEC partnership precisely because of its wide network 

and contacts in the Balkans204, while the OSCE was able to make use of its field office presence to better 

reach local actors. 205  

 

The project organised three national workshops and one regional one, engaging ‘representatives from 

water suppliers, NGOs, and local, regional and national authorities’. As outcomes, it was reported that 

over the course of its implementation the project had 

  

- established or intensified cooperation of local actors along Sava river as well as its 

tributaries (Kolubara river in SER, Drina river in B&H, initiated communication of 

local actors along Kupa river in CRO (cross-border character with Slovenia), joint 

CRO/B&H cross border project on protection of UNA river (CARDS funding) 

- contacts between local communities on sharing experiences and best practices 

(several cities in Crotia, in B&H and in SER, but rarely across the border) intensified 

as a result of established communication 

                                                
203 ENVSEC 2004, 17.  
204 Interview with Frits Schlingemann 21 April 2016 (By Skype). 
205 OSCE: Second Preparatory Conference to the 15th OSCE Economic and Environmental Forum. Panel - The Role of 
the OSCE: Follow up to the 15th Economic and Environmental Forum. PC.FR/7/07 5 April 2007 (Panel - The Role of 
the OSCE: Follow up to the 15th Economic and Environmental Forum 5 April 2007), 2. Available at 
http://www.osce.org/eea/24650?download=true (Last visited 17.8.2017). 
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- establishing expert bodies to regulate the river basin managements (Drina 

Commission in Serbia, Steering Committee for Middle Posavina in Croatia) 

- intensified communication and collaboration with non-governmental sector in all 

three countries as well as with the International Commission for the Sava River 

Basin.206 

 

The list is formidable, especially considering the brief span of implementation. As no indicators are 

presented, it is difficult to estimate the extent to which the project contributed to the developments. 

However, at least ISRBC also attributes the establishment of the Drina Commission as ‘One of the main 

tasks in the project “Improvement of Trans-boundary Cooperation in the field of Environmental 

Protection in the Drina River Basin”, managed by the REC CO Serbia’207. Meanwhile, the activities on the 

Kolubara 208  and Una 209  rivers had already been taking place since the early 2000s, before the 

establishment of ENVSEC, and the contribution to maintaining the dialogue cannot be verified for 

certain. Nonetheless, at least some of these initiatives have continued in some form or another for a long 

time,210 suggesting that they have had some sustainability.  

 

Therefore, the project on the network of local actors appears to have found a way to promote ENVSEC 

objectives by tapping into an already existing form of activity. In referencing the argument often used 

by ENVSEC to justify environmental cooperation, the OSCE pointed out that, in this project, ‘water 

management was used as a neutral topic of interest to support development of civil society by attracting 

                                                
206 Panel - The Role of the OSCE: Follow up to the 15th Economic and Environmental Forum 5 April 2007, 2. 
207 ISRBC: Establishment of the Drina Commission. Internet site, International Sava River Basin Commission 26 March 
2007. Available at http://www.savacommission.org/news_detail/72 (Last visited 17.8.2017). 
208 Čolakhodžić, A., Filipović, M., Kovandžić, J. and Stec. S.: The Sava River Basin: Transitioning to peace in the former 
Yugoslavia. In Weinthal, E., Troell, J. and Naka, M. (eds.): Water and Post -Conflict  Peacebuilding. Earthscan, London 
2014, 285.    
209 Lindenmann, K., Rajković, Ž. and Škunca, O.: Plitvice Lakes National Park – Croatia and Una National Park – BiH: 
Assessment on the feasibility study of establishing transboundary cooperation. IUCNProgramme Office or South-
Eastern Europe, Gland and Belgrade 2011, 20. Available at 
https://portals.iucn.org/library/sites/library/files/documents/Rep-2011-017.pdf (Last visited 18.8.2017). 
210 For Kolubara, see e.g. UNDP Serbia: Partnership between All Levels of Government for Disaster Risk Reduction in 
the West Morava and Kolubara River Basins. Internet site, 10 Feb 2017. Available at 
http://www.rs.undp.org/content/serbia/en/home/presscenter/articles/2017/02/10/partnership-between-the-municipalities-
and-cities-in-the-west-morava-river-basin-and-kolubara-river-basin-and-national-government-for-prevention-of-natural-
disasters.html (Last visited 18.8.2017); and for Drina, see e.g. Support to Water Resources Management in the Drina 
River Basin: Meeting in Belgrade with Serbian stakeholders 21 March 2016. Internet site, 2016. Available at 
http://www.wb-drinaproject.com/index.php/en/news/reports/210-meeting-in-belgrade-with-serbian-stakeholders (Last 
visited 18.8.2017). 
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attention of all concerned and raising their interest for participation’.211 It was also seen as a way of 

promoting ‘the concept of partnership among different stakeholders as well as to promote and intensify 

the trans-boundary cooperation, which is still quite sporadic at local level.’212  In this case, ENVSEC 

clearly emphasised environmental cooperation as an instrument for local level and civil society 

participation far more than it did in general.  

 

However, the OSCE document summing up recommendations based on the project shies away from 

explicitly assigning an active role for local civil society as an agent in environmental cooperation. 

Instead, it continues to see civil society as the context or recipient of environmental security cooperation 

rather than as the key group of actors that should take ownership of the activities. According to the 

recommendations, for instance, it is imperative to take into account that the civil society currently only 

demonstrates a low level of environmental awareness, and the ‘[e]very day life in transitional countries 

is very much politicised’.213 As for overall civil society activity, ‘NGOs are still the leaders in this field 

whilst local self-government and public institutions still lack capacities and willingness to properly 

engage in this issue’.214 These factors are presented as the prevailing conditions in which the OSCE and 

others need to plan activities.  

 

Yet the proposed measures do not provide direct ways to address the conditions described above even 

if civil society actors are included as participants in some of them. ‘Developing networks and exchanging 

best practices’ are suggested as ‘methods that could not only help initiate communication and contacts 

at local, interstate level but often result with direct initiatives towards trans-boundary cooperation.’215 

Local media is seen as ‘a tool, which can help advance public awareness on environmental issues.’216 Yet 

a crucial step is missing that would move ownership from international organisations to local actors. 

Instead, the OSCE in fact criticises the ‘approach based on ad-hoc activities and projects’ and suggests 

replacing it with ‘a systematic and comprehensive program.’217 Ironically, such a long term commitment 

by the OSCE would be likely to only further strengthen the long-term involvement of the OSCE as the 

leader of the project. Alternatively, a more sustainable approach could be used to support a longer term 

engagement of the civil society, but the document does not mention this as an objective.  

                                                
211 Panel - The Role of the OSCE: Follow up to the 15th Economic and Environmental Forum 5 April 2007, 2. It is also 
important to point out that several ENVSEC actors contradicted this argument by emphasising the politicization of 
environemental issues as an important aspect of ENVSEC’s work.  
212 Panel - The Role of the OSCE: Follow up to the 15th Economic and Environmental Forum 5 April 2007, 2 
213 Panel - The Role of the OSCE: Follow up to the 15th Economic and Environmental Forum 5 April 2007, 2. 
214 Panel - The Role of the OSCE: Follow up to the 15th Economic and Environmental Forum 5 April 2007, 3. 
215 Panel - The Role of the OSCE: Follow up to the 15th Economic and Environmental Forum 5 April 2007, 3. 
216 Panel - The Role of the OSCE: Follow up to the 15th Economic and Environmental Forum 5 April 2007, 3. 
217 Panel - The Role of the OSCE: Follow up to the 15th Economic and Environmental Forum 5 April 2007, 3. 
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More generally, the recommendations do highlight the need to take into account the local needs in 

environmental cooperation. However, they almost exclusively focus on the timing of such initiatives, 

suggesting that their ‘introduction at an advanced stages of post conflict transition could be considered 

to better meet the needs of the potential beneficiaries’.218 The importance of environmental issues in 

post-conflict cooperation is not questioned but if ‘such activities are initiated too soon after the conflict 

when most of the project beneficiaries are still preoccupied with the reconstruction of basic 

infrastructure i.e. housing, water and electricity supply, relatively low response on the initiatives within 

this Dimension could be expected.’219 No evidence is presented to support this claim, however, making 

it difficult to evaluate the extent to which this applied to the Western Balkan context.  

 

Despite the objective of the project to encourage local participation and agency on water management, 

civil society actors are not presented as independent agents in the cooperation. The recommendations 

focus on describing characteristics of current civil society engagement but do not propose activities for 

local actors to take over. However, it is also not explicitly concluded that the civil society would be too 

weak and therefore incapable of taking ownership, which would have explained why the project 

refrained from recommending this. In other words, the local actors are missing as actors in a project 

that specifically targets their participation.    

 

Similarly to many other trans-boundary activities analysed in sections above, the project document does 

not make mention of the word security. Neither does it explicitly highlight conflict-prevention as a goal, 

although the inclusive approach to cooperation is emphasised. In practical terms, the focus appears to 

have been on enhancing water management through increased cooperation, rather than vice versa. As 

environmental security was not presented as an objective, it is unlikely that the project would have 

contributed to the concept or increased awareness of it.  

 

Therefore, despite reaching out to the local level and civil society, the Sava project did not gain a new 

audience for environmental security. It may have succeeded at creating new civil society contacts for 

the ENVSEC programme as a whole, which may have facilitated communications at the local level 

regarding other activities. The local actors were, however, left outside the environmental securitisation 

discourse and thus did not have the choice of either rejecting or approving it.  

 

                                                
218 Panel - The Role of the OSCE: Follow up to the 15th Economic and Environmental Forum 5 April 2007, 2. 
219 Panel - The Role of the OSCE: Follow up to the 15th Economic and Environmental Forum 5 April 2007, 3. 
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Likewise, due to the inability of ENVSEC to convey the security linkage, local actors were not engaged 

as agents in environmental securitisation either. As the local actors did not quite become a part of the 

audience for environmental securitisation, they were unable to take up the issue, nor could they become 

agents. This also reflects the more general tendency of the project not to take local counterparts as 

genuine actors, as discussed above.  

 

That being said, the Local Network project on the Sava River was an early attempt by ENVSEC to engage 

more with and at the local level. It therefore marked an exception particularly in the conflict and 

cooperation approach, which had previously mainly targeted national level and inter-governmental 

relations. A focused effort to include civil society and other grassroots groups followed later only and 

was seen more as a part of human security, as will be discussed in Section 5 below. 

 

Another major water initiative focused on trans-boundary cooperation between Serbia and Bulgaria on 

the Timok River. This project is slightly out of scope of the present study as it took place between only 

two countries of which Bulgaria is not a part of the Western Balkans and the relations between the two 

cannot quite be compared to those amidst the ex-Yugoslav countries. However, it is an interesting 

comparison because it was a relatively prominent and long-running project for ENVSEC. 

 

The activity on the Timok River was inspired by the work done on the Sava, and was based on a survey 

of rivers in the Balkan region carried out by REC and UNECE. Timok was considered a potential setting 

for cooperation, so REC and UNECE started a joint project between 2007 and 2010 to facilitate the goal. 

The basin was specifically seen as ‘an excellent model for cooperation in other regions’.220 It therefore 

had a wider value for ENVSEC’s further work. Possibly as a consequence, the Timok project was 

particularly carefully prepared. It begun with a long inception phase that aimed to gain the support of 

local stakeholders and included an Environmental and Risk Assessment of the Timok River Basin. The 

importance of ensuring public participation in future programmes was also emphasised.221 

 

The preparation led to a Joint Statement by Bulgarian and Serbian representatives in 2009, which, first 

and foremost, underlined that ‘[a]ddressing environmental problems that threaten the future well-

being of the citizens on both sides of  the river is of utmost importance’ and that due to ‘[t]he  trans-

                                                
220 REC & UNECE: Report from the First Timok River Meeting. 23 June 2008, Knjaževac, Serbia. (First Timok River 
Meeting. 23 June 2008), 3. Available at http://timok.rec.org/download/timok_meeting1_report.pdf (Last visited 
26.8.2017). 
221 First Timok River Meeting. 23 June 2008, 4. 
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boundary  character  of  the  Timok  River’ cooperation  between  Serbia and Bulgaria was required.222 

It went on to also highlight the need to integrate local administrations into the cooperation. 

 

In other words, the Timok River project strongly linked the environmental security aspect as well as the 

integration of local stakeholders into the cooperation in a way that was often not visible in other trans-

boundary projects. Security, on the other hand, was operationalised through the environmental and risk 

assessment, while the value of cross-border cooperation was emphasised. Yet at the same time, this did 

not take away from the focus being on attempting to reinforce the ownership of local actors.  

 

The fact that the Timok project was successful in realising some of the more difficult aspects of ENVSEC 

cooperation can be explained by a number of factors. Firstly, it was relatively limited in terms of actors 

as there were only two countries involved. The fact that decisions only had to be approved by two 

national governments at the very least simplified the process. Secondly, the two countries were not in 

an active post-conflict stage, which is likely to have made their cooperation easier than it was between 

many ex-Yugoslav countries. Thirdly, both Serbia and Bulgaria as well as other relevant actors shared a 

genuine concern about the poor environmental state of the river. This motivated the willingness to act 

quickly and effectively. Fourthly, in relation to the previous point, the two countries expressed their 

strong support for the project. This was not always the case in ENVSEC projects, but it considerably 

improved the potential for a mutual commitment to the objectives. A lack of full backing could make 

project activities considerably more complicated. Finally, the project was carefully prepared with the 

help of local actors, which better integrated them into the project implementation and which allowed 

them to have a sense of ownership. 

 

Even the Timok project was not maintained in the long run, however. It ran as planned until the end 

date, but did not get a continuation either by ENVSEC or local actors. However, the project did not set it 

as its goal to establish a permanent administrative body to oversee the cooperation. Instead, the aim 

was to engage local experts, improve their information exchange and create links between relevant 

authorities in the two countries. According to an ENVSEC evaluation from 2013, Serbian and Bulgarian 

experts had participated in missions to learn more of one another’s institutions related to Timok, had 

created trans-boundary contacts and had shared information and best practices.223 In other words, the 

scene was set for further cooperation. Despite the current seeming lack of interest to pursue these 

                                                
222 REC & UNECE: Joint Statement by the participants of the Timok River Forum. 26 February 2009. (Joint Statement 
by the participants of the Timok River Forum. 26 February 2009). Available at 
http://timok.rec.org/download/timok_river_forum_joint_statement.pdf (Last visited 27.8.2017). 
223  Krilasevic, E.: Final Evaluation Report. UNEP, UNDP, UNECE, OSCE, REC 2013, 49. Available at 
https://info.undp.org/docs/pdc/Documents/MNE/ENVSEC%20Evaluation%20SEE.pdf (Last visited 31.8.2017).  
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efforts over the Timok river, the evaluation also acknowledges that ‘the long-term impacts of such 

cooperation remain to be seen’ and suggests follow-up in further evaluations.224  

 

While the Timok river was a relatively simple case of bilateral cooperation, another project in the river 

Drin presented ENVSEC with a completely opposite framework of multilateral cooperation among post-

conflict countries. Entitled ‘Service to cooperation on the wider Drin basin; Albania, Greece, FYR 

Macedonia,  Montenegro and Kosovo’, it aimed to develop a formal cooperation mechanism among 

Albania, Greece, Kosovo*, FYR of Macedonia and Montenegro, as well as with the riparian countries and 

territories of the Drin Basin.  

 

The preparation for the project was started already in 2009 in a small-scale Drin Dialogue project which, 

similarly to the Timok case, was built upon an ‘emerging willingness to cooperate’ within the riparian 

countries.225 It also engaged relevant authorities in the different countries and worked to gain political 

commitment that was considered ‘instrumental for the progressing work on technical solutions’.226 In 

2011, the Dialogue resulted in a Memorandum of Understanding on a Shared Strategic Vision for the 

Sustainable Management of the Drin River Basin, which set up an institutional structure as well as 

objectives for the Drin cooperation. The UNDP and UNECE, along with United Nations Office for Project 

Services (UNOPS) and Global Water Partnership Mediterranean (GWP-Med), then started a larger 

project in 2012 to implement the objectives of the Memorandum of Understanding. A continuation of 

the project was launched in 2015 for a four-year period.   

 

The project ‘Enabling trans-boundary cooperation and integrated water resources management in the 

extended Drin River Basin’ included a component on Building the foundation for multi-country 

cooperation. It consisted of activities such as developing a ‘shared vision’ on environmental quality 

targets and strategic development lines as well as a strategic action programme for achieving the targets 

and setting up a partnership conference for countries and donors to consolidate ‘international  support  

for  the  implementation of the priority actions’.227 

 

                                                
224 Krilasevic 2013, 49. 
225  ENVSEC: Developing cooperation in the Drin River Basin. ENVSEC designs roadmap for multi-lateral water 
cooperation. Article for website, not dated (Drin article for website), 1. Available at 
https://www.thegef.org/sites/default/files/project_documents/DRIN%2520Basin%2520PIF%252031%2520July%25202
012%2520version_0.pdf (Last visited 1.9.2017). 
226 Drin article for website.  
227 GEF: Project identification form. Enabling transboundary cooperation and integrated water resources management in 
the extended Drin River Basin. GEF 2012, 14-15. Available at 
https://www.thegef.org/sites/default/files/project_documents/DRIN%2520Basin%2520PIF%252031%2520July%25202
012%2520version_0.pdf (Last visited 2.9.2017). 
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The outcomes and outputs of the project did not emphasise the role of trans-boundary cooperation from 

the point of view of conflict prevention in any more detail, and in fact focused mainly on its facilitating 

effect in water management. However, the justification for the project as provided to its main source of 

financing, the Global Environmental Fund (GEF), argued that ‘the global benefits to be accrued through 

the project consist essentially in increased levels of multi-country cooperation in  the  management  of  

the  shared  Drin  basin,  increased  water  security, and the balancing of conflicting water uses.’228 It 

went on to elaborate that ‘building   the   foundation   for   multi-country   coordination   and  institutional  

strengthening  for  Integrated  River  Basin  Management  (IRBM)  will  result  in  enhanced  synergy  and 

cooperation  thus  contributing  to  regional  stability  in  an  area that  has  been  impacted  by  political  

tensions  and  armed  conflict  in  the  near  past.’229 

 

The interconnections between water management and stability building were thus acknowledged and 

presented as the primary socio-economic benefit of the project. Yet these faded into the background and 

were hardly mentioned in the public communications of the project.  The project website, for instance, 

leaves out any reference to conflict prevention or stability in the description of the project’s intent, and 

fully focuses on the sustainable management of the river basin.230 The omission may indicate that even 

by the time the latest Drin project was launched in 2015, security and conflict continued to be 

considered delicate topics that the target countries did not wish to bring up in connection to 

environmental issues. While not specifically referring to the Drin project, some of the ENVSEC officials 

interviewed for this study pointed out that the security linkage has often been difficult to get approval 

for from the target country ministries.231  

 

Regardless of its potential sensitivity, the lack of emphasis on conflict prevention shows that the issue 

no longer was considered as imperative and motivating as it was in the beginning. At the time ENVSEC 

was set up, it was precisely the peace-building potential of environmental cooperation that gave rise to 

the whole initiative. This shows a stark contrast to the description of the Drin project. The shift of focus 

inevitably also influenced the effectiveness of environmental securitisation by concealing it from the 

process. Local partners taking part in the projects could not be inspired to adopt the concept when they 

were not even made aware of its role at the off start. 

 

                                                
228 GEF 2012, 17. 
229 GEF 2012, 17. 
230 DRIN CORDA: Project intent. Internet site, GWP-MED 2016, available at http://drincorda.org/gef-supported-drin-
project/project-intent (Last visited 2.9.2017). 
231 Interview with Frits Schlingemann 21 April 2016 (By Skype); Interview with an ENVSEC officer 26 May 2015 (By 
Skype). 
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In part, the fading of environmental security from the trans-boundary river projects reflects the 

evolution of international cooperation in the Balkans. As the region had progressed from the immediate 

post-conflict situation, topics associated with conflict or its prevention clearly became less appealing to 

funding bodies and target countries alike. It therefore made more sense to emphasise other topics, such 

as local participation. Even more importantly, however, the shift in discourse is indicative of a change 

within ENVSEC itself. As its programme expanded and became more stabilised, the previously strict 

main focus on environmental security started to be loosened. It seems to have led ENVSEC to view its 

objectives in an increasingly expansive light and to choose projects with a relatively weak link to 

environmental security. In short, the main objective of the initiative no longer was its primary 

motivation. On the other hand, the setting also shows that the regional stakeholders had by no means 

committed to the idea of environmental security to the extent that they would have created demand for 

it. 

 

Meanwhile, the Drin project did put a great deal of emphasis on stakeholder involvement and 

communications overall.  It aimed to facilitate contacts among regional experts, authorities, researchers 

and other crucial actors, but also to gain public support and participation. The idea was to build 

ownership among stakeholders, improve the long term sustainability of project outcomes and enable 

better informed  implementation.232 The focus was partly based on the reasoning that ‘civil  society  and  

public  participation are still in an early stage of development [and] the private sector does not 

participate  in  the  policy  development  process.’.233 Therefore, the Drin project would ‘strive  to  set  an  

example  and  an  higher  standard  of  stakeholder  involvement  practice  in  water  and  natural  

resources  management,  which is considered an essential element of the success of the project itself.’234 

 

In the Action Plan for the implementation of the MoU for the Management of the Drin Basin, the 

stakeholder engagement included raising awareness ‘about the Process for the enhancement of 

cooperation for the management of Drin’. This effort was expected to facilitate understanding of the 

benefits of the cooperation process. 235  In other words, the Action Plan took particular steps to 

communicate the reasons behind the cooperation to the regional stakeholders, with the aim of 

                                                
232 GEF 2012, 16.  
233 GEF 2012, 19. 
234 GEF 2012, 19. 
235 UNECE: Action Plan for the implementation of the Memorandum of Understanding for the management of the Drin 
Basin. 6th Drin Core Group Meeting, 30 May 2012, Ohrid.(6th Drin Core Group Meeting, 30 May 2012,) Powerpoint 
presentation. Available at http://www.twrm-med.net/southeastern-europe/supported-processes-and-projects/drin-river-
basin/the-institutional-structure-for-the-implementation-of-the-mou/the-drin-core-
group/6th%20DCG%20meeting/2_MoU%20Action%20Plan.pdf (Last visited 5.9.2017). 
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motivating them to participate in and commit to the process. It thus put an emphasis on the value of 

cooperation itself, strongly echoing the original ideas presented in the founding documents of ENVSEC.  

 

Moreover, the Drin project strongly emphasised the need of the cooperation to cover regional and local 

stakeholders at all levels, rather than viewing cooperation merely as an activity between countries and 

governments. The Action Plan highlighted the need for involvement of all stakeholders as well as the 

wider public in the cooperation.236 Elsewhere, ‘the support and involvement of the  public and the 

private sectors’ on all sides of this trans-boundary cooperation was seen as the crucial factor towards 

avoiding the ‘instability, insecurity or  potential conflicts’ that shared natural resources could amount 

to.237 

 

The consultative approach to stakeholder engagement also achieved results. According to the ENVSEC 

evaluation from 2013, the Drin project was successful in gaining the acceptance of the ‘water 

management community’ and implementing the planned activities.238 A very similar strategy was also 

used in the ‘Building Local Community Resilience for the Sustainable Development of Watersheds in 

South Eastern Europe’ (CRESSIDA) project, which aimed to develop the capacities of local communities 

to face sustainability and resilience challenges along the Drin and Drina rivers. In particular, CRESSIDA 

targeted local actors, facilitating the exchange of knowledge and experiences between communities 

across borders.  It also highlighted the role of civil society organisations as actors in trans-boundary 

environmental cooperation.239 

 

Yet despite the increasing importance of the participatory approach, it did not contribute to the 

communication about environmental security to local communities. If anything, it seems to have 

directed ENVSEC more towards general environmental cooperation, diluting its initial focus on security. 

It strengthens the impression that ENVSEC no longer considered it a major objective to explicitly 

promote the linkage of environment and security. Instead, many of its activities were only loosely 

connected to the  original thematic.  

 

                                                
236 6th Drin Core Group Meeting, 30 May 2012. 
237 OSCE: Regional Roundtable “Strengthening public participation in trans-boundary water management - exploring the 
synergies of the Espoo, Helsinki and Aarhus Conventions”, 25-26 March 2015, Tirana, Albania. Report (Regional 
Roundtable 25-26 March 2015), 4. Available at http://www.osce.org/secretariat/162841?download=true (Last visited 
5.9.2017). 
238 Krilasevic 2013, 49. 
239 ENVSEC: ENVSEC Regional Meeting for South Eastern Europe. June 28–30, 2016, Tirana, Albania. Draft Meeting 
Minutes. (ENVSEC Regional Meeting 28–30 June 2016), 9. Available at 
http://documents.rec.org/events/ENVSEC_RM_SEE%202016-MeetingMinutes.pdf (Last visited 12.7.2017). 



175 

 

Water cooperation was one of the most visible ENVSEC activities in the Balkans. However, it did not 

considerably raise the visibility of the initiative in the region, mainly because there were also several 

other actors and some already established institutions working on the same issues. ENVSEC’s strategy 

often was to build partnerships and get involved in already existing activities. Such coordination was 

useful in terms of efficiency and avoiding overlapping activities, but may have limited ENVSEC’s ability 

to shape the agenda and to develop its own strategic response. This also meant that ENVSEC had less 

room – and perhaps less incentive – to develop new practices for better tackling the environmental 

security linkage.  

 

ENVSEC also did not use its partnerships to promote environmental security to other international 

agencies. Instead, the security linkage was the additional value that ENVSEC brought into the 

cooperation, not something that it necessarily wanted the stakeholders to adopt. Yet this does not quite 

correlate with the idea of securitisation, which aims to compel its audience to approve of such a linkage. 

However, in the case of water cooperation, other international organisations were not necessarily a part 

of the audience. River cooperation was already an established feature of environmental cooperation so 

there wasn’t that much need to justify its reasoning. ENVSEC had a benefit that the others didn’t have, 

in that there was no need to attempt to persuade the other participants to adopt its perspective.  

 

On the other hand, ENVSEC did not emphasise the role of environmental security even to national 

administrations, although they would have had a crucial audience for the acceptance of the concept in 

the region. High-level meetings focused on gaining political will, which often meant focusing on benefits 

like economic development, rather than security, which was still often considered a problematic issue. 

For ENVSEC, water cooperation seems to have been a security issue by default, with no further need to 

justify the linkage. This begs the question, however, as to what exactly was ENVSEC’s contribution to 

activities that had already been initiated and implemented by other agencies.  

 

Despite its usual tendency to primarily engage with higher political levels, ENVSEC recognised the need 

for multi-level participation in water cooperation very early on. It was not immediately applied 

efficiently into practice, however. In the early projects, the scope of stakeholders was sometimes unclear 

and mostly limited to authorities and administration. Despite being involved, the local actors and 

particularly civil society were still not given the role of independent agents with ownership of the 

projects. However, there was a consistent effort to involve local actors, whether through specific 

projects targeting them, such as on the Sava river, or as participants in project preparation, as in the 

Drin Dialogue. These developments reflected a recognition that the conditions for successful 

implementation were in fact determined in local contexts.  
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At later stages of ENVSEC’s work on water, stakeholder interaction did become a central aspect of the 

cooperation also in the implementation. The inclusion of new actors in projects was combined with an 

effort to activate them by conveying the reasons and benefits of the cooperation. It was important to 

create a mutual understanding of the objectives among various sectors and levels of administration as 

well as the civil society. The participatory aspects thus became more interactive and accessible, 

increasing the potential for establishing local ownership.  

 

For ENVSEC itself, gaining a deeper understanding into the roles of all levels of civil society in 

environmental security cooperation  and communicating this understanding to others may indeed be 

among the most important gains of the trans-boundary water projects. It also had the potential to also 

influence the way in which projects on other topics were planned. However, even as the stakeholder 

engagement became increasingly important, it was not explicitly linked to the concept of environmental 

security. Therefore, the scope of the audience or agents of environmental security involved did not grow 

with regard to the trans-boundary water projects. 

 

Despite these new insights into environmental security cooperation, the water projects did not produce 

concrete practices to be adopted. In fact, they proceeded through very traditional forms of cooperation 

that often were not even led by ENVSEC itself. Furthermore, initiatives such as river basin commissions 

tend to be primarily about water management and only secondarily about regional stability-building, 

making them weak tools for security cooperation. The same applies for other measures, such as Action 

Plans and MoUs. Moreover, there is no indication that ENVSEC particularly attempted to adopt the kind 

of practices for water cooperation that would have been relevant for security policy. 

 

Thus water cooperation in many ways had the effect of loosening the security linkage of ENVSEC 

activities. In line with many of the projects on natural resources, it was not considered or presented as 

peace-building240 but primarily as water management across borders. As will be discussed in further 

sections, this tendency enabled ENVSEC to widen the scope of its activities but at the same time it 

glossed over its specialisation on environmental security. The reason for this can at least partly be traced 

back to the deliberate decision not to come up with a specific definition for environmental security. 

While the lack of a restrictive concept has made it possible to freely take up new issues and activities, it 

has also led to a degree of uncertainty about the fundamental objectives of the initiative.  

 

                                                
240 Interview with the director of an international organisation involved with ENVSEC projects 8 December 2016 
(Interview by Skype). 
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4.8 Local initiatives on environmental conflict and cooperation  

 

International cooperation on environmental security also intended to have an impact on regional actors. 

One way to improve the long-term sustainability of the projects was to foster environmental security 

thinking within the region. The early initiatives did not quite have the mechanisms for such an impact, 

so ENVSEC played a key role in this regard as well. Among its stated goals, it aimed to mobilise support 

for environmental security issues and to promote multi-stakeholder cooperation on these issues. In 

other words, it attempted to persuade local governments and authorities in its target countries to adopt 

these issues and independently work on them. The extent to which environmental security discourse 

filtered through into regional policy-making or civil society activity therefore gives some indication as 

to how well these goals were achieved. As such, it complements the overall picture drawn of the 

environmental securitisation process in the region.  

 

From the outset, the conflict approach seems less likely to have inspired indigenous initiatives within 

the countries because it focuses on the negative and antagonistic aspects of environmental security. For 

outside actors, it was possible to point out potential patterns of conflict in the Western Balkan countries 

and propose peace-building solutions. Meanwhile, the idea that the regional countries would have 

started projects of their own to prevent themselves from getting into conflicts with their neighbours is 

highly unlikely. Cooperation efforts, on the other hand, could simply allow the conflict aspect to fade and 

thus let cooperation be framed as a more neutral activity.  

 

Focusing first on the national level in the Western Balkan countries, the extent to which environmental 

conflict permeated security policy can best be traced from national security strategies and other key 

documents. These present a very consistent picture, in which the environment does generally feature 

as a factor of national security but is not linked to conflict or traditional security threats. Instead, it is 

always considered from the point of view of human security and  in terms of issues such as natural 

disasters, as will be discussed in more detail in Section 5. All environment-related strategies are seen as 

separate from traditional or military security.241 

 

Official documents do not make references to environmental issues as a potential cause of conflict. 

Resource-related tensions are not seen as a threat at least in the sense that they would require military 

                                                
241 E.g. the style of the Military Doctrine of Bosnia-Herzegovina, which makes a distinction between ‘political, defence-
military and ecological threats and risks’. See Ministarstvo Odbrane Bosne I Hercegovine: Vojna Doktrina. Ministarstvo 
Odbrane Bosne i Hercegovine 2001, 4. Available at 
http://mod.gov.ba/files/file/dokumenti/vojnadoktrina/vojnadoktrina.pdf (Last visited 11.9.2017).  
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solutions.242 This, in fact, is quite in line with the perspective that international organisations were 

promoting, as in the Balkans they almost exclusively focused on the cooperation potential of the 

environment. Yet the cooperation aspect of the environment is equally absent from the strategic 

documents. In other words, the environment has not been considered strategically as an opportunity 

for security-building. The work on mainstreaming environmental cooperation into the security sector 

was therefore not successful.  

 

Meanwhile, efforts to promote local ownership were also directed at civil society, which  constitutes an 

important but different set of actors that potentially could advance environmental security issues. These 

actors are not restrained by similar diplomatic considerations as national governments, which allow 

them to potentially take up new causes more freely. In fact, they are by their very nature expected to 

even challenge their own governments and speak up even on delicate issues. However, civil society in 

the Western Balkans has remained relatively weak and therefore has not been necessarily able to 

forcefully question national policies. Civil society groups also rely heavily on EU funding, which has led 

them to primarily work on topics emphasised by the EU according to its enlargement agenda.243 It has 

thus by no means been a simple audience for the promotion of environmental security.  

 

Looking at the conflict and cooperation perspective of environmental security, autonomous action in 

the Western Balkan countries is hard to find.244 For example, the ENVSEC officials and contacts who 

were in close interaction with environmental civil society actors were not able to name any local 

environmental NGOs or other actors that would have integrated security into their work.245 REC was 

mentioned as having projects on environmental security, but it does not itself represent a local NGO 

emanating from the region although it had done work with them. As seen in the previous analysis, the 

                                                
242  E.g. Republika Srbija: Strategija odbrane Republike Srbije. Belgrade, April 2009, 7. Available at 
http://www.vba.mod.gov.rs/strategija_odbrane_lat.pdf (Last visited 15.8.2017); Vlada Republike Hrvatske: Strateški 
Pregled Obrane. 2002. Available at http://narodne-novine.nn.hr/clanci/sluzbeni/full/2013_08_101_2285.html (last visited 
16.8.2017); Predsjednik Vlade Crne Gore: Strategija  Nacionalne Bezbjednosti. Predsjednik Vlade Crne Gore 2008. 
Available at http://www.predsjednik.gov.me/biblioteka/strategije?pagerIndex=7&AccessibilityFontSize=150 (Last 
visited 11.9.2017); Ministarstvo za Odbrana na Republika Makedonija: Sovremeja Makedonska Odbrana. Ministarstvo 
za Odbrana na Republika Makedonija 2004. Available at http://www.morm.gov.mk/wp-
content/uploads/2013/10/Sovremena-makedonska-odbrana-br_9.pdf (Last visited 11.9.2017); Ministarstvo Odbrane 
Bosne i Hercegovine 2001 
243 E.g. Fagan, A.: Europe's Balkan dilemma: paths to civil society or state-building? (Vol. 9). IB Tauris, London – 
New York 2012. 
244 The situation with regard to civil society and environmental human security will be discussed in detail in Chapter 5. 
245 Interview with EASD Honorable President Prof. Andjelka Mihajlov 17 May 2017 (Communication by e-mai); 
Communication with a national focal point from the region; 9 January 2017 (Communication by e-mail); Interview with 
a representative from the Aarhus Centre in Sarajevo; 19 May 2017 (Communication by e-mail); Interview with a 
representative from the Aarhus Centre in Banja Luka; 30 June 2017 (Communication by e-mail).  
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local civil society actors did not necessarily consider such activities to be related to security as this often 

was not explicitly communicated in the projects. 

 

The one significant exception to the general picture is Environmental Ambassadors. Its first activities 

were originated already in 2004 but made more widely known at the Sixth Ministerial Conference 

"Environment for Europe" held in Belgrade in October 2007. The former Serbian Minister for the 

protection of natural resources and the environment, Andjelka Mihajlov, presented a paper that outlined 

a Regional Environmental Cohesion Initiative, which was based on ‘ “the environment as the no-borders 

concept” and “environmental soft diplomacy” tool for regional cooperation.’246 The idea was to bring 

environmental issues and sustainable development into decision-making in the Western Balkans in a 

more prominent way, but also to use them to engage regional countries and civil society alike in building 

partnerships. The proposal was greeted with interest by NGOs from the region and was therefore 

maintained for several years through various projects and activities.247 Finally, in 2012, the organisation 

was formally registered as Environmental Ambassadors for Sustainable Development (EASD).248 

 

The Regional Environmental Cohesion Initiative was strongly influenced by ENVSEC’s activities. Not 

only was it was presented as a good example of previous work that the Cohesion Initiative aimed to 

build upon, it was also referred to in some of the justifications given regarding the need of such a 

programme. Environmental degradation was said to maintain  ‘ the potential for conflict and 

competition over natural resources and energy security’ while on the other hand being a shared 

resource that crossed national borders.249 At the same time, the environment could ‘offer a “soft” entry 

point for regional co-operation when other topics and issues are too politically sensitive for 

collaborative efforts.’250 The proposal paper used the same kind of language that ENVSEC attempted to 

communicate to regional actors all along. 

 

The influence from ENVSEC was not entirely coincidental. Former minister Mihajlov, who was the key 

person initiating the project, had also been involved in UNEP’s assessments of the consequences for the 

environment after the conflict of Kosovo, and was therefore involved in a great deal of the international 

environmental security cooperation. Environmental Ambassadors therefore was well aware of ENVSEC 

activities and had gained insight from its experience. At the same time, it was an independent initiative 

                                                
246 Mihajlov, A.: Regional environmental initiative: South-Eastern Europe (Balkan) Regional Environmental  Cohesion 
Initiative. Paper presented at Pan-European Conference on EU Politics, Riga, Latvia, , 25-27 September 2007, 1. 
Available at: http://www.jhubc.it/ecpr-riga/virtualpaperroom/011.pdf (Last visited 12.9.2017). 
247 Interview with EASD Honorable President Prof. Andjelka Mihajlov 17 May 2017 (Communication by e-mai) 
248 For simplicity, the organisation will henceforth be referred to as EASD even when discussing the time before the 
change of name. 
249 Mihajlov 2007, 1-2. 
250 Mihajlov 2007, 2. 
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that was started by regional actors. This combination had the potential to gain support from both the 

local level and the international community. As such, it was precisely the kind of activity that ENVSEC 

had attempted to encourage.   

 

In its early work, Environmental Ambassadors particularly emphasised the regional cooperation and 

stability-building aspects of the environment. The Cohesion initiative was entirely built around the goal 

of using environmental diplomacy to foster ‘regional security, peace and (sustainable) development’.251 

It was partly based on the South Eastern Europe Regional Declaration on Environmental Cohesion as 

the tool to EU integration and Sustainable Development, which Environmental Ambassadors had 

worked on earlier in 2004. Signed by civil society actors in the region, it appealed to governments to 

among other things ‘contribute to human and environmental security by reducing cross-border risks 

and increased regional and cross-border cooperation, with EU integrations as a shared interest’.252 The 

human security impacts of environmental issues were mentioned in the Cohesion Initiative as well, but 

the motivation for the work came from the aim of strengthening cooperation.  

 

In some ways, Environmental Ambassadors went even further than ENVSEC in outlining a framework 

for regional environmental cooperation. It set out to propose concrete actions to achieve its objectives, 

such as improving the level of environmental awareness in decision-making and integrating it into 

sectoral policies.253 It also managed to engage civil society actors starting already from the Declaration 

in 2004. It therefore had the potential for high impact at the more grassroots levels of cooperation, 

which the analysis above suggests had proved to be difficult for international actors. 

 

The focus on regional cooperation can quite easily be put down to the close international contacts of the 

key people in EASD. It also made sense as a strategic move because around the time the cohesion 

initiative was made, several significant funding sources for Western Balkan cooperation, such as Finland 

and Austria, were still relatively interested in supporting activities connected to environmental security. 

EASD was aware that most of its funding would have to come from outside the region,254 so it was in the 

interest of the organisation to frame its work in a way that would attract international attention.  

 

Yet at the same time, the establishment of Environmental Ambassadors is a strong indication that the 

overall process of linking the environment and security did gain some reaction in the region. Although 

it is not representative in any way, as it was a unique example and limited in its impact, it still shows 

                                                
251 Mihajlov 2007, 2 
252 Mihajlov 2007, 4. 
253 Mihajlov 2007, 4. 
254 Interview with EASD Honorable President Prof. Andjelka Mihajlov 17 May 2017 (Communication by e-mai). 
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that there was  a certain group of regional experts that were adequately persuaded by the work of 

ENVSEC and others to take action upon it at their own initiative. It is, indeed, agency that is the crucial 

factor. Rather than merely participating in projects planned and carried out by international 

organisations, EASD initiated, prepared and to a great extent controlled its own activities. EASD thus 

constitutes a unique case in which the local audience for environmental securitisation was itself turned 

into a securitising agent.  

 

On the other hand, despite the initial interest Environmental Ambassadors gained for its activities, the 

focus of its work soon shifted away from environmental security.255 Instead, its projects started to be 

exclusively concentrated on sustainable development and, increasingly, on EU accession. 256  This 

tendency was further strengthened by the official registration made in 2012 specifically under the name 

Environmental Ambassadors for Sustainable Development. In addition, the projects increasingly only 

covered Serbia, where the organisation was based, instead of attempting regional cooperation.  

 

However, the shift of focus was not caused by a deterioration of interest of the organisation itself. On 

the contrary, Environmental Ambassadors has attempted to use its accumulated knowledge on 

environmental security and to continue developing the approach it originally presented. However, it has 

turned out to be virtually impossible to find funding for such work. According to the organisation, 

funding is only available for projects related to sustainable development and, more recently, EU 

accession. In order to continue its operations in the first place, EASD has chosen to focus on the afore-

mentioned themes. However, it has retained environmental security as a theoretical interest that it has 

integrated into projects,  for example, on environmental education.257 

 

The decrease in interest in local environmental security can therefore be explained by the way the 

general discourse of the international community has shifted. After an initial surge of interest, 

environmental security was overshadowed by more pressing topics. Although some actors like the 

ENVSEC partner organisations continued to work on the security linkage, influential actors like the EU 

considered environmental cooperation from the angle of sustainable development or as the structural 

process of building capacities. Environmental security was not rejected but neither was it in any way 

recognised as a priority. 

 

                                                
255 It carried out a project called Local Environmental Security in cooperation with the OSCE in Serbia in 2008, but this 
work concerned human security and will be discussed in section 5. 
256 Environmental Ambassadors for Sustainable Development: Reference 2004-2011. Internet site, 2017. Available at 
http://ambassadors-env.com/o-nama/reference-2004-2011/ (Last visited 15.9.2017). 
257 Interview with EASD Honorable President Prof. Andjelka Mihajlov 17 May 2017 (Communication by e-mai). 
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The problems that Environmental Ambassadors has faced in securing funding and working on its initial 

expertise show that environmental security has turned out to be a very marginal discourse in the 

Western Balkans. Even among the international community working on the Balkans, the concept has 

not been generally accepted or used. As a result, it was even less likely to be widely adopted by regional 

administrations or the civil society.  

 

Further initiatives resembling EASD have not emerged out of Western Balkan civil society. Regional 

cooperation on the environment among civil society organisations was not entirely non-existent, but it 

has not been framed as a stability-building effort. For example, the EU-funded ‘Advocacy NGOs networks 

for sustainable use of energy and natural resources in the Western Balkans and Turkey’ (ETNAR) project 

gathered NGOs from all the Western Balkan countries as well as Turkey to enhance their mutual 

networking and improve their capacities to participate in environmental policy-making.258 While the 

idea of the initiative was to join forces to improve the leverage of environmental NGOs at the regional 

level, it did not aim to promote cooperation among the countries in a more general sense. Overall, 

environmental security was not a part of its work. 

 

Even actors connected to the environmental security process were not always fully informed about its 

objectives and activities. The country office staff of ENVSEC partner organisations, for instance, 

described the initiative as distant from their own daily work and projects. In particular, they regretted 

a lack of practical results of ENVSEC’s projects, suggesting that it mostly was a political body with little 

relevance at the local level.259 When the representatives of the partner organisations considered even 

ENVSEC in this way, it is clear that local stakeholders did not become engaged in the discourse. 

 

However, the analysis above suggests that it was not because of the cross-border cooperation approach 

that environmental security failed to inspire local action. In fact, it was the original motivation for 

establishing EASD as well as the South Eastern Europe Regional Declaration on Environmental 

Cohesion, both of which managed to gain support from at least some local civil society organisations. 

Even when linked to security and the recovery from past conflict, regional cooperation was not 

automatically rejected as too difficult a topic. In some cases, it was also identified as the essence of 

environmental security. For example, one of the national focal points of ENVSEC described 

environmental security as a framework for regional cooperation that would allow countries to 

                                                
258 ETNAR: Advocacy NGOs networks for sustainable use of energy and natural resources in the Western Balkans and 
Turkey. Project leaflet. ETNAR 2014. Available at http://etnar.net/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/letak_etnar_en.pdf (Last 
visited 17.9.2017). 
259 Interview with a REC Serbia Country Office Representative, Belgrade, Serbia 24 May 2011, Interview with a UNDP 
Serbia Country Office Representative, Belgrade, Serbia 24 May 2011. 
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cooperate in managing trans-boundary environmental problems and respond to trans-boundary 

challenges.260    

 

In fact, the conflict and cooperation approach was also at the very heart of the work international 

organisations did on environmental security in the Western Balkans. Both REReP and the OSCE 

Economic Forum already highlighted a regional cooperative approach in 2000,261 and it was featured in 

ENVSEC’s reports262 from the very beginning. It was specifically given as the major motivation for 

linking the environment to security. Considering the importance of the issue for international 

organisations and the cautious approval given by some parts of the regional communities, more tangible 

results could have been expected from securitisation. Yet in the Western Balkan case, it turned out to be 

relatively inefficient in promoting environmental security at the regional and local levels.  

 

More than fundamental flaws in the approach, however, the limited impact of the conflict and 

cooperation perspective can be explained by at least two factors. On the one hand, cooperation was 

originally implemented from top down and from the outside in, primarily targeting the highest political 

levels in the regional countries. This was partly due to initiatives like REReP that deliberately aimed to 

have control over the political process in the post-conflict situation. Yet from the point of view of 

reinforcing local participation and commitment this was not effective. The need for a more community-

oriented approach was only identified later on in the process, when it had also become far more difficult 

to adopt and apply. 

 

On the other hand, there was a shift in the regional environmental cooperation discourse from the post-

conflict setting towards long-term goals such as sustainable development and EU accession. This did not 

exclude the security linkage as such, but it had a significant impact on the topics towards which financing 

was channelled. In particular, as its role became increasingly important in regional affairs, the EU 

directed international attention to other issues. From the point of view of environmental security, the 

shift came at a crucial stage when just as nascent local and regional initiatives could have emerged. By 

eliminating financial incentives, it discouraged further development of such initiatives.  

 

As a result, environmental cooperation was not fully taken up as a stability building tool at the regional 

level. Even in trans-boundary contexts, it was primarily still considered a governance issue limited to a 

specific resource or spatial zone. It was not linked to security or significantly politicised beyond the 

                                                
260 Communication with a national focal point from the region; 9 January 2017 (Communication by e-mail). 
261 REReP March 15-16 2000, 6; OSCE Summary of the Eighth Meeting of the Economic Forum, 18. 
262 ENVSEC 2004b, 5. 
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environmental sector. Therefore, it did not create the kind of regional security discourse that the 

international actors aimed to promote. 

 

4.9 Conclusions: Securitisation of environmental cooperation as a stability-building measure 

 

Post-conflict Western Balkans was not the first context in which environmental cooperation was used 

as a stability-building measure. Similar initiatives had emerged in Central America, Pakistan and India, 

and  the Jordan River basin among others.263 It was, in fact, already a relatively established form of 

institutional cooperation. Yet, there were unique features in the work carried out in the Balkan, in 

particular in the way it was linked to security at a more conceptual level.  

 

The environment was not only included in post-conflict cooperation from the very beginning but also 

linked to regional stability. It can be assumed that one of the reasons that the connection was so easily 

made was the UNEP assessment on the environmental consequences of the Kosovo conflict, which had 

already directed some attention towards the conflict-linkage of the environment. However, it did not 

have a particularly large role in the conflict and cooperation discourse, which soon turned towards 

forward-looking conflict-prevention rather than merely remediating damages that had already 

occurred. A specific overview of the different elements of the securitisation is presented in table 4.1. 

 

Table 4.1 Securitisation framework of the environmental conflict approach 

 

Agents   

Those who contribute to 

or resist security 

processes 

ES organi-

sations 

REReP Kept the issue on the agenda; mainly as a by-product of 

an effort to stabilise the region. Not an active agent. 

OSCE Agent; securitisation of environment as a wider process 

to identify new activities for the organisation; 

exploration of new practices and policies. 

ENVSEC Agent; securitisation of environment as the main 

function of the programme; raising the issue on the 

agenda through high level politicisation; exploration of 

new practices and policies. 

                                                
263 E.g. Bruch, C., Muffett, C. & Nichols, S.S.: Governance, Natural Resources, and Post-Conflict Peacebuilding. 
Earthscan, London 2016; Weinthal, E. , Troell, J. & Nakayama, M.: Water and Post-Conflict Peacebuilding. Earthscan, 
London 2014.  
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Administrations in WB 

countries 

Audience to security claims, partner in some cases and 

opponent in some. 

Local civil society Audience to security claims; agent in exceptional cases. 

International 

community 

Audience to security claims, partner in some cases and 

opponent in some. 

Their power relations ES organisations* – 

Administrations in WB 

countries 

ES organisations in control of funding and had 

considerable leverage over topics of cooperation. 

However, regional governments as gatekeepers for 

project implementation. 

ES organisations* –

Local civil society 

Initially low interaction but intensifying over time. ES 

organisations in power position but relatively little 

leverage over NGOs. 

International 

community – ES 

organisations*  

International community in control of the goals of the 

cooperation; ES organisations could lobby for their 

cause. 

Intra-regional and 

domestic power 

relations 

Governments in power position but NGOs supported by 

international funding. Objectives often coinciding, 

sometimes conflicting. 

Their personal identities 

and social identity 

ES organisations* Expert role, diplomatic towards the region. 

Administrations in WB 

countries 

Represented national interests, neutral to 

environmental security. 

Local civil society Represented the local people both in their own view and 

that of the ES organisations. 

The referent 

object/subject 

Human health/well-

being 

Major object with regard to mobilizing action despite 

the environmental framing; however difficult to entirely 

separate from the environment. 

Environment Framed as the main object although became the centre 

of attention mostly due to the threats posed to humans 

(through the environment). 
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Regional stability Often the main object seen as threatened, needed to be 

secured through environmental cooperation. 

Actions   

Language Meeting documents Records of discussions from official meetings 

Project plans and 

reports 

Reports issued by ES organisations 

Statements Official statements by ES organisations 

Media materials Brochures, press releases, website articles 

Strategies, metaphors, 

frames 

Environmental security Used by ES organisations as an approach to be adopted 

into regional environmental cooperation. 

Conflict Used by ES organisations as the threat that 

environmental security measures attempted to prevent.  

Cooperation  Used by ES organisations as the positive opportunity to 

come out of the environmental security approach. 

Stability Used by ES organisations as the main goal for both 

environmental cooperation and regional dialogue. 

Dispositif, practices, 

tools 

Regional consultations A tool to gain data, engage the regional audience and 

strengthen commitment to the cooperation. 

Regional environmental 

(security) assessments 

A tool to generate data on trans-boundary 

environmental risks and opportunities in the regional 

context. 

Mapping of 

environmental security 

risks 

A tool for visualising environmental risks to facilitate 

their prevention. 

High-level conferences A way of mainstreaming environmental security into 

high-level political discussion and keep it on the agenda. 
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Policies generated by 

securitisation 

None Environmental security cooperation adopted and 

reinforced existing policies rather than coming up with 

new ones of its own. 

Contexts   

Proximate Conferences, seminars 

and meetings 

Addressed mainly to the professional audience already 

familiar with and often supportive of environmental 

security. 

Distal  Post-conflict 

cooperation  

Stability-building as a central goal in most activities, 

helped to reinforce the conflict framing. 

Regional relations Tense relations between countries; reluctance to 

cooperate. 

Post-socialism Influenced attitudes and practices in the Western 

Balkans; was often undermined by the post-conflict 

framing by ES organisations. 

International 

cooperation 

Wider global trends in international cooperation as a 

factor. 

Post-Cold war Necessity to redefine security; shifting global power 

relations 

 
 

 

The process was almost exclusively maintained by a limited number of international organisations that 

can also be identified as the securitising agents. They had varied roles and differing degrees of 

commitment on the topic, but all essentially contributed to the environmental security concept in the 

regional setting. At the outset, the depth of their engagement grew as the process continued, but after 

the first surge of interest the intensity of the discourse has varied. However, they all initially relied 

strongly on the conflict approach to environmental security and only later adopted aspects from the 

human security perspective.  

 

REReP had an important role in cementing the role of environmental issues as a stability-building tool. 

While it primarily worked on traditional remediation work, its programme also strongly linked the 

environment to generating regional cooperation and was acknowledged as one of the first co-ordinated 

environmental responses to a conflict.  However, REReP was not a securitising agent in the sense that it 
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would have made a deliberate effort to integrate the environment into the security sector.  Instead, it 

provided a context for the discourse to evolve. This makes it difficult to classify it as a subject in the 

securitisation process. However, it contributed to and was in interaction with the work of other 

international environmental security actors, thus essentially setting it in the same group as them.   

 

The OSCE played a significant part as it first provided the Economic and Environmental Forums as a 

significant platform for the evolving environmental security discussion and later became an important 

partner in ENVSEC. The Forums already demonstrate a deliberate effort by the OSCE to firmly introduce 

the environment into the security discourse and to develop its own approach to environmental security. 

Unlike almost any other actor analysed here, they also attempted to define environmental security as a 

concept. The relevance of the Forums was multiplied as they significantly influenced the emergence of 

ENVSEC. The E & E Forums ended up focusing on the conflict and cooperation approach, as opposed to 

human security. The central role of the OSCE is visible here, as it represented a traditional security 

sector perspective. It also followed a more general pattern where environmental conflict has been 

regarded as a more limited and therefore more distinct form of environmental security. On the basis of 

the E & E Forums, the emphasis on conflict was to some extent passed onto ENVSEC. 

 

ENVSEC was the single most important environmental security actor in the Balkans by far, and in many 

ways came to dominate the field. Although it consisted of individual organisations, they were 

environmental security actors only through their work within ENVSEC. Therefore, it is appropriate to 

regard the initiative rather than the partner organisations as a securitising. Either way, ENVSEC had a 

distinct programme and objectives, among which it explicitly stated that it aimed to promote 

environmental security knowledge in decision-making. This constitutes a clear securitising move, 

regardless of whether it was accepted by its designated audience. 

 

Regional or local actors in the Western Balkans did not take up the role of securitising actor, with 

exception to the Serbian organisation Environmental Ambassadors for Sustainable Development 

(EASD). Although it was considerably inspired by and well connected with other international 

environmental security actors, it was independent in terms of setting its own agenda and working on 

its own initiative. It was originally motivated by the goal of regional cooperation in particular, and 

therefore had the potential to reinforce the conflict and cooperation dimension in the regional 

discourse. It was, however, soon obliged to move towards sustainable development and away from 

security due to the thematic positioning of the funding that was available to it. A general lack of funding 

is also the main reason why EASD never grew to gain a significant role in the regional environmental 

security discourse.  
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The audience consisted of the governments and administrations in the regional countries, local civil 

society and the international community. None of these can be said to have deliberately legitimised 

securitisation, apart from small sections of each group. Among the different levels of administration in 

the regional countries, the environmental security discourse managed to engage some of those who 

were directly involved with the topic, such as ENVSEC national focal points. Otherwise, however, there 

was hardly any response. The linkage of the environment to security was not outright rejected but 

neither was it recognised or picked up for further action. The same applies to the civil society. In neither 

case did the idea of promoting regional cooperation and stability particularly help to promote 

securitisation. Cooperation, at least in the regional sense, was not interesting enough to inspire action 

among the Western Balkan countries even later on, after many of the major resentments dating from 

the conflict had been overcome.  

 

However, over time the environmental security organisations began targeting other audiences . Initially, 

the focus was on involving national governments and other actors at the higher political levels, who 

were considered necessary for agenda-setting and for the politicisation of environment. As the process 

moved towards implementation, however, it became at least as important to involve the local level and 

a wide range of actors from various sectors.  In other words, it was observed by the environmental 

security actors that they needed to engage all relevant actors in order to have an impact.  

 

All the environmental security agents also targeted the international community as an audience. 

Although it was, in effect, addressing the members of its own class, the reaction at the international level 

was not much more forthcoming. International actors supported and recognised the need for regional 

cooperation but did not necessarily see the environment as having a key role in this. Again, only a small 

fraction of international actors became engaged in the topic; mostly those that were already active in it 

otherwise.  

 

On the other hand, there were no significant actors explicitly opposing the securitisation either. In 

background discussions for example at the OSCE Economic and Environmental Forum individual 

countries or organisations sometimes took the stand that linking regional stability to environment was 

harmful or inappropriate. Yet these voices usually did not have a major role in the discussion and did 

not take it upon themselves to actively try to reject securitisation. The reaction was one of indifference 

rather than opposition. 

 

With regard to the power relations among the actors, it is clear that the international organisations 

could not merely dictate the themes of cooperation to the regional stakeholders. This applies to both the 

public sector and civil society counterparts. Although international organisations were mostly in control 
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of funding decisions and political support and therefore were in a position of power, the local and 

regional stakeholders had to be convinced to be involved in the implementation. Actors from the region 

therefore had some leverage and their wishes and motivations had to be considered even if they could 

not control the agenda.  

 

Meanwhile, environmental security organisations were also influenced by the international community 

as a whole. Their work was directly conditioned by the aims and motivations of their own member 

states, which sometimes considerably conflicted one another. These, in turn, were shaped by discourses 

and tendencies within the wider international community. The emergence of new themes and the 

disappearance of others were also visible in financing decisions for projects and political preferences 

for favouring some topics over others. For example, as the tendency to consider the Western Balkans 

primarily as a post-conflict region weakened over time, the enthusiasm to link all projects to stability-

building and security also decreased.    

 

In addition, there were power structures associated with the relations between the regional countries 

and with the internal relations between authorities and civil society within their domestic politics. 

Mutual interactions affected the potential for cooperation, and environmental security usually aimed to 

facilitate better contacts at all levels. These usually had a relatively small impact on the securitisation 

process itself, however. Environmental security cooperation may even have maintained power 

differentials within the target countries as it tended to be focused on high political levels, and, especially 

in the beginning, neglected civil society actors.  

 

The identities that the various actors took up were to some extent shaped by the underlying power 

structures. In many ways, the whole securitisation process depended on the perception of the 

environmental security organisations concerning their capacity to effect action. They saw themselves in 

a position of experts and mediators who took a diplomatic approach to the region. Apart from the 

organisational level, this also extended to the level of individuals, whose personal contribution and 

commitment in some cases turned out to be crucial for the advancement of the process. Meanwhile, the 

administrations and civil society in the region represented their national interest or the grassroots level, 

respectively. These were usually not opposed to environmental security but remained neutral on the 

issue rather than actively participate in its promotion.  

 

The most obvious referent object of securitisation was the environment. In fact, the conflict and 

cooperation projects focused on the ecological environment in itself more prominently than was case 

with the previously discussed discourse on the consequences of the Kosovo conflict, which tended to 

emphasise human well-being over all. The trans-boundary projects have usually aimed for natural 
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protection and safeguarding specific natural resources. They did always also include the promotion of 

regional cooperation as a major objective, but the crucial issue is that they presented environmental 

protection as a value in of its own, not merely as a factor of human well-being. 

 

The importance of the environment as an object was tied to the fact that it was often perceived as a 

‘neutral’ topic that enabled even conflicting parties to find common ground to work upon. The argument 

was initially used by REReP and regularly came up in justifications for environmental security 

cooperation. Yet the proposition has run into trouble even among environmental security actors 

themselves, for example when some OSCE member states strongly opposed the environmental security 

linkage for their own political reasons. In fact, environmental issues tend to concern such a variety of 

sectors and topics that they almost inevitably bring in political issues from other fields. A simple 

presupposition of the neutrality of the environment is therefore likely to only make it more difficult to 

foresee and prevent potential problems rather than facilitate cooperation.  

 

The idea of the environment as a neutral topic was not thoroughly shared by all actors, however, and it 

was sometimes perceived in contradicting ways in different contexts even within a single programme. 

ENVSEC, for instance, emphasised the neutral role of environment as a common denominator in its 

projects on cross-border natural resources, but at the same time implemented a strategy of politicising 

environmental issues at a high level in order to draw attention to them. To some extent, the 

inconsistency reflects the lack of a strict definition for environmental security, which left ENVSEC 

partners to give specific objectives and outcomes for each project separately. The discrepancy 

concerning the perception of environment as an object complicated its utilisation in cooperation. 

 

Human well-being was also included as an object ,although less prominently and less directly. 

Meanwhile, it is possible to discern regional stability as an object of securitisation in its own right. In 

trans-boundary environmental projects, regional stability was equally threatened and its maintenance 

was considered an objective equal to natural resources. In early work such as that of the REReP, it even 

was presented as the main goal for which environmental cooperation only served as a tool.   

 

Environmental security was shaped through meeting documents, generated at the various conferences 

and events where the topic was discussed. They generally were accessible to the public but not intended 

for communication purposes.  This make them an interesting source as they simultaneously present a 

part of the securitisation process and elements of the discussion about it. The fact in itself that 

environmental security was generally not produced in secret set it apart from most of traditional 

security policy. In addition, environmental security was developed through various documents that 

were specifically intended to describe its implementation to the public. These include communications 
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materials like brochures that aimed to present the achievements of environmental security cooperation 

in the best possible light, but also project reports that could be self-reflective.  

 

Predictably, environmental security also worked as a strategic frame in the discourse. However, it 

wasn’t as central as might be expected. As a concept, it was quite rarely explicitly mentioned. Moreover, 

at least ENVSEC refrained from even defining environmental security. While this was a deliberate choice 

aimed to widen the range of potential activities, it reduced the efficiency of the concept as a strategic 

frame. When even the agents themselves were not able to crystallise environmental security into a 

concise definition, it was difficult to use it as a motive to gain approval or inspire action among the 

audience. 

 

Instead, the securitising agents would far more often refer to conflict as the negative scenario that could 

be avoided through environmental security. In other words, it was a threat that securitisation could 

prevent. However, in the political reality of the Western Balkans, conflict was not considered concrete 

or probable to the extent that it would have constituted an existential threat. It therefore did not 

function very well as a strategic frame for the discourse.  

 

On the other hand, environmental security agents also used the strongly positive frame of cooperation, 

which served as a potential beneficial outcome and therefore a motivation for securitisation. It wasn’t 

limited to cooperation between the regional countries, but in effect traversed all environmental security 

activities, incorporating also the cooperation of international actors with regional stakeholders and 

even the partnership between international organisations themselves, as in the case of ENVSEC. 

Cooperation was thus perceived in a very broad sense. 

 

Yet since cooperation was usually presented in light of its benefits, it tended to neglect the potential 

problems that might threaten its realisation. This easily gave an overly optimistic picture of the situation 

in the Western Balkans, which in itself raised questions as to why environmental security cooperation 

was needed there as a stability-building tool in the first place. On the other hand, it may have had the 

effect of concealing some of the problems, making it difficult to prevent them in advance. 

 

The deeper issue is that such a central role for cooperation goes counter to the normal securitisation 

logic, which was based on the invocation of a threat and its prevention. Cooperation was not explicitly 

presented as the counter-measure of a threat, rather than as a goal in its own right. The broad concept 

of cooperation further contributed to this by emphasising it more as a feature of enhanced management 

than as a stability-building tool. In this case, therefore, the focus on cooperation weakened the security 

link and diluted the urgency of the threat.  
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The blurring of ‘security’ into ‘cooperation’ does not as such prevent the possibility of influence on 

security. Regardless of how they were framed, environmental security projects could contribute 

beneficially to creating networks and dialogue among various institutions across the region, for 

instance. However, this is problematic from the perspective of securitisation, which views security as 

something that is specifically declared and acted out in speech or, from the point of view of the 

governmentality approach, something that is played out through practices. These also provide the 

threshold for the sphere of security, thereby again prompting questions about what can be included 

within its margins.  

 

The emergence of environmental security practices is an indicator of the extent to which the concept 

was integrated into actual policy as opposed to merely being discussed. The cooperation in the Western 

Balkans did not produce a multitude of these, but some measures did emerge that can be seen as efforts 

to formalise individual environmental security efforts into applicable practices. ENVSEC itself presented 

regional consultations and assessments as practices, along with mappings and high-level conferences. 

It also carried out a number of risk assessments in local contexts and developed a method or practice 

for these.  

 

Such practices might well have been useful and applicable in other contexts as well. The issue, however, 

is that the environmental security agents generally did not aim to promote these activities, nor did they 

develop them systematically as practices. Overall, the work was not constructed from the point of view 

of creating better practices. This can also be seen as one of the issues that weakened the impact of the 

cooperation. It tended to primarily focus on discourse and draw broad lines of environmental security 

rather than getting deep into the details of how it was implemented. Even at later stages, when especially 

ENVSEC did give a lot of thought to ensuring the impact of its projects, the role of practices as the 

potential channel through which to perpetuate environmental security work was not recognised. 

Likewise, even when practices clearly emerged, they were not necessarily identified as an outcome that 

should have been highlighted and shared for the benefit of others.  

 

It is more difficult to name policies resulting from securitisation. Environmental security cooperation 

did take advantage of various existing policies, such as trans-boundary nature protection and river basin 

management, but it did not create these or particularly contribute to their development. At a regional 

or international level, no policies emerged that would directly have been linked to conflict-related 

environmental security cooperation. This is another indication that environmental security did not take 

off as a major policy discussion beyond a very narrow group of actors. 
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The limited impact is partly explained by the proximate context of securitisation. A majority of the 

process itself took place in conferences, seminars and meetings that were targeted at a specific audience 

that usually already was familiar with the environmental security reasoning. While this was beneficial 

for developing the concept and maintaining the discourse, it worked against any efforts to widen the 

discussion and to engage new actors. This also meant that there was less of a need to justify the 

reasoning behind environmental security and to reflect upon the measures through which it was 

implemented. 

 

Securitisation took place in the distal context of post-conflict cooperation, which set stability-building 

and conflict-prevention as a central goal. This helped to reinforce the relevance of environmental 

security and especially the conflict approach, although it did lose some of its impact as time went by and 

the conflict no longer was considered to be in the immediate. Yet it also set the process strongly within 

the context of regional relations, which continued to be tense and marked by a reluctance towards 

cooperation. This had an adverse effect on the implementation of environmental security as the 

countries were less inclined to participate in its implementation in the form of trans-boundary 

cooperation. In addition, the regional setting incorporated the context of post-socialism, although it was 

far less pronounced than the post-conflict one especially in the framing of the international 

organisations. In terms of concrete implementation, however, the associated societal structures still 

played a role.  

 

Meanwhile, securitisation also has to be placed in a wider global context. On the one hand this consists 

of the overall scope of organisations and practitioners that worked in and on the Western Balkans and 

was influenced by global policies and shifts of attention. This context had a key role in determining the 

level of interest for environmental security, which was by no means constant over time. On the other 

hand, the entire process took place in the post-Cold war context that had seen a change in traditional 

conceptualisations of security. This pushed various actors to reflect upon their own role in the security 

sector and explore its new dimensions, thus providing an underlying motivation for the emergence of 

environmental security in the first place.  

 

The fact that the conflict approach initially became the main frame of environmental security was based 

on a deliberate choice of the securitising organisations to focus on it, based on their tendency to consider 

the conflict linkage as a validation for environmental issues as security. Even though the actors 

themselves repeatedly pointed out the wide ranging and interconnected character of environmental 

security issues, they still saw the conflict approach as an appropriate if not necessary limitation to the 

theme. There thus was a clear effort towards efficiency and impact in the presentation of environmental 
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security. This, in turn, shows that the securitisation aimed at agenda-setting and particularly raising the 

importance of environmental issues. 

 

In the Western Balkans, however, the conflict linkage was not an effective strategy on its own. The 

discourse very quickly turned from conflict-prevention to cooperation and stability-building, which to 

some extent reduced the relevance and impact of the conflict link as an agenda-setting strategy. It also 

undermined the security aspect of the projects that were implemented, because they usually came to be 

framed simply as trans-boundary cooperation, which did not particularly set it apart from most other 

environmental work. This is related to the application of an unusual logic of securitisation that, through 

the emphasis of cooperation over conflict, ended up employing opportunity rather than threat as the 

cause for action.  

 

As a result, environmental security organisations failed at communicating cooperation and stability-

building projects as security. Although for example ENVSEC was quite careful to introduce and justify 

the link in its strategic planning and programming, this reasoning often did not show up at the project 

level. Environmental security was lost in the implementation and replaced simply by environmental 

cooperation. Some of the projects that were chosen had a particularly low conflict-risk, which increased 

their chances of success but further diminished their relevance as peace-building projects. On the other 

hand, water cooperation projects could sometimes be fairly challenging in terms of multiple 

stakeholders with conflicting views, but even these were often presented and perceived simply as water 

management rather than security. 

 

Picture 4.1 shows the interactions that became prevalent in the environmental conflict discourse. The 

role of the contexts is important, as it emphasises that the discourse almost exclusively took place 

among the immediate audience of the post-conflict cooperation in the Western Balkans and, in some 

cases, the wider community of international organisations. Therefore, the actions that were achieved 

were only relevant to this audience. In addition, the practices that did emerge were led to only partial 

consequences in the form of policy processes or approaches. While the role of environment in peace-

building was recognised, strengthening the case for including environmental themes in the post-conflict 

cooperation, the actual work that ensued did not very strongly utilise the potential of this assertion. 

Likewise, the idea of integrating environmental issues into high-level diplomacy worked in some cases, 

but not in the wider sense of ensuring a place for environmental considerations on the agenda of 

regional diplomacy as a general rule. 
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Picture 4.1 The Framework of Actions in the Conflict Approach to Environmental Security  

 

 
   

 

Thus in the Western Balkan case, the conflict approach to environmental security had some agenda-

setting impact, but was less efficient as a stability-building tool in the long-term. It helped to initiate the 

discourse on environmental security but was not adequate enough to promote it as a comprehensive 

and cross-sectoral policy in the Western Balkan context. While it did engage a relatively wide section of 

actors from the regional and local levels into the environmental security work, the discourse remained 

limited to these individual actors and did not emerge wider within their communities. The discourse 

thus had individual impacts on local and topical contexts, but was not widespread enough to establish 

the concept of environmental security beyond a marginal community of practitioners. 

 

On the other hand, there is no indication that the conflict approach amounted to a militarisation of the 

environment or contributed to a de-democratisation of environmental decision-making. On the 

contrary, many projects, such as those focusing on the management of trans-boundary natural 

resources, in fact opened up environmental governance to new actors as they brought in a variety of 

stakeholders as participants. This is an important observation as it yields a new perspective to the 
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conventional view about the de-democratising tendency of securitisation. The example of the Western 

Balkans is not by any means sufficient to challenge the de-democratising position as such, but it does 

suggest that the logic and consequences of securitisation are not necessarily as predetermined and 

simple as originally perceived.  

 

The major question therefore seems not to be whether the impact of environmental security was 

straightforwardly negative or positive, but whether it brought about something that would not have 

taken place if it hadn’t been for the process. The activities within the conflict approach do suggest that 

it at least succeeded at focusing attention on environmental issues and introduced the discussion into 

new fora. At the same time, however, the conflict focus was only able to examine a limited part of the 

questions associated with environmental security. This was particularly visible in the Western Balkans, 

where conflict was no longer an urgent concern, but neither did cooperation inspire a great deal of 

action from a regional perspective. Especially as environmental security cooperation proceeded, it was 

almost inevitable to increasingly incorporate the issue of human security. 
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5. The environment as a part of human security in the Western Balkans 
 

 

While conflict initially tied the environment into the security logic in the Western Balkans, human 

security was included in the discourse early on. The Kosovo assessment expanded into a humanitarian 

appeal for immediate rehabilitation of the environment based on risks posed to human health and well-

being. Later on, environmental security cooperation moved on from a purely post-conflict perspective 

towards more long-term stability. The human security approach represents a comprehensive view and 

incorporates environmental security towards sustainable development goals. The perspective is that of 

the individuals’ and the community’s, which implies closer commitment and ownership at the local level.  

 

This Section will trace the integration of the human security approach into environmental security in 

the Western Balkans. As the previous analysis in Section 4 has shown, the securitising agents had 

focused their work on the conflict approach, which they considered as the key to promoting peace and 

stability in the region. Human security therefore entered into the cooperation almost as a contingent 

part of the process rather than through a strategic plan. It had a role in ENVSEC’s projects such as 

reducing the environmental risks of mining and strengthening environmental participation, and 

eventually took up an increasingly large part of the activities.  

 

From the point of view of implementing cooperation, the incorporation of human security allowed for a 

wider range of topics that could be linked to the environmental security framework. It thus often led to 

the inclusion of topics that were of immediate concern to stakeholders from the region and strengthened 

their commitment to the activities. However, in doing so it also often obscured the lines between 

environmental security and general development cooperation. Human security therefore presents new 

challenges to the securitisation framework as it broadens the discourse and brings in new perceptions 

of security.   

5.1 Kosovo post-conflict assessment and the humanitarian appeal 

 

As argued in the previous Section, the environment was included within the human security framework 

right at the outset of the post-conflict relief after the Kosovo crisis. One of the primary ideas behind 

UNEP’s assessment of the consequences of the conflict on the environment was to justify the case of 

including environmental damage as part of the emergency appeal for humanitarian assistance. This was 

partly a financially motivated effort, where it was important to secure funding for environmental issues 

in a situation where these otherwise would most likely have been neglected. In the prevailing political 

situation, humanitarian assistance was also the only option for financing for such a cause, and therefore 
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an obvious choice of appeal. Yet the effort seems to have been based on a strong conviction that 

environmental damage was indeed a humanitarian issue and should be dealt with as such. What is more, 

the perspectives and arguments that emerged during the assessments further fed into this discourse 

and left their mark on the cooperation that ensued.  

 

The humanitarian aim was publicly pointed out already in June 1999 in a joint statement by UNEP and 

the European Commission, who argued that “ "environmental aid" should be seen as part of, and become 

incorporated into, the wider humanitarian assistance effort for the Balkans.” 1 This same view was 

repeated in October 1999 when the findings of the assessment were published. UNEP Executive Director 

Klaus Töpfer went on to emphasise the “important links between environmental concerns and 

humanitarian assistance”, suggesting that the assessment had provided important information for 

international organisations concerning their post-conflict efforts more generally. 2  Thus the 

recommendation to include environmental remediation in the post-conflict relief was maintained 

regardless of the fact that the assessment had not found evidence of the kind of ‘environmental 

catastrophe’ that was evoked during the bombings, but had rather found a number of local ‘hot spots’ of 

severe but contained damage as well as signs of long-term pollution and neglect of the environment.3  

 

What is more, the humanitarian cause of cleaning up the war damage was followed through with action. 

The Stability Pact included the ‘hot spots’ among its programme priorities in March 2000,4 thus placing 

them on a fast track of sorts towards implementation. Already by the end of 2000 adequate financing 

had been collected from the international community, mainly from European countries, with UNEP as 

the organisation in charge of implementation. In this way, a total of 22 projects at four different sites in 

the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia were to be tackled.5 

 

The decision to call for the inclusion of the environment in the post-conflict efforts is likely to have been 

motivated by the practical need to ensure funding from humanitarian sources, thus following the initial 

idea behind the commencement of the assessment. However, by extension it also gave a new sense of 

importance to the environmental cause. The assessment unequivocally pointed out the security hazards 

that the damage caused to the environment could also pose to human welfare. It presented these in a 

                                                
1  GRID-Arendal: UNEP and European Commission host talks on the international response to environmental 
rehabilitation in the Balkans. Press release, 23 June 1999. All press releases available at 
http://www.grida.no/news/press.aspx?year=1999&month=1 (Last visited 8.10.2014) 
2 GRID-Arendal: Environmental Damages Caused by the Balkans War Confirmed by UN. Press release, 14 Oct 1999.  
3 Grid-Arendal, 14 Oct 1999. 
4 UNEP: From Conflict to Sustainable Development. Assessment and Clean-up in Serbia and Montenegro. Final report, 
UNEP 2004, 6. Available at http://postconflict.unep.ch/publications/sam.pdf (Last visited 12.4.2016). 
5 UNEP 2004, 9-10. 
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concrete way by outlining specific hot spots and detailing actions necessary to remediate them. In doing 

so, the effort also had a clear impact as the necessity for repair works was repeated in the major 

programmes for reconstruction in the post-conflict setting. 

 

In addition, the BTF effort extended this theme beyond the consequences of the conflict itself by 

uncovering evidence of historical damage and suggesting that this could be equally risky.6 It thus clearly 

presented  the environment as a human security issue. In some sense, the assessment, which had started 

off primarily by linking the environment to conflict, ended up emphasising the significance of 

environmental factors for human security.  

 

5.2 Early cooperation: REReP on human security 

 

As has been described in Section 4, the Stability Pact intended to coordinate international assistance to 

the Western Balkans after the Kosovo conflict, making the Regional Environmental Reconstruction 

Program (REReP) the major channel in the environmental sector. Its focus was visibly on reconstruction, 

but the security component gained perhaps unexpectedly high relevance through the regional 

cooperation objective of the programme.  

 

While the cooperative approach was closely linked to security, it centred on immediate conflict 

prevention and reconciliation and was far more ambiguous concerning the kind of long-term effects that 

usually form the basis of human security. The introductory document only includes a few references to 

‘[b]eneficial impact on the quality of life of individuals’7 or ‘long-term sustainable development’8. Lasting 

impacts and sustainable results were highlighted throughout the strategy, but these seem to have been 

understood primarily as institutional development and capacity-building, and not in terms of local level 

environmental security, for instance. Human security issues, such as threats to human health, were 

limited to the component of emergency assistance to combat war damage, which quite directly built 

upon the findings of the Balkan Task Force.9  

 

                                                
6 UNEP/UNCHS: The Kosovo Conflict. Consequences for the Environment & Human Settlements. UNEP/UNCHS (UN-
HABITAT), Nairobi 1999 , 10.  
7 REC: Regional Environmental Reconstruction Programme for South eastern Europe (REReP). The Environmental 
Programme for Working Table II of the Stability Pact for South Eastern Europe. Based on the initial concept developed 
at the SEE ministerial meeting held in Skopje, Macedonia, on March 15-16, 2000. REReP/TF/1(g). (REReP Programme 
March 15-16 2000) REC, Szentendre 2000, 9. Available at 
http://archive.rec.org/REC/Programs/REREP/docs/REReP_Intro.PDF (Last visited 25.11.2014). 
8 REReP Programme March 15-16 2000, 9. 
9 REReP Programme March 15-16 2000, 22.  
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In terms of the actual projects implemented, wider security concerns such as reducing threats to human 

health and biodiversity were not a prevalent theme either. In practise, these were limited to a project 

on project preparation capacity for small and medium-sized municipalities and another one on rapid 

environmental and health risk assessment in the Danube River Basin.10 Otherwise, the projects focused 

on institutional and financial development in the environmental field, with very few linkages explicated 

between these and human security concerns. 

 

The omission of human security from the starting documents of REReP can be explained by its primary 

objective. The programme was first and foremost a post-conflict initiative, making the clear focus on 

reconstruction and remediation quite expected. In addition, it was formulated relatively quickly and 

aimed to be effective, as several references to the existence of a list of quick start projects demonstrates. 

Therefore, long-term consequences and cooperation may have appeared less urgent. 

 

The REReP actors acknowledged already at the time that the strengths of REReP were on regional 

cooperation and ‘broader political issues and developments’11. This was the observation presented in a 

REReP meeting in 2003 by the European Commission, which went on to suggest that these were also 

the issues that the Programme should focus on. As the leader of the Stability Pact, the EC obviously had 

a strong influence on the REReP agenda. However, judging by the emphasis given to the cooperative and 

political elements of REReP work in all of its publications, this view seems to have been widely shared 

by the actors involved in the process.  

 

It also reveals something about the context of REReP. It was a highly political organisation, and for the 

major actors involved, success at fostering regional cooperation was the main goal. For some, like the 

EU, the issue was also one of political prestige. Environmental issues were mainly seen as a tool to that 

end and focused on themes where the peace-building objective was explicit, such as trans-boundary 

projects.  This setting was not adept for comprehensive reflections on sustainable development. 

 

Therefore, regardless of its relevance in driving the policy discussion on environmental conflict and 

peace-building, REReP had a far more limited impact on the human security approach to the 

environment. Practices or policies concerning the issue did not emerge from the process. However, the 

overall discussion on environmental security obviously may have had a background influence on human 

security as well.    

                                                
10  REC: Highlights of the Regional Environmental Reconstruction Programme for South Eastern Europe. REC, 
Szentendre 2003, 57-60. (REC 2003a) Available at http://www.rec.org/publication.php?id=81 (Last visited 27.3.2015) 
11 REReP: Sixth Meeting of the REReP Task Force, 7 Nov 2003, Brussels, Belgium, 5. (Sixth Meeting of the REReP 
Task Force 7 Nov 2003 Brussels) Available at http://archive.rec.org/REC/Programs/REREP/DocumentsList.html (Last 
visited 27.3.2015). 
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5.3 OSCE and the Economic Forum 

 

For the OSCE, human security is one of three dimensions that constitute its comprehensive view on 

security, along with the politico-military, and the environmental and economic. It therefore has an 

obvious interest in exploring the wider implications of environmental security. On the other hand, the 

approach in which environmental and human security find themselves separated into their own 

dimensions is not ideal for creating interconnections between the two. The OSCE itself, however, does 

not consider the different dimensions in isolation but instead recognises the overlaps between them, 

emphasising the comprehensive nature of security.12 Many of the formal commitments made in fields 

classified under the human dimension, such as rule of law13 and economic and social rights14, explicitly 

mention environmental and economic implications. Good governance is even included in the strategy 

document for the economic and environmental dimension.15  

 

Yet the E & E dimension obviously took up the main responsibility for environmental cooperation within 

the OSCE. The strategy in this field was particularly propositioned through the Economic and 

Environmental Forums. In this framework, human security issues did also come up even though the 

main focus was on the conflict aspects as has been discussed in Section 4. In particular, the 7th meeting 

of the E & E Forum under the title ‘Security aspects in the field of environment’ focused on the issues of 

energy, water cooperation and public participation, which could be directly linked to human security. 

The summary report pointed out the implications for human health in association with the energy 

sector16 as well as water pollution17.  Perhaps most explicitly, the human dimension was mentioned in 

context of public participation and the Aarhus Convention (the UNECE Convention on access to 

information, public participation in decision-making and access to justice in environmental matters). 

The Forum suggested that ‘the lack of democracy, transparency and due process in these matters 

undermine public confidence in public institutions and public decision making’ while on the other hand 

                                                
12  OSCE/ODIHR: OSCE Human Dimension Commitments. Volume 1 Thematic Compilation. 3rd Edition. 
OSCE/ODIHR 2011, xiv. Available at http://www.osce.org/odihr/elections/76894?download=true (Last visited 1.4.2015) 
13 OSCE: Decision No. 7/08. Further strengthening of the rule of law in the OSCE area. MC.DEC/7/08. Ministerial 
Council, Helsinki 5 Dec 2008, 1. (OSCE Decision No. 7/08) Available at http://www.osce.org/mc/35494?download=true 
(Last visited 1.4.2015) 
14 OSCE: Document of the Eleventh Meeting of the Ministerial Council, Maastricht, 1-2 December 2003, 3. (OSCE 
Ministerial Council 2003) Available at http://www.osce.org/mc/40533?download=true (Last visited 1.4.2015) 
15 OSCE Ministerial Council 2003, 17-18. 
16  OSCE: Seventh Meeting of the Economic Forum. Prague 25-28 May 1999. Summary. OSCE Senior Council 
EF.GAL/3/99, 11. (OSCE Summary of the Seventh Meeting of the Economic Forum) Available at 
http://www.osce.org/eea/42132?download=true (Last visited 25.1.2015). 
17 OSCE Summary of the Seventh Meeting of the Economic Forum, 14. 
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‘the right of civil society to participate may prevent other conflicts where democratic rights are at stake, 

and thus be an essential and an important conflict prevention measure’.18 Therefore, both democracy 

and environment were considered ‘important for security’19. 

 

However, from the 8th Economic Forum onwards the OSCE clearly had chosen its focus on the conflict 

issues. Human security questions were implicitly mentioned through adverse health effects of 

environmental damages resulting from conflicts, particularly the one in Kosovo. The need for 

comprehensive regional cooperation as well as ‘[t]he need to co-ordinate environmental actions with 

economic, health and social policies, to ensure an integrated approach’ were also emphasised. 20 

However, these goals were limited to the function of providing a basis for the comprehensive approach, 

as they were not mentioned as specific focus points on their own elsewhere in the documents.  

 

Further insight into this restricted environmental security focus is given in a report from the seminar 

“Strengthening the OSCE’s Role in the Realm of Environment and Security”, organised in Berlin on 3rd-

4th July 2001. The background paper specifically pointed out that the OSCE is not an environmental 

organisation and therefore ‘has neither the intention nor the means to address long-term trends like 

global warming or the depletion of the ozone layer.’21 Instead, the organisation ‘operates on the premise 

that economic and environmental solidarity and co-operation can contribute to peace, prosperity and 

stability’ and ‘can therefore address and tackle those environmental issues that may affect security and 

stability by making use of its capabilities’.22 It was suggested that ‘[i]ncreased attention needs to be 

given to the nexus between the environment and security’23, but elsewhere it was stated that for the 

OSCE, this mainly signified conflict-related topics.24  

 

The OSCE wanted to engage in the environmental security sector but not by expanding too much beyond 

its core functions. The OSCE also insisted on avoiding the duplication of activities carried out by other 

organisations, proposing instead to intensify cooperation with them to enhance comparative 

                                                
18 OSCE Summary of the Seventh Meeting of the Economic Forum, 8.  
19 OSCE Summary of the Seventh Meeting of the Economic Forum, 8.  
20  OSCE: Eighth Meeting of the Economic Forum. Prague 11-14 April 2000. Summary. OSCE Senior Council, 
EF.GAL/11/00, 29. (OSCE Summary of the Eights Meeting of the Economic Forum). Available at 
http://www.osce.org/eea/42131?download=true (Last visited 5.2.2015). 
21 OSCE: Follow-up Seminar to the 7th and 8th Economic Forum “Strengthening the OSCE’s Role in the Realm of 
Environment and Security”, 3 - 4 July 2001 Berlin. Final Report. (OSCE Final Report of the Follow-up Seminar to the 
7th and 8th Economic Forum), 5. Available at http://www.osce.org/eea/42179?download=true (Last visited 21.2.2015) 
22 OSCE Final Report of the Follow-up Seminar to the 7th and 8th Economic Forum, 5. 
23 OSCE Final Report of the Follow-up Seminar to the 7th and 8th Economic Forum, 6.  
24 E.g. OSCE Final Report of the Follow-up Seminar to the 7th and 8th Economic Forum, 1; OSCE Final Report of the 
Follow-up Seminar to the 7th and 8th Economic Forum, 6. 
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advantages.25 Its approach did not exclude working on the human security aspects of environment 

completely, but suggested it was more likely to consider these through or in cooperation with other, 

more specialised organisations. In addition, at this time the activities in the field overall were still at an 

abstract level, focusing mostly on theoretical strategy work in seminars and workshops. This was 

unfavourable for the human security perspective, which tends to be oriented more practically and takes 

place at the grassroots level. The time for such activities was therefore yet to come.  

 

In the Western Balkans, the post-conflict context strengthened this approach. Its impact was still so 

prevalent that that most attention was paid to working on remediation and reconstruction. The kind of 

human security work that targets issues like welfare and livelihoods is more likely to emerge in the 

longer term as conditions become more stabilised. In this sense, the situation in the Western Balkans 

reflects a logical pattern in which there was a natural succession of topics considered acute.   

 

At this stage, the OSCE was not actively securitising the environment in the human security field. 

Although issues like human health came up frequently, especially in association with clearing up conflict 

damage and the signs of previous pollution, the main focus of the strategic work and conceptualisation 

was on the prevention and resolution of environmental conflict. As a result, human security aspects may 

have been somewhat neglected in the theoretical conceptualisation of the environmental security that 

the OSCE clearly aimed at with its seminars. This, in turn, is likely to have reflected upon environmental 

security in the whole region, since the OSCE was such an influential actor in the field.   

5.4 Widening cooperation: the Environment and Security Initiative and human security 

 

The OSCE Berlin seminar served as something of a conclusion to the series of seminars and events where 

the concept of environmental security was being defined. Yet it did not mark an end to the emerging 

interest, but instead provided groundwork for a far more concrete initiative that had yet to take shape.  

 

ENVSEC, or Environment and Security Initiative, was launched in May 2003 at the ‘Environment for 

Europe’ meeting in Kiev. A joint effort by the OSCE, the UNDP and UNEP – later also joined by UNECE 

and REC as well as NATO as an associate member – it combined goals from the political, development 

and environmental fields under a single structure. What was new about this effort was its central aim 

                                                
25 OSCE Final Report of the Follow-up Seminar to the 7th and 8th Economic Forum, 101. A more detailed presentation 
of ENVSEC is included in Chapter 4.  
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to carry out practical activities while also influencing and informing policy. It also took a markedly 

regional approach, engaging closely with the countries within its scope.26 

 

As discussed in Section 4, ENVSEC particularly pointed out ‘conflict risk and prevention’ as the defining 

characteristic for the topics it would cover. However, from the very beginning, the choice of a wide 

definition of conflict that incorporated anything from differences of position to violent actions.27 This 

inevitably positioned ENVSEC to engage in issues that are generally included under human security.28 

Such an intention was also spelled out in the ENVSEC documents, which stated that the focus was ‘on 

the security of communities, and of civil society in the target countries, from acute social tension and 

from outright conflict caused by environmental factors, or to which environmental factors are a 

significant contributor.’29  

 

In fact, in a document on the ‘post-Kiev process’ of ENVSEC, charting the next concrete steps to be taken, 

the focus moved away from such a state-centric conflict. Attention was given to the ways in which efforts 

to ensure economic development in post-socialist transition countries could ‘intensify pressure on 

natural resources’.30 As one of its defining characteristics, ENVSEC was said to overcome ‘disciplinary 

borders and [integrate] environmental, economic, social, security and institutional aspects‘, 31  thus 

emphasising the cross-sectoral and comprehensive approach. In addition, the post-Kiev document 

sketched out the actual work of the initiative, highlighting sustainable development and policy 

integration into areas like health and agriculture.32 The practical activities thus naturally directed the 

work of the initiative towards wider and human security themes. 

 

The same tendency was visible in the report ‘Environment and Security – Transforming risks into 

cooperation’ prepared for the Kiev conference, which was based on the mapping of environmental risks 

carried out in the Balkans as well as in Central Asia. While the Balkan section of the report was strongly 

focused on the effects of the past conflict, the actual issues that it dealt with were primarily connected 

                                                
26 ENVSEC: Transforming Risks into Cooperation. The Environment and Security Initiative 2003-2013. ENVSEC 2014, 
3-4. Available at http://www.envsec.org/publications/ENVSECTransformingRisks.FINAL.web.pdf (Last visited 
5.5.2015) 
27  OSCE, UNDP & UNEP: Environment and Security: A Framework for Cooperation in Europe. Revised Draft 
Background Paper, 8 Jan 2002, 12. 
28 ENVSEC regional meeting on Environment and Security in SEE, 3-4 December 2002, 3. 
29 ENVSEC regional meeting on Environment and Security in SEE, 3-4 December 2002, 3. 
30 OSCE, UNDP & UNEP: Environment and Security Initiative Addressing Environmental Risks and Promoting Peace 
and Stability – The post Kiev process. 24 April 2003. (OSCE, UNDP & UNEP 24 May 2003) Available at 
https://www.iisd.org/pdf/2003/envsec_post_kiev.pdf (Last visited 20.9.2016). 
31 OSCE, UNDP & UNEP 24 May 2003, 2. 
32 OSCE, UNDP & UNEP 24 May 2003, 5-7. 
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with human security. Among other things, the maps depict hot spots for industrial pollution, agriculture 

and health, also taking into account the heavy industrialisation process of the socialist times. Moreover, 

the consequences of the conflict were mostly considered with regard to human security, such as the 

health impacts of water pollution caused by war-damaged industrial sites.33  

 

On the basis of the regional mapping, the conclusions of the report focused on the ‘socio-economic 

aspects of environmental problems, and particularly those of resource scarcity or resource pressure, 

migration and social tensions‘. It went on to propose the development of ‘mechanisms to integrate the 

poverty-environment connection into environmental policy; and environmental concerns in poverty 

reduction strategies‘.34 In other words, the mapping exercise and regional consultations appear to have 

directed the initiative towards an increasingly comprehensive approach. However, this was linked to 

the traditional conflict dimension. As one of the outcomes, the participants of the regional consultations 

specifically ‘noted that sustainable and equitable management of the environment can be an effective 

means for building peace, and reducing vulnerability both of individuals and nations’, 35  thus 

simultaneously recognising the state-centred conflict approach and human security in equal measure. 

 

The report went on to propose three courses of action for the road ahead for ENVSEC: ‘vulnerability 

assessment, early warning and monitoring of regions “at risk”’; ‘integrated policy development and 

implementation’ and ‘institutional development, capacity building and advocacy’.36 After the initiation, 

the project was expected to move to the second phase, in which the organisations involved would 

‘actualise their partnership, broaden its membership, and solidify its capacity to promote peace and 

human security’.37 In other words, now the focus was explicitly on human security or indeed the entire 

scope of ENVSEC work could be compressed under that rubric. 

 

The regional consultations had an important role in the shift in the discourse from national security and 

conflicts towards human security. Overall, the initiation and planning phase of ENVSEC demonstrates a 

far closer engagement with the regional actors than in most prior environmental security activities. The 

discussions and mapping exercises were carried out in full cooperation with participants from the target 

countries, including civil society actors. Although neither the report from the Belgrade consultation nor 

the one held in Ashgabat in Central Asia mentioned human security as a term, both pointed out issues 

                                                
33 UNEP, UNDP & OSCE: Environment and Security – Transforming risks into cooperation. The case of Central Asia 
and South Eastern Europe. UNEP, UNDP & OSCE 2003. Available at 
https://www.iisd.org/pdf/2003/envsec_cooperation.pdf, 23 (Last visitied 20.9.2016). 
34 UNEP, UNDP & OSCE 2003, 30. 
35 UNEP, UNDP & OSCE 2003, 28. Italics in the original. 
36 UNEP, UNDP & OSCE 2003, 31. 
37 UNEP, UNDP & OSCE 2003, 31.  
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that were inevitably related, such as waste disposal, agricultural practices and drinking water.38 In the 

‘Environment and Security’ report and the post-Kiev paper, these were linked to the logical context of 

human security.  

 

The needs-assessment emphasised the importance of human security issues on the ENVSEC agenda in 

a new, more established way. This suggests that the closer integration of the local context within the 

strategic planning of the initiative had an impact on the substance of its activities. Environmental 

security within ENVSEC was not exclusively shaped by the initiators of the process but instead was also 

influenced by the context. 

 

The previous discussion also shows that the regional actors did have a voice in determining the goals 

and substance of the initiative. In fact, the regional response in the Balkans was especially enthusiastic. 

For example, the initial consultation in Belgrade was organised at the request of actors from the region.39 

In this sense, they took the role of agents with regard to environmental security, rather than merely 

remaining a passive audience. It would, however, still be exaggerated to suggest they were acting as 

securitising agents themselves. 

 

At the same time, the actors from the region also formed the major part of the audience in this phase. It 

was important for ENVSEC to convince them of the necessity of the activities in order to be able to take 

the work further. The opportunity to influence the strategy of the initiative is likely to have also 

increased its legitimacy in the views of the regional actors.  

 

However, the immediate community that had formed around environmental security was rather closed, 

consisting mostly of actors in the field of environmental cooperation, either within international 

organisations or environmental ministries and civil society organisations in the region. These were 

usually actors that were supportive of the objectives of ENVSEC.  Yet it was still necessary to also 

communicate these objectives to the wider audience that consisted mostly of the international 

community involved with the cooperation in the Balkans. All ENVSEC publications still begun with a 

justification as to why environmental security was needed, showing that the rationale for its existence 

was by no means to be taken for granted.  

 

                                                
38 ENVSEC regional meeting on Environment and Security in SEE, 3-4 December 2002, 2.  
39 ENVSEC: Environment and Security Consultations in South Eastern Europe. Skopje, the Former Yugoslav Republic 
of Macedonia 23-24 September 2004. Final Report, 4. (ENVSEC 23-24 September 2004) Available at 
http://envsec.grid.unep.ch/see/pub/Final%20Report%20from%20the%20EnvSec%20Consultations%20in%20SEE.pdf 
(Last visited 1.10.2016). 
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While the first phase had focused almost exclusively on charting the needs and developing the objectives 

of ENVSEC, the next challenge was to translate the preceding strategic positioning into practical work 

and projects. For the Western Balkans, the priority areas identified were ‘[m]anaging and reducing 

trans-boundary risks of hazardous activities, in particular related to mining and industrial “hot spots”’ 

and ‘[m]anagement of trans-boundary natural resources’.40 The role of ENVSEC would be to provide 

‘added value to on-going activities through its unique focus on the security aspects of trans-boundary 

environmental issues’.41  

 

Due to its loose administrative structure, especially in the beginning, ENVSEC worked mainly through 

projects. These were further spread out through the administrative strategy in which each partner 

organisation was responsible for its own projects although they were implemented distinctly under the 

ENVSEC umbrella. This may have contributed to the fact that the activities were rather varied which, as 

will be discussed further below, can be seen as both a pro and a con of the initiative. 

 

5.5 ENVSEC on the dark side: reducing risks from mining 

 

As one of its first practical activities in the Western Balkans, ENVSEC tackled mining risks. The topic and 

problems associated with it had come up several times in the preparatory work, starting already with 

the results of UNEP’s Balkan Task Force mission and soon afterwards with the regional consultations in 

2002. It was to become a continuous theme for the initiative. In many ways, it tied together a number of 

the ENVSEC topics while also being a matter that quite easily gained legitimacy as urgent. The direct 

implications, however, were strongly focused on the human aspects of security.  

 

If the work on natural resources was considered as the ‘bright side’ of ENVSEC, as discussed in Section 

4, the mining project and the overall focus on trans-boundary hazardous activities came to be known as 

the ‘dark side’.42 This shows something about the internal framing of the project activities: ENVSEC 

considered mining and hazardous substances as potential threats and biodiversity projects as 

opportunities to generate cooperation. Although environment could be seen as a source of both conflict 

and cooperation, the two usually did not arise in context of the same activities. This not only shows the 

                                                
40 ENVSEC 23-24 September 2004, 8. 
41 ENVSEC 23-24 September 2004, 9.  
42 Director of an international organisation involved with ENVSEC projects (Interview by Skype), 8.12.2016; ENVSEC: 
Improving regional cooperation for risk management from pollution hotspots as well as transboundary management of 
shared natural resources. Short summary of the project. ENVSEC 2006. Available at 
http://www.envsec.org/publications/Improving%20regional%20cooperation%20for%20risk%20management%20from
%20pollution%20hotspots%20as%20well%20as%20the%20transboundary%20management%20of%20shared%20natur
al%20resources_Project%20brief.pdf (Last visited 6.6.2017). 
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wide variety of issues that may fall under the rubric of environmental security but also means that there 

may be variable ways of framing different issues in order to make a securitising argument persuasive.  

 

In the margins of ENVSEC, UNEP set off to carry out a desk study of the risks associated with the mining 

industry in the Balkans. Released in 2004, the results suggested that potential ‘hot spots’ of severe 

pollution were detected and urged further in-depth research on these sites. This would also be needed 

in order to extend the work to actual risk reduction activities.43 

 

The preparatory work pointed out the significance of the mining industry in the Balkan region, 

suggesting that any actions concerning the issue would have economic and social implications. In 

particular, problems were associated with abandoned mining sites that had not been adequately 

secured. Often, these sites were orphaned in the sense that their owner no longer existed or could not 

be identified, further complicating questions about responsibility for the remediation.44 Therefore, the 

topic was intrinsically linked to socio-economic structures in the regional countries. 

 

At the same time, health risks posed by the previous and present mining sites were immense and 

multifarious. The urgency of the situation was aggravated by the highly detrimental character of the 

substances released to the nature as well as the various means through which they could spread. As one 

of the introductions of the project remarked: 

 

Despite a number of chronic and acute contamination pathways from sites of mining 

and mineral processing activity, it is the release of mine tailings waste through the 

effects of wind and water, particularly in the form of catastrophic releases to 

waterways that remains the most pressing issue related to minerals activity.45 

 

ENVSEC acknowledged the complexity of the problem and explored various ways to address it. It 

organised a conference in 2005 in Cluj-Napoca, Romania on the security risks from mining, covering 

several approaches and project concepts designed to reduce risks and potentially turn them into 

opportunities. The idea was also to engage all relevant stakeholders and to hear their views on the 

topic.46  

                                                
43 ENVSEC: Sub-regional conference ”Reducing Environment and Security Risks from Mining in South Eastern Europe 
and the Tisza River Basin”. Cluj-Napoca, Romania, 11-13 May 2005. Final report. (ENVSEC 11-13 May 2005), 18. 
Available at http://envsec.grid.unep.ch/see/pub/miningrisksmay2005.pdf (Last visited 4.10.2016). 
44 ENVSEC 11-13 May 2005, 17-18. 
45 ENVSEC 23-24 September 2004,   
46 ENVSEC 11-13 May 2005. 
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The work on mining was considered to have potential as a demonstration project to inform and guide 

other actors to engage in further work on the topic. As the ENVSEC Advisory Board remarked in its 

annual meeting in 2005, ENVSEC could not work on all the hotspots in the region alone, so ‘successful 

pilots [were] necessary both to provide examples for remediation and for information exchange 

regarding remediation work.’47  In addition, the project was regarded as a good opportunity to serve as 

an example to the public that ‘the reversal of adverse effects on nature is possible, thereby maintaining 

momentum, credibility and legitimacy for all actors involved’.48 In retrospect, ENVSEC officers also 

noted that the mining project was ‘unique’ in the sense that no other actor in the region was working on 

the topic. 49  This reinforced the idea that ENVSEC could cover gaps that other initiatives were not 

addressing. Thus the project gained an additional importance for ENVSEC as an indication of its capacity 

and relevance.  

 

The conference in Cluj-Napoca dedicated considerable attention to the financial side of risk reduction. 

Economic interests were inextricably linked with any efforts to improve environmental quality because 

they were likely to be the decisive factor determining how the mine was going to be used and treated in 

the future. Especially in post-socialist and post-conflict countries, economic interests were likely to 

trump environmental concerns. If an investment were to be deemed profitable, it would most probably 

be realised regardless of the environmental impacts.  

 

ENVSEC documents demonstrate a pragmatic assumption that the only way to ensure environmental 

protection was to make it economically feasible. The ENVSEC document on policies, practices and 

guidelines for sustainable mining and the closure of mines observed that it was ‘also important – and 

fortunate – that it also makes good business sense to adopt the best environmental practice on mining’ 

for example due to ‘increased efficiency in the execution of work’ and ‘reduction of ongoing 

responsibilities for the site’.50   In addition, in a lot of ENVSEC discussions, a link was drawn to the 

increasing international regulation on mining and ‘[c]ontemporary expectations (- -) that industry must 

                                                
47 ENVSEC: Report of the Advisory Board Meeting. Bratislava, Slovakia  29–30 September 2005. (ENVSEC Advisory 
Board meeting 2005), 8. Available at 
https://www.google.fi/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=5&ved=0ahUKEwjlkM33-
tXQAhXFNJoKHTeuDZkQFgg6MAQ&url=http%3A%2F%2Fenvsec.grid.unep.ch%2Fpub%2FENVSEC%25202005
%2520Advisory%2520Board%2520meeting%2520Report%2520FINAL.doc&usg=AFQjCNG0751rzN8dtoRM2LEub
UZoxIrNkA&sig2=AjeyJifxM78StBLij9kHjA (Last visited 2.12.2016) 
48 ENVSEC Advisory Board meeting 2005, 8.  
49 Interview with a senior UNEP officer; 19 April 2016 (By Skype). 
50 ENVSEC: Mining for Closure. Policies, practices and guidelines for sustainable mining and closure of mines. UNEP, 
UNDP, OSCE, NATO 2005, xi. Available at http://www.grida.no/publications/security/book/2367.aspx (Last visited 
5.12.2016). 
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optimise environmental and social outcomes as well as economic gain from its operations.’51 In order to 

be competitive or even feasible at the international level, mining projects in the Balkans would have to 

fulfil some minimum standards.  

 

Especially in the background discussions, the financial elements were seen as an enabling factor that 

could encourage local participation in environmental work. For example, the idea of ‘selling [the mines] 

to private enterprises, returns to the population’52 suggested that environmental remediation would be 

one part of a wider process attempting to remediate the mines and reactivate their commercial usage 

in one way or another. If successful, this had the potential to yield financial benefits for the whole 

community, thereby convincing local actors of the utility of the remediation measures. This was seen as 

a way to strengthen the local ownership of the projects, which in turn was necessary to ensure their 

sustainability.  

 

The shift to such a financially oriented approach may seem surprising in a context that was supposed to 

emphasise environmental protection, but in fact it indicates a commitment to all aspects of human 

security. The impacts on the community surrounding the mine beyond the merely environmental 

aspects had to be taken into account in order to promote sustainable development, which in turn is at 

the core of human security. The economic consideration was a clear acknowledgement from ENVSEC 

that environmental security cooperation cannot take place in a vacuum. 

 

However, economic factors are only one part of the conceptualisation of human security. The ENVSEC 

mining project had such direct environmental, economic as well as social consequences that it rendered 

the relations between them exceptionally visible. In a community dependent on a mining complex, any 

decisions about its future are going to directly influence local employment, health and living standards. 

The ENVSEC aim for a participatory approach enabled local concerns to be heard. Therefore, the various 

impacts that may often have gone unnoticed in environmental security projects now had to be 

addressed in order to gain any legitimacy for the cooperation.  

 

Indeed, the mining project was defined by its commitment to the local level and practical 

implementation. Its implications on various aspects of sustainable development as well as the potential 

to engage actors within communities were emphasised in every part of the process. In many ways, this 

was a vast step ahead from the previous efforts of environmental security cooperation, which could be 

criticised precisely for a lack of tangible impacts and local level engagement.  

                                                
51 ENVSEC 11-13 May 2005, 16.  
52 ENVSEC 11-13 May 2005, 22. 
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Yet at the same time, the project shows several aspects of the way the concept of environmental security 

developed within ENVSEC. It reveals an increasing rift between the self-proclaimed description ENVSEC 

had for environmental security and its actual application into practice. The main themes highlighted in 

the project descriptions and at the overall level of the initiative did not always seep through to the 

project activities and to the engagements with the local level. 

 

Early on, ENVSEC emphasised the trans-boundary security consequences of mining and hazardous 

substances as the major rationale for the project. For example, the Cluj-Napoca conference document 

began by stating that ‘[i]n the concept of environment and security mining operations and industrial 

activities, among other hazardous activities, are identified as activities that are posing potential trans-

boundary risks in the region’.53 This was even more apparent in the desk assessment on ‘Reducing 

Environment & Security Risks from Mining in South Eastern Europe’ that was used as one of the sources 

for the Cluj-Napoca meeting. It pointed out that mining activities cause ‘trans-boundary pollution and 

tensions’ and went on to suggest that these should be tackled through ‘local-level and trans-boundary 

processes for emergency preparedness and response’. 54  Even more importantly, trans-boundary 

security impacts were a key important criterion used in the study to assess risk levels and to prioritise 

action on individual mines.  

 

The emphasis on trans-boundary impacts and regional tensions shows that this was still the area that 

ENVSEC saw as its main contribution. While issues such as ‘public health and safety’ 55  were also 

included in human security, ENVSEC itself considered its activities were set apart from other kinds of 

environmental cooperation precisely because of this trans-boundary and regional dimension.  

 

However, even in the Cluj-Napoca documents, the trans-boundary aspect was not as visible when it 

came to the actual implementation of projects. The Mining for Closure document specifically set out to 

propose policies, practices and guidelines for sustainable mine management and mentioned the trans-

boundary aspects throughout, yet it still did not suggest concrete measures to address these, other than 

setting up measures for ‘trans-boundary risk management and/or disaster response’56 . Instead, as 

described above, discussions concerning the implementation of the project mostly focused on economic 

factors, without obvious linkages to regional security. In fact, security overall was rarely brought up 

                                                
53 ENVSEC 11-13 May 2005, 4.; italics added 
54 ENVSEC: Reducing Environment & Security Risks from Mining in South Eastern Europe. Desk assessment study for 
the Environment and Security Initiative Project. ENVSEC, 2004, i. Available at 
http://envsec.grid.unep.ch/see/pub/REPORT%20Draft%20Issue%2001-11-04.pdf (Last visited 21.12.2016). 
55 ENVSEC 11-13 May 2005, 17. 
56 ENVSEC 2005, 63. 
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when discussing the proposed activities and their direct impacts. This left a mismatch between the 

strategic goal of contributing to wider security and the actual measures through which to implement 

this.  

 

The Mining for Closure document on the policies, practices and guidelines did make an effort to take 

into account the ‘Broader environment and security related issues’ with regard to institutional factors 

affecting the implementation. Among these, it pointed out that ‘[d]ialogue with key stakeholders such 

as national and international NGOs, affected citizens, and so forth is insufficient’.57 This was repeated 

throughout the document, suggesting that increased dialogue is required ‘in order to support all the 

works described above. At the current time, such work should likely be limited to a focus upon the 

specific tasks above’. 58  Although the ‘works’ and ‘tasks above’ refer to the policies and practices 

proposed by the document itself, this formulation remains extremely vague and does not illustrate why 

the environmental security framework is needed to encourage the dialogue.  

 

The project proceeded to select pilot sites where remediation measures were taken and environmental 

risk reduced. The aim was also to build regional capacities on the management of the mining sites. 

Among other things, ENVSEC gave technical guidance and trainings and engaged in dissemination 

within expert communities.59 In this context, however, references to trans-boundary impacts or security 

overall were almost absent. Similarly, in project plans the trans-boundary issues or security were only 

mentioned at the level of ‘Purpose’ and ‘Objectives’ but not with regard to ‘Outputs’ or ‘Activities’.60 

 

At later stages, the ENVSEC brochures presenting the capacity building that targeted national and local 

officers did not even mention environmental security as a concept or objective.61 Similarly, the ten-year 

anniversary publication of ENVSEC presented the mining project as a success story but mainly because 

it demonstrated good coordination of activities between the partner organisations and effectively 

                                                
57 ENVSEC 2005, 72; emphasis in the original. 
58 ENVSEC 2005, 74. 
59  E.g. ENVSEC: Project proposal: Environment and Security Initiative: Transforming Risks into Cooperation. 
Spetember 2009 – December 2012. ENVSEC, 2009, 10. Avaliable at 
http://www.undp.org/content/dam/montenegro/docs/projectdocs/ee/EnvSec%20ProDoc%20full%20version.pdf (Last 
visited 23.12.2016). 
60 E.g. ENVSEC, 2009, 9-10; UNDP Montenegro: Project proposal: Environment and Security Initiative: Transforming 
Risks into Cooperation. Outcome 3: Environmentally Sustainable Economic Development. July 2010 – December 2012. 
UNDP Montenegro 2010, 10. Available at 
http://www.me.undp.org/content/dam/montenegro/docs/projectdocs/ee/EnvSec%20ProDoc.pdf (Last visited 
23.12.2016). 
61 ENVSEC: A Short Introduction to Environmental Remediation of Mining Legacies. Case Studies from ENVSEC Work 
in South East Europe. ENVSEC, UNEP 2013, 40-47. Available at 
http://www.zoinet.org/web/sites/default/files/publications/Mining-South-East-Europe_0.pdf (Last visited 7.1.2017) 
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managed to mobilise funding. No mention was made about its relevance to implementing environmental 

security.62  

 

It would be easy to write off any contradiction between strict security and its wider applications as 

irrelevant, because it was precisely the new dimensions of security that ENVSEC had originally set out 

to explore. Yet there are at least two issues that make this an important point. Firstly, whenever ENVSEC 

projects veered off into topics like sustainable economic development, thus seemingly neglecting its 

security focus, questions arose about its organisational purpose and relevance – indeed its overall raison 

d’être. Secondly, by failing to communicate the security dimension in the implementation of its projects, 

ENVSEC also neglected one of its major goals, which was the promotion of environmental security at the 

local level. 

 

While the representatives of the partner organisations of ENVSEC generally welcomed the mining 

project as a beneficial undertaking, even they occasionally expressed concerns about the necessity to 

‘stay on issue’.63 ENVSEC was always forced to balance between widening the scope of its activities on 

the one hand and potentially alienating its partners and funding bodies on the other hand. The key 

people who had originally been involved in setting up ENVSEC also generally held the view that the 

initiative would benefit from relatively strictly sticking to its initial subject matter. At least in retrospect, 

they considered diversions reaching too far towards sustainable development and other issues  as 

potentially watering down the original idea by spreading it too thin, thus losing the competitive 

advantage of a focus on environmental security .64   

 

Meanwhile, despite the acclaim ENVSEC received for managing to get the local actors closely involved,65 

it gave them little inclination to consider it as having any security linkage in general or environmental 

security in particular. From the local point of view, the importance of ENVSEC lay in its successful efforts 

to build capacity on project management and administrative infrastructure on environmental 

cooperation overall. Environmental security was accepted but not seen as a primary goal as such.66 Key 

local level actors may have been aware of the environmental security goals and supported them, but it 

                                                
62ENVSEC 2014b, 33.  
63 ENVSEC: Report of the Advisory Board Meeting. Vienna, Austria  31 October 2006. (ENVSEC Advisory Board 
meeting 2006), 3. Available at 
http://www.envsec.org/publications/ENVSEC%20Advisory%20Board%20Meeting%20Report_October%202006.pdf 
(Last visited 1.1.2017) 
64 Interview with Frits Schlingemann 21 April 2016; Interview with Marc Baltes 25 April 2016; Interview with a Director 
of an international organisation involved with ENVSEC projects 8.12.2016. 
65 Interview with a Director of an international organisation involved with ENVSEC projects 8.12.2016; Communication 
by e-mail with a national focal point from the region 9.1.2017; Interview with a senior UNEP officer; 19 April 2016 (By 
Skype). 
66 Communication by e-mail with a national focal point from the region 9.1.2017. 
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does not seem as if they saw them as the major outcome of the cooperation or facilitated them to the 

wider local community. As has been pointed out above, the ENVSEC materials and documents did not 

explicitly advocate such a focus in their communication with the local partners either. As a result, 

environmental security seems to have remained an issue on the agenda of a very narrow circle of experts 

directly linked to the ENVSEC projects. 

 

This reveals a crucial characteristic of the ways in which the securitisation of the environment took 

place within ENVSEC. The intersection of the environment and security was the raison d’être of the 

initiative, but it remained in many ways an abstract concept that did not automatically translate into 

project activities. It was important for ENVSEC to operationalise its work into practice, rather than 

merely discussing environmental security as a theoretical concept. Yet this operationalisation generally 

usually did not take place in the form of securitisation. As a result, ENVSEC ended up with two seemingly 

separate discourses: one outlining the overall objectives of the initiative and including securitisation, 

and another one of a more practical nature that often neglected securitisation. 

 

This shortcoming was in retrospect also recognised by some of the ENVSEC project partners. According 

to them, environmental security was usually perceived as general development cooperation at the local 

level. 67  This tendency only increased as the cooperation continued. According to ENVSEC officers 

themselves, projects were sometimes easier to push through and be accepted by regional governments 

when they had a more general theme than security.68 The project-oriented nature of the cooperation 

made this even more difficult, as the security aspect was difficult to properly weave into short-term 

initiatives.69 These practical considerations became more significant as ENVSEC grew bigger and more 

established administratively.70  

 

In addition, the tendency to present ENVSEC work as general development cooperation was associated 

with a wider inclination among potential donors to favour such projects.71 In a sense, the specificity of 

ENVSEC work, which had initially worked in its favour could now also be a burden. The process of 

proposing projects and obtaining funding was full of compromises and sometimes it was necessary to 

modify the content of the activities in unplanned ways. 

 

                                                
67 Interview with a Director of an international organisation involved with ENVSEC projects 8.12.2016. 
68 Interview with an ENVSEC officer 26 May 2015. 
69 Interview with a senior UNEP officer; 19 April 2016. 
70 Interview with Frits Schlingemann 21April 2016. 
71 Interview with a senior UNEP officer; 19 April 2016. 
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The mining project also constituted a crucial shift of the referent object of securitisation beyond the 

environment towards human welfare. As can be seen in environmental security theory in Section 2, the 

human security aspect opens up a wide array of topics that are linked to environmental quality and 

natural resources, such as livelihoods and health. These issues were more tangible for the practical 

implementation of projects and thus made the work of ENVSEC relevant to a more extensive range of 

partners.  

 

Therefore, the mining project shows how ENVSEC constantly balanced between different forms of 

environmental security. The human dimension of security allowed for broadening the scope of activities 

without losing the essential connection to security, but the link was far less obvious than in the conflict 

dimension. Unless it was explicitly communicated, the security aspect was easily dissolved into other 

more concrete activities. In a sense, this allowed ENVSEC to do more but at the expense of not being able 

to promote environmental security as a concept. The controversy was further encouraged by 

international donors that sought out comprehensive development projects and did not have any reason 

to favour environmental security exclusively. On the other hand, the expansion of the referent object 

was perhaps less diffusive in the case of the mining project as it clearly inherently contained the conflict 

security aspect in the form of the trans-boundary impacts.  

 

The project did not necessarily bring new actors into the securitisation of environment taking place 

within the ENVSEC framework, but due to its practical objectives it better integrated those that were 

already participating. This was especially true for the local partners, who could see an economic as well 

as ecological and security interest in being involved. The mining project therefore offered new 

motivations for participating in environmental security activities.  

 

The mining project certainly created new environmental security tools and policies in the form of the 

guidelines that it drew up for the treatment of problematic mines. As has been discussed above, 

however, these were not always explicitly introduced as environmental security tools, and therefore not 

necessarily regarded as such by the regional or wider international audience. They may have been 

effective in directing  the guiding of the mining operations but their role in the securitisation of the 

environment is less clear.  

 

Yet instruments like the Mining for Closure guidelines still had the potential to contribute towards an 

understanding of environmental security hazards and their inclusion in policy-making in a wider sense. 

The enhanced appreciation of mining risks, as well as some other ENVSEC themes, are visible in national 

documents and laws concerning the environment, natural resources and security. These will be 

examined in more detail in section 5.9 further below.  
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As the project continued, the situation in the Western Balkan countries developed. The region moved 

from a post-conflict stage to one of relative stability, at least in the eyes of the financing bodies that 

supported ENVSEC work. By 2010 they had all achieved either candidate or potential candidate status 

towards membership in the EU, and the international assistance they were receiving was far less aimed 

at humanitarian aid, but rather targeted capacity-development and democratisation.72 According to 

ENVSEC officers, the financing available for the region increasingly moved away from security and 

stability-building issues. Within the initiative itself, attention started to move towards Central Asia, 

where conflict potential and the need for stability building were considered more acute.73  

 

The mining project remained relevant even as the situation changed. By 2013, it was included as one of 

five priority areas for ENVSEC in the South East European region under the title ‘Management and 

reduction of trans-boundary risks from hazardous activities’.74 On the one hand, the long duration of the 

project was explained by its progressive character. The early exploratory activities and feasibility 

studies built into actual remediation works, which were done in several mining locations and took time 

to carry through. Yet it was not self-evident that ENVSEC would receive financing for these continuation 

projects, which also tended to be relatively costly. It may have been the extensive human security 

content that partly helped to get continued funding, as it meant that the project was relevant and 

justifiable to a wider range of audiences and stakeholders. 

 

Nevertheless, the variety of the components of the mining project did not automatically lead ENVSEC to 

broaden the context of environmental security. In fact, it rather narrowed down to an increasingly 

limited scope of international community, primarily consisting of the actors, organisations and events 

that already were involved in the environmental security discourse in one way or another. Meanwhile, 

ENVSEC was also present in another context, which incorporated many of the same international 

organisations as well as the regional and local actors and a wider donor community, but where the 

securitisation process was hardly visible at all. It could be described as one of environmental 

cooperation or development, and it mainly concerned ENVSEC efforts to ensure the continuation of its 

work through financing and political support. Even here, securitisation was not specifically hidden or 

avoided, but it was also not particularly conveyed in the discourse and therefore not taken into account 

or perpetuated.  

 

                                                
72 Grimm, S., & Mathis, O. L: Stability First, Development Second, Democracy Third: The European Union's Policy 
towards the Post-Conflict Western Balkans, 1991–2010. Europe-Asia Studies, 67(6), 2015, 922-923. 
73 Interview with a senior UNEP officer; 19 April 2016.; Interview with an ENVSEC officer 26 May 2015 
74 ENVSEC: Annual Report 2013. ENVSEC, 2014a, 51. Available at https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/project-
monitoring/1-environment/E190/2013_ENVSEC_Annual_Report.pdf (Last visited 11.3.2017). 
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The mining project gave ENVSEC increasing relevance to the wider environmental cooperation and 

development context due to its wide human security content. At the same time, it contributed to the 

beginning of a tendency of this context to dominate over the narrower conflict-related one. As will be 

discussed below, this development becomes increasingly evident especially in the human security 

activities of ENVSEC. 

 

In many ways ENVSEC succeeded at making its work on mining a flagship project for the Western Balkan 

region. Its objectives were generally recognised as necessary both in the region and in the international 

community, and it went on to achieve a great deal of its goals in the form of various remediation 

measures. Yet, as has been shown, its impact on promoting environmental security was far less 

prevalent.  As mining was such a significant part of ENVSEC activities in the Western Balkans, it 

inevitably weakened the overall impact on environmental securitisation.  

 

5.6 ENVSEC reducing risks from climate change 

 

Climate change remained a side note in ENVSEC discussions for surprisingly long considering the central 

importance that the topic had in international environmental politics. In fact, it is conspicuous mainly 

for its absence in documents more or less until 2007, when it was suddenly highlighted as an important 

topic. As late as 2006, a report from the meeting of ENVSEC’s Advisory Board only had two passing 

references to climate change as one of the environmental phenomena that were taking place, with no 

concrete suggestions as to how it should be dealt with.75 In consequence, ENVSEC also did not have any 

project specifically focusing on climate change during the early years of its functioning. 

 

It is unlikely that the lack of attention to climate change was only a result of an inadvertent omission. 

While there never was any shortage of environmental problems that needed addressing in the ENVSEC 

regions, it was already during the early 2000s that climate change was beginning to be globally 

recognised as the major environmental discourse of the era – one that essentially could not be avoided. 

This was even noted in the target countries of ENVSEC before the initiative itself acted on it – for 

example, already in the Cluj-Napoca document on mining risks in 2005 Serbia remarked that climate 

change could influence mine tailings and expressed concern that this had not been taken into account 

in the report.76 

 

                                                
75 ENVSEC Advisory Board meeting 2006. 
76 ENVSEC 11-13 May 2005, 34. 
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Therefore, it can be concluded that the initial lack of a concrete response was not merely accidental. On 

the one hand, many other actors were forcefully engaging on climate change issues, which may have 

discouraged ENVSEC on the basis of its idea of rather working on topics no one else was covering. In 

addition, there was some resistance towards climate change among target countries, usually ones that 

were generally opposed to including new issues within the security sector.77 However, there were also 

doubts among the core ENVSEC actors about the relevance of climate change. It was not considered to 

fall under the range of topics ENVSEC acted on as it was considered primarily a technical matter, 

concerned mostly with technological solutions and their implementation, while ENVSEC should have 

focused on issues that were more ‘political’.78  

 

This view is unexpected for an organisation that worked with environmental diplomacy, as it neglects 

the wide-ranging discussion and sometimes very opposed views on how to best implement those 

technical solutions into practice.79 It presents a very simplified interpretation of climate change as a 

problem, and a rather rigid understanding of the fields to which ENVSEC could contribute. As a result, 

ENVSEC’s engagement on climate change was held back to some extent – a position that it was obliged 

to reconsider at later stages. 

 

The discussion on the politics – or lack thereof – of climate change is also interesting from the point of 

view of securitisation. It implies that ENVSEC itself saw its work as essentially political; not de-

politicising as the traditional securitisation theory would suggest. Security issues were not discussed as 

separate from politics but as one part of it. On the other hand, the approach to climate change also shows 

that ENVSEC did not see merit in extending its work to new environmental topics unless there was a 

clear rationale for its involvement. This suggests it did not see securitisation as an intrinsic value or 

merely as a strategy to gain funding and relevance.   

 

In 2007, ENVSEC finally started to develop its position on climate change. As an example, the report 

from the Advisory Board meeting that year mentioned climate change twelve times and specifically 

pointed it out as ‘an issue that should be addressed urgently’ also in the formal recommendations.80 The 

                                                
77 According to interview with Marc Baltes, 25 April 2016 (By phone); also e.g. comment from Azerbaidjan and Georgia 
in ENVSEC Advisory Board meeting 2007, 5; 9.  
78 Interview with Frits Schlingemann, 21 April 2016 (By Skype). 
79 For more on the politics of climate change, see e.g. Giddens, A.: The politics of climate change. Policy Network Paper, 
Cambridge, UK 2009; Hulme, M.: Why we disagree about climate change. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 
2011. 
80 ENVSEC: Report from the advisory board meeting. 6 November 2007 Geneva. (ENVSEC Advisory Board meeting 
2007) ENVSEC, 2007. Available at www.envsec.grid.unep.ch/docs/2007_ab_meeting_report.doc (Last visited 
14.3.2017). 
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sudden attention is likely connected to the global development of the discussion on climate change. 

Among other things, the topic was discussed by the UN Security Council for the first time in 2007,81 

making it difficult for an initiative tackling environment and security to ignore.  

 

Even after this, however, ENVSEC was relatively slow to formulate its reasoning for climate as a security 

issue or to come up with concrete measures to deal with it. In a strategic workshop in Geneva in 2009 

the ENVSEC partner organisations decided that ‘[c]limate change should be maintained as a thematic 

focus, namely in its relation to security.’82 However, the workshop did not come up with actual principles 

or objectives for climate work and also left it open ‘[w]hether there should be individual “climate change 

and security” projects or if climate change issues should be mainstreamed throughout all future ENVSEC 

projects’.83  

 

In October 2009, the OSCE held a conference on the security implications of climate change where the 

ENVSEC response was also discussed. This time, ENVSEC was presented as one of the international 

actors needed ‘to tackle the problems and to deal with them before they get out of control’.84 It was 

considered necessary to counter the security risks of climate change with ‘mixed strategies (including 

both adaptation and mitigation measures)’, but also to ‘bridge knowledge gaps’ and get more data.85 

These were all the kind of needs ENVSEC had some experience of working with. 

 

Indeed, ENVSEC was envisioned to have a role in awareness raising, regional cooperation, capacity-

building and assessment. Potential activities specifically for the South East European region were 

border police training on environmental issues, climate-induced biodiversity loss, landslides and land 

instability, and floods linked with pollution particularly in industrial and mining areas.86 This reflected 

ongoing or planned ENVSEC projects and therefore coincided with the previously expressed option of 

mainstreaming climate into other activities.  

 

                                                
81 UN: Press release SC/9000: Security Council holds first-ever debate on impact of climate change on peace, security, 
hearing over 50 speakers. 5663rd meeting, 17 April 2007. Available at http://www.un.org/press/en/2007/sc9000.doc.htm 
(Last visited 15.3.2017). 
82 ENVSEC: Strategic workshop 1 July 2009. Final report. (ENVSEC Strategic workshop 1 July 2009), 16. Available at 
http://www.envsec.org/publications/ENVSEC%20Strategic%20Workshop.%20Final%20Report_July%202009.pdf 
(Last visited 15.3.2017). 
83 ENVSEC Strategic workshop 1 July 2009, 16. 
84 OSCE: Security Implications of Climate Change in the OSCE Region: “The ENVSEC Response to Potential Security 
Implications of Climate Change in the Pan-European Region”. 12 October 2009. PC.DEL/772/09 (OSCE Conference on 
the Security Implications of Climate Change 12 Oct 2009), 4. Available at 
http://www.osce.org/eea/39781?download=true (Last visited 15.3.2017). 
85 OSCE Conference on the Security Implications of Climate Change 12 Oct 2009, 3. 
86 OSCE Conference on the Security Implications of Climate Change 12 Oct 2009, 3-4. 
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Almost as a side note and without further reasoning, the report underlines that ENVSEC ‘will mainly 

focus on adaptation projects’. In other words, the initiative was planning to concentrate on the 

adjustment to climate impacts, rather than mitigation; meaning efforts to prevent climate change itself.87 

In the strategic workshop in Geneva, mitigation had already been outlined as an example of activities 

the initiative should not work on, but again without explaining why.88  

 

The lack of a justification for the choice of focus is conspicuous as it in fact implies a lot about the way 

in which ENVSEC perceived itself as an environmental security actor. In theoretical research, it has been 

argued that national security actors in particular have tended to emphasise the need for adaptation.89 

The presupposed focus on adaptation may be an indication of ENVSEC’s tendency to see itself in many 

ways as a state-level actor. As this was also the main context in which it was communicating on climate 

security issues, it quite naturally followed that it would be adopted into the national security approach 

rather than exploring local or civil society responses.  

 

As previously discussed, climate change mitigation was also seen as primarily a technical issue and 

therefore beyond the scope of ENVSEC. Adaptation, on the other hand, was perhaps considered to be 

more clearly in line with the overall ENVSEC goals of assessment and risk reduction. Yet it is quite easy 

to challenge such a strict division, either between political and technical issues or between human and 

state security. Indeed, climate change comes across as a topic that blurred the lines between different 

approaches to environmental security. Due to its all-encompassing nature, it affected various topics in 

different ways and therefore required responses both at the level of national security and human 

security.  

 

ENVSEC did not necessarily intend to perpetuate these divisions in its activities, but it held onto the idea 

that it primarily operated in the conflict-oriented context of environmental security. This directed its 

work towards national security and governmental actors as opposed to individual security and the local 

level. Concurrently, it limited ENVSEC’s ability to come up with relevant responses to climate change. 

Yet the necessity to deal with climate change was one of the factors that persuaded the initiative not 

only to increasingly adopt the human security perspective but also to bridge the gap between the two 

approaches.  

 

                                                
87 Scott, S. V.: Implications of climate change for the UN Security Council: mapping the range of potential policy 
responses. International Affairs, 91(6) (2015), 1319. 
88 ENVSEC Strategic workshop 1 July 2009, 8. 
89 McDonald, M.: Discourses of climate security. Political Geography 33 (2013): 49. For further discussion of the role 
of adaptation and mitigation in climate security policy and discourse, see also e.g Scott 2015. 
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Another question is whether the focus on climate change adaptation was effective or credible as a 

security strategy. While adaptation has been recognised as a necessity in the global discourse due to the 

increasingly acute effects of climate change, it only underlines the urgency of mitigation as the only way 

to abate those effects.90 A majority of climate security discourse has therefore pointed out the need for 

a combination of these two approaches. 91  This has been particularly important for international 

organisations as they tend to view climate change as a complex, global phenomenon that requires 

multiple and cross-cutting solutions.92 The one-sided approach of ENVSEC is narrow in comparison. 

 

The climate considerations were visible in ENVSEC’s projects starting from 2009. In a UNEP proposal 

for ENVSEC activities in South Eastern Europe, ‘Adaptation to the impacts of climate change for reducing 

security risks in SEE’ was one of the four priorities. Here the proposal referred to a report by the UN 

Secretary-General, 93  citing climate change as a threat multiplier. It went on to point out the inter-

linkages between ‘[na]tural hazards, loss of biodiversity and according ecosystem services as well as 

degradation of landscape and their implications for the socio-economic sector’, all of which ‘might cause 

grave setbacks for the SEE region’s economic growth and development’.94 The comprehensive human 

security consequences in South Eastern Europe were thus strongly recognised.  

 

The specific purpose of the project linked climate change to the ongoing ENVSEC work on river basin 

management. It aimed to promote a ‘regionally consolidated approach for adaptation and applied 

guidance on adaptation in river basins and shared water resources of the region against extreme 

impacts of climate change.’95 This tied climate adaptation to the enhancement of regional cooperation 

and trans-boundary natural resource management, and thereby to the conflict prevention theme of the 

initiative. The activities of the project combined various kinds of climate risk assessment to the 

promotion of regional cooperation and coordination.96 

 

                                                
90 Klein, R. J., Schipper, E. L. F., & Dessai, S.: Integrating mitigation and adaptation into climate and development policy: 
three research questions. Environmental science & policy, 8(6), 2005, 3. 
91E.g. Trombetta, M. J.: Environmental security and climate change: analysing the discourse. Cambridge Review of 
International Affairs, 21(4) 2008, 593; Klein, Schipper, & Dessai 2005, 3. 
92 McDonald 2013, 47-48. 
93  UNGA (2009) Follow-up to the outcome of the millennium summit. Climate change and its possible security 
implications, United Nations General Assembly May 18 Available at 
http://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-
CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/sg%20report%202009.pdf (Last visited 20.3.2017) 
94 UNEP: Environment and Security Initiative – Transforming risks into cooperation in South Eastern Europe. Annex III 
Full project proposal, September 2009 - December 2012. UNEP, 2009, 14. Available at 
http://www.undp.org/content/dam/montenegro/docs/projectdocs/ee/EnvSec%20ProDoc%20full%20version.pdf (Last 
visited 20.3.2017) 
95 UNEP 2009b, 14. 
96 UNEP 2009b, 14-15. 



223 

 

The focus was on knowledge-building and dialogue rather than hands-on measures. This is also evident 

from the budget intended for climate issues, which was far lower than for trans-boundary hazardous 

substances or shared natural resources and about the same as the one for regional cooperation on 

participatory decision-making. Rather than the relative importance of the different priorities, this is 

likely to reflect the character of the planned activities. The work on both hazardous substances and 

natural resources required concrete actions and expensive investments, whereas participatory 

decision-making and climate change mostly involved trainings, consultations and policy analysis, which 

could be done with less financing.  

 

ENVSEC’s focus on policy-making also emphasised its preference to work on the political aspects of 

climate change, rather than concrete activities, which were seen as technical. This, however, is 

inconsistent with the fact that in the mining project, ENVSEC was involved in a great deal of technical 

work as opposed to only restricting itself to the political aspects. The different policies reveal another 

important reason for ENVSEC’s slow engagement on the climate issue. For ENVSEC, it was important 

from the very beginning to focus its work on issues that were not covered by other organisations or 

programmes. The work on mining, for instance, was always regarded as a unique topic that hardly any 

other actor in the region worked with but urgently needed to be addressed. Meanwhile, climate change 

was starting to be on the agenda of all international organisations also in the Western Balkans. Climate 

change presented a vast field of problems that were not necessarily entirely within ENVSEC’s expertise, 

which discouraged it from launching into the topic fully. 

 

Considering its expertise, however, ENVSEC appears to have under-utilised one of its assets. The global 

climate security discourse has in many ways been dominated by the military and national defence 

forces, perhaps most notably so in the United States. This would have fit into ENVSEC’s goals as it 

presented an opportunity to engage more with the so-called hard security actors. It even had a direct 

link to the defence policy community as NATO had been an associate member of ENVSEC since 2004 

through its Science for Peace programme.97 As a defence alliance it would have been an obvious channel 

through which to engage in the climate discussion on the traditional security sector. Yet NATO has been 

described as equally slow to take action on the climate issue98 and therefore not very useful in this 

regard. ENVSEC, for its part, failed to see a potential connection that it could have utilised. 

 

                                                
97 ENVSEC Advisory Board meeting 2007, 4. 
98 E.g. NATO Parliamentary Assembly: Climate change, international security and the way to Paris 2015. Science and 
Technology Committee Special Report 178 STC 15 E bis, 11 Oct 2015. Available at http://www.nato-
pa.int/default.asp?SHORTCUT=4005 (Last visited 20.3.2017) 



224 

 

At this point, ENVSEC’s perspective on climate change can therefore be seen as a case where 

securitisation has led to a one-sided interpretation of a problem and to the inability to see alternatives 

in its treatment. ENVSEC had a distinct idea of what it was supposed to do as a security actor and, 

although it was not explicitly stated, certain activities like the mitigation of climate change did not fit 

into this vision. Yet this omission may have had the unintended consequence of limiting climate change 

discourse at the regional level and focusing it excessively to adaptation. This presents the kind of case 

where securitisation had negative effects, as suggested in theory for example by Floyd.99  

 

Yet this positioning was starting to change in the second phase of Priority D in South Eastern Europe in 

2012. By this time, there were four major activities:  

 

‘D1 – Support to long-term country planning on reducing biodiversity loss due to the 

impacts of climate change through regional cooperation and dialogue 

D2 – Experience sharing and coordination mechanisms with the “Instrument for 

Stability” project and other ENVSEC-relevant projects in other regions 

D3 – Building capacities for quantitative and qualitative vulnerability and adaptation 

assessments and raising public awareness about climate change adaptation 

D4 – Study on ecosystem services as potential adaptation measures in the 

mountainous region of the Dinaric Arc’100 

 

These activities integrated the climate work into other ENVSEC work, particularly on natural resources. 

Biodiversity protection and ecosystem services were seen as key to reducing climate risks.  

 

This strategic choice was based on the analysis made on the basis of regional consultations held in 2015. 

It concluded that in South Eastern Europe, climate change threatened to cause ‘agricultural drought, 

flash river floods, forest fires and long periods of low water levels in rivers’, which posed various kinds 

of risks to different sectors. ‘[A]griculture, water management, energy, biodiversity, forestry and public 

health, while a minority of participants also identified tourism, coastal management and urban 

adaptation’ were considered the most vulnerable. 101  In other words, climate change was a 

                                                
99 Floyd, R.: Human security and the copenhagen school’s securitization approach. Human Security Journal 5(37), 2007, 
44. 
100 ENVSEC: Adaptation to the impacts of climate change. ENVSEC activities in South Eastern Europe 2009-2015. REC 
2015, 4-5. Available at http://documents.rec.org/publications/EnvsecBrochure2015.pdf (Last visited 20.3.2017).  
101 ENVSEC 2015, 11. 
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comprehensive ecological phenomenon that threatened all aspects of human security. Therefore, the 

measures to adapt also needed to target the ecological environment.  

 

The objectives highlighted resilience building and vulnerability assessment, both of which can be seen 

as measures to take adaptation to the local level. In fact, ENVSEC had already been using vulnerability 

assessments for mapping environmental risks in its target regions, so the practice was not new for the 

initiative. However, in the climate context the assessments clearly became part of a comprehensive 

effort to help communities adapt in all sectors of the society. As a project brochure highlighted: 

‘activities must be integrated into everyday practice at all levels, from local to national’.102  

 

Interestingly, the vulnerability assessment appears to have been shaped into a measure that ENVSEC 

could apply into different contexts. While it was not a new invention either in the security or 

environmental sector, ENVSEC clearly took it upon itself to develop it as a new, concrete tool to address 

the security consequences of the environment. As such, it can be seen as an effort to develop new 

security practices, in the sense proposed by the governmentality approach to environmental security. 

 

Furthermore, ecological factors had a central role in the activities. The objectives of addressing 

biodiversity loss and exploring ecosystem services as a key to climate change adaptation highlighted the 

importance of the relationship between the society and the natural environment. ENVSEC had adopted 

an understanding where ecosystems and human systems were irrevocably intertwined and the security 

of one was dependent on the other. Therefore, adaptation also needed to take place on both levels in 

order to be effective.  

 

The documents do not mention mitigation even as a potential activity for ENVSEC. They also make no 

reference to the fact that the probability and severity of climate risks depend on the degree to which 

climate change proceeds and that prevention is, to some extent, still possible. In other words, the object 

of ENVSEC’s securitisation was not climate itself but all those indirectly affected by its change – both 

environment and the society. However, it can be argued that it did not seek to prevent the threat directed 

at them, rather than reduce the ensuing damage. As a strategic goal, damage control is notably different 

from prevention – and potentially less convincing.  

 

One reason for the focus on adaptation may be that it was supported by the local stakeholders.  All the 

target countries were so-called non-annex 1 countries in the UN Framework Convention on Climate 

                                                
102 ENVSEC 2015, 12. 
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Change103 and  as such do not have an obligation to reduce their greenhouse gas emissions by specific 

amounts. As a result, they have less incentive for mitigation activities. Adaptation, on the other hand, 

can be easier to justify as a necessary measure to prepare for extreme events like flooding or forest fires 

that might take place even regardless of climate change.  

 

In spite of the strong orientation towards human security, the climate programme also carried an 

emerging attention to regional cooperation. It was mentioned in the activities and also highlighted by 

the participants of the regional consultations.104 In particular, activity D2 included coordination with 

the “Instrument for Stability” project, which was implemented in cooperation with the EU in all other 

ENVSEC regions apart from South Eastern Europe. The project focused on the potential of climate 

change to create regional instability and aimed to address this through regional cooperation.105 In other 

words, it directly applied the conflict-prevention approach, which ENVSEC had previously used 

especially in its projects on trans-boundary natural resources. 106  Now it was used for the climate 

programme, which had previously relied on human security.  

 

The Balkan region was in a particular position as it was excluded from the actual project – probably 

because the EU funding instrument in question was directed to the non-EU candidate countries. 

Therefore, cooperation in its case mostly meant information exchange and inter-regional coordination, 

rather than regional cooperation in the sense of stability-building. This was primarily the case also with 

regard to the activities within Priority D in the Balkans overall. Yet the stronger involvement of regional 

cooperation still suggests that ENVSEC had begun to see the potential for also enhancing its conflict 

prevention work through climate change adaptation. Human security and conflict approaches to the 

environment could increasingly be seen as supporting one another and amalgamated into the same 

activities. 

 

The issue of climate security truly became visible in 2014, when several Balkan countries suffered from 

exceptionally severe floods. The events were occasionally linked to climate change even in the regional 

public discussion,107 but in particular they motivated national administrations and international actors 

                                                
103  UNFCCC: List of Non-Annex I Parties to the Convention. Website, UNFCCC 2014. 
http://unfccc.int/parties_and_observers/parties/non_annex_i/items/2833.php (Last visited 22.6.2017).  
104 ENVSEC 2015, 4-10. 
105  Kitzler, C.: How does ENVSEC work as a partnership to address climate change as a challenge to stability? 
Powerpoint presentation, Brussels 6 Nov 2013.   
106 This has been analysed in detail in Chapter 4 above. 
107 E.g. Maksimović, M.: Da li je Balkan spreman za klimatske promene? New report, B92 Net 20 June 2014. Available 
at:   http://www.b92.net/zivot/vesti.php?yyyy=2014&mm=06&dd=20&nav_id=865017 (Last visited 26.3.3017); 
Anonymous: Opasne klimatske promene Srbiji prete poplave, vrućine i izumiranje vrsta. News report, Blic 7 December 
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like ENVSEC to act.108 In fact, the 2014 flooding was not the first of its kind, as similar problems had 

already occurred in 2010. In addition, other extreme weather phenomena like droughts and torrential 

rain were already becoming more frequent.109 Such cases, in which the consequences of climate change 

were concretely felt, made the case for urgent action. 

 

Meanwhile, the attention to flooding and other climate risks was especially channelled to the need for 

disaster risk reduction (DRR). ENVSEC certainly was not alone in making the connection between 

disasters and climate. For example the OSCE noted the need to act on the linkage in its 22nd Economic 

and Environmental Forum110 and a Ministerial Council111 in 2014. In addition, the UNDP was very active 

in developing DRR in the Balkans,112 but this was not linked to its work within ENVSEC. 

 

The DRR perspective had the potential to strengthen the linkage between climate and security, but 

ENVSEC has not launched on an active programme to develop this further. While it has tackled DRR 

especially at the local level, the work has mostly taken place within the so-called Aarhus project, which 

will be discussed in sub-section 5.7. Although a direct link with climate change has not been established, 

the rise in natural disasters has been one factor behind the need for increased DRR measures It therefore 

is very likely that the DRR perspective will gain ground also within ENVSEC’s climate programme. This 

was pointed out as one of the future needs in the national and regional consultation process in 2015.113  

 

Likewise, it is almost inevitable that climate change as an issue overall will gain further attention within 

ENVSEC activities in the years to come, if only because of its global significance. A continued lack of 

engagement on the topic would have risked plunging ENVSEC into irrelevance, especially as the 

international environmental cooperation agenda has started to be dominated by the climate issue. 

ENVSEC’s activities in the recent years, as well as the ‘Instrument for Stability’ project with the EU, 

suggest that the initiative is starting to find its own position on climate change.  

                                                
2014. Available at http://www.blic.rs/vesti/drustvo/opasne-klimatske-promene-srbiji-prete-poplave-vrucine-i-
izumiranje-vrsta/3w5m103 (Last visited 26.3.2014). 
108 Interview with a representative from the Aarhus Centre in Sarajevo; 19 May 2017 (Communication by e-mail). 
109  ENVSEC: Climate change in the West Balkans. Report, ENVSEC & UNEP 2012, 48. Available at  
http://www.zoinet.org/web/sites/default/files/publications/Climate-change-west-balkans.pdf (Last visited 26.3.2017). 
110  OSCE: Concluding meeting of the 22nd Economic and Environmental Forum ”Responding to environmental 
challenges with a view to promoting  co -operation and security in the OSCE area”, 12 Sep 2014. E EF.DEL/47/14. 
(OSCE 22nd E & E Forum Concluding Meeting 2014), 2. Available at http://www.osce.org/pc/123498?download=true 
(Last visited 28.3.2017).  
111 OSCE: Ministerial Council decision No. 6/14. Enhancing Disaster Risk Reduction. 5 Dec 2014 (OSCE Ministerial 
Council 2014), 2. Available at http://www.osce.org/mc/130406?download=true (Last visited 28.3.2017).  
112 UNDP: Human Development Report 2016: Risk-proofing the Western Balkans: Empowering people to prevent 
disasters. UNDP Bosnia and Herzegovina, 2016. Available at 
http://www.ba.undp.org/content/bosnia_and_herzegovina/en/home/library/nhdr/human-development-report--2016--
risk-proofing-the-western-balkan.html (Last visited 29.3.2017). 
113 ENVSEC 2015, 14-15. 
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However, ENVSEC’s slow reaction to it may mean that it has missed an opportunity to introduce and 

build upon the security linkage of climate in the regional discourse. The discourse has therefore been 

taken over by other topics, making it more difficult to emphasise the environmental security angle now. 

From the point of view of ENVSEC’s objective to promote environmental security, its work on climate 

change has not been very efficient.  

 

Climate change adaptation and especially DRR also tend to be based on risk governance measures and 

therefore can be seen to represent riskification. The threats that they pose can rather be seen as 

vulnerabilities that require the kind of long term planning and programming that riskification is 

associated with. As ENVSEC’s slow response on climate change suggests, it was not perceived within the 

traditional security framework quite as easily as conflict-prevention topics, for instance. Therefore, 

riskification could provide a particularly useful approach to the discourse and practices generated with 

regard to climate change and DRR. Overall, the relationship between riskification and human security 

merits further study.  

 

Overall, ENVSEC’s climate change programme illustrates the rising relevance of the human security 

approach within its scope of work. They show that while ENVSEC initially chose to focus primarily on 

conflict prevention, its practical activities have proved to require the human security perspective. 

However, human security has not taken over or replaced the conflict approach, but the two have rather 

blended into a single, more comprehensive perspective. The increasing work on climate change also 

suggests that this change of perspective allows for a broader scope of activities that can be coordinated 

within ENVSEC’s own programmes as well as with those of other organisations and institutions, such as 

the EU.  

 

5.7  The Aarhus Convention and local environmental security in the ENVSEC context 

 

One of ENVSEC’s biggest and most visible projects stemmed from the UNECE Convention on Access to 

Information, Public Participation in Decision-making and Access to Justice in Environmental Matters, 

also know as the Aarhus Convention. As the name suggests, the Convention aims to link environmental 

and human rights and promote sustainable development through a participatory approach. It also 

supports the implementation of related processes such as the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) 
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and the Protocol to the Aarhus Convention on Pollutant Release and Transfer Registers (PRTR Protocol). 
114 The latter was originally adopted in 1998 and has been ratified by all the Western Balkan countries.   

 

The Aarhus Convention was overseen by UNECE, which was one of the ENVSEC partner organisations. 

This made it convenient for the initiative to include it as a part of its work. It also gave ENVSEC an 

opportunity to promote the integration of environmental security to multilateral environmental 

agreements (MEAs), which it had stated as one of its approaches from the very beginning.115 

 

Although the Convention itself could be seen to belong to the scope of UNECE, it was the OSCE that took 

the primary responsibility for the implementation of the project within ENVSEC. Due to its network of 

field offices in different countries, the OSCE was better disposed to implement a project that had such a 

strong focus at the local level. At the same time, it gave the OSCE a chance to strengthen its own 

environmental engagement. As the organisation said itself ‘By setting principles for access to 

information, public participation and access to justice, the Aarhus Convention provides the OSCE with a 

unique tool to support environmental governance processes at the national level which in turn 

contributes to the countries’ efforts in addressing environment and security challenges.’116 

 

For ENVSEC, the Aarhus project provided an opportunity to directly engage regional actors, such as 

‘government agencies in charge of environmental issues’ as well as ‘regional/local administrations and 

the civil society organisations’.117 The idea was to strengthen ‘capacities for participatory and informed 

planning, decision-making, implementation and monitoring processes in relation to the environment 

and security challenges’.118 Thus ENVSEC tried to improve local ownership of its project goals, which 

would have also helped to make them more sustainable. At the same time, ENVSEC aimed to introduce 

the concept of environmental security to the regional and local levels. According to the OSCE, experience 

from ‘confronting the environment and security risks’, had led the organisation to see ‘the necessity to 

support civil society involvement for this co-operation to be effective.’119 

 

                                                
114  ENVSEC & OSCE: The Aarhus Centres – A Brief Introduction. ENVSEC & OSCE 2012. Available at 
http://www.osce.org/secretariat/89067?download=true (Last visited 18.6.2017). 
115 OSCE, UNDP & UNEP 24 May 2003, 6.. 
116 OSCE Bosnia: Project Title: Promoting the Implementation of Aarhus Convention in the South- Eastern European 
Region. OSCE Bosnia 2010. Available at 
http://www.mvteo.gov.ba/org_struktura/sektor_prirodni_resursi/odjel_zastita_okolisa/English/Conventions/Aarhus_con
vention/Projects/default.aspx?id=3000&langTag=bs-BA (Last visited 19.6.2017). 
117 OSCE Bosnia 2010. 
118 OSCE Bosnia 2010. 
119 ENVSEC & OSCE 2012, 3. 
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Therefore, ENVSEC aimed to improve access to environmental decision-making and facilitate dialogue 

on the environment and security issues by ‘strengthening the capacities of civil society and raising 

awareness on its role in environmental protection, conflict prevention and resolution’.120  This was 

something of a new approach for the initiative, which had previously tended to emphasise working at 

the highest political levels and through diplomacy. While the civil society had always been included as 

one of the target audiences, it had not necessarily been seen as having a particularly active role in 

shaping the discourse. The Aarhus project intended to at least give access to civil society actors to do 

just that.  

 

The civil society focus opened up a new orientation for ENVSEC towards democracy, which came to be 

seen as a vital part of environmental security. It indicates an emerging acknowledgement of 

environmental democracy, which is usually defined as participatory and ecologically rational decision-

making.121  It also carries the idea that environmental rights cannot simply be handed from above or 

from the outside. In order for them to have a real effect, there has to be some kind of a demand from the 

side of the civil society.122 

 

ENVSEC itself described the Aarhus Convention as a ‘landmark in environmental democracy’ as it 

created ‘rights for individuals and organisations with respect to decisions that affect the environment’. 
123 The OSCE, in particular, had an advantage and interest in promoting the linkage, as democratisation 

was central to its overall work. In addition, at the field office level for example in Serbia, work on the 

environment was located under the democratisation department. However, ENVSEC did not commonly 

use the term of environmental democracy as such, and rather referred to it as ‘participatory and 

informed decision-making’ on environmental issues. 124  The linkage therefore remained relatively 

implicit,  and was regarded as one element of environmental security rather than taking over ENVSEC’s 

environmental civil society agenda.  

 

In the Balkans, ENVSEC could apply an existing model to the Aarhus Centres that came from a project it 

had already implemented in Central Asia. The fact that it was repeated in the Balkans suggests that the 

project was considered successful and worth expanding to other regions. This shows one of the benefits 

of the ENVSEC approach in terms of inter-regional cooperation. Fruitful models could be applied to 

                                                
120 UNDP, 2009, 12.  
121 Mason, M.: Environmental democracy: A contextual approach. Routledge, London 2012, 1. 
122 E.g. Bernauer, T. & Gampfer, R.: Effects of civil society involvement on popular legitimacy of global environmental 
governance. Global Environmental Change 23(2) (2013), 439-449. 
123 ENVSEC: The ENVSEC Initiative – Opportunities for regional cooperation. Brochure, ENVSEC 2012b, 8. Available 
at http://www.rec.org/publication.php?id=284 (Last visited 18.6.2017). 
124 UNEP 2009b, 12. 
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different regions, and it was possible to gain valuable experience from projects in different contexts. 

This created a good setting for new practices to emerge and therefore had the potential to contribute to 

securitisation.  

 

A central feature of the Aarhus project were the so-called Aarhus Centres, which were established in 

several towns in the target countries. One of their functions was precisely to intensify the civil society 

engagement, as they  

  

provide a space in the public domain where the collective responsibility for the 

environment and the rights that follow from it can be put into practice. The Aarhus 

Centres strengthen environmental governance by providing a venue where members 

of the public can meet to discuss environmental concerns. They assist them with 

participating in environmental decision-making. They facilitate access to justice on 

environmental matters, sensitising the public and governments to their shared 

responsibility for their natural surroundings.125 

 

The Centres thus provided a permanent space for all kinds of environmental issues at the local level. 

The idea was that in the longer run they would to a great extent be managed by the communities 

themselves. Therefore, they were expected to involve resources from municipal and national 

administration, including also local co-funding.126   

 

Environmental security was quite strongly represented in planned outputs of the Aarhus Centres. They 

were expected to contribute to the following goals, among others: 

 

C.1.1 Increased civil society involvement in addressing environment and security 

challenges, in environmental management and decision-making processes  

C.1.2 Means and mechanisms in place for effective consultation and cooperation 

between governments, civil society organizations and private sector on environment 

and security issues at national and local levels 

                                                
125 ENVSEC & OSCE 2012, 3. 
126 Hakala, E.: Cooperation for the Enhancement of Environmental Citizenship in the Context of Securitization: The Case 
of an OSCE Project in Serbia. Journal of Civil Society 8(4) (2012): 393-394. 
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(…) 

C.3.3 Strengthening of environmental conflict prevention and resolution mechanisms 

at national and regional levels127 

 

Other outputs focused on improving environmental policy-making and accessibility to information, but 

also facilitating environmental justice and technical support for Pollutant Release and Transfer 

Registers (PRTRs). In the project plan, at least, environmental security was comprehensively integrated 

into various aspects of environmental policy. 

 

The project plan also strengthens the idea that the goals of the Aarhus project concentrated on 

influencing policy-making and participation. Consequentially, its relevance for human security at this 

stage came mainly from the effort to mainstream environmental security into political and economic 

policy rather than specific topics that the project was working with. The planned concrete activities 

support this tendency as they focused on trainings and other kinds of support for capacity building for 

administration and civil society alike.  

 

The first Aarhus Centres in the Balkans were established already in 2006 and 2007 in Albania, which 

was included within the target region of ENVSEC. The work of these centres was said to have 

demonstrated the need for ‘organised support towards building the capacities of national stakeholders 

in participatory environmental governance’128 and justified the case for setting up new Centres. The 

experience from Albania could also be used to inform the establishment of the Centres in the Western 

Balkan countries. From 2010 to 2013, three Centres were established in both Bosnia-Herzegovina and 

Montenegro and five in Serbia.  

 

The organisational structure of the Centres varied, with the primary responsibility usually given to an 

NGO, government agency or a municipal institution. At least in Montenegro, the variation was deliberate 

and considered to provide an ‘opportunity for a wide range of activities’.129  The NGO was seen to 

encourage participation at the grassroots level and enable ‘alternative methods’ of civil activity, while a 

national or municipal institution strengthened the authority of the Centre and could ensure access to 

information, for instance.130 The idea was that the Centres would work in cooperation in order to gain 

optimal benefit from the inclusion of several actors. 

                                                
127 UNEP 2009b, 13. 
128 UNEP 2009b, 12. 
129 Golubovic, N. & Perovic, A.: Aarhus Centres: Wide Spectrum of Engagement. Presentation, OSCE Meeting in Vienna 
4 July 2013. Available at http://www.osce.org/secretariat/103619 (Last visited 29.6.2017). 
130 Golubovic & Perovic 2013. 
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Civil society involvement was not just limited to the administration of the Centres. In Bosnia-

Herzegovina, they were given access to the preparation of the First National Implementation Report on 

the Aarhus Convention through public hearings organised in the towns of Sarajevo, Mostar, Banja Luka 

and Brčko. National administration considered this mode of action beneficial131 and it opened up a 

channel that helped to pave way for continued civil society participation. Similarly, for the First National 

Implementation Report in Serbia, an awareness raising campaign and public hearings were organised 

by the NGO EkoForum, which partnered with the OSCE in implementing the Aarhus project.132 

 

In addition, the Aarhus Centres and the project overall aimed to promote participation through various 

kinds of public events. In 2012, for instance, the Centres in Montenegro organised workshops or 

roundtables on the role of media, the practical implementation of the Aarhus Convention, forestry, local 

community participation, and a public hearing on the environmental impact assessment of a wind 

power plant project. That same year three roundtables were organised in Serbia on the Aarhus 

Convention and its implementation in the towns of Obrenovac, Smederevo and Pancevo, which were 

also considered environmental hotspots.133  

 

Activities like public events had the additional benefit of reaching out to a far wider segment of the civil 

society than merely the NGOs. They provided access to environmental decision-making to anyone from 

the general public, not only to a select group of NGO activists. The Centres had a similar agenda as they 

provided a space for anyone to report environmental violations or get environmental information. In 

this sense, ENVSEC’s practical application of environmental participation went beyond the traditional 

civil society models that have focused on encouraging NGO activity. According to recent research, this 

has often led to professionalisation and so-called NGO-isation, which has been beneficial for a small 

number of bigger NGOs but failed to engage a wider grassroots participation.134  

 

                                                
131  UNECE: Statement by Mladen Zirojević, Minister of Foreign Trade and Economic Relations (Bosnia and 
Herzegovina). Meeting of the Parties to the Convention on Access to Information, Public Participation in Decision-
making and Access to Justice in Environmental Matters Fourth session Chisinau, 29 June - 1 July 2011. Available at:  
https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/env/pp/mop4/Statements/Statement_by_Mladen_Zirojevic_Bosnia_and_Herzeg
ovina.pdf (Last visited 30.6.2017). 
132  ENVSEC: Annual Report 2010. ENVSEC, Geneva 2011, 46. Available at 
http://www.envsec.org/publications/envsec_annual_report_2010.pdf (Last visited 30.6.2017) 
133  ENVSEC: Annual Report 2012. ENVSEC, Geneva 2013, 79-80. Available at 
https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/project-monitoring/1-
environment/EAO1/2012_ENVSEC_Annual_Narrative___Financial_Report.pdf (Last visited 1.7.2017). 
134  Fagan, A., & Sircar, I.: Environmental Movement Activism in the Western Balkans: Evidence from Bosnia-
Herzegovina. In Jacobsson, K. & Saxonberg, S. (Eds.): Beyond NGO-Ization: The Development of Social Movements in 
Central and Eastern Europe. Routledge, London & New York 2016, 213-236. 
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In terms of structure, the Centres thus were designed to strengthen participatory environmental 

governance and, by extension, to promote environmental security at the local level. Several activities of 

the Centres integrated governmental, municipal and civil society actors into cooperation. At the field 

office of the OSCE in Serbia, the project was considered particularly promising precisely because of its 

inclusiveness.135 This was similarly emphasised as one of the most important features by Aarhus Centre 

administrators from Montenegro, one of whom represented a governmental agency and one an NGO.136 

The work of the Centres was also noted by other actors. Since 2014, for instance, the European 

Commission has mentioned them as beneficial for access to environmental information in its progress 

reports on Montenegro’s EU integration.137  

 

The Centres provided a space for local actors to influence the topics that were being tackled. The officials 

at the Centres saw it as their task to listen to the needs of the local communities and address them in 

the best possible ways.138 Therefore, similarly to the case of the mining project, the comprehensiveness 

of the topics both contributed to the participation of the local level and partly resulted from it. 

Meanwhile, the human security approach of ENVSEC was strengthened. 

 

Instead of only focusing on a few directly security-related issues, the Centres clearly elected to cover as 

many environmental problems as possible. As a result, they managed to extend their outreach and gain 

a status as the main focal point for environmental civil society, integrating the full variety of topics that 

could be addressed. It also helped with ENVSEC’s stated objective of ‘[m]aximum utilisation of Aarhus 

Centres’139 in its communications especially to the regional countries. By not setting limits to the choice 

of activities of the Centres, the project was able to offer a platform for many actors and topics.  

 

However, the chosen strategy interfered with the achievement of another ENVSEC objective: the 

promotion of environmental security. With the variety of issues tackled, it was inevitable that not all of 

them would be linked to security. In fact, presentations of Aarhus activities tend to show that a security 

link was more of an exception than a rule.140 The overall theme of environmental participation and 

                                                
135 Interview with a senior OSCE field office representative in Belgrade 17 May 2011. 
136 Golubovic & Perovic 2013. 
137  European Commission:  Montenegro Progress Report 2014. European Commssion 2014, 54 Available at 
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/pdf/key_documents/2014/20141008-montenegro-
progress-report_en.pdf (Last visited 1.7.2017). 
138 Zurovac-Kuzman, O., Matovic, S. & Budincevic, P.: Partnering with local governments: Aarhus Centres in Serbia. In 
In OSCE Magazine 3/2011, 26-27. Available at http://www.osce.org/magazine/2011/3?download=true (Last visited 
10.7.2017). Interview with a representative from the Aarhus Centre in Sarajevo; 19 May 2017 (Communication by e-
mail). 
139 ENVSEC strategic workshop 1 July 2009, 7. 
140 E.g. ENVSEC & OSCE 2012. 
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democracy was not tied into security in any obvious way. This was in contradiction to the idea of 

security as the defining feature of ENVSEC’s activities. Moreover, it hid the message of environmental 

security that the initiative was trying to communicate. 

 

The lack of distinctive securitisation may also be due to the fact that even the ENVSEC actors did not 

agree about the security aspects of the Aarhus work. In fact, some of the key figures expressed concern 

that the project was not about security and took the initiative too far in the direction of general 

development cooperation. 141  In contrast, for representatives of the OSCE, which had the main 

responsibility for implementing the project, environmental democracy in fact was at the core of 

comprehensive security, in which issues like participation and human rights had come to matter a great 

deal.142 This discrepancy was part of the larger internal discussion within ENVSEC on what its priorities 

should be and what defined its work. There was a controversy between those who considered it 

beneficial to further expand ENVSEC’s work to a further range of topics and those who favoured keeping 

strictly to environmental security in a narrow, conflict-oriented sense. The wider perspective was 

usually justified by arguments suggesting that it enabled a broader scope of funding sources, activities 

and partners, whereas the case for the narrow one was that it would allow ENVSEC to develop its 

competitive advantage in a very specific topic that other actors were not dealing with in such detail. 

While it was necessary and useful to discuss the two sides of the issue, such a divergence of opinion 

within ENVSEC itself may have interfered with its efficiency in communicating the case for 

environmental security. 

 

Meanwhile, although the structure of the Centres was beneficial in many ways, it was still not enough to 

guarantee concrete development in the long term or at a wider scale. Representatives from the Aarhus 

Centres themselves observed that despite a range of activities organised, interactions with the general 

public were not as deep as they could have been. Participation was still mostly limited to NGOs and a 

small group of actors that had an interest in working with the Centres.143 The situation was similar with 

administrative officials who, according to the Aarhus Centre representatives, were usually not 

adequately interested in environmental problems to engage with the work of the Centres in a 

sustainable way.144   

 

                                                
141 E.g. Interview with Frits Schlingemann 21 April 2016 (By Skype). 
142 Communication with Professor Bernard Snoy, 2 May 2016 (By e-mail); Interview with a senior OSCE field office 
representative in Belgrade 17 May 2011. 
143 Interview with a representative from the Aarhus Centre in Sarajevo; 19 May 2017 (Communication by e-mail). 
144Interview with a representative from the Aarhus Centre in Banja Luka; 30 June 2017 (Communication by e-mail). 
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Previous research suggests that the Aarhus project has not been able to address the deeper problems 

resulting from a lack of vertical integration of the administrative structures in the environmental sector. 

Although the municipal administration is required to commit to the implementation of the project, its 

success heavily depends on the activity and engagement of individual officials involved in the process. 

Furthermore, the participation of an international organisation or a development cooperation 

institution still remains a prerequisite for practically any project to take place. Otherwise, the activities 

are not considered credible or feasible either by civil society organisations or by the administrative 

bodies. Thus the Aarhus Centres have not been able to yield an effective model to ensure the 

sustainability and autonomy of the cooperation on a wider scale.145  

 

On the other hand, the project has effectively used regional cooperation between the Aarhus Centres to 

improve its sustainability and widen its scope. ENVSEC’s objective was to create a regional network of 

Aarhus Centres to facilitate and support the work done in each country.146 Therefore, it organised 

several regional meetings and workshops for Aarhus Centre representatives to promote 

communication, information exchange and other kinds of cooperation. 147  In addition, the regional 

perspective was used for capacity-building and trainings. For example, at the beginning of the Aarhus 

project in Bosnia and Herzegovina, a study tour in Albania was organised for local Aarhus 

representatives with the aim of ‘familiarising the BiH participants with the activities of these centres 

and to overview possibilities for starting similar centres in BiH’.148 Through first-hand experiences of 

implementing the project elsewhere it was possible to prepare for and prevent problems encountered 

by others.149  

 

Although the original initiative for the regional network came from ENVSEC, local Aarhus 

representatives saw the benefits and were enthusiastic to participate. They shared similar challenges in 

their work and could therefore learn from one another. On the other hand, they often had different and 

complementary skills that they could benefit from if they pooled their resources. The representatives 

themselves described the communication between Centres as close and effective. 150  Regional 

                                                
145 Hakala 2012. 
146 UNEP 2009b, 13. 
147 E.g. ENVSEC 2011, 46; ENVSEC 2014a, 63. 
148 Ministry of Foreign Trade and Economic Relations of Bosnia and Herzegovina: Study visit within the project 
Supporting Aarhus Convention Implementation in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Ministry of Foreign Trade and Economic 
Relations of Bosnia and Herzegovina 2010, 1. Available at 
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cooperation was thus partly driven by the local Aarhus actors themselves, not only directed from the 

top down by ENVSEC. The collegial support is also likely to have supported the Aarhus actors in 

developing a sense of professional community and expert identity, strengthening their capacity and 

commitment to the work.  

 

Similarly to the case of the climate change project, the floods in 2014 heightened the interest of the 

national and local administration in the Aarhus Centres. The dramatic events showed the linkage 

between the environment and human security in very concrete terms. At the same time, they shifted the 

focus of the Aarhus Centres increasingly towards disaster risk reduction. In 2014, ENVSEC started a 

project on ‘Strengthening the Capacities of Aarhus Centres in Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) to Enhance 

Awareness of Local Communities’, which provided training and financing to pilot activities in disaster-

prone areas and aimed to utilise the Aarhus Centres as a platform.151 

 

The Aarhus Centres particularly focused on community-based disaster risk reduction. The idea was to 

raise awareness and strengthen the capacities and roles of communities in DRR. It was mostly carried 

out through trainings and workshops directed at local authorities, civil society actors, media and other 

stakeholders. The events tended to result in conclusions or recommendations that were intended to be 

shared with a wider national or regional audience.152 The importance of raising awareness at the local 

level was also discussed and in some cases the public was taken into account in planning through 

surveys.153 It was repeatedly emphasised that ‘DRR-related activities offer multiple opportunities for 

partnership and co-operation’.154 It was no coincidence that the topic became a significant theme in the 

regional Network of Aarhus Centres, with the aim of strengthening the cooperation between regional 

authorities.155 

 

The work in the Balkans especially focused on floods and associated damage prevention, drawing on 

the experiences from the year 2014. The meetings engaged representatives from badly affected 

communities to describe ‘the effects that the disaster had on their municipalities and the measures that 

were taken’ and to identify ‘challenges and shortcomings in the current disaster preparedness and flood 

                                                
151 OSCE: Activity Report 2013-2014. Office of the Co-ordinator of OSEC Economic and Environmental Affairs. OSCE 
2015b, 39. Available at http://www.osce.org/secretariat/188886 (Last visited 10.7.2017). 
152 OSCE 2015b, 40. 
153 ENVSEC: ENVSEC Regional Meeting for South Eastern Europe. June 28–30, 2016, Tirana, Albania. Draft Meeting 
Minutes. (ENVSEC Regional Meeting 28–30 June 2016) 9. Available at 
http://documents.rec.org/events/ENVSEC_RM_SEE%202016-MeetingMinutes.pdf (Last visited 12.7.2017); OSCE 
2015b, 40-43. 
154 OSCE 2015b, 40. 
155 OSCE 2015a. 
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defence practices.’156  In many cases, they also aimed to consider ‘the needs of children and other 

vulnerable groups during natural disasters’. 157  These discussions fed into concrete activities, 

implemented by the Aarhus Centres especially in communities affected by the floods.  

 

The Centre in Sarajevo started a project to prepare an ‘Action Plan for Strengthening Public Awareness 

of DRR in the Municipality of Vogosca’. It summoned local stakeholders to workshops and carried out a 

questionnaire to inform the process of making the plan, but also supported its implementation by 

organising trainings for local administrators, media and school pupils.158  The workshops proposed 

several priority actions that could be taken, such as broad public campaigns about DRR and the mapping 

of capacities and resources of NGOs on the topic. In addition, the proposed actions included the 

improvement of civil-military cooperation, which was seen as a way to ensure effective communication 

on required assistance.159 The Aarhus Centre in Banja Luka had a similar project, which particularly 

engaged with emergency authorities such as fire brigades and the civic protection section. The same 

Centre also had another project, which used GPS data to analyse the risk of landslides in the community 

of Starčevica and raised local awareness about the topic.160    

 

Such projects allowed local information to play a central role and allowed it to directly influence the 

planning of new activities. This approach was considered highly useful by the Aarhus Centre 

representatives, who emphasised the importance of listening to those potentially exposed to the risks 

and who were tasked with the responsibility of preventing them.161 These projects also brought up the 

possibility of engaging the traditional security sector, either through the military or emergency 

authorities. Interestingly, calls for a closer cooperation with these actors appears to have emanated from 

the local stakeholders and the needs of practical project implementation rather than being dictated from 

above by ENVSEC.  

 

                                                
156 OSCE 2015b, 40. 
157 OSCE 2015b, 40. 
158 Jukan, S.: Capacity building and awareness raising of local population of the Municipality of Vogosca on disaster risk 
reduction. Presentation, Vienna April 2016. Available at: 
http://aarhus.ba/sarajevo/images/docs/S.Jukan,%20Vienna,%20April%202016.pdf (Last visited 13.7.2017) 
159 OSCE: Regional Roundtable “Strengthening public participation in trans-boundary water management - exploring the 
synergies of the Espoo, Helsinki and Aarhus Conventions”, 25-26 March 2015, Tirana, Albania. Report (Regional 
Roundtable 25-26 March 2015), 8. Available at http://www.osce.org/secretariat/162841?download=true (Last visited 
5.9.2017) 
160 Bjelic, V., Jukan, S. & Zisko, D.: The more we know, the more resilient we are. Presentation at the OSCE 31 Oct 
2016. Available at http://www.osce.org/secretariat/285046?download=true (Last visited 14.7.2017).  
161 E.g. Interview with a representative from the Aarhus Centre in Sarajevo; 19 May 2017 (Communication by e-mail); 
Bjelic, Jukan & Zisko 2016. 



239 

 

They also rather unanimously reported that such projects significantly improved the relations between 

the Aarhus Centres as well as other ENVSEC representatives and the municipal and local 

administrations. 162  The participatory process worked in both ways: while the ENVSEC partners 

benefited from better information, the local stakeholders gained improved access to project planning. 

This, in turn, made them more forthcoming to the proposed activities and opened up a new opportunity 

to underline the importance of preventive action and environmental risk reduction at the local level. 

The tendency was strengthened by the memory of the flood damages. Worried that the drastic impacts 

might be repeated, the authorities were increasingly open to developing new measures and taking 

ownership of their implementation.163  

 

The major achievement of the DRR work of Aarhus Centres is that it relatively efficiently integrated NGO 

and local administrations into cooperation. The recent experience of the floods had created an 

atmosphere in which the urgency of preventative measures was well perceived, and the Aarhus Centres’ 

approach of planning concrete actions while genuinely consulting local stakeholders helped to commit 

them to the common objectives. In this sense, the project managed to act while a suitable momentum 

had developed in the discourse and found a good way of utilising it. This did not yet lead to a situation 

where the local authorities would have taken the lead in the cooperation, but at least it positioned the 

Aarhus Centres, and by extension ENVSEC’s work, into considerably closer contact with the local level. 

 

In the background, ENVSEC’s increasingly comprehensive approach to security and the integration of 

human security topics were crucial factors that encouraged participation and ownership. The fact that 

it was possible to hear out the local concerns and threat perceptions and to act upon them inevitably 

made ENVSEC projects appear far more concrete and relevant than regional cooperation at a high 

political level could. Conversely, this development further fed into ENVSEC’s increasing human security 

interest, as it appeared to yield results at the local level.  

 

Yet despite its human security relevance, DRR was also clearly linked to traditional security and even 

the conflict approach. It therefore further contributed to the tendency of the two approaches to 

environmental security to become amalgamated. In particular, it very directly involved actors from the 

traditional security sector, such as fire brigades, emergency services and even the military as these were 

the stakeholders that had to act in case of a natural disaster. It therefore opened up a dialogue with the 

core security sector, which had been and remained an important goal for ENVSEC. 164  Such an 

                                                
162 Bjelic, Jukan & Zisko 2016. 
163 E.g. Bjelic, Jukan & Zisko 2016. 
164 E.g. Interview with Frits Schlingemann 21 April 2016 (By Skype). 
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engagement on the DRR topic gave ENVSEC the opportunity to also communicate other environmental 

security issues relevant to the security sector.  

 

Meanwhile, as the regional network of Aarhus Centres repeatedly pointed out 165 , cross-border 

cooperation could considerably assist in damage prevention and sometimes even be a precondition for 

its successful implementation. This became a particularly acute topic after the floods of 2014, which 

raised DRR on the agenda of almost all environmental cooperation. The urgent need to develop regional 

DRR measures came to be seen as an additional motivation for cross-border environmental security 

cooperation and was also increasingly a concern for ENVSEC.  

 

In spite of all this, even the Aarhus DRR projects still did not succeed at fully communicating the security 

dimension of environment to the regional and local audience. While questions of emergency and 

prevention were constantly present, these were rarely explicitly tied to security. At the same time, the 

topic to some extent blurred the link to environment. Although it inevitably is environmental 

phenomena that cause natural disasters, the DRR projects often focused solely on controlling the 

damage caused to human communities. As a result, this work did not always involve a great deal of 

consideration for the ecological environment, since it naturally favoured bolstering societal resilience.  

 

Despite its intentions, the Aarhus project also did not succeed at creating sustainable capacity for 

environmental security issues at different levels of administration. Due to the range of topics it covered, 

it would have been difficult for the project to promote environmental security as a concept even if the 

administrative capacity had been strengthened. In other words, although the project allowed ENVSEC 

to reach new audiences and perhaps to improve their ownership in environmental cooperation to some 

extent, its direct contribution to the securitisation of environment remained low.  

 

On the other hand, for ENVSEC itself the linkage to environmental democracy and participation was 

important as it reinforced ENVSEC’s engagement on the comprehensive and human security agenda 

while also bringing new aspects into it. While the mining project had broadened the scope by bringing 

up new environmental security concerns from the local level and the climate work had linked ENVSEC 

more strongly to the global human security discourse, the Aarhus project emphasised the long-term 

sustainability of environmental security through ownership and participation. These were crucial from 

the point of view of securitisation as they contributed to the legitimisation of the concept by the regional 

audience.   

 

                                                
165 E.g. Regional Roundtable 25-26 March 2015, 10; OSCE 2015a, 28-31. 
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The Aarhus project also further strengthened the incorporation of the two strands of environmental 

security into each other in ENVSEC’s work. As they included practically all environmental topics, the 

Aarhus Centres provided a melting pot for human and more traditional security topics. While the project 

was clearly oriented towards local human security, it benefited considerably from cooperation within 

the regional Network of Aarhus Centres and thus integrated elements of the conflict prevention 

approach. Meanwhile, the DRR dimension engaged actors from the traditional security sector to work 

on issues that essentially reflected human security goals such as the vulnerability of local communities. 

For ENVSEC as a whole, it served as an indication that cooperation was often improved and 

opportunities broadened when the two approaches were not strictly divided.  

 

The project had a significant role in widening ENVSEC’s audience and, by extension, its influence 

especially at the local level. It also went some way to creating administrative structures that had at least 

the potential to sustain a more long-term approach implementation of the project goals as new actors 

increasingly took on the responsibility of implementation. ENVSEC’s participation still remained crucial 

for projects to be initiated and funded, but at the same time it ceded some of the responsibility for 

driving the environmental security agenda. 

 

However, the local actors did not turn into securitising agents in the sense of promoting the concept of 

environmental security. As has been discussed previously, the local actors had generally not adopted 

the concept and often did not see it as the central element of the cooperation. From the point of view of 

securitisation, ENVSEC had not succeeded at engaging or convincing the local actors. 

 

Likewise, although the Aarhus Centres gave rise to many kinds of new cooperation and procedures 

related to the environment, none of these can be described as new security practices. They quite 

exclusively focused on environmental democracy and justice and were only indirectly related to 

security. The DRR activities did bring in the traditional security sector and they have highlighted some 

degree of understanding about the interconnections between ecological phenomena and security. This 

interaction may yet give rise to new practices, but so far it has not particularly been linked to 

environmental security. 

 

As a result, the increasing local ownership ended up diluting the concept of environmental security. The 

human security approach allowed new issues to be added to the agenda, but instead of widening the 

security sector, this mostly contributed to shifting the focus to other fields such as democracy and 

justice. For some ENVSEC representatives this was a deliberate and welcome development, but it 

unavoidably weakened its ability to work specifically on environmental security. 
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However, the analysis of the Aarhus Centres suggests that the tendency is not merely an inevitable 

consequence of tackling human security issues, but may rather follow from ENVSEC’s own approach to 

it. Rather than focus its work only on the environmental security aspect of any given topic, it ended up 

taking up practically any vaguely related issue and tackling it in its entirety. This appears to have been 

caused by ENVSEC’s failure to come up with distinctive environmental security practices that would 

have limited work. The shortcoming considerably hindered ENVSEC’s ability to fulfil its own objective 

of promoting or even dealing with environmental security. 

 

5.8 The concept of environmental security and the future of ENVSEC in the Western Balkans 

 

By 2013 ENVSEC had its tenth anniversary and marked this celebration by releasing a report that 

outlined the development of the initiative over the years. Emphasising the growth of the initiative from 

a small ad hoc venture to a permanent body with over a hundred projects working in 20 countries, it 

presented ‘success stories’ from different regions and topics. Despite some lack of clarity about the 

future of ENVSEC, and although its currents activities were not coming to an end any time soon, the 

anniversary gave an opportunity to reflect upon the achievements of a decade’s work. It was 

accompanied by a period of internal discussion about the functions and objectives of ENVSEC. As it was 

the main environmental security actor in the Western Balkans, this soul-searching of ENVSEC as well as 

its strategic positioning towards the future are illuminating for understanding the process in the 

Western Balkans as a whole. 

 

Already in 2009, the ENVSEC Management Board had commissioned a Strategic Review that aimed to 

assess the overall relevance of the initiative and whether it was able to achieve its objectives. Although 

it essentially was an evaluation of the organisation rather than of the concept of the environmental 

security, the findings of the final report coincide in many ways with the analysis provided in the previous 

sections. It highly acclaimed the overall approach, although it narrowly referred to it as ‘linking 

environmental degradation and conflict’ and thus seemingly somewhat neglected the work it had 

achieved on human security. It considered ENVSEC ‘unique as an innovative partnership to address such 

challenges.166  

 

However, the assessment also emphasised that the initiative had encountered a great deal of problems 

in putting its approach into practice. In particular, it regretted the lack of national ownership, suggesting 

                                                
166 Stiefel, M.: Strategic Review of the ENVSEC Initiative. Final Report. ENVSEC, Geneva 2009, 5-6. Available at: 
http://www.envsec.org/publications/Strategic%20Review%20of%20the%20ENVSEC%20Initiative_Final%20Report_J
une%202009.pdf (Last visited 26.9.2017). 
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that ENVSEC activities ‘tend to be donor-generated, project-based, with limited sustainability and 

limited capacity building components’.167 According to the report, ENVSEC had originally raised high 

expectations in the target countries, for example through the regional consultations, but was not able to 

follow up with them with equal implementation. This led to a gap ‘between the ENVSEC concept and the 

ENVSEC practice’ that appeared ‘most pronounced in the regions where ENVSEC was launched in 2003, 

such as South Eastern Europe’168 and less so in regions where the work was started later. In effect, the 

Balkans suffered from a pioneer position of sorts, showing also that ENVSEC was not able to fully adopt 

its existing work as it learned from previous mistakes. 

 

The evaluation found that as time went by, the projects started to increasingly reflect the individual 

priorities of the partner organisations. As each partner also had their own interpretation of security, the 

thematic focus of the whole initiative began to vanish.169 As a result, ENVSEC was weakened both in 

terms of the credibility of its goals and its institutional capacity to fulfil them. The characteristics that 

were originally seen as advantages, such as the diversity of the actors and the open concept of security, 

turned out to also have their drawbacks. 

 

The assessment gave various and detailed recommendations concerning ENVSEC’s future work. In 

particular, it called for more attention to building strong national counterparts in the target countries, 

ensuring local participation and improving its monitoring and evaluation functions. It cautioned against 

turning ENVSEC too much into an organisation of its own and rather emphasised strengthening the 

existing partnership structure. On the other hand, it proposed a number of ways to improve ENVSEC’s 

administration, which to some extent might have been in contradiction with a loose organisational 

structure.170  

 

At a more fundamental level, the assessment strongly argued for adopting a ‘narrow definition of 

security’ which would enable strengthening ‘a clear niche and identity’. Moreover, it argued that ‘a 

“human security” definition is definitely much too large: it reinforces the natural tendency of partner 

agencies to broaden the scope such as to enlarge the project portfolio, it creates too much overlap 

between their own mandates and ENVSEC’s thus broadly defined mandate and may thus turn them from 

partners into competitors.’ A more useful definition was to be found from linkages to national and 

political security and conflict potential. On the other hand, the trans-boundary dimension alone did not 

                                                
167 Stiefel 2009, 6. 
168 Stiefel 2009, 14. 
169 Stiefel 2009, 16. 
170 Stiefel 2009, 20-30. 
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warrant security relevance as it would have also broadened the concept too much.171 The assessment 

thus proposed a nearly complete reversal of ENVSEC’s take on its conceptualisation of security.  

 

In its discussion of the assessment, ENVSEC’s Management Board emphasised the conclusion that 

ENVSEC’s thematic focus was highly relevant. It also acknowledged the finding that ENVSEC had faced 

‘typical challenges of growth at management and governance levels as the scope and complexity of its 

work expanded’.172 While many participants of the workshop agreed that the recommendations of the 

assessment were good, some noted that they were difficult to put into practice. Only a few participants 

noted the issue of defining security and no concrete suggestions about a narrower concept were 

made.173   However, the need to clarify the ENVSEC mandate was mentioned as the first among the 

following steps to be taken to reform the initiative, accompanied with the intention that the ‘purpose 

statement and definition of the concept of ‘security’ will be further developed with the aim of finding a 

practical solution.’174  

 

The self-reflection continued in 2010 as the Finnish Ministry for Foreign Affairs commissioned its own 

evaluation of ENVSEC. It echoed the previous assessments in concluding that the ENVSEC approach was 

unique and the projects generally relevant to their stakeholders. However, it repeated the observation 

that the security linkages of ENVSEC’s work were not communicated thoroughly at the ground level and 

the project documents often lacked clear outcomes related to environment and security. The Finnish 

assessment also criticised the lack of monitoring and follow-up in ENVSEC activities.175  

 

In 2011, ENVSEC organised a roundtable on environment and security, focusing on the ways in which 

international cooperation should deal with the linkage. The event was not a follow-up to the findings of 

the previous evaluations, however, as the background paper and other documents did not refer to those. 

In fact, the discussion rather neglected the work already done on the topic and failed to utilise it. Yet as 

the participants were mostly from the ENVSEC partner organisations or close stakeholders, the aim of 

the event was not to communicate the environment and security linkage to new audiences, nor to gain 

                                                
171 Stiefel 2009, 23-24. 
172 ENVSEC Strategic workshop 1 July 2009, 2. 
173 ENVSEC Strategic workshop 1 July 2009, 2-6. 
174 ENVSEC Strategic workshop 1 July 2009, 9. 
175 ENVSEC: Evaluation: ENVSEC (Environment and Security Initiative. Report 17.11.2010, Gaia Consulting Oy. 
ENVSEC 2010, 32-34. Available at 
http://www.envsec.org/publications/Evaluation%20of%20ENVSEC_November%202010.pdf (Last visited 30 Sep 2017).  



245 

 

new perspectives from the outside. Instead it continued with an introspective consideration of 

ENVSEC’s own work and ways to develop it.176   

 

The discussion did still set out to tackle critical questions. Among these, it considered whether the 

environment and security approach had actually strengthened capacities to respond to crises and if 

there was willingness within the international community to pursue it as a consortium. In addition, it 

looked into the extent to which countries had taken environmental security up as a means to pursue 

regional peace and stability and to what extent it was ‘demand-driven’ from the side of the countries or 

‘supply-driven’ by donors.177 The roundtable thus examined whether ENVSEC had been successful at 

mainstreaming the approach within both the international and the regional community. In other words, 

the partners at least to some extent recognised difficulties in the securitisation process and wanted to 

address them.  

 

However, the internal reflection either did not go very deep or was not discussed on public record. The 

outcomes of the event emphasised the ‘demand-driven character of the work’178, suggesting that the call 

for further environmental security work did indeed come from the target countries. This, however, is in 

contradiction to the analysis in the present study, which has consistently concluded that the initiative 

and therefore ‘supply’ of environmental security work overwhelmingly came from the international 

organisations. This was echoed by many of the actors who have observed the process either within 

ENVSEC organisations themselves or as close stakeholders.179  

 

The demand-driven approach may therefore in fact refer to the regional consultations and underlying 

effort of ENVSEC to listen to the interests of the target countries in project planning. However, this is a 

very weak interpretation of demand. The fact that ENVSEC was willing to consult with the countries 

does not by any means amount to a demand for environmental security coming from their side. In this 

sense, the wording was misleading and does not give the impression that ENVSEC was willing or able to 

address the lack of demand in its future work.  

 

                                                
176  ENVSEC: Background paper for Roundtable on environment and security. Environment and Security Partners 
Meeting, 5 October 2011, Brussels. (Roundtable on environment and security 5 October 2011). Available at 
http://www.envsec.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=19&lang=en&Itemid=136 (Last visited 
23.9.2017). 
177 Roundtable on environment and security 5 October 2011. 
178 ENVSEC: ENVSEC Meetings: ENVSEC links environment and security. ENVSEC website 2011. Available at 
http://www.envsec.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=19&lang=en& (Last visited 24.9.2017). 
179 E.g. Interview with a senior UNEP officer 19 April 2016 (By Skype); Interview with Frits Schlingemann, Director of 
UNEP Regional Office in Europe 21 April 2016 (By Skype). 
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The discussion about ENVSEC’s efficiency and performance fed into practical implementation to a 

variable degree. While the annual reports in 2009 and 2010 highlighted the need to swiftly move ahead 

with implementing measures to improve the administration and coordination of ENVSEC, the reports 

from 2012 and 2013 make little mention of any kind of results and rather suggest that the work was still 

unfolding. However, by 2012 ENVSEC had succeeded at setting up a Trust Fund which aimed to improve 

donor coordination and facilitate financial reporting and administration.180 Key ENVSEC officials also 

confirmed that the administration of the initiative has systematically increased and become elaborate 

over time.181  

 

The reconsideration of the initiative’s approach to security, on the other hand, has been an ongoing 

process with no clear conclusions. ENVSEC did engage the consultancy Adelphi to prepare a study on 

the security dimension of ENVSEC in 2011.182    According to the Annual Report for 2012, the study on 

‘Advancing the security dimension of ENVSEC’ had provided ‘tools for improved coherence whilst 

addressing security aspects, monitoring and communicating risks, and assessing lessons learned.’183 Yet 

the outcomes of the study were not communicated to the public and no examples were given of concrete 

measures to be taken. Instead, the consideration of security was re-commenced several times over 

without taking into account the conclusions of previous discussions or evaluations. The 2011 

Roundtable is a good example as it made no reference to the recommendations given to ENVSEC 

previously, instead only citing the general global development of the environmental security 

discourse.184  

 

The lack of concrete effort on reconceptualising security was to a great extent due to the strong notion 

shared among key ENVSEC actors that a limited definition of security would be disadvantageous. Even 

the clear recommendations from external evaluators to formulate a more restrictive definition 

eventually did not take place. The perception had prevailed from the very early outlines of ENVSEC’s 

work and it was not considered necessary to modify at later stages. ENVSEC officials themselves did 

recognise the problems associated with the wide definition, such as the constant need for delineation 

between security and development cooperation. Yet they prioritised its pragmatism, pointing out that 

environmental security issues tended to cover a vast array of topics that were all interconnected. This 

                                                
180 ENVSEC 2013, 14. 
181 E.g. Interview with an ENVSEC officer 26 May 2015 (By Skype); Interview with a senior UNEP officer; 19 April 
2016 (By Skype); Interview with Frits Schlingemann, Director of UNEP Regional Office in Europe between 1996 and 
2009; 21 April 2016 (By Skype). 
182 ENVSEC: Environment and Security Initiative (ENVSEC) Chair’s Summary for 2011. ENVSEC 2012a, 3. Available 
at http://www.envsec.org/publications/envsec_osce_chair_report_2011.pdf (Last visited 3.10.2017)  
183 ENVSEC 2013, 14. 
184 Roundtable on environment and security 5 October 2011. 
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made it virtually impossible for them to narrow down the definition of the security to only cover a 

specific segment of issues. 185  Their view was clearly based on experience from the practical 

implementation of cooperation. As it often took a great deal of negotiation and compromise to get 

approval from national stakeholders for projects linking the environment to security in the first place, 

a focus on hard security might have made it virtually impossible to pass through almost any projects. 

 

Apart from the strongly held common ground concerning the definition of environmental security, 

ENVSEC otherwise experienced an increasing disintegration of its objectives after its 10th anniversary. 

As has been concluded in the analysis in the preceding sections, its activities especially in the Western 

Balkans moved further from peace-building and instead merged with general development cooperation 

and sustainable development. The prevailing lack of focus fed into its projects and affected its 

functionality.  

 

Rather than concepts and theoretical approaches, this disorientation was influenced by factors 

concerning administration and coordination. According to the ENVSEC actors and stakeholders 

themselves, the reforms aiming for a more formal administration in fact caused a lot of new problems 

instead of solving old ones. New reporting and financial arrangements pleased funding institutions but 

required heavy administration.  This led to the evaporation of the original idea of flexibility and agility, 

leading ENVSEC to lose some of its ability to take up emerging issues or react to the needs of its regional 

stakeholders. As the role of personal contacts and mutual commitment diminished the initiative also 

started to lose track of its common objectives.186  

 

The adverse development was considerably worsened by the divergence of views among the partner 

organisations. ENVSEC still essentially consisted of six separate organisations, each one prioritising its 

own interest. As these were often difficult to thoroughly reconcile, the partners increasingly took up and 

implemented projects exclusively from their own perspective, thereby disregarding the notion of 

partnership that was supposed to be the primary strength of ENVSEC. The fading importance of personal 

contacts and commitment also played a role here. Instead of a high level of commitment and effort 

shared by individual representatives of the organisation, ENVSEC was increasingly guided by 

bureaucratic principles, which failed to inspire a similar sense of common endeavour.   

 

                                                
185 Interview with Frits Schlingemann, Director of UNEP Regional Office in Europe 21 April 2016 (By Skype); Interview 
with an ENVSEC officer 26 May 2015 (By Skype). 
186 Interview with Frits Schlingemann, Director of UNEP Regional Office in Europe 21 April 2016 (By Skype); Interview 
with the director of an international organisation involved with ENVSEC projects; 8 December 2016 (By Skype). 



248 

 

The discord is also visible in the way in which the representatives of the different partners found fault 

with the other organisations for undermining ENVSEC’s work. The OSCE, in particular, was criticised for 

losing its interest and willingness to take risks in widening the scope of security. It continued to play a 

relatively important role in the initiative, but according to the others mainly implemented projects that 

it would have carried out in any case and therefore failed to contribute additional value to ENVSEC. REC, 

on the other hand, was said to have been included among ENVSEC partners particularly because of its 

experience in mobilising funding from the EU, but to have quickly turned its attention to issues beyond 

the security linkage and thereby not use its leverage to benefit the initiative. It allegedly took over a 

great deal of ENVSEC’s work in the Western Balkans but some considered it not to have been active 

enough in its engagement. Similarly, UNECE was seen to have been passive as a partner, mainly because 

it was a relatively conservative organisation and not inclined to engage in new and risky topics.   Its 

strict reporting regulations were also an important reason why ENVSEC was required to formalise its 

administration as well. Meanwhile, UNEP had its own problems as some of its member states were 

opposed to expanding its mandate beyond strict ecological work and especially to a controversial field 

like security. Therefore, it was not always considered a staunchly committed partner in ENVSEC.187 

 

The complaints about other organisations are not merely vindictive slandering of supposed partners, 

but rather an indication of the inevitable challenges in a partnership of such a large number of different 

organisations. Cooperation ran smoothly as long as it remained relatively small in scale and was directed 

by the original initiators of the work who were personally committed to the idea. A significant expansion 

of activities was perhaps bound to lead to problems along the way. ENVSEC’s predicament was further 

worsened by its unconventional and indistinct subject matter that lacked the power to fully consolidate 

the efforts of the partners.  

 

During the 2010s, ENVSEC’s work has suffered additionally from external factors. The linkage of  the 

environment to security has no longer been regarded as the innovative new approach it once was, yet it 

also hasn’t become established as a standard approach. Due to the general financial crisis, there has 

been less financing overall, and funding agencies have tended to favour projects on more generalised 

development cooperation. This has forced ENVSEC to frame its activities in ways that would attract 

funding.188 In a brochure from 2016, for instance, ENVSEC clearly highlighted the relevance of its work 

                                                
187 The information is based on the interview with a senior UNEP officer 19 April 2016 (By Skype); interview with Frits 
Schlingemann, Director of UNEP Regional Office in Europe 21 April 2016 (By Skype) and Interview with the director 
of an international organisation involved with ENVSEC projects; 8 December 2016 (By Skype). 
188  Interview with an ENVSEC officer 26 May 2015 (By Skype); Interview with the director of an international 
organisation involved with ENVSEC projects; 8 December 2016 (By Skype). 
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in more general contexts such as the Sustainable Development Goals and green economy.189 While 

sustainable development undeniably is linked to all aspects of environmental security, as ENVSEC actors 

themselves insisted, the relevance of green economy is far less obvious and implies it was used primarily 

as a catch phrase to attract interest.  

 

Among all ENVSEC regions, the Western Balkans is the one where funding has especially diminished 

since the individual countries have moved further into the EU accession process,  while the region has 

come to be less and less regarded as a post-conflict region. At the same time, ENVSEC’s own focus had 

started to shift towards other regions, particularly Central Asia and the Caucasus, where the 

environmental security problems may appear more acute.190 This tendency has also raised concern as 

many of the environmental security problems identified in the Western Balkans still remain. As one 

ENVSEC actor observed, some of these are quite acute, such as the treatment of hazardous waste.191 In 

addition, it certainly cannot be claimed that ENVSEC would have achieved its objectives on building 

regional stability and enhancing cooperation among the countries. 

 

However, ENVSEC has not completely ceased its activities in the Balkans. In fact, it still held a regional 

meeting in 2016 and outlined five priorities for the work programme for South Eastern Europe. These 

were essentially the same as before: Supporting bilateral and regional dialogue and cooperation on 

environment and security risks, Management and reduction of trans-boundary risks from hazardous 

activities, Management of shared natural resources, Strengthening regional cooperation in 

environmental governance and participation, and Adaptation to climate security risks.192  

 

The programme was explicitly linked to the UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the 2015 

Paris Agreement on climate change. It also made a point of using and supporting ‘to an even greater 

degree the EU integration process to sustain political will and results’.193 The global context of ENVSEC’s 

work in the region and its wider relevance to sustainable development were thus clearly highlighted. 

These wider linkages also were conveniently compatible with EU accession objectives.  

 

                                                
189 ENVSEC: ENVSEC - The Environment and Security Initiative: Transforming Risks into Co-operation. Brochure, 
ENVSEC 2016. Available at http://www.osce.org/secretariat/245211?download=true (Last visited 6.10.2017).  
190 Interview with Marc Baltes, Deputy Co-Ordinator for Economic and Environmental Activities of the OSCE between 
2000 and 2011; 25 April 2016 (By phone). 
191 Interview with Frits Schlingemann, Director of UNEP Regional Office in Europe 21 April 2016 (By Skype). 
192 ENVSEC: Regional Coordination Meeting for South Eastern Europe, June 28–30, 2016 Tirana. Joint statement (Joint 
Statement of the regional coordination meeting 28-30 June 2016). Available at 
http://documents.rec.org/events/ENVSEC_RM_SEE%202016-JointStatement.pdf (Last visited 6.10.2017).  
193 Joint Statement of the regional coordination meeting 28-30 June 2016. 
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In the discussion at the meeting representatives of UNECE and UNEP underlined ‘the need to strengthen 

regional cooperation’ and went on to list a number of specific environmental problems that it needed to 

address. These included ‘heavy industrial pollution in urban industrial areas and in the mining sector,  

insufficient water technology and infrastructure, and poor preparedness and rescue and emergency 

assistance in the event of floods and fires’.194 This suggests that ENVSEC officials had no illusions about 

having solved environmental security problems in the Western Balkans and fully recognised the need 

for further and better targeted action.   

 

Yet neither the Joint Statement nor the meeting minutes give a clear idea as to how ENVSEC is planning 

to implement its work programme and whether it will be significantly altered in order to achieve results. 

The key actors close to ENVSEC confirmed that doubts about the future of the initiative linger, especially 

in the  context of the Western Balkans. In particular, the lack of sources of financing is a continuous 

concern. Even among ENVSEC actors, there are worries that the initiative has got stuck promoting the 

approach it has developed and which no longer attracts financing.195  

 

In evaluating its work and presenting it to the public, ENVSEC has tended to focus on individual projects 

and success stories rather than the overall methods and practices guiding it. In the 10th anniversary 

booklet, however, it also included a description of the best practices that its work had brought about. 

These reflect the principles that ENVSEC built upon from early on. Regional assessments and 

cartographical portrayal were still given as major modes of action, as was the use of multilateral 

environmental agreements as a tool for cooperation. Aarhus Centres and high-level conferences were 

now also included in the toolkit. Joint programming and implementation as well as providing solutions 

and catalysing action were mentioned as the best practices guiding the cooperation between ENVSEC 

and the regional counterparts. In addition, the ENVSEC partnership itself was mentioned as an example 

of successful cooperation between different organisations.196  

 

The booklet emphasises that the best practices are supposed to ‘offer an insight into solutions that can 

potentially be replicated in different contexts’.197 In addition, they give perspective into what ENVSEC 

itself considered the essence of its work. Most importantly, the list indiscriminately includes practices 

that are mainly relevant for overall project management as well as ones focusing strictly on 

environmental security practices. While both are likely to be useful to apply in other contexts, it shows 

that ENVSEC did not see a special role for itself in developing the field of environmental security through 

                                                
194 ENVSEC Regional Meeting 28–30 June 2016, 3. 
195 Interview with a senior UNEP officer 19 April 2016 (By Skype). 
196 ENVSEC 2013b, 40-42.  
197 ENVSEC 2013b, 40. 
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new practices. These were something that emerged as a part of ENVSEC’s work overall, but not 

emphasised as a specific result of developing the field of environmental security.  

 

The practices also remain at a relatively general level, to the extent that some are difficult to tell apart 

from the points that are presented as the added value of the ENVSEC approach in the anniversary 

booklet. For example, joint implementation essentially covers the same ground as ‘a participatory 

approach’, which is presented as an added value.198 Here ENVSEC seems to have followed its imprecise 

definition of environmental security, which enabled a wide scope of measures to apply it. Yet especially 

within the security sector, the adoption of the kind of new concept that ENVSEC aimed to offer might 

have required more specific practices derived directly from actual projects.  

 

An ENVSEC brochure from 2016 takes a step further into determining specific practices strictly on 

environmental security. It presents the ENVSEC methodology in four phases: regional assessments, 

national and regional consultations, regional work programmes, and project implementation and 

lessons learned. The methodology is complemented with ‘ENVSEC Highlights’, but in fact is a list of 

project topics. The majority of these could also be described as environmental security practices, such 

as trans-boundary water-cooperation on river basins, community-based disaster risk reduction, Aarhus 

Centres and environmental journalism.199  

 

Overall, however, presentations of concrete modes of action were directed to the public and 

stakeholders as a show of ENVSEC’s achievements. Meeting documents show that they have rarely been 

discussed from the point of view of creating new practices to apply in future work. Rather than 

concentrate its activities into specific practices, it has continued to take on almost anything that can be 

linked to environmental security. This has also hindered ENVSEC’s effectiveness in transmitting 

environmental security discourse into policy. 

 

A great deal of the stock-taking after ENVSEC’s 10th anniversary has intended to direct its future course. 

This does not support the idea that the initiative was wrapping up its activities. The ahead-looking 

perspective may also be one way of ensuring that the work would continue. Despite diminished funding 

and other difficulties, many of the actors involved are still committed to maintaining the initiative in 

some form or another. This also applies to the Western Balkans. Meanwhile, as the analysis above has 

shown, environmental security discourse is also dependent on shifts in policy discussion on a wider 

scale. In other words, the demand for ENVSEC’s work may yet rise if the linkages between the 

                                                
198 ENVSEC 2013b, 44. 
199 ENVSEC 2016. 



252 

 

environment and security gain more attention, as has to some extent happened with the onset of the 

climate security discussion. ENVSEC’s future role therefore is not fully in its own hands and remains 

difficult to predict.  

 

 5.9 Local applications of environmental human security 

 

The experience of the Aarhus Centres shows that the human security approach enabled access to local 

level actors and allowed them to adjoin their own topics and concerns to the environmental security 

agenda. In addition, it didn’t carry the negative associations of the conflict approach, as discussed in 

Section 4. It therefore provided ideal grounds for local environmental security initiatives. However, as 

the examination of the Aarhus project suggests, local actors were not particularly engaged from the 

environmental security angle even when they did take ownership, but rather tended to focus on other 

aspects in the cooperation. Therefore, locally initiated activities on environmental human security have 

remained rare.  

 

The main NGO actor in the field was Environmental Ambassadors, as was already discussed in Section 

4. It was influenced by the work of ENVSEC partners, and initially also took the approach of conflict 

prevention and regional cooperation to environmental security. As its work progressed, however, it 

increasingly drifted towards a very broad range of sustainable development issues, eventually even 

changing its name into “Environmental Ambassadors for Sustainable Development” (EASD)200 in 2012.  

 

Already in 2008, Environmental Ambassadors carried out a project called ‘Local Environmental 

Security’ in the municipalities of Bujanovac, Medveđa, Leskovac, Vranje, Prokuplje, Pirot and Prijepolje 

in Serbia. It was implemented with support and close cooperation from the OSCE Mission in Serbia, 

which had also chosen the target municipalities and was therefore partly responsible for the initiation 

of the project. Yet  Environmental Ambassadors can be said to have effectively taken over responsibility 

for the project as a whole and therefore did not merely implement ideas created by the OSCE.  

 

The stated aim of the project was to promote ‘the connection between democracy, human security and 

environment; to strengthen the local self-government as well as organisations that represent the civil 

sector; and to encourage active citizen participation in the development of mechanisms for identifying 

                                                
200 For simplicity, the organisation will henceforth be referred to as EASD even when discussing the time before the 
name change. 
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and getting responses related to environmental problems.’201 The idea was that ‘risks as well as risk 

perception must be assessed, bearing in mind the fact that environmental issues are one of the most 

important requirements and values for a high quality of life for human beings.’202 The project was 

carried out in close cooperation with local authorities and the communities as a whole. It used 

interviews and workshops to allow local people themselves to identify major environmental security 

concerns in each municipality.  

 

The findings of the project raised waste and water management issues as main concerns at the local 

level and gave both good and bad examples of how these had been dealt with in the municipalities. The 

project therefore mainly focused on human health and pollution, but also considered the regulatory role 

of municipal services and local administration. As one measure to address the problems revealed, the 

project was said to have achieved a ‘better communication and cooperation between citizens and the 

local self-governments’. In many ways, this corresponds with the goals of the Aarhus project – which 

was only started full-on in Serbia in 2010-11. Therefore, rather than merely replicating the 

environmental security objectives of international organisations, the EASD project was in fact well 

ahead of its time.  

 

The findings also provided insight into different perceptions of environmental threats and problems at 

the local level. In some of the target municipalities, overall environmental awareness was described as 

‘insufficient’.203 Yet in all cases it was possible to trace popular perceptions of especially threatening 

environmental problems or ecological values that particularly were considered to require protection. 

These findings also revealed conflicting views within the communities about the utilisation of local 

natural resources and acceptable levels of environmental damage. Further still, the project aimed to find 

‘a subjective view of the environmental status (citizen opinions) as well as an objective performance 

(data related to analysis of municipal documents), and to get by comparison of these two approaches a 

realistic “picture” of the environmental status’.204 At the same time, it went some way to showing that 

there were differences between perceived and actual environmental threats, and that this division 

potentially had a role in their management.   

 

Indeed, the project placed a significant emphasis on the concept of environmental security. Not only was 

it the central term in the project title and plan, the ‘[p]resentation of the local environmental security 

                                                
201 OSCE Serbia: Projekat Bezbednost Životne Sredine – Project Local Environmental Security. Report, OSCE Serbia 
2009, 3. Available at http://www.osce.org/serbia/38688?download=true (Last visited 19.7.2017). 
202 OSCE Serbia 2009, 2.  
203 OSCE Serbia 2009, 6. 
204 OSCE Serbia 2009, 5 (emphasis in the original). 



254 

 

concepts’205 for the local stakeholders was featured as one of the phases of the activities. In other words, 

there was an actual attempt to introduce the concept to the stakeholders, rather than merely expecting 

it to be conveyed through other project activities. By primarily giving the local actors a chance to 

consider and express their perceptions of environmental security and threats, the project also allowed 

them to participate in a concrete way and to engage themselves in the securitisation process.  

 

Consistent with earlier cases, the local perspectives again emphasised topics that focused on human 

security. However, the EASD project took the approach to a more concrete level than some of the 

ENVSEC work discussed above as it charted actual problems facing the local communities and presented 

potential solutions to them. It was also able to show that the main concerns at the local level were 

relatively consistent in that they centred around waste and water management. The project therefore 

provided convenient grounds for continuing the environmental security work at the local level without 

necessarily having to significantly broaden it to other fields like the Aarhus project tended to do.   

 

From the point of view of securitisation, the EASD project even went slightly beyond its goal of ‘adapting 

the ENVSEC Initiative to the local level’.206 Like ENVSEC, it directly addressed the stakeholders in order 

to allow them to report the issues that they found the most threatening, but additionally also attempted 

to include them in the environmental security context by raising awareness on this specific topic. The 

EASD project also tied together the strategic mapping process and the solutions for implementation in 

a more direct way than ENVSEC. Here it of course had the advantage that it was working much closer to 

the communities and could therefore more easily combine the different sides and stakeholders of the 

project.  

 

After the ‘Local Environmental Security’ project, however, EASD almost entirely quit its work on the 

security topic. While it may have been included in some of the activities as a sub-topic, it was no longer 

featured in its project titles or examined in any visible way.207 Instead, EASD almost fully focused on 

sustainable development and environmental education. To some extent, this is consistent with the 

human security approach it had applied to its work before, but with the security dimension omitted.  

 

The sudden shift of focus was not caused by a lapse in interest on the part of EASD itself, but on that of 

donor agencies. According to a representative of the organisation, it has been impossible to get external 

funding for environmental security projects since the early 2010s. Meanwhile, the EU integration 

                                                
205 OSCE Serbia 2009, 3. 
206 OSCE Serbia 2009, 2. 
207 See EASD project references for 2004-2011 at http://ambassadors-env.com/en/about/reference-2004-2011/ and from 
2012 onwards at http://ambassadors-env.com/en/about/references-2012/ (Last visited 21.7.2017); also confirmed by 
Interview with EASD Honorable President Prof. Andjelka Mihajlov 17 May 2017 (Communication by e-mail). 
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process has emphasised other issues such as climate change and sustainable development. As EASD also 

has expertise on these, it has refocused its work accordingly in order to be able to function at all. Its 

interest in environmental security has not faded, but at the moment it is limited to only examining it 

through research and as a theoretical concept. However, the EASD representative argued that the 

organisation seeks to use all possible support to re-activate environmental security as a core issue in 

the regional discourse.208  

 

The lack of donor support was a part of the wider tendency also felt by ENVSEC. The short window 

during which international donor agencies had shown a surge in interest in environmental security in 

the Western Balkans was starting to close, and even larger actors like ENVSEC found it increasingly 

difficult to gain funding for this purpose.209 For civil society organisations the situation was even more 

challenging, not least because environmental security had never quite become established at the local 

level. This trend was accentuated by the fact that the Western Balkans was no longer considered 

primarily as a post-conflict region, which closed off some funding opportunities. The main source of 

funding for environmental issues was the EU, which inevitably directed the agenda towards cooperation 

that reflects EU’s objectives. For these same reasons, even ENVSEC started to increasingly focus its work 

in its other regions, primarily Central Asia and Southern Caucasus, for which more funding was 

available.210  

 

In addition, as discussed already in Section 4, EASD was an exception among NGOs in terms of its 

environmental security interest. While it is an interesting curiosity as an organisation that at least partly 

emerged from local cooperation with ENVSEC, it is a strictly unrepresentative example of civil society 

in the region. It would seem that neither did EASD nor other representatives of NGOs, nor ENVSEC 

partner organisations in the region have any knowledge of similar initiatives emerging from the 

grassroots.211 Even the locally oriented applications of environmental security were unable to generate 

activity on the topic. Therefore, civil society work on environmental security has ceased after EASD was 

forced to wind down its activities on the topic. 

 

                                                
208 Interview with EASD Honorable President Prof. Andjelka Mihajlov 17 May 2017 (Communication by e-mai). 
209 Interview with an ENVSEC officer 26 May 2015 (By Skype); Interview with Marc Baltes, Deputy Co-Ordinator for 
Economic and Environmental Activities of the OSCE between 2000 and 2011; 25 April 2016 (By phone). 
210 Interview with the director of an international organisation involved with ENVSEC projects; 8 December 2016 (By 
Skype). 
211 Interview with EASD Honorable President Prof. Andjelka Mihajlov 17 May 2017 (Communication by e-mai); 
Communication with a national focal point from the region; 9 January 2017 (Communication by e-mail); Interview with 
a representative from the Aarhus Centre in Sarajevo; 19 May 2017 (Communication by e-mail); Interview with a 
representative from the Aarhus Centre in Banja Luka; 30 June 2017 (Communication by e-mail). 
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At the national level, the adoption of environmental security remains equally low as in the case of the 

conflict and cooperation approach. According to a representative of EASD, the recognition of 

environmental security among relevant authorities and administrative bodies was very low. Although 

ENVSEC has undoubtedly had good cooperation with national administrations, the concept has not 

spread beyond individual contact points. These contacts focused on the practical benefits of 

environmental security cooperation rather than on developing the concept itself. For example, when 

asked about the specific benefits of the environmental security approach, one of the national focal points 

only mentioned issues related to general project management and implementation as opposed to 

anything dependent on the security linkage.212 

 

Even Aarhus Centre representatives, who themselves essentially served as a link communicating 

environmental security to both the public and to authorities, pointed out the low awareness and a lack 

of engagement from the administrative structures on the topic. This was partly seen as a shortcoming 

in the context of the various Aarhus projects that specifically aimed at addressing the role of the 

authorities, but it was also considered to emanate from a lack of interest in the topic in the first place.213 

In other words, the locally focused ENVSEC activities were no more effective than the conflict and 

cooperation ones in instilling environmental security awareness on a wider scale. 

 

As something of an exception, the authorities did demonstrate an emerging interest in climate security 

and especially disaster risk reduction. This development, observed by NGO actors and ENVSEC 

representatives alike,214 started after the floods of 2014 and clearly reflected a new acknowledgement 

of the need to pre-empt damage through preparedness. While the concern has primarily focused on 

human health and well-being at the community level, thus suggesting a human security orientation, the 

actors relevant to solving climate and disaster risks tend to represent traditional security sector 

authorities. The topic therefore has a high potential to engage a wide range of actors into environmental 

security. However, as has been discussed before, the disaster and climate work is not explicitly linked 

to environmental security, but rather seen separately as a field of its own. It is also very likely that the 

prevalence of this discussion distracted some of the attention away from other environmental security 

issues. Therefore, it has not been a significant factor for the securitisation of the environment. 

 

                                                
212 Communication with a national focal point from the region; 9 January 2017 (Communication by e-mail). 
213 Interview with a representative from the Aarhus Centre in Sarajevo; 19 May 2017 (Communication by e-mail); 
Interview with a representative from the Aarhus Centre in Banja Luka; 30 June 2017 (Communication by e-mail). 
214 Interview with a representative from the Aarhus Centre in Sarajevo; 19 May 2017 (Communication by e-mail); 
Communication with a national focal point from the region; 9 January 2017 (Communication by e-mail); Interview with 
an ENVSEC officer 26 May 2015 (By Skype). 
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Policy documents from the Western Balkan countries form a picture that corresponds to the previous 

observations. As has been discussed in Section 4 environmental security does feature in strategic 

documents in the security sector, but in a highly intangible manner in terms of implementation. The 

human security perspective does not change this outlook. In fact, the environment is usually only 

mentioned among other unconventional security threats, such as economic and health aspects. In this 

sense, their appearance in the strategies implies the need to acknowledge a certain group of factors in 

the margins of security rather than a concrete intention to react to them.  This, however, is not unique 

to the Balkan countries but a relatively common way to include environmental issues into security 

strategies in various countries, including Western European ones.215   

 

There are differences between the countries, although their general positioning is similar. The Serbian 

Strategy for National Security is exceptionally detailed in its acknowledgement of environmental threats 

already in the very beginning of the paper as it describes the global security environment.216 Further on, 

it points to the uncontrolled use of natural resources as a potential challenge that threatens the right of 

humans to a healthy environment.217 Such remarks suggest an understanding of the ways in which 

ecological factors may threaten human welfare and security. On the other hand, the strategy overall 

demonstrates a very wide and comprehensive recognition of the economic, ecological, health, political 

and other aspects of security, including also issues such as drug use and religious sects. 218  Yet 

environmental issues are also mentioned in the Serbian Defence Strategy 219 , demonstrating some 

consistency in the engagement with the topic.  

 

Despite a general increase of interest in disaster risk reduction after the floods of 2014, the documents 

do not feature a particular focus on natural disasters. This is also because most of the strategies date 

back to before the floods. However, the topic has not been thoroughly neglected. For example, the 

Ministry of Defence in Bosnia-Herzegovina has a section for ‘Defence and the floods’ on its website, 

mostly focusing on the reaction of the authorities to the flooding.220 The authorities have also worked 

                                                
215 See e.g. Brzoska, M.: Climate change as a driver of security policy. In Scheffran, J. et al. (eds.) Climate Change, 
Human Security and Violent Conflict. Springer, Berlin Heidelberg 2012, 165-184. 
216  Republika Srbija: Strategija nacionalne bezbednosti Republike Srbije. Belgrade, April 2009, 3. Available at 
http://www.vba.mod.gov.rs/strategija_-20nacionalne_bezbednosti_lat.pdf (Last visited 15.8.2017).  
217 Republika Srbija 2009, 11. 
218 Republika Srbija 2009, 11. 
219  Republika Srbija: Strategija odbrane Republike Srbije. Belgrade, April 2009, 7. Available at 
http://www.vba.mod.gov.rs/strategija_odbrane_lat.pdf (Last visited 15.8.2017). 
220  Ministarstvo odbrane Bosne i Hercegovine: Poplave i odbrana. Website, 2014. 
http://www.mod.gov.ba/aktuelnosti/Poplave_i_odbrana/Archive.aspx?template_id=144&pageIndex=1 (Last visited 
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with international organisations, such as UN agencies, to develop actions to prepare for disasters, but 

these have generally not integrated the traditional security sector specifically.221 

 

Even within the Ministries and authorities of the regional countries that were directly involved in 

environmental security, the awareness generally is not widespread. Especially at higher political levels 

the regional representatives participating in meetings and events do not necessarily have a clear idea of 

what environmental security entails and therefore sometimes have criticisms and comments that are 

not directly relevant to the activities that are discussed.222 This has also hindered decision-making and 

project implementation. 

 

The environment has thus not entered into the mainstream of regional security discourse in the sense 

envisioned by international actors like ENVSEC. While there has been some recognition of the security 

aspects of the environment, it has not been adopted by traditional security institutions. Likewise, 

environmental security has not been taken up as a topic by the regional civil society. Environmental 

Ambassadors is a significant exception, but even in its case the environmental security activities have 

wound to a halt due to the lack of financing and interest in the region. Consequently, no new 

environmental security practices have emerged at the regional or local levels.  

 

It would also be difficult to point to direct linkages through which the acknowledgement in Defence 

Strategies are an outcome of specific international activities. In the case of Croatia, for instance, 

ecological and climatic factors were already featured in a Defence Strategy that dates back to 2002,223 

which is prior to the establishment of ENVSEC. However, the general attention given to environmental 

remediation in the international post-conflict cooperation may well have inspired some of the 

acknowledgements, especially as international organisations often assisted also in the preparation of 

strategic documents for the regional countries. With regard to the civil society, the influence of 

international organisations and especially ENVSEC in the establishment of Environmental Ambassadors 

is obvious and, through the human security dimension also contributed to the NGO’s later focus on 

sustainable development. Again, the EASD is the exception that confirms the rule rather than a typical 

representative of the civil society.  

 

                                                
221  E.g. UNDP 2016; OSCE Serbia: Local Communities and Challenges of Torrential Floods. Manual for local 
communities and civil society organisations. OSCE Serbia June 2015. Available at 
http://www.osce.org/serbia/148301?download=true (Last visited 16.8.2017)  
222 Interview with Marc Baltes, Deputy Co-Ordinator for Economic and Environmental Activities of the OSCE between 
2000 and 2011; 25 April 2016 (By phone). 
223  Vlada Republike Hrvatske: Strateški Pregled Obrane. 2002. Available at http://narodne-
novine.nn.hr/clanci/sluzbeni/full/2013_08_101_2285.html (last visited 16.8.2017). 
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Human security did not turn out to be any more opportune as an approach to environmental security 

for local and regional actors than was conflict and cooperation. Its subject matter focusing on the 

community level, individuals and sustainable development, could have provided grounds for local 

initiative. However, it seems to have been too close to general sustainable development objectives, 

which were far more fitting to the agendas of civil society organisations and local authorities alike. The 

security element was an unnecessary addition to environmental topics and may even have been 

perceived as inexpedient, so there was no reason to initiate projects tackling it.  

 

International environmental security actors quite thoroughly failed at convincing their regional 

audience about the benefits of linking environmental security. The lack of initiatives stemming from the 

region does not mean that the linkage was rejected outright, and the fact that various projects 

implemented by international actors did take place shows that it indeed wasn’t. Yet a genuine interest 

in the topic continues to be lacking. Actors from the region have so far not emerged as environmental 

security actors, nor have they contributed to the development of associated practices. In the purely local 

context, the environment can therefore be said to not have been securitised. 

 

 

5.10 Conclusions: Human security and the environment in the Western Balkans 

 

Human security was only gradually introduced into environmental securitisation because the focus of 

the agents was so strongly on the conflict approach. As an approach, it widened the scope of activities 

and in many cases made them more relevant to the regional and local actors involved, but did also have 

the effect of spreading out the scope of environmental security to an extensive degree. The elements of 

securitisation were in many ways identical to those in the conflict approach, with some differences 

especially in the emerging strategies and practices . A full overview of the framework is presented in 

Table 5.1 below. 

 

Table 5.1 Securitisation framework of the environmental human security approach 

 

Agents   

ES organi-

sations 

REReP Kept the issue on the agenda; mainly as a by-product of 

an effort to stabilise the region. Not an active agent. 
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Those who contribute to 

or resist security 

processes 

OSCE Agent; securitisation of environment as a wider process 

to identify new activities for the organisation; 

exploration of new practices and policies. 

ENVSEC Agent; securitisation of environment as the main 

function of the programme; raising the issue on the 

agenda through high level politicisation; exploration of 

new practices and policies. 

Balkan Task Force Introduced the concept of environment as a 

humanitarian issue; brought it to the idea although was 

not a deliberate securitising actor. 

Administrations in WB 

countries 

Audience to security claims, partner in some cases and 

opponent in some. 

Local civil society Audience to security claims; agent in exceptional cases. 

International 

community 

Audience to security claims, partner in some cases and 

opponent in some. 

Their power relations ES organisations* – 

Administrations in WB 

countries 

ES organisations in control of funding and had 

considerable leverage over topics of cooperation. 

However, regional governments as gatekeepers for 

project implementation. 

ES organisations* –

Local civil society 

Initially low interaction but intensifying over time. ES 

organisations in power position but relatively little 

leverage over NGOs. 

International 

community – ES 

organisations*  

International community in control of the goals of the 

cooperation; ES organisations could lobby for their 

cause.  

Intra-regional and 

domestic power 

relations 

Governments in power position but NGOs supported by 

international funding. Objectives often coinciding, 

sometimes conflicting. 

ES organisations* Expert role, diplomatic towards the region. 
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Their personal identities 

and social identity 

Administrations in WB 

countries 

Represented national interests, neutral on 

environmental security. 

Local civil society Represented the local people both in their own view and 

that of the ES organisations. 

The referent 

object/subject 

Human 

health/wellbeing 

Major object with regard to mobilising action despite 

the environmental framing; however difficult to entirely 

separate from the environment. 

Environment Framed as the main object although became the centre 

of attention mostly due to the threats posed to humans 

(through environment).   

Regional stability Often the main object seen as threatened, needed to be 

secured through environmental cooperation. 

Actions   

Language Meeting documents Records of discussions from official meetings 

Project plans and 

reports 

Reports issued by ES organisations 

Statements Official statements by ES organisations 

Media materials Brochures, press releases, website articles 

Strategies, metaphors, 

frames 

Environmental security Used by ES organisations as an approach to be adopted 

in regional environmental cooperation. 

Sustainable 

development 

Used by ES organisations to set environmental security 

into its societal context, integrating it to economic and 

social sectors objectives. 

Risk Used by ES organisations as a metaphor for threat 

rendering it calculable and manageable. 

Cooperation  Used by ES organisations as the positive opportunity to 

come out of the environmental security approach. 
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Stability Used by ES organisations as the goal towards which 

both environmental cooperation and regional dialogue 

aimed. 

Dispositif, practices, 

tools 

Regional consultations A tool to gain data, engage the regional audience and 

strengthen commitment to the cooperation. 

Regional environmental 

(security) assessments 

A tool to generate data on trans-boundary 

environmental risks and opportunities in the regional 

context. 

Mapping of 

environmental security 

risks 

A tool for visualising environmental risks to facilitate 

their prevention.  

High-level conferences A way of mainstreaming environmental security into 

high-level political discussion and keep it on the agenda. 

Climate vulnerability 

assessments 

Tool to measure climate risks, build adaptive capacity 

and draw attention to climate change. 

Aarhus centres Tool to facilitate environmental participation and access 

to environmental decision-making; however not 

distinctively a security tool 

Policies generated by 

securitisation 

None Environmental security cooperation adopted and 

reinforced existing policies rather than coming up with 

new ones of its own. 

Contexts   

Proximate Conferences, seminars 

and meetings 

Addressed mainly to the professional audience already 

familiar with and often supportive of environmental 

security. 

Distal  Post-conflict 

cooperation  

Stability-building as a central goal in most activities, 

helped to reinforce the conflict framing. 

Regional relations Tense relations between countries; reluctance to 

cooperate. 



263 

 

Post-socialism Influenced attitudes and practices in the Western 

Balkans; was often undermined by the post-conflict 

framing by ES organisations. 

International 

cooperation 

Wider global trends in international cooperation as a 

factor. 

Post-Cold war Necessity to redefine security; shifting global power 

relations. 

 
 

The Balkan Task Force was more significant for human security than for the conflict approach because 

it framed environmental issues as a humanitarian issue and thus one aspect of human security. This was 

especially consequential as the environmental security organisations otherwise initially tended to focus 

on the conflict aspects of the environment. The BTF brought up environmental effects on human welfare 

and paved the way for incorporating them into the cooperation later on.  

 

Otherwise, the agents and other actors of securitisation and their power relations as well as identities 

are identical to those in the conflict approach. Due to the locally oriented character of human security, 

the local actors may have had a slightly more significant role in this approach, but the overall power 

balance did not shift. The discourse also took place through the same documents, reports and other 

materials as in the conflict case. 

 

The key differences between the approaches are in the strategies that were used. The agents did not 

directly state that they aimed to divide environmental security into its human and conflict sides, but as 

they favoured the conflict approach in the beginning, they emphasised regional cooperation and 

stability. As the activities became more practical and extensive, these terms – or metaphors – started to 

be complemented with sustainable development or related goals. They did not replace the conflict 

framings, but seem to some extent to have reduced the need to justify activities from that point of view.  

 

Sustainable development is also important because it reveals the inter-connectedness of environmental 

security to other sectors. Human security initially mainly came up when it was irrevocably related to 

stability-building as providing the context that would allow peaceful development. As the cooperation 

moved on, human security aspects became increasingly important because they formed such a 

significant part of the practical work. Especially at the local level, acute environmental security 

questions were usually concerned with health, livelihoods or other human security issues rather than 

conflict.  
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Human security also increasingly brought in the concept of risk into the discourse of the environmental 

security organisations. Although it certainly was present also in the conflict approach especially in the 

form of risk assessments, human security activities directed the focus towards risks for ecological and 

human well-being. They also advanced the idea of risk management, best illustrated by the work on 

Disaster Risk Reduction, thus more trenchantly presenting environmental security as something that 

could be governed and controlled.  

 

In other words, human security topics strongly suggest a need to further explore Corry’s riskification 

approach.224 Human security often leads to a comprehensive view that is concerned with vulnerabilities 

rather than threats and that can be implemented through governance rather than prevention. In this 

sense, it is interesting that climate change and disaster risk reduction were topics that many ENVSEC 

actors were initially reluctant to act upon, arguing that these are not at the core of security and therefore 

not relevant to the programme. In effect, ENVSEC actors themselves initially made a distinction between 

riskification and securitisation without explicitly spelling out the dynamic.  

 

On the other hand, the decision to eventually increasingly include risk-oriented work within ENVSEC’s 

scope is also important. It can be seen either as a shift towards riskification rather than securitisation, 

and thereby a change in the character of ENVSEC as a securitising agent. However, it can also be seen as 

a shift in the security perception of the actors involved, inching towards an even more comprehensive 

view. This divide goes back to the question as to whether securitisation and riskification are considered 

separate or overlapping processes, which needs some more discussion. 

  

The increasing riskification seems to  support the conclusion that the conflict approach was not 

adequate to cover environmental security as a whole. Although the aim was precisely to bring a focus to 

the otherwise wide environmental security discourse, the result was an overly narrow concept that 

simply could not sufficiently cover the security aspects of environmental in practice. Environmental 

security organisations never quite made a stated shift of strategy towards human security, but through 

a gradual process it gained more emphasis. This was already visible at the early stages of ENVSEC’s 

mining project, which was one of the first large-scale projects implemented in practice. In other words, 

the change was directly associated with more practical activities, suggesting that it indeed emerged on 

the basis of the needs of the actors and actions involved. Eventually, projects could focus on human 

security without being primarily planned to promote regional cooperation as a minor addition, as for 

example ENVSEC’s climate change project shows.  

                                                
224 Corry 2012. 
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Overall, human and conflict security goals became increasingly blurred into one another as it did not 

work in practice to separate them. Regional stakeholders tended to emphasise human security goals 

and were more likely to engage in projects that focused on them. At the same time, these activities 

brought up the need for improved regional relations and offered opportunities to work on them. 

ENVSEC’s Aarhus and climate change projects both show how the actors involved, especially local 

representatives of the Aarhus Centres, began to push for increased cooperation among the regional 

countries.  

 

Yet the problem still remained that human security opened up an almost endless range of topics, just as 

the environmental security organisations had observed when they initially elected to focus on the 

conflict approach. Moreover, as the shift towards human security spontaneously progressed through 

implementation rather than as strategic choice, the potential quandaries of expanding the approach 

were still not discussed and ways to counter them were still not developed. As a result, the organisations 

repeatedly ended up returning to the same strategic discussion about how exactly they should 

implement environmental security.  

 

The wide range of human security was problematic especially for securitising agents like ENVSEC, which 

aimed to promote environmental security as a concept per se. In projects that focused on environmental 

democracy, for instance, the security linkage was implicit and not communicated to the local 

stakeholders. Moreover, when problems were complex and inter-connected, such as in the case of the 

mining project, the discussion often separated into specific sectoral impacts on health, the economy and 

others. In the process, the security linkage was easily neglected and remained irrelevant to the regional 

actors. It was fully possible for local stakeholders to closely participate in project activities without ever 

having to adopt any deeper insight into environmental security. This hindered attempts to mainstream 

environmental security into political discourse in the region. 

 

The question is also whether a process can still be considered securitisation if the significant arguments 

are about economics, for instance, rather than security. If a security argument has not been explicitly 

presented to the audience, or if the decisive argument has concerned something else, the audience 

cannot have given its legitimation on security grounds. This applies even if the ensuing activities end up 

preventing security threats, such as health hazards. 

 

As a result, the dissolution of environmental security from sight in the cooperation also affects the way 

in which environmental risks are discussed and perceived. One of the benefits of environmental 

security, particularly in the human security approach, is its potential to point out and examine the 
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interconnections between topics. The Western Balkan case shows that this cross-sectoral perspective is 

difficult to operationalise in practice. However, the poor communication of environmental security at 

the level of implementation suggests that the international organisations were not very efficient at 

carrying out such an effort. From the point of view of both securitisation and the overall efficiency of 

their work, this is a crucial shortcoming as it left environmental security to come across as an abstract 

concept that lacked the potential to set action in motion.  

 

On the other hand, some voices in the literature argue that it is precisely the comprehensive kind of 

security perception that is needed in order to prevent or control threats that will become increasingly 

prevalent in the future, mainly due to climate change. Trombetta225 has argued that an understanding 

of security as risk should be associated with the recognition that it goes between the logic of the 

traditional Copenhagen School, based on violence and the inscription of enemies. Referring to Beck’s 

formulation of risk society, 226  where disorder can be prevented instead of merely controlled, she 

suggests that such new threats require a new set of security practices based on risk management and 

prevention. In essence, this would suggest that traditional security is expanded to include risk 

governance and that riskification is seen as a part of securitisation.  

 

The discussion about securitisation and riskification cannot conclusively be solved here. The Western 

Balkan case does suggests that both processes have similar political consequences, and that one does 

not appear to exclude the possibility of the other. However, a more detailed analysis of both the 

theoretical frameworks and empirical cases is beyond the scope of the present study. As the role of 

human security in contemporary political discourse appears to be rising, the need for further discussion 

on riskification becomes increasingly pertinent.  

 

Meanwhile, securitisation can be explored further with regard the emergence of security practices. Here, 

the problems of implementation become visible. While the wider range of topics as well as the 

orientation towards local level activity yielded opportunities to come up with practical measures, they 

were not commonly turned into more formal practices. In addition, the measures that were developed 

were often not distinctively about security. Therefore, human security gave rise to few additional 

measures apart from the practices already discussed with regard to the conflict and cooperation 

approach. 

 

                                                
225  Trombetta, M. J.: Environmental security and climate change: analysing the discourse. Cambridge Review of 
International Affairs, 21(4) 2008, 585-602. 
226 Beck, U.: Living in the world risk society. Economy and Society, 35:3, 2006, 329–345. 
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Although the environmental security organisations were slow to address climate change in the Western 

Balkans, climate vulnerability assessments became an integral part in the work on adaptation. It was a 

logical continuation to the previous environmental risk assessment work that ENVSEC had been 

carrying out, but distinctively focused on climate impacts. As such, it provided a way to focus attention 

on climate change. The effectiveness of the vulnerability assessment was increased by the floods of 

2014, which were linked to climate change and therefore highlighted the need to develop adaptive 

capacity. It also integrated traditional security actors, especially those among the authorities involved 

in emergency relief efforts. 

 

In comparison, the role of Aarhus Centres is less clear. As they form a permanent structure within local 

communities, they provide an ideal way to communicate environmental security activities and integrate 

grassroots actors. They also have the potential to encourage multi-sectoral work as they can be used for 

almost any kind of environmental work. Conversely, however, this means that the Aarhus Centres have 

little that would define them as security cooperation in particular. While their activities sometimes 

cover topics that can be linked to security, this linkage is hardly ever explicitly made. Therefore, Aarhus 

Centres have ended up as general environmental institutions. They may have an impact in the local 

context especially in strengthening participation, but it is not generated by or dependent on the 

securitisation.  The Centres also do very little to promote environmental security as a concept.  

 

The Aarhus Centres are a good example of how the human security approach easily veered into general 

environmental cooperation rather than environmental security. On the other hand, the climate 

vulnerability assessments show that it was possible to create relevant security practices also within the 

human security approach. However, due to a lack of clear vision about what environmental security was 

and how it was to be implemented, the securitising agents were unable to produce a consistent set of 

activities. As a result, the relevance and added value of environmental security was constantly 

questioned. 

 

Human security also highlights the fact that environmental security organisations paid little attention 

to the development of practices as an objective. ENVSEC, which was the most advanced securitising 

agent by far, did state that it would build capacity and increase awareness, but it rarely explicated the 

specific ways through which it would do this or the practices that would be generated as a result. This 

is an important reason why the environmental security remained an abstract concept throughout the 

process. By systematically forming commonly agreed practices to guide environmental security work, 

the securitising agents would have been better able to convert the concept into implementation 

activities while still adhering to a certain range of activities. As they neither had a definition of 
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environmental security nor a specified set of practices for its implementation, the agents lost a great 

deal of their potential to control and utilise it.  

 

For similar reasons, even the increasing attention to risk did not translate into concrete practices apart 

from the previously mentioned risk assessments and climate vulnerability assessments. While risk 

became a more frequent term in project plans and reports, it was hardly at all discussed at the strategic 

level. Environmental security organisations appear to have failed to recognise its significance as a frame 

for environmental security and thus to have missed the opportunity to structure practices upon it.   

 

The above analysis suggests that the organisations themselves often considered environmental security 

as incremental to their work in general rather than something that needed to be systematically 

formulated. Judging by this, they expected environmental security to largely emerge on its own as a 

result of discussion, as though the concept would justify its own relevance and be taken up by local 

actors. Therefore, the securitising agents did not have a clear plan for the implementation and often 

failed to recognise opportunities to promote their case more efficiently. 

 

As Picture 5.1 shows, the framework of securitisation in the human security approach is similar to that 

made for the conflict approach. In its case, however, the post-conflict context was less prevalent, as the 

issues that it was concerned with were relatively independent of the conflict past. Instead, human 

security discourse tended to be influenced more by the global discourse on environmental cooperation, 

incorporating  strategic choices made at the level of the UN and other world-wide actors.  In addition, 

the consequences on policy differ from the conflict approach by presenting more issue-specific polices 

on disaster risk reduction and climate change. Yet this is also related to the previous point as these two 

topics have been rising in the global environmental discourse. In other words, the context in terms of 

discourses or even specific weather events may in some cases have at least as much of an influence as 

any actions by the securitising agents. 
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Picture 5.1 The Framework of Actions in the Human Security Approach to Environment 

 

 
 

 

 

Overall, the human security approach was not successful in the sense of any audience widely recognising 

environmental security or approving of exceptional measures to be taken to advance it. However, it did 

have an agenda-setting impact by promoting the urgency of environmental problems in the political 

agenda. To some extent, it introduced direct environmental threats to human well-being as risks to 

human security, although still fell short of producing security practices that would deal with these. The 

human security approach also integrated a wider range of actors as stakeholders to discuss and tackle 

environmental problems, although not from the point of view of security. 

 

The activities within the human security approach strengthen the conclusion that obstacles to 

environmental securitisation were based more on the shortcomings of the agents, rather than on any 

Context: 
Post-conflict cooperation 

Global environmental cooperation 
International organisations 

Consequences 
Disaster risk reduction recognised 
as a measure to strengthen human 

security 
Climate change seen as a security 

threat 
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Environmental risk mapping 

High level conferences 
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fundamental implausibility of the environment to be securitised. The organisations did make a distinct 

securitising argument, but for the most part failed to perpetuate this in their actions. Although they did 

to some extent discuss the concept of environmental security and their own roles in promoting it, their 

consideration of the conditions for and consequences of successful securitisation remained relatively 

vague. In particular, they made little effort to implement and mainstream environmental security by 

developing practices or policies. 

 

At the same time, the human security approach also suggests that securitisation does not necessarily 

render environmental issues undemocratic and exclusive. On the contrary, it has the potential to involve 

a wide participation of actors at all levels in the target countries as well as within the international 

community. Due to its focus on the community level, it often even encourages local stakeholders and 

grassroots actors. In this sense, it has been a beneficial influence on environmental democracy, rather 

than a threat to it. 

 

Environmental security thus became wider in terms of activities and stakeholders, but remained 

abstract and unrecognised at the level of policy. At the same time, it evolved to become more 

comprehensive as the human security and conflict approaches became more integrated into one 

another. This consolidation of the concept might still provide opportunities for a more systematic 

approach to putting environmental security into practice, especially combined with the increasing 

attention paid to emerging security threats such as climate change.
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6. Conclusion: Securitisation of the environment in the Western Balkans 
 

In 2014, several Western Balkan countries experienced a crisis when unusually heavy rainfall caused 

severe flooding that left over 50 people dead and caused massive damage. The unexpected events put 

the emergency authorities to the test and, in some cases, revealed crucial weaknesses in their 

preparedness and capacities. At the same time, the rescue and remediation efforts saw the regional 

countries helping one another by providing resources and equipment. The situation also raised concern 

that it might not remain an isolated case but would instead be repeated.1  

 

The reaction to the floods reflects some aspects of the evolution of the environmental security discourse 

in the Western Balkans. For one thing, the flooding gave rise to the most significant public discussion 

concerning an environmental security topic in the region since the Kosovo conflict. Although a direct 

link between the flooding and environmental security was not at the centre of the discussion, there was 

an acknowledgement that the security threats related to the environment could lead to an emergency.  

 

In addition, the response to the floods displays some important changes in the political situation in the 

region. Although relations between the countries cannot be described as easy, they were forthcoming 

about assisting one another at a time of crisis. In other words, when faced with a shared threat that did 

not respect national borders, the regional countries were able to join their forces to act together. This 

also implies a sense that the major threats in the region may emerge from external causes rather than 

be posed by other regional countries.  

 

On the other hand, the new threat perception is paired with an emerging concern that the events of 2014 

may not remain an isolated case. The discussion in the aftermath has featured an acknowledgement that 

with the impacts of climate change, similar emergency situations will only become more frequent in the 

future, and that there is a need for action in order to mitigate their damage. In other words, the 

experience of the floods has motivated an understanding that security problems linked to the 

environment can and should be prevented.  

 

The evolution of the regional situation neither proves nor disproves that environmental security actors 

like ENVSEC have had a role in influencing policy-making in the region. Yet the development of the 

regional discourse is relevant in itself for understanding the context of the environmental security 

processes. It also shows that the discourse is subject to constant change due to unexpected events and 

                                                
1  Anonymous: Fears of another surge. Economist, 19 May 2014. Available at 
https://www.economist.com/blogs/easternapproaches/2014/05/floods-balkans (Last visited 4.12.2017). 
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shifts in the global discussion. It is therefore useful at this point to return to the research questions that 

directed this research in the first place. This discussion will draw together the different strands that 

have come up throughout the analysis and to propose a number of conclusions concerning both 

environmental security in the Western Balkans and the securitisation framework in general.  

 

6.1 From concept to action: international organisations as environmental security agents in the 

Western Balkans  

 

The environmental security discourse in the Western Balkans was a part of a wider process at the global 

level, and the organisations active in the region could therefore adopt and apply existing 

conceptualisations and practices. However, they did also make the effort to come up with their own 

formulations, which often were developed in accordance with the particular characteristics of the 

region. In other words, they came up with a conceptual framework for environmental security in the 

Western Balkans. 

 

In the beginning, the environmental security approach in the international cooperation in the Western 

Balkans was mainly linked to conflict. The orientation can largely be explained by the circumstances in 

the post-conflict situation. A major motivation was provided by the discussion about the security 

impacts of the environmental damage of the Kosovo conflict. The decision eventually taken by UNEP to 

take action and carry out the Balkan Task Force (BTF) assessment of environmental consequences was 

seen to confirm the validity of the concerns expressed in public discussion. It also provided an ideal 

basis for further post-conflict cooperation on the environment. Although the assessment specifically 

pointed out the existence of historical pollution, the focus remained on the measures needed to 

remediate damage inflicted by the conflict. This set the stage for a continued emphasis on conflict also 

in the ensuing cooperation.  

 

In the immediate reconstruction phase, the focus of all cooperation was on preventing further conflict. 

Therefore, the conflict linkage and recommendations about priority measures in the reconstruction and 

remediation phase proposed by the BTF had paved the way for including the environmental sector in 

peace-building efforts.  From the BTF report this idea transpired into the strategy of the Regional 

Environmental Reconstruction Programme (REReP) and further still into later cooperation. In other 

words, the rise of environmental security in the Western Balkans was partly based on circumstance and 

the initial push created by the discussion during the Kosovo conflict. These factors created an ideal 

setting for international organisations to use environmental security as a strategic frame in their 

activities in the region.  
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 Later on, however, the focus on conflict was no longer only a consequence of the situation but also a 

deliberate choice made by some of the actors involved. This is visible in the first attempts to properly 

define environmental security in the Western Balkan context, which took place at the OSCE Economic 

and Environmental (E & E) Forums. By allowing space for thorough and even theoretical discussion 

about the concept, the Forums proved to be important for its development. In addition, they provided a 

framework for the first deliberate efforts to promote the securitisation of the environment. Various 

points of view were represented and expressed, but the prevailing idea was to limit environmental 

security to its linkages with conflict. The primary justification for the choice of focus was the need to 

restrict the discourse from digressing excessively widely. From the E & E Forums, the conflict link was 

passed on to the Environment and Security Initiative (ENVSEC), which essentially aimed to put into 

action some of the principles that had been discussed at a theoretical level in the E & E Forums.  

 

However, in the Western Balkan case the conflict approach was primarily based on the idea of 

cooperation. Rather than the threat of conflict, the securitising agents tended to emphasise the 

opportunities for cooperation. As the threat of violent conflict in the region was not especially high, 

beneficial cooperation might have been perceived as a better incentive to motivate action. However, as 

a security argument it was inconsistent and potentially contradictory to the security logic that usually 

was based on the evocation of threat. This may have been one factor that deterred the effectiveness of 

the securitisation.   

 

However, it was the practical implementation of the projects that ended up increasingly turning the 

attention to human security issues, such as livelihoods and health impacts. As the principles of 

environmental security had to be adapted to practice, they often raised societal, economic and other 

concerns that needed to be addressed in order to make the projects feasible. In particular, the calls to 

include wider issues came from the local level and were based on what the stakeholders there perceived 

as necessities. At the level of practical implementation, human security proved time and again to be 

indispensable from the point of view of gaining the support of the local stakeholders and enabling an 

effective realisation of project goals. By bringing in a vast array of concerns related to environmental 

security, such as health, livelihoods and equality, the human security approach opened up opportunities 

for tackling a number of issues and engaging various stakeholders that were not interested in the simple 

conflict framing. This also encouraged a deeper involvement of local stakeholders within the projects. 

Overall, the development strongly suggests that the proper inclusion of the human security approach 

into environmental security in the Western Balkans was to a great extent brought about by the actors 

from the region.   
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Eventually, the floods of 2014 and the climate change discussion cemented human security into the 

discourse. In very concrete terms, the events showed how vulnerabilities to environmental change pose 

a risk to human security and well-being beyond the conflict potential. Although none of the securitising 

agents have explicitly stated an intention to change their strategy, their activities have increasingly 

focused on disaster risk reduction and other measures that mainly address risks for wider human 

security. 

 

Even as the importance of the human security approach rose, however, it did not fully replace the 

conflict linkage as motivation for the securitisation. Instead, the two perspectives became increasingly 

amalgamated into one, in what can be seen as an acknowledgement that they are intrinsically linked and 

support one another. The conflict approach was still primarily presented through the frame of 

cooperation, but the addition of human security helped to emphasise threat perception as well. 

Cooperation could now be motivated as an effort to join forces against a common human security threat. 

It therefore substantiated the use of securitisation in the context of environmental issues.   

 

The shifts and changes in regional environmental security discourse were partly due to ENVSEC’s 

decision to not come up with an all-encompassing definition for environmental security. Instead, it 

insisted that a limited concept could be harmful by restricting the activities of the programme or leading  

the discussion to endlessly argue about what could be included in environmental security and what 

could not. Moreover, despite its reliance on the conflict link as an important defining feature, ENVSEC’s 

interpretation of conflict turned out to be relatively wide, including anything from inter-state violence 

to societal tension. The flexibility of the definition meant that the ENVSEC programme could be adjusted 

according to the needs of crucial stakeholders, as has been seen with the case of human security. By 

allowing flexibility in the scope of activities, it made it possible to shift the focus. At the same time, 

however, it meant that any effort to define a more precise focus was based on the choices of the key 

actors within the programme or the interests of funding institutions rather than a premeditated 

obligation stemming from within the programme. In other words, ENVSEC officials themselves did not 

have full control of the process.  

 

The emergence of human security further shows that international organisations were not fully or 

autonomously in charge of shaping environmental security in the region. Although they were the 

securitising agents and generally took the initiative to drive the cooperation, local counterparts had an 

important role in shaping the agenda as well. As their involvement in the practical work was necessary, 

local counterparts were able to influence the agenda by either accepting or rejecting topics proposed by 

international organisations. However, their primary aim was not to shape the environmental security 

agenda, but to guarantee their own interests in any cooperation that was carried out. Often they were 
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not even fully aware that the projects had a specific security angle. In this sense, the local actors cannot 

be described as securitising agents, but rather as the audience of the security arguments.  

 

Even among the international organisations, the reasoning for promoting environmental security 

varied. The early actors like BTF and REReP did not particularly use it in their strategies, let alone 

attempt to give a definition for the concept. Their motivation was the idea of using environment in 

peace-building rather than developing of a new discourse or practices. Therefore, the early 

environmental security actors were not deliberate securitisation agents in the sense of promoting 

environmental security as a goal per se. For them the value of the linkage was purely instrumental and 

based on its potential to support peace-building. However, by maintaining and reinforcing the discourse 

they did end up contributing to securitisation.  

 

The occurrence of such inadvertent securitisation actors is an interesting observation from the point of 

view of the securitisation framework, which has given relatively little attention to these so-called 

functional actors.2 The present case shows that they may play an important role as they maintain the 

discourse and make arguments that reinforce it even if they do not themselves aim to promote 

securitisation. Moreover, in the Western Balkans these actors did not only emerge to echo and augment 

the securitisation started by others, but also paved the way for it to take place later. Such a setting again 

supports the previously proposed conclusion that securitisation began partly as a result of conditions 

that favoured it. This, in turn, suggests that the process was not necessarily premeditated and set into 

motion by certain actors deliberately, but rather developed into an intentional effort because of 

coincidental factors. This conclusion and its implications will be further discussed below in section 6.3.  

 

The previous is also linked to the question of the strategic aims of the securitisation. While the 

international organisations that acted as agents did publicly point out reasons for linking environment 

to security, emphasising the value of environment to peace-building, they did not particularly explain 

why they in particular had taken up the topic. In most cases, this too appears to have been a combination 

of coincidence and a willingness to try a new strategic approach. The major actors, particularly the OSCE, 

UNEP and the UNDP, ended up working on environmental security in the Western Balkans because they 

were already involved with related activities in the region or elsewhere, but also because they 

considered it to potentially be efficient.  

 

Out of the three main organisations, the UNDP was perhaps the least invested in environmental security 

individually, but saw it as inevitably included in its comprehensive mandate on development and its 

                                                
2 Buzan et al 1998, 36. 
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global work on human security. UNEP, on the other hand, had a wider interest on the topic through the 

post-conflict environmental assessments, which had partly inspired it to set up its Conflicts and 

Disasters Branch. In addition, the security linkage was a way for UNEP to tackle new issues in a more 

comprehensive way, potentially enabling it to  also extend to topics that were not strictly in its mandate.   

 

The OSCE had the highest interest in expanding security to the environmental sphere. In the post-Cold 

War adjustment of the 1990s its relevance had been repeatedly questioned, prompting the organisation 

to explore new issues and ways to utilise its security expertise.  Accordingly, it was the most active 

organisation especially in the beginning of the environmental securitisation process in the Western 

Balkans. However, a major part of the OSCE’s interest in the topic waned relatively fast as the global 

security discourse shifted again and brought in topics such as terrorism. Due to this waning interest it 

was also criticised by the other organisations. 

 

Yet it can be argued that major underlying reasons for securitisation were related to the prioritisation 

of environmental issues on the political agenda and an effort to find new, more effective ways to deal 

with environmental risks. In Vuori’s five strands of securitisation that were discussed in Section 2, the 

process studied here would almost exclusively be concerned with raising an issue on the agenda. This 

form of securitisation is particular, because it sees the securitising agent attempting to convince some 

other actor – usually one with state power – to take measures rather than using securitisation to 

legitimise its own actions, as is usually the case. As Vuori points out, this is often done by actors that do 

not have state power themselves to affect extreme measures. 3  This applies to international 

organisations, who generally do not have decision-making power over security.  

 

However, a prevailing observation from the present research is that the international organisations 

have in fact started to act on security issues themselves. While the promotion of environmental security 

to national governments has been an important part of their work, they have in some cases gone beyond 

that to develop and implement practices to tackle environmental security threats themselves, such as in 

the case of vulnerability assessments. In effect, they have not settled with merely proposing a security 

issue but have gone on to practice security themselves. This gives rise to the important conclusion that 

the widening of the security may signify a widening of the range of security actors as well. Along the 

lines of what has been proposed by Trombetta4 and Oels5, for instance, it can be argued that as new 

issues come to be seen as security, the relevant actors can no longer be restricted to the traditional 

                                                
3 Vuori, J. A.: How to Do Security with Words – A Grammar of Securitisation in the People’s Republic of China. Annales 
Universitatis Turkuensis B 336. Turku, University of Turku 2011, 195-196. 
4 Trombetta, M. J.: Rethinking the Securitization of the Environment: Old Beliefs, New Insights. In Balzacq, T. (Ed.) 
Securitization theory: how security problems emerge and dissolve. Routledge, London 2011,142. 
5 Oels, A. Rendering climate change governable by risk: From probability to contingency. Geoforum 45(1) 2013, 17-29. 
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security sector. Moreover, it presents a solution to the criticism that security actors are not necessarily 

the right ones to act upon environmental issues.  

 

The strand of securitisation for agenda-setting is also distinctive in the sense that it generally is not 

aimed to increase the power or legitimacy of the agents themselves. Instead, it can be seen as a more 

altruistic effort to mobilise a more efficient response to environmental security threats. This 

interpretation is also applicable to the case of international organisations in the Western Balkans. While 

they certainly stood to benefit from the environmental security discourse for example through 

increased resources or a widened field of activities, the same goals would have been attainable by other 

and arguably easier means. The discussions at the E & E Forums as well as the retrospective statements 

of those involved in ENVSEC give evidence that there was a strong consensus among a group of key 

actors about the benefits of the idea of combining environmental goals with peace-building, and that the 

securitisation was primarily based on a genuine effort to put the idea into action.  

 

It is also relevant to observe that among the key securitising agents, hardly anyone represented the 

traditional security sector. Although the OSCE essentially is a security organisation, its perspective is 

that of wide security, and the main participants in the projects tended to come from a background in 

environmental issues or democratisation. This influenced the way the securitisation was carried out. 

The framings of the securitisation as well as the practices proposed to solve them tended to be 

considered more from the point of view of environmental than security objectives. In this sense, 

militarisation was never was a particularly probable outcome in the Western Balkan case. On the other 

hand, this made it harder to engage traditional security actors and therefore hindered the 

mainstreaming of environment into the security sector.   

 

Another distinctive aspect of this case of securitisation is that it was not in the interest of the securitising 

agents to de-politicise or de-democratise the issue. Instead, both in their strategies and the implemented 

projects the organisations specifically attempted to strengthen democracy by better engaging a wider 

range of stakeholders. This is in stark contrast to the assumption of the original securitisation 

framework that the process would have the effect of moving an issue beyond the reach of democratic 

decision-making. The findings of the present study suggest that the logic is not so straightforward and 

that the implications of securitisation to democracy will vary. While the outcome might run counter to 

democratic principles in cases where securitisation is used to justify past or future acts, for instance, it 

may end up contributing to a more democratic discussion of security when securitisation aims at raising 

an issue on the agenda. This significant observation calls for further research on the relationship 

between democracy and securitisation.  
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The question of politicisation is also important as the work in the Western Balkans so strongly aimed 

for cooperation. ENVSEC’s projects in particular challenge the view that environmental issues provide 

grounds for cooperation merely because of their politically neutral character. In contrast, ENVSEC not 

only recognised the political aspects of environmental issues, it often specifically focused on them in 

order to raise the environment onto the agenda of high-level diplomacy. In the same vein, 

acknowledging political interests in environmental peace-building projects can be beneficial for their 

implementation. Rather than gloss over the potential political controversies that may ensue, it makes it 

possible to openly discuss them.  

 

However, even ENVSEC was not consistent with its approach, as some of its projects on trans-boundary 

management of natural resources did build upon the assumption that environmental issues were 

politically neutral. As a rule, though, these projects were cautious in their approach and did not even 

attempt to tackle problems in more conflict-ridden communities. In other words, environmental issues 

could only be considered neutral in contexts that were not subject to high politicisation. They may 

encourage different parties to enter a discussion, but they are not free from political interests. Therefore, 

it could be highly beneficial for environmental peace-building to acknowledge its political context and 

include it in the discussion. Further research is needed to better discern the role of politicisation in 

environmental cooperation. 

 

In the Western Balkans, the securitising agents themselves ran into disagreements about the direction 

of the work despite having similar objectives. While environmental security cooperation continues, 

primarily through the work of ENVSEC, its future looks uncertain due to funding issues and a lack of 

adequate engagement both at the regional and international level. As the administration of the initiative 

has become more complex, it has also created inefficiencies and difficulties in implementing the actual 

work on the ground.6 Interviews reveal that the representatives of all the organisations involved saw 

some problems in the way in which ENVSEC had been implemented and, perhaps tellingly, considered 

these to be caused by the other member organisations. The work certainly was at its most efficient in 

the beginning, when it was mainly based on personal relations and a common interest in promoting 

environmental security.   

 

6.2 The impact of environmental security in the Western Balkans  

 

The present study did not set out to attempt a general evaluation of the impacts of the environmental 

security projects, as this would be both beyond its scope and irrelevant from the point of view of its 

                                                
6 Hardt, J. N.: Environmental security in the anthropocene: assessing theory and practice. Routledge, Abingdon 2017. 
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primary objectives. However, it is necessary to see whether the environmental security perspective had 

any specific repercussions on the outcomes – in effect, whether securitisation amounted to any 

additional consequences that would not have otherwise been realised.  This is also connected to the 

more theoretical question about whether the securitisation was successfully carried out. 

 

A prevailing observation about the securitisation that significantly influences its outcomes is that it was 

not forcefully or visibly carried out. Even when the actors explicitly stated the linkage of the 

environment to security at the strategic level, it usually vanished into the background at the 

implementation stage. In practice, the security argument was often underplayed in lieu of other, such as 

economic or social, aspects that were considered more relevant in the given context. With regard to 

peace-building, the organisations explicitly chose to refrain from trans-boundary environmental 

protection projects in settings that were considered excessively prone to conflict. These principles are 

often comprehensible in the sense that they aimed to present the projects in a light that would be 

acceptable to local stakeholders and to avoid failing in their implementation due to overly difficult 

conditions. However, they led the work to be regarded as general environmental cooperation rather 

than security.  

 

Due to the weak implementation, environmental security did not necessarily reach its full potential as a 

concept, meaning that some of its benefits were left unutilised. In this sense, the international 

organisations had a tendency to be more ambitious on paper than in practice. Expectations about the 

peace-building impacts of environmental security, for instance, were high, but often the associated 

projects were realised in a simplified way that did not allow for the achievement of the elevated goals.   

 

In particular, the weak securitisation influenced the involvement of regional stakeholders. They were 

usually involved in the process mainly at the implementation stage, where an explicit security link often 

was missing. As they did not quite have a presence or voice in planning the strategies and activities, they 

did not become invested in the concept. Securitisation thus remained poorly communicated to the local 

audience, and it was left as something of an outsider in the discourse. This hindered the ability of the 

cooperation to achieve those goals that were primarily related to environmental security. For example, 

a heightened recognition of environmental problems as security risks was not likely to occur if the 

concept in itself was not acknowledged. Conversely, it had an adverse effect on the development of 

environmental security because it meant missing an opportunity to utilise and learn from local 

perspectives.  

 

The tendency to neglect the local level perspective was linked to the strategic approach of applying 

environmental security in the Western Balkans. ENVSEC, in particular, aimed to raise the importance of 
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environmental issues on the political agenda, and chose to do this by bringing in actors from the highest 

political levels to take part in the discussion. Especially in the beginning, it focused on national 

governments and high-level diplomacy as its main audience. As opposed to de-politicising 

environmental issues, ENVSEC thus aimed to politicise them further and deeper. The approach also 

yielded important results as ENVSEC succeeded at gathering regional leaders and diplomats to discuss 

key issues. The recognition of environmental concerns at this level was considered an important step 

towards their solution.  

 

However, the emphasis on higher political levels left less attention to the promotion of local 

participation, which would also have needed a considerable amount of work and effort. As was 

repeatedly pointed out by the regional actors interviewed for this study, the status of environmental 

issues in regional politics has remained low and they have not been linked to security in any significant 

political processes. While this certainly is dependent on various other factors as well as the 

environmental security discourse, it does show that the securitising move failed to achieve its objective 

in the regional context. 

 

On the other hand, the weak form of securitisation helped to avoid some of the major negative 

consequences that the original framework cautioned against.  Environmental issues did not become 

militarised in the sense of being taken over by the security sector – in fact, solutions were rarely even 

sought from military practices. The main securitising agents did not come from the core of the security 

sector themselves and therefore did not have an interest in deferring control of environmental issues as 

a whole. Even by the time the project plans and strategies started to become more practically oriented, 

few representatives from the security sector became involved. In other words, the securitisation took 

place in the form of inventing new practices rather than borrowing them from the security sector. Such 

an interpretation strongly suggests that a securitising move can take place in forms that do not 

automatically lead to militarisation.  

 

In the same vein, environmental security cooperation does not appear to have had a de-democratising 

effect. In fact, in some cases it rather had a democratising one. The cooperation as a whole aimed to 

emphasise participation at all levels on behalf of the regional countries and to some extent succeeded at 

including a wider scope of actors in the decision-making. Perhaps the best example of this is the Aarhus 

Centres project, which helped to enhance communications between administrative officials and the 

public in specific municipalities. Indeed, the participatory approach was stronger at the local than at the 

national level. This supports the conclusion that the political consequences of a securitisation 

considerably depend on the way it is carried out and therefore do not necessarily lead to de-

democratisation.   
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On the other hand, the impact of the securitisation is also linked to whether it was successful from the 

point of view of the thresholds set by the framework. According to the Copenhagen School, securitisation 

is only successful if the action proposed by the agent is approved as legitimate by the audience. The 

present study supports remarks made to this formulation previously in the literature, suggesting that 

the focus should be on the emergence of new environmental security practices rather than on 

exceptional measures. This will be discussed further below in Section 6.3. However, taking into account 

this difference of perspective, it is possible to make some conclusions about the degree of success on the 

basis of the outcomes presented above.  

 

With regard to the regional audience, environmental security did not become a major policy discourse 

in general or even in the environmental sector. Regional stakeholders did not take initiative over 

environmental security projects and for the most part did not even recognise it as an objective. Neither 

did it cross over to the traditional security sector. Even when the regional stakeholders did participate 

in various environmental security projects, they usually disregarded the security linkage or were not 

aware of it. Therefore, their participation in such projects is not enough of an indication of a recognition 

of the environmental security concept. In other words, the securitisation was not successful when 

assessed in terms of gaining legitimacy from the regional audience.  

 

Yet the cooperation gave rise to new ways of dealing with environmental issues. In some cases, such as 

the regional mappings of environmental risks or climate vulnerability assessments, these have evolved 

into fixed practices that specifically aim to incorporate the security linkage. These can be seen as kinds 

of new security practices from the governmentality point of view to securitisation. However, the 

regional audience does not necessarily consider the practices as being linked to security. The process 

therefore appears to have led to riskification, where environmental issues have entered into a risk 

governance discourse. While the discussion has given rise to new practices, the audience does not see 

these as being a part of security but simply as governance in general.  

 

On the other hand, the process may still continue as the perception of the threat posed by climate change 

or other environmental problems builds.  In this sense, it is possible that the securitisation is incomplete 

– either still underway or left unfinished by the agent. This may be the case also in the Western Balkans, 

where the security link is increasingly starting to be recognised also by the regional audience especially 

after the floods of 2014. It suggests that riskification may in some settings also act as a precursor to 

securitisation. 
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The picture is slightly different when looking at the audience at the international level. The securitising 

agents were mostly addressing a community that consisted of international organisations and donor 

countries or agencies that usually had some activities in the Western Balkans, thus also including the 

agents themselves. They therefore quite explicitly targeted the securitising move to this audience, also 

in terms of its reasoning and justification, which were to some extent missing in the interaction with the 

regional stakeholders. As a result, they did create an environmental security discourse within this 

community and managed to gain support and a legitimation for the concept.  

 

Moreover, environmental security practices that were developed in the Balkan context gained 

acceptance at the international level also beyond the immediate environmental security community. 

Perhaps the most prominent and wide-spread example of this is the continuation of the work on post-

conflict environmental assessments by UNEP, while the inclusion of environmental issues within 

humanitarian relief in the context of the Kosovo conflict is politically significant. Therefore, the 

securitisation was successful within this specific international context. The relevant audience was small, 

but it was significant for the securitising agents as it was in a key position enabling the cooperation 

through financial support as well as giving it a sense of legitimacy. This narrow audience could also 

convey the environmental security concept and practices to the wider international community, as was 

the case with the Balkan Task Force and post-conflict assessments.   

 

Environmental securitisation in the Western Balkans did not lead to undemocratic governance or 

politics of emergency. On the other hand, its impact overall was not very strong. This is due to the weak 

way in which the securitisation was applied in practice as well as the choices made by the securitising 

agents about implementing the process. It is beyond the scope of this study to consider whether a more 

compelling approach would have had more powerful impacts, and whether these would have been had 

different political consequences. Instead, the relevant question here is whether the securitisation, in 

particular, was necessary for achieving the goals of the cooperation, or whether the same outcomes 

could have been accomplished regardless of it.  

 

In the Western Balkan case, the environmental security discourse certainly never became so prominent 

that it could be described as the only or even as a major motivation for solving environmental problems. 

It did, however, direct attention to some topics that were by no means in the mainstream of 

environmental cooperation in general. Through the initial work on the Balkan Task Force assessment, 

the inclusion of environmental issues in the UN humanitarian appeal for environmental security had a 

role in mainstreaming the idea of environmental issues as a part of post-conflict reconstruction. Trans-

boundary environmental protection projects, for instance, did facilitate cooperation between 

communities locally even if they didn’t become a major region-wide solution. Similarly, the network of 
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Aarhus Centres enhanced contacts between experts and created a regional community that 

strengthened resources for promoting environmental participation. Later on, the human security 

approach raised topics like climate change and provided an existing framework for considering 

associated security risks like flooding in a regional context.  

 

In other words, environmental security was not indispensable for the development of environmental 

governance in the Western Balkans. However, once it was introduced, it helped to raise issues and gain 

resources for tackling them. When put into practice, it also turned out to inevitably incorporate a vast 

range of topics. Contrary to the concern that it would tie all environmental issues to a narrow security 

perspective, environmental security in fact rather often required setting them into a wider perspective 

that took into account societal and political factors.  

 

6.3 Contributions from the Western Balkans to the environmental security concept 

 

Drawing on the conceptual history approach, the present research has contributed a number of insights 

concerning the characteristics of environmental security as a theoretical concept. The Western Balkan 

case illustrates particularly well how vast the field is and, on the other hand, how problematic it can be 

to try to limit it in any rational way. The securitisation framework further helps to illuminate the 

political consequences of the conceptual change. 

 

As Skinner points out, concepts emerge and change meaning in an interaction with their political 

surroundings. This suggests that they arise from a demand or need of some kind within the society. In 

the Western Balkans, however, environmental security did not emerge within the regional political 

setting, but was in effect introduced into it from the outside by international organisations. In other 

words, it was an international and external concept from the start. In addition, there was not necessarily 

any perceived need for it among regional actors. 

 

For the international organisations, on the other hand, the new concept more clearly answered to a 

specific need. In the post-conflict situation in the Balkans, cooperation for peace-building and 

reconstruction was essential, but the Kosovo conflict and the BTF report had also raised environmental 

issues onto the agenda. Environmental security provided a way to combine these two goals. Meanwhile, 

it helped the organisations involved to tackle issues of wider security, which had become increasingly 

important in the post-Cold War setting. Although the concept already existed in research and policy-

making and was adopted rather than invented by the organisations working in the Balkan region, the 

post-conflict setting influenced the way in which it was used and developed further.  
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In accordance with regional priorities in the Western Balkans, the regional implementation of 

environmental security started with a strong focus on peace-building and trans-boundary cooperation. 

This led to a particularly positive framing of the concept, with environmental issues presented as an 

opportunity for stability and peace. It was only as the most urgent post-conflict needs faded into the 

background that human security issues and environmental threat started to rise on the agenda.  

 

Throughout the cooperation, the referent object of securitisation predominantly was human well-being. 

Although environmental security projects did aim to solve environmental problems, the underlying 

motivation was to protect humans from harm. The environment was still included as a secondary 

referent object, but it was not sufficient to motivate preventive action. In ENVSEC’s trans-boundary 

environmental protection projects, for instance, biodiversity conservation was the main topic, but it was 

only the objective of strengthening stability across borders that linked it to security. In this sense, the 

Western Balkan case supports the interpretation that environment on its own is not considered an 

adequately important object to motivate security measures. 

 

Another major observation that is also linked to the previous one is the fact that a strict division between 

the conflict and human security approaches to the environment appears artificial and 

counterproductive. While the securitising agents themselves initially aimed to limit the range of 

activities by choosing to focus on conflict-related activities and peace-building, practical 

implementation repeatedly showed that it was necessary to also incorporate human security elements. 

Not only were issues like livelihoods and human health considered more relevant at the local level, they 

also made the results of the projects more sustainable by attaching the work to the wider societal 

setting. Finally, concrete experience of events like the floods in 2014 showed that human security issues 

do indeed pose acute risks and that these can and should be mitigated by preventive action. Thus human 

security has in effect earned its way onto the environmental security agenda of the international 

organisations for the Western Balkans. In parallel, it supports the conclusion that one of the major 

benefits of the environmental security approach is its potential to consider and solve complex issues in 

a multifaceted and cross-sectoral way. 

 

Yet the conflict-prevention and peace-building objectives have not been replaced by the onset of human 

security. The reinforcement of regional cooperation has remained an important objective in the 

cooperation, with the long-term goal of ensuring stability in the region. In fact, this aim may also support 

the achievement of human security objectives, as regional coordination has turned out to be beneficial 

for example in disaster risk reduction. With regard to the stability-building objective, however, the track 

record of environmental security in the Western Balkans remains less conclusive. While it has been the 
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focus of the cooperation from the very start, it has not resulted in visible achievements at least at the 

regional level. This may, however, also be another indication of the excessively cautious way in which 

the cooperation was implemented. ENVSEC in particular has tended to steer clear of more difficult 

conflict settings, which may well have saved it from failures but also hindered it from notable successes. 

Again, the projects have lacked a clear security linkage and have simply been taken as environmental 

cooperation by most of the actors involved. The Western Balkan case thus does not give grounds to 

either fully confirm nor reject environmental cooperation as a peace-building strategy, but it does show 

that its implementation in practice is marked by pitfalls.    

 

Despite the relatively long time of being applied in the Western Balkans, environmental security has 

remained an externally imposed concept in the region. It has not been adopted into the political 

discourse nor given rise to locally initiated activities on the topic. This has also hindered the realisation 

of some of its objectives. The lack of regional engagement shows how difficult it is to introduce concepts 

to a given cultural or political setting from the outside. This can be understood in terms of conceptual 

history, which suggests that a need for environmental security has not emerged in the regional context. 

 

The Western Balkan case shows that in some contexts and framings environmental security can be used 

relatively efficiently as a tool and to elicit action. However, it also shows that in other contexts, it can 

still come to be considered and used as an inconsequent buzzword. While the previous analysis clearly 

shows that it is by no means an obsolete concept in environmental cooperation, it may turn out to be 

adverse if applied excessively and in irrelevant contexts.  This makes it crucially important to base it on 

clear objectives in policy-making and on a solid theoretical grounding in the literature. 

 

6.4 Insights to the securitisation framework and security practices 

 

Despite the limitations of securitisation that have been pointed out in previous sections, it has proved 

to be a fruitful framework for examining the emergence of environmental security in the Western 

Balkan context. In particular, it has provided the means to study the elements of the process in detail. 

However, the regional case also offers some insights that can enrich and further develop the framework 

itself. 

 

One essential outcome is that securitisation does not exclude politicisation. In fact, the two may work in 

concord to support one another, as in the case of some ENVSEC activities in the Western Balkans. The 

initiative specifically aimed to insert environmental issues into high-level political discourse, thereby 

turning them into questions of diplomacy and international relations. Moreover, it rejected topics that 
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were deemed purely technical or de-political in character, suggesting that it was only through their 

politicisation that environmental issues could enter into the security sphere. This approach was not a 

hindrance to the securitisation – on the contrary, it was in the cases where such political discussion was 

lacking that the securitisation turned out to not be so successful, such as in the relations with local 

stakeholders. 

 

This simultaneous politicisation may be particularly characteristic for the kind of securitisation that 

aims to raise an issue on the political agenda, which has been almost exclusively the case throughout 

the process in the Western Balkans. For other forms of securitisation, motivated by the need to 

legitimise future acts or to gain control, for instance, politicisation may be less useful or counter-

productive. Therefore, the Western Balkan case does not give grounds to argue that securitisation could 

not also have a de-politicising effect.  

 

In the same vein, securitisation does not necessarily lead to either militarisation or de-democratisation. 

As has been concluded in the sub-sections above, the environmental security discourse in the Western 

Balkans did not lead to either of these. Instead, securitisation was to some extent used  for strengthening 

democratic procedures rather than the opposite. In addition, it lacked any visible involvement or agency 

by the military. Environmental problems were not used to justify societally restrictive policies or as a 

pretext for increasing military resources. In other words, securitisation does not always lead to politics 

of emergency.  

 

Moreover, securitisation was used as a tool rather than being seen as a goal in itself. The process was 

not initiated as a way to gain more power or justify extreme measures, but in order to more efficiently 

solve environmental problems. Its rationale therefore was essentially instrumental. Although it cannot 

be argued that the intentions and outcomes of the actors involved were universally selfless or benign, 

this approach was based on objectives that were aimed to benefit the society as a whole, not only the 

securitising agent. In other words, securitisation may also be carried out in order to reach another goal 

that is dependent on the successful outcome of the process.  

 

At the same time, the outcomes presented above challenge the idea that the securitisation of an issue 

would inevitably subject it to a fixed, inescapable logic of the security sector. Instead, it gives rise to the 

possibility that the security sector itself may change as new issues enter into it. Although security may 

be considered a particular sector of politics with strongly fixed conventions, it has not remained 

unaltered and neutral to all societal change before. Therefore, with the compelling arrival of new 

security topics over the past decades, there is every reason to expect that the logic of security will also 

be influenced. As has been suggested above, this may lead to a degree of loosening of the thresholds for 
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security measures to accommodate topics that do not directly fit into the traditional model that still is 

mainly based on a logic of violence. Furthermore, new actors from other sectors have also appeared at 

the margins of security, prompting a need to gradually and at least partially open up to increased 

discussion and scrutiny. 

 

Riskification has been proposed as an alternative framework that would incorporate risks and their 

governance while securitisation would be limited to threats and their prevention. However, the 

distinction between the two is less clear when it comes to their consequences. Although Corry sees 

riskification as a process that can subject risk assessments to public discussion and therefore increase 

openness,7 others argue that risks may also be used to justify restricting and controlling governance 

mechanisms.8 In the Western Balkan case, riskification occurred especially regarding the climate change 

and disaster risk reduction projects. However, international organisations themselves treated these as 

environmental security work. Riskification has not led to the imposition of restrictive measures, but this 

is also the case with securitisation. In the Western Balkans, then, the two processes appear to have been 

concurrent and have had similar consequences. Yet it is strictly beyond the scope of the this study to 

provide a conclusive answer concerning the relationship between riskification and securitisation. 

Instead it strongly suggests a need for further research on the topic.  

 

The present study also supports scholars proposing further consideration to the logic of securitisation. 

This is especially true regarding the threshold of exceptional measures and existential threat. 

Securitising moves increasingly take place in situations where these two do not unequivocally apply but 

there is a clear security interest involved. It would be negligent to merely dismiss them as irrelevant. 

Clearly, some kind of measure for entering the security sector is needed, if only to enable reasonable 

means to evaluate security claims or to avoid an excessive immersion of security on all political 

discourse. However, these means could potentially be less fixed and more open to debate than those 

presented in the original securitisation framework. 

 

The present study suggests that instead of a fixed threshold, security should be defined by the practices 

and policies that constitute it. In other words, it sides with Oels9 and others who view security as a 

specific kind of governmentality that is subject to change as new discourses enter into it. The analysis 

of the Western Balkan case has shown that new practices have indeed emerged as a result of the onset 

of the environmental security discourse. However, it has also pointed out that the approach still needs 

to take into account all three parties to securitisation, emphasising the respective roles of the object, 

                                                
7 Corry 2012. 
8 Aradau, C. & Van Munster 2007. 
9 Oels 2013. 
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agent and audience. In addition, the practices and discourses are highly context-related, meaning that it 

only provides an over-arching analytical perspective rather than a definitive framework. 

 

The analytical framework used in this study, originally outlined by Balzacq, 10  provides on way of 

incorporating these revisions into the logic of securitisation. It is useful in the sense that it is set in the 

model of traditional securitisation, thus including the subjects of the process, but also considers the 

results and thus gives a role to practices. In addition, it takes into account the context, which is crucial 

for fully understanding the premises and implications of the securitisation. Yet it is only one potential 

way of looking at the process. The analytical tools for securitisation are not set in stone, and it may prove 

fruitful to explore alternative approaches.  

 

Overall, environmental security has proved to be an interesting field for the analysis of new approaches 

to securitisation. This is partly due to the presumed difficulty of the environmental sector for the original 

framework. By challenging essential components of securitisation, it has highlighted the need for more 

precise or revised formulations. However, as the present study has conclusively shown, there is a need 

for more analysis of securitisation in various sectors in order to further illuminate the security logic and 

refine the framework of analysis.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
10 Balzacq 2011, 19-21. 
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