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Sustainability in the age of geopolitics 

Background 
In 2006, Jeffrey Sachs wrote that sustainability had replaced the Cold War as the dominant theme of global 
politics. He defined the 'geopolitics of sustainability' as a new approach to governance, which recognised 
the ecological underpinnings of war, terror and corruption, and sought to find solutions to these problems. 
Since then, sustainability has become a megatrend, intensively discussed in the media, the corporate world, 
and the expert community. Governments (particularly in the European Union) are steadily developing 
'green transitions', planning decarbonisation and aiming for more digital and circular economies.  
Even so, military conflict may be regarded as a still greater trend than climate change, particularly after the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine. Global military spending continued to rise during the 2010s, and the number 
of armed conflicts increased. Russia's attack on Ukraine has had a dramatic impact and will have lasting 
consequences. The spectre of further escalation, and of war in other geopolitical hotspots, remains. 
Today, sustainability transitions are taking place in an age of military insecurity. When the concept of 
geopolitics of sustainability was developed in the 1980s, sustainable development was seen as an 
alternative to great power competition and Cold War politics. In the late 1990s and early 2000s, 
sustainability came to be seen as a corrective alternative to hyper-globalisation, rapid population growth 
and the depletion of planetary resources. 
Now, a new geopolitical framing of sustainability is emerging. During the Covid-19 pandemic, national 
leaders regularly discussed the green transition together with subjects such as national sovereignty, 
strategic autonomy and conflict preparedness. Governments tend to see sustainability as a bulwark against 
emerging geopolitical risks. In trade and energy, dependence on imported carbon (especially from Russia) 
is seen as a security liability. In a world of climate anxiety and military competition, states are protecting 
themselves from hostile natural and geopolitical environments.  
The EU is likely to focus more strongly on long-term resilience within its sustainability transition. Such 
resilience means greater capacity to absorb geopolitical shocks and remain on track (or even accelerate) 
towards a carbon-free economy, regenerated environment, and social equity. Externally, resilience protects 
the EU's transformative ability to help other countries and regions in their sustainability transitions.  

Main trends to 2030 
'Nationalisation' of sustainability: Instead of seeing sustainable development as a response to global 
challenges, governments may pursue sustainability based on their own national threat assessments. In this 
context, sustainability becomes a response to national priorities, not an exercise in seeking worldwide 
solutions to global systemic problems. This risks further eroding the significance of multilateral institutions 
in the green transition.  
Many issues around sustainability can become embedded in national security policies. Countering climate 
threats, digital threats and health threats will feature among national security priorities. Security and 
climate challenges in national government strategies are converging in some respects. A recent report 
suggests that, worldwide, the military is 'ready for take-off' on climate change. This has positives and 
negatives. It can lead to more effective and coordinated state action. Yet the militarisation of climate issues 
can also heighten inter-state tensions, as in the case of Arctic climate security. 

Striving for resource independence: Even before the war on Ukraine, minimising dependence on energy 
and critical raw materials was increasingly seen as a strategic priority. This puts additional stress on 
decarbonisation, sustainable agriculture and digitalisation, which rely on foreign inputs, while also 
increasing pressure to speed-up the transitions. Policy coordination, financing, and planning for the social 
costs all become more urgent.  

https://www.earth.columbia.edu/sitefiles/file/about/director/documents/ScientificAmericanJune2006-SustainableDevelopmentsI-TheNewGeopolitics.pdf
https://www.clingendael.org/publication/military-responses-climate-change
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Key uncertainties 
China's transition: China is one of the world's biggest CO2 emitters. It consumes half of the world's coal 
output. It is also planning a sustainability transition, albeit following its own model. State control over 
liberties and capital remains, as does strong surveillance – helped by artificial intelligence (AI) technology. 
However, the course of China's transition is uncertain. It has invested heavily in the green economy, but its 
energy intensity per capita remains on a par with many European democracies. China has huge potential 
for decoupling from coal, but this can be done in different ways. It could switch to domestically produced 
renewable energy, or nuclear energy, or it could opt for cheap oil and gas imports from neighbours such 
as Russia and Central Asia. In either case, China will have opportunities to strengthen its 'green 
authoritarian' model of sustainability and to use it for leverage in relations with other countries. 
India's role at the intersection of geopolitics and sustainability is intriguing. As the world's most populous 
democracy, India has the human capital and the geopolitical potential to emerge as a world leader in 
decarbonisation. However, as with China, India's ambitions are limited by dependence on coal. Huge 
swathes of the countryside lack electricity, and the agricultural system is seen as environmentally 
unfriendly. Geopolitically, India's dependence on energy imports encourages cooperation with Russia. At 
the same time, cooperation with the global North and with China are needed to gain access to the 
technologies and the investments that can generate transition.  
Transatlantic ties: The EU and USA both have detailed plans for 'Green Deals'. The Biden administration 
has made climate change a priority, but entrenched and well-funded opposition, even within the 
Democratic Party, is a barrier to major initiatives. A renewed EU-US transatlantic partnership with shared 
positions on climate and sustainability standards would certainly add impetus to the global effort for 
sustainability. If the EU and USA can institutionalise their cooperation on climate and environment, and 
draw up a set of standards, agreements and practices covering areas from trade and taxation to finance 
and technology, many other countries would be motivated to join in. Absent an EU-US agreement on these 
lines, there is less incentive for others to act. 
Regional sustainability regimes: Different regional sustainability regimes may emerge, if global 
institutions decline and trade and supply chains are disrupted. These regimes or blocs could be centred on 
complementarity of the resources and technologies essential for climate adaptation and mitigation. 
Countries with strong technological and economic weight could act as climate security providers to 
selected client countries. China's model of development in Africa and Central Asia to build geopolitical 
alliances is an example. The EU's 'green strategic autonomy' is another. The EU provides access to markets, 
technologies and investments to friendly countries and thereby strengthens its capacity to achieve 
economic and societal transformation (e.g. green jobs). The nature of the 'interoperability' and peaceful 
relations across regional regimes will determine the further evolution of the multipolar global order. 
The key question in this scenario is whether and how nations will continue to cooperate across the dividing 
lines. Geopolitical considerations could both hamper and accelerate sustainability transitions. 

Possible disruption 
Geo-engineering and AI technologies have long been considered as possible game changers in 
sustainability. Recent analysis shows that AI can indeed help, particularly in the 'circular economy'. Yet both 
technologies can cause negative disruption; for example, some scientists warn that injecting aerosols into 
the stratosphere, to manipulate the climate in favour of one country, could result in drought in another.   
Catastrophic climate change is another potential disruptor. The latest Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC) reports show that climate change is accelerating, despite efforts to curb emissions. 
As yet unknown physical disruptions may force governments to act more quickly. This could lead to a 
further revision of the concept of sustainability, from a search for new equilibrium to management of a 
more or less permanent crisis. 
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