The Climate Crisis and the US War

Machine

Febrdary 2025
Patrick Bigger and Lorah Steichen

Warmaking, and the industries that supply and profit from it, fuels the climate
crisis. Only a reparative approach can begin to reverse militarization and
environmental breakdown. War and militarism are defining features of the
extractive economy that causes climate change and broader ecological crises.
Militaries are responsible for 5.5 percent of global carbon emissions—double
commercial air travel and about the same as agriculture. Beyond emissions,
military activities are inherently destructive: military bases, other infrastructure,
and the core functions of militaries—to break things and kill people—cause
substantial environmental damage and incredible human harm.

The US military and military manufacturing industries are among the most
important climate polluters in the world

Military spending by the US is a huge burden on public resources and slows
down the pace of decarbonization

Military violence is increasingly used against people contesting new fossil
fuel projects or just fleeing from the impacts of the climate crisis

A reparative approach to US military emissions and interventions is needed
to achieve climate justice
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https://movementgeneration.org/justtransition/
https://www.sgr.org.uk/resources/how-big-are-global-military-carbon-emissions
https://warontherocks.com/2015/10/on-killing-and-breaking-things/
https://ceobs.org/how-does-war-damage-the-environment/
https://climateandcommunity.org/
http://ggjalliance.org/

Making war on the climate

In the post-World War |l era, the US military, the world's largest institutional consumer of
fossil fuels, has harmed environments around the world through the wars it has perpetrated
—from Vietnam to_Iraq to the forever, everywhere wars post-9/11—as well as the

maintenance of its extensive, globe-spanning, network of military operations. Military

manufacturing industries consume huge volumes of materials and rely on heavily polluting

industrial processes; meanwhile, weapons testing and hundreds of bases around the world

produce lasting environmental damage and pollution to local ecologies and communities. The
costs of military pollution and environmental damage are most heavily borne by Global South

countries, which are also the places facing the disastrous effects of climate change first and
worst. Militarized violence is often deployed against those who are also most vulnerable to

the climate crisis.

To begin to reckon with the toxicity of its militarism, the US must take reparative action
through environmental remediation and international climate finance while also funding

robust just transition programs for workers and communities that currently depend on
military economies.

Militarism and the fossil fuel economy

As the world'’s single largest consumer of oil, the US military produces more greenhouse gas

emissions in a year than entire countries like Portugal and Denmark. Despite the sizable
carbon bootprint of militaries, international climate agreements and global emissions
reporting systems largely do not account for military emissions. During negotiations for the
1992 UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), the US government
secured an exemption for military emissions reporting in the international treaty process.

These emissions are disclosed on a voluntary basis under the 2015 Paris Climate Agreement,
and many countries with large militaries report nothing at all to the UNFCCC.

Beyond direct emissions from military activities and the environmental harms caused by
manufacturing weapons—and the systems that deliver them like planes, ships, and missiles—
the US military is also a critical architect of the modern fossil fuel economy. Military

strategies are intimately tied to nations securing the supply of oil.
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https://energyindemand.com/2019/06/22/us-military-is-worlds-single-largest-consumer-of-oil-and-as-a-result-one-of-the-worlds-top-greenhouse-gas-emitters/
https://theconversation.com/us-military-is-a-bigger-polluter-than-as-many-as-140-countries-shrinking-this-war-machine-is-a-must-119269
https://theconversation.com/us-military-is-a-bigger-polluter-than-as-many-as-140-countries-shrinking-this-war-machine-is-a-must-119269
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-022-03444-7
https://www.common-wealth.org/publications/less-war-less-warming-a-reparative-approach-to-us-and-uk-military-ecological-damages#:~:text=The%20costs%20of%20military%20related,intense%2C%20effects%20of%20global%20heating.
https://www.rand.org/pubs/technical_reports/TR1144z1.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/technical_reports/TR1144z1.html
https://energyindemand.com/2019/06/22/us-military-is-worlds-single-largest-consumer-of-oil-and-as-a-result-one-of-the-worlds-top-greenhouse-gas-emitters/
https://www.universityofcalifornia.edu/news/vietnam-war-another-angle
https://merip.org/2020/09/birth-defects-and-the-toxic-legacy-of-war-in-iraq/
https://longreads.tni.org/stateofpower/the-9-11-complex-the-political-economy-of-counter-terrorism
https://www.basenation.us/maps.html
https://wri-irg.org/sites/default/files/public_files/Online_version_Sept_2024_1.2.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2024/06/20/opinion/nuclear-weapons-testing.html
http://iwnam.org/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/sep/17/in-guam-even-the-dead-are-dying-the-us-military-is-building-on-the-graves-of-our-ancestors
https://centreforfeministforeignpolicy.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/WEDO_CFFP_MilitarismClimateBrief_June2023.pdf
https://www.labor4sustainability.org/uncategorized/just-transition-just-what-is-it/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09644016.2023.2199661

Militarized violence against climate movements and
movement

Militarized violence is often deployed against those fighting against-and most vulnerable to-
the climate crisis.

The militarization of the climate crisis also manifests in the deployment of militarized
violence to repress climate movements and environmental defenders, and in how violence is
enacted to restrict the movement and migration of people. The racist nature of US
militarized violence within and beyond its borders are connected to systems of policing that

especially target and brutalize Black, Indigenous, immigrant, and other communities of color.
Militarized violence is deployed against anti-fracking, anti-pipeline, and anti-mining

movements-especially targeting Indigenous people and movements that foreground racial
justice in the US. From the deployment of the national guard against Water Defenders at

Standing Rock to the repression of activists trying to prevent the loss of Weelaunee Forest

in the construction of Atlanta’s ‘Cop City,’ to the violence of right wing militias and police in

the wake of disasters, state-sanctioned violence is a key strategy for suppressing resistance
against the fossil fuel economy and the systems of political and economic power on which it
relies.

Militarized violence is also enacted on people on the move, who are fleeing from a variety of
dangerous situations-including the impacts of climate change that are shifting ecological
conditions, making agricultural livelihoods impossible and wreaking havoc as disasters
become more frequent and intense. Climate migration is simply one other expression of
forced migration caused by US foreign and economic policy, layered onto migration due to
political and economic unrest that can often be traced back to US policy. The hardening_of
borders as the climate crisis intensifies is also an expression of an increasingly eco-fascist
and nationalistic response to global crises: a step on the short road to climate apartheid.
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https://www.yesmagazine.org/social-justice/2021/08/25/police-brutality-military-wars-racism
https://www.globalwitness.org/en/campaigns/environmental-activists/numbers-lethal-attacks-against-defenders-2012/
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/nation/military-force-criticized-dakota-access-pipeline-protests
https://theintercept.com/2023/11/15/cop-city-protest-police-atlanta-tear-gas/
https://grist.org/extreme-weather/boots-on-the-ground-fema-oath-keepers-natural-disaster/
https://www.motherjones.com/criminal-justice/2021/08/hurricane-ida-criminalization-katrina-floodlines-patrols-police/
https://www.southernborder.org/border_lens_border_militarization
https://www.southernborder.org/border_lens_border_militarization
https://www.tni.org/en/publication/global-climate-wall
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/sep/04/climate-breakdown-mediterranean-migrant-crisis-sea-watch

Militarized spending and capture resources

Spending on the war machine is a massive drain on public resources that are much better put
toward building a safer future for all through investment in climate solutions.

The United States-which spends more on its military than the next nine biggest spending

countries combined-allocates roughly half of its annual discretionary budget on the military.

Add in other forms of militarized spending, including federal prisons and policing, and that
figure grows to about two-thirds of discretionary spending.

The National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA)-the annual authorization bill which sets the
policies under which the military budget is spent-has passed with wide bipartisan support
every year for more than 60 years. The prioritization of endless expansion of the military by
US elected officials lies in stark contrast to the underallocation of public investment and

state capacity towards climate action needed to enable a just transition at home and abroad.

Global military spending hit $2.4 trillion in 2023, a figure that could fill gaps in much-needed

adaptation and mitigation funding. That funding is estimated to be $1.8 trillion per year

above the currently available climate finance for Global South countries that have

contributed the least to climate change but are suffering its worst impacts. The US is on
track to contribute about $11 billion in climate finance in 2025-less than it spends on

maintaining its network of about 750 overseas military bases. Money spent on the war

machine would be much better spent on building true international peace and security

through robust climate action. As a nation that is disproportionately responsible for the
historic global emissions that have led to the climate crisis, the US has historic responsibility
to not only mitigate the climate climate crisis, but to pay its disproportionate climate debt
owed to countries that are most vulnerable and experiencing the most severe impacts of
ongoing climate chaos now. The US has a duty to pay climate reparations to countries that
are most impacted by the climate crisis.
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Internationalist solidarity in the climate crisis

Climate justice movements must be rooted in internationalism and solidarity that takes war
and militarism seriously.

Wealthy, heavily polluting countries with powerful national security and military apparatuses
increasingly frame climate change as a national security issue. The US has already
documented the impacts of climate change on military operations for decades. But these
climate security agendas don’t acknowledge the role of the military in fueling climate change

or the modes through which military bases, activity, and infrastructure produce
environmental damage and make people unsafe. Instead, they articulate a threat narrative
that describes the ways that climate change might undermine military operations, and then
present militarized responses as climate solutions. This approach to climate adaptation-
sometimes called the politics of the armed lifeboat-diverts attention away from the root

causes of the climate crisis and harms those most vulnerable.

Militarized responses to the climate crisis are not only violent, harmful, and unjust-they’re
ineffective. Meaningful climate action requires an unprecedented response to the
overlapping crises we face, a response rooted in global cooperation, reparation, and care. A
reparative approach would instead prioritize compensating Global South nations and

impacted communities within the US for emissions and acute environmental harms caused
by military operations and infrastructure, would invest in a just transition, and would provide
robust support for workers to move out of military-dependent jobs, such as arms

manufacturing.

Climate justice movements across the world must center demilitarization and climate
reparations as core to the solutions we need to limit global warming and climate chaos.
Demilitarization also would support transitioning sectors of the economy that fuel war,
towards more regenerative industry, and would promote a politics of peace and repair from
global conflicts. Ramped-up militarism is in fundamental opposition to necessary climate
action. We can'’t achieve climate justice without rooting our movements in internationalism

and solidarity that dismantles war and militarism.
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https://www.common-wealth.org/publications/less-war-less-warming-a-reparative-approach-to-us-and-uk-military-ecological-damages#:~:text=The%20costs%20of%20military%20related,intense%2C%20effects%20of%20global%20heating.
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https://wearedissenters.org/our-vision/
https://wearedissenters.org/our-vision/

To account for the present and historical environmental
impacts of the US military, the US should:

I. Wind down military operations, including shutting down its global network of
military bases and transitioning sites for resilient community uses

2. Make material remediation and reparations payments to communities affected by
emissions and toxic waste left behind by military operations and US-backed wars

3. Undertake public investment in strategic arms conversion programs to develop a
new industrial policy for more socially useful manufacturing with secure
employment for those currently dependent on the military

4. Divest public funds from militarism, including the US military, policing, prisons and
border security, and reinvest in community-led climate solutions

5. Contribute substantial global climate funding for mitigation, adaptation, and loss and
damage in particular to pay climate reparations to the most climate-vulnerable
countries and communities, accounting for the historic responsibility of the US for
the climate crisis
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