
RESOURCE CONSTRAINTS 
AS CAUSES OF CONFLICT 

• NAZLI CHOUCRI 

THE WORLD MUST RECOGNIZE THE ---
CRUCIALCONNEC/10N BETWEEN RESOURCE 

CONSTRAINTS AND VIOLENT CONFUCT. IT 

MUST ADOPT PRINCIPLES OF INTERNATIO­

N.4L CONDUCT TO REDUCE THE LIKELIHOOD 

OF CONFUCT OR, IF VIOLENCE OCCURS. TO 

MITIGATE ITS IMPACT. 

There is u crucial connection betv.teen 
resource constraints and C.'.onflict among na­
llons. As :vcl. ho\vever, the internation<ll 
communit:v has paid little attention to that link. 
It is thereb_v rnissing the opportuni1v to develop 
preventive measures as \vell as effective 
responses should a conflict occur. Such acute 
myopia HJ se1ves global needs, nor does it help 
efforts to design a better \\'odd for the 2 J st 
century. 

A vicious cyde 
At the heart of the resource-conflict 

connection is a vicious cycle. represented in 
Figure 1 in simplified 

Notti Claovc:ri is Pr•fessor 
ol Political Science at the 
M1ssac:h111SeHs Institute of 
Tedu1ology. She serves as 
As1Gdate Diredor of the 
Tedinelogy ..0 
Dev~ntP-ond 
es Hta<I of the MWdfe mt 
Progr.., ot MIT. She us 
written exte11stvely •• 
sources of inter1ationol 
cotiflid and illternatianal 
environmental prob~ms. 
She is author of 
International E11•rgy 
l11f11res (198)}; editor of 
Mullidisciplinry 
f1tspective '" Population 
anJ C..tlict (1934); ond 
, ..... thor of TIN a..n..g. 
el Japan Before W.rnt Wat 
11..J Aim (1992!. 

fonn. 

The starting point is 
industrialization and 
population growth, 
which together lead to 
increased demand for 
re~ourccs. Strenglh­
ening that demand are 
robust rates of growth, 
nationally and inter~ 
nationally, supported 
an<l sustained by 

development programs 
\Vorld\vide. 

On occasion, the 
resources in demand 
may be unavailable 
internally, or too cost· 
l:v to exlract; or else 
there may be baniers 
to acquiring them from 
foreign sources. If so, 

concern is aroused lest 
national security be 
<..-om promised. 

That concern determines national 
policy, and mobilizes instrurnenls of state. 
ll may go so far as to prompt military ac­
tion, unleashing violent conflict even 
though the outcome could \veil be painful 
for victor and vanquished alike. 

The vicious cvcle goes on unchecked: 
the greater the potential for conflict -and 
the higher the level of violence the 
greater the waste of resources of all kinds. 
Conflicl always damages natural 
environmenls. Degradation leads to more 
degradation, and invariably lo greater 
resource demands - and the vicious C'Y~ 
cle can go on and on. 

National se<Urity: llvee views 
This cycle is largely dependent on one 

factor: concern for national security. But 
there are various \\'ays in which \Ve can 
conceive of a country's securil~" 

The first is the conventional view that 
defines national security solely' in strategic 
terms that is, as a militar:v matter 
ha\ing to do u:ith defence. From this pen;­
pecl ive, a "securitv dllemma" arises 
inadvertently when actions taken by one 
nation to promote its security are 

construed as hostile by others, who react 
accordingly. Insecurity ensues, and the 
original security objective is undermined. 
This is what an arms race is all about. Bv 
extension, global security is seen solel~· in 
terms of averting a large~scale nuclear 
confrontation. 

The second view of national securily 
is broader. Incorporating environmental 
and eco~ogical factors. This is an 
improvement on the narro\.V strategic 
perspective, since it \Videns the frame of 
reference. But this second vic\v rernains 
too vague lo be used a.;,;, a guideline for 
national policy, nor is il n1uch help in 
defining an acceptable security position. 

Both vie\vs ignore the imperatives of 
governance, and the priorities that nations 
everyv.1here place on maintaining a sta~ 
ble regime and form of government. 

ln lhe third view, true national securit:v 
is inherently multifaceted, satistying 
strategic, environn1ental and also political 
conditions - three critical elements. 

The poli1ical co11ditio11s for security 
have to do \Vith internal regime stability. 
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This is the capacitv of the government to 
protect itself from domestic disorder or 
revolt, and aJso to meet the needs and 
demands of the population, 

The s!rategic dimension of security is a 
country's abilil,v lo defend itself from 
external coercion. attack or invasion. 

The environn1e11tal dimension is the 
ability to achieve a viable balance or ratio 
between the size of a state's population and 
demands relative to its e<:onomic perfor­
mance, resource endowments, and level of 
technology, 

In this vie"v, a country can be truly 
secure on)v if it is strong Jn all three di­
mensions. Conversely, a state is insecure 
to the extent thal it ts weak in one or more 
of those dimensions. The security of a state 
can therefore be threatened from outside, 
from above or from belov;. 

Governments everywhere face the chal­
lenge of forging '.':'ome degree of pubiic 
consensus in managing the contending 
pressures and strains of society. A regime 
is bound to be undermined if it cannot 
reduce the insecurity, whatever its ~ource 
rnay be- inside, outside, or belO\\'. 

Glolial secwily 
To complicate matters further, v;e Jive 

in an interdependent world. No country 
can fully. or even partially, exert control 
over its destiny. Thal loss of autonomy is a 
salient feature o[ the contemporary inter­
national systen1. For this reason. defining 
security solely in national terms Is at best 
insufficient. It could be quite misleading, 
if not downright dangerous. 

ll is necessary, therefore, to view the true 
security of nations in a broader global 
context. 

Prevailing vie\\'S of global security are 
roughly parallel to vie\\'s of national 
security, First is the conventional, strategic 
view of security. Second is an environ­
mental vie\\' of global security - a sort of 
"revisionist" pe1-specti1:e. Third is a more 
integrative perspective, addressing Lhe chal­
lenges of internationa\ governance and of 
institution~building for global \veil-being, 

'!he seairlty psadox 
In the pursuit of naliorml security, states 

often create global insecurity. ln strategic 
tenns this usuaJl.v means increased ann~ 
expenditures, nuclear proliferation. and 

TTT 
expanded investment in advanced 
military· technologies. 

This security paradox also has, 
an environmental aspect: in the 
pursuil of growth and 
development, states a],vays 
generate pollutants. Such 
poilutanL-; mav threaten the natio~ 

nal as ""ell as the global 
environment. 

Difficulties in 
acquiring 
resources 

may arause 

nal security agenda. Polic:"­
makers should give it that place 
to correct imbalances caused by 
uneven rates of population 
growth, tec~nological 

advancement, and impro\ted 
resource access -·- developments 
that can trigger uneven and. to a 
considerable extent, unpredictable 
changes in huinan activities. 
interests, and organizations. 

fears for 
national 
security. 

And the same mav be said of 
other efforls for example, 
measures to improve the standard 
of living or enhance life expectancy. 
Ironicall,\', legitimate action to promote the 
national interesl often causes global hann, 

The challenge polic.v makers face ls to 
identify. al leasl jn principte, some "''a~· or 
resolving this paradox. 

We must devise a coherent approach 
that addresses requjrements of national and 
global security, as \\!ell as the need for 

VICIOUS CYCLE 

K=""""" = ~ dtds reuums ar dalll5 

Figure 1 

consistency between lhese t>-vo. Indeed, 
consistencv is crucial to an:v solution. 

Both behavioraJ and institutional 
adjustments are necessary, This is not a 
theoretical issue; it is a matter o{ policv and 
practice. The greater the dlvergencC' 
betvveen conditions and conceptions of 
secutity at all levels -· the greater \\'ill 
be the polentiat for stress in relations 
among nations, 

SemifyhalCIKe 
Thls means that securitv balant'e 

deserves a place at the ccnlrc of tht> natin~ 

We are faced by what Roben 
Nonh, of Stanford University. calls a "tri~ 
pie catch-22." First, every technological 
innovation, \Vhen implemented, results in 
some form of resource degradation and 
\\'aste generation. Second, applications of 
technolog;· inevitably require resources -
energv and material:.. Third, the more 
advanced the technology·. the greater is the 
quantity and variety of resources that 
people believe they need. The result ts that 
overall degradation increases with popula­
tion gro\Vth and i~ further accelerated by.· 
technological advt1ncen1ent. 

The triple catch~22 connects national 
securil:"-' \.vilh resource access and 
availability, and both these factors with 
conflict. 

Assessing seairity risks 
1t is possible lo improve securil~' risk 

assessments. and enhance the effectiveness 
of national policy and decisions, through: 

• better data; 
• better accounting; 
• betler analysis; and 
• better responses, 

Important sleps have been taken in each 
of these four areas. 

Already, both national agencies and in­
ternational institutions are beginning to 
consider the need for better dara on 
resources, and on their availability and 
access to thern. The \Vorld Resources 
Institute and similar groups are developing 
guidelines for improving the collection of 
informallon. 

Providing better accounring is 
undoubtedly difficult. This involves chan~ 
ges in three sets or accounts. First, the 
valuation must be improved of natural 
assets and resources in national accounts. 
Second, better valuation is needed of the 
true res.ourciJ and environmental costs 
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incurred in preparations for conflict for 
example, military expenditures, 
investments. alterations, and production 
and storage of \Var-related materials such 
as nuc~ear devices or conventional 
ordnance. Third, better accounting is 
required of both the resource and the 
environmental consequences of war- lhat 
is, the damage Jt causes to human beings, 
to ecological assets, to r.J\V material bases, 
and to natural resources, 

example, according to the Worldwatch 
institute. the militar:.· is the single largest 
producer of hazardous \Vastes in the United 
States, generating some 500,000 tonne'i of 
toxic substances annually, 

Further, U.S. military institutions 
overseas are exempt from the National 
E11viron1ne1ual Policy Act of 1970, \vhich 

requires federal agencies to prepare 
environmental impacl statements, As a 

IN PURSUIT OF GROWTH 
THE NORMAL TRAJECTORY 
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Facts and figures, however, are not 
enough; good interpretation and analysis 
are needed, And these require 
interdisciplinary and internationa) modes 
of investigation. 

Finally. to improve response, individual 
countries must make an effort to foster 
resource-security analysis within the nor­
rnal channels of governance, This is how 
they can ensure consideration of the cru­
cial connections identified in this article, 
and of the elements of the vicious cycle. 
Those factors must be taken into account 
in security assessmenls, deliberations on 
national priorities, and projections of the 
consequences of pursuing those priorities. 

ReSOIK<e constraints and~ con<ems 
Aside from issues of valuation, 

accounting and actual warfare, it is 
common to underestimate grossly the 
resources used in providing routine 
strategic and mihtarv securily. For 
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consequence, the United States tends to 
export its military waste production 
elsewhere. The Gulf War of 1991 led the 
WhJte House to exempt the mHitary from 
environmental responsibility- in essence, 
to give it cane blnr:che. 

This is only one instance of the link 
between natural resources and conflict. No 
malign intent underlies such action. lt is 
simpl:v sound military procedure. 

Mlilary spending 
Military spending is a significant drain 

on world\'.:ide investment resources. In the 
name of national sec:urity, many countries 
allocate more than 25 per cent of their GNP 
to milita~· matters. None of this spending 
is necessarily unreasonable, as countries 
every\vhere must always give highest 
priority to the dual imperatives of security 
and survivaL The problen1 is that when 
national security is defined too nan·owly 
- that is. in tenns of its militarv dimen~ 

sion alone - other and sometimes more 
compe)Jing security threats may go 
unattended. 

One such threat is that related to 
resources. This is of crucial concern to aJI 
countries. Nevertheless, it is seldom given 
enough attention in the international 
community at large nor in international, 
or even regional, forums designed to 
manage conflict and reduce hostHilies. 
Follo\ving are some instances of this 
blindness. 

Natunil resources Giid International ton6ct 
Some resource-related conflicts occur 

over critical resources that are located in 
areas be~1ond a country's national 
jurisdiction. Disputes among riparian 
states are usually of this nature. For 
example, in the Middle East, Egypt's foreign 
poHcy priorities have historicall:v been 
dictated by its need to assure unrestricted 
access to the v,,1aters of the NHe. Any 
unilateral action by upstrean1 states that 
might interfere with that access has always 
been considered just grounds fora political, 
or even mihtary, response. Successive 
Egvptian governments have traditionaHy 
reiterated this position. Periodic efforts to 
unite with the Sudan have been motivated 
in part by Egypt's perception of its 
vulnerability in this respect. 

Also in the Middle East- an area which 
seems to lead the \vorld in resource-related 
conflicts - other rivers are the subject of 
similar contention. Jordan and Israel have 
)ong clashed over the \Vaters of the Jordan 
River. The Tigris and the Euphrates have 
historicaUy caused quarrels among Iraq, 
Syria and Turkey. 

Conflicts and war also occur over oil 
resource.. In fact, strategic exchanges and 
the firing of oil wells in the Gulf War have 
been dubbed "environmental terrorism." 

A second look at !lie viciws cyde 
Driving the vicious cycle described 

earlier are three causes of resource 
depletion and environmental degradation. 
Unfortunately, all three are accepted as rou­
tine, and occur widely. 

First, resource and environmental 
degradation are incurred in the pursuit of 
growth and developmmt. We all applaud 
development and regard it as essential if 
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we are to meet the needs of humanity. But 
development Is also inherently depleting. 
Considerable ingenuity, innovation, and 
technological advances wiH be needed lo 

reduce the extent and rate or de\'elopment~ 
caused degradation. And adding urgency 
lo the problern is the fact that heavily 
populated Third World countties are only 
beginning extensive development. 

As Figure 2 sho\vs. more development 
means more effluents and emissions. Given 
our present technology· and current 
institutional arrangements, both national 
and international, the V.'ay to break this cru~ 
cial connection ls certainly nol obviou~. 

A second cause of depletion an<l 
degradation is the use of resources to 
enhance national securit,·. Aside from the 
rouline mHitar:v expenditures and 
investments referred to earlier. there are 
the added ecological and resource costs of 
positioning troops. arming the combatants, 
storing munitions and managing ordnance 
- all before the first shot is fired or the 
firsl bomb explodes. 

Thirdly. depletion and degradation are 
incurred by the in1pact of1var on resources 
and theenvironmenL War causes depletion 
and damage, and these in turn cause 
further damage long after the war ends. 
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The GuH Y..,tarof 1991 pro'Vides a classical Sot\h.:«: Middh &1.,1 lxwmn11c Dii;e.,1 

illustration of these lhree factors at work. 

Priql ! s ol international COlldutt 
Regrettably, conflict and violence are 

facts of international Hfe. So are resource 
conflicts and environmental degradation, 

If we are to achieve a better world, the 
international community must consider 
three principles to guide conduct in the 21st 
century. These could help us control the 
factors that give rise to the vicious cycle. 
The principles are: 

• managing resource insecuriries; 
• establishing mechanisms for early 

warning: and 
• institutionalizing post·war codes of 

conduct. 

Under principle 1. an international fo­
rum would be established to discuss and 
deliberate on policies and methods for 
managing national insecurities caused by 
resource constraints, 

Under pt·inciµJc 2. earl:v \Varning 
mechanisms would be created to alert na­
tional authorities as well as the interna­
tional communit~· to the potential for 
conflict in cases of resource conslraint, 
v.·hether because of depletion or impeded 
access. 

Under principle 3, a post-,,var code of 
conduct \•,:ould be framed, dealing with 
ecologicai reconstitution and resource 
rebuilding. Regardless of the immediate 
issues in any violent conflict, the intema­
tional community must prott~t the global 
environment. Adoption of such a code 
would be a step to\.vard meeting this 
responsibility. 

We must look beyond next year's 
United Nations Conference on 
Environment and Development, and plan 
for the next century, Our task is to provide 
to coming generations some basic 
principles of conduct. As future condi~ 

tions unfold, they \vill have lo elaborate 
on these principles. 

Earlier generations gave us the princi­
ples \Ve nov.• uphold in national and inter­
national governance. Among these are 
constitutionality, participation, repre­
sentation, equity, individual freedom. 
basic human rights, and due process of 
Ja\v. We in turn must bequeath 10 future 
generations our own understanding of the 
crucial connection between resource 
constraints and conflict. To do so ls only 
fair and just. ,.. 
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