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Preliminary remarks 

This working paper is a modified version of the introductory chapter of my habilitation thesis.1 
It summarises and connects the insights of ten papers I have written (some of them with co-
authors) since February 2015. Furthermore, the working paper discusses these insights on 
environmental peacemaking and environmental peacebuilding in the light of broader debates 
in peace and conflict studies, international relations and political science. As of yet, nine of 
the ten papers that constitute my cumulative habilitation thesis are published. 

 

1 Situating Environmental Peacemaking and Environmental Peacebuilding 

At latest after the end of the Cold War, the interlinkages between environmental change, 
renewable resource scarcity, violent conflict and insecurity have been intensively discussed in 
political science research (Brauch 2009). Initial concerns about interstate wars over water 
(Starr 1991) have been quickly refuted (Wolf et al. 2003). In the mid-1990s, two large research 
projects conducted by the so-called Zurich group (Bächler 1998; Bächler et al. 1996) and 
Toronto group (Homer-Dixon 1994; Homer-Dixon and Blitt 1998) found that water and land 
scarcity increases the risks of intrastate violence. However, these results were disputed on 
methodological (Gleditsch 1998), theoretical (Levy 1995) and empirical grounds (Peluso and 
Watts 2001). 

                                                 
1 For those not overly familiar with the German academic system: A habilitation is a post-PhD qualification that 
enables a researcher to apply for full professorships (although a habilitation is not always necessary to gain such 
a position). The habilitation consists of (at least in my case) a habilitation thesis, four courses taught 
independently, a teaching demonstration, a scientific colloquium and an inaugural lecture. 
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With increasing concerns about the security implications of climate change, the debate has 
been revived from 2007 onwards (McDonald 2013; Scheffran et al. 2012). A large number of 
studies have argued that higher temperatures, fewer and less predictable rainfalls, more 
frequent/intense natural disasters and rising sea levels increase the risk of unrest, terrorism 
and armed conflict within states. Other authors, using similar research strategies and data, 
find neither a correlation nor a link between (predicted) climate change impacts and various 
forms of conflict (for recent reviews, see: Koubi 2019; van Baalen and Mobjörk 2018). The 
research field remains essentially divided (Buhaug et al. 2014; Hsiang et al. 2013), although 
there is an increasing consensus that climate-induced environmental changes slightly increase 
conflict risks, but only in certain contexts (Detges 2016; Schleussner et al. 2016; von Uexkull 
et al. 2016). 

But despite the rather equivocal empirical evidence, policy makers are increasingly concerned 
about the interlinkages between climate change, environmental stress, security and conflict. 
The G7 Foreign Minister stressed in 2015 for example: “Without adequate mitigation and 
adaptation efforts, the impacts of rising temperatures and changing precipitation patterns 
heighten the risk of instability and conflict” (Wilson Center 2015). In the same year, then US 
President Barack Obama claimed that “severe drought helped to create the instability in 
Nigeria that was exploited by the terrorist group Boko Haram [and] helped fuel the early 
unrest in Syria” (The White House 2015). Also referring to the Syrian civil war, among others 
cases, former US Secretary of Defense James N. Mattis stated in 2017 that “climate change is 
impacting stability in areas of the world where our troops are operating” (Independent 2017). 
And current UN Secretary General Antonio Guterres highlights: “Most of today’s conflicts are 
fuelled by competition for power and resources, inequality, marginalisation and exclusion, 
poor governance, weak institutions, sectarian divides. They are exacerbated by climate 
change” (Farand 2017). 

My study Climate War in the Middle East? (Ide 2018a) illustrates the environmental (and 
climate) conflict debate by reviewing evidence about its currently most prominent and 
intensively debated case: the potential link between the 2006-2009 drought in Syria, the 
massive loss of livelihoods in the drought-affected regions, out-migration to urban areas, and 
the onset of Syrian civil war in early 2011. It finds that such a chain of links is certainly plausible, 
but yet unproven as major knowledge gaps exist, especially regarding the attribution of the 
drought to climate change and the way deprivation and migration contributed to the civil war 
onset. 

From the late 1990s onwards, however, an alternative debate started to emerge that was less 
concerned about whether or not environmental change increases violent conflict risks. Rather, 
this environmental peacemaking approach proposed that environmental problems are 
common challenges or, more specifically, low-politics, cross-border, positive-sum issues. They 
are thus well-suited to serve as entry points for joint problem solving, cooperation, conflict 
resolution, trust building, and eventually peacemaking. These approaches draw strongly on 
functionalist and liberal theories of international relations (Haas 1964; Keohane and Nye 
2001), on early ecological approaches in peace and conflict studies (Brock 1991), and more 
recently on constructivism and sociological institutionalism (Adler 1997; Finnemore 1996). 

An edited volume by Conca and Dabelko (2002b) synthesised the environmental peacemaking 
approach early on. It proposed that environmental cooperation can contribute to 
international peace via two pathways. At the level of decision makers, cooperation on 



 
 

4 
 

environmental issues can lead to trust building and the acknowledgement that positive-sum 
interactions are possible, hence facilitating a change of the strategic climate. But 
environmental cooperation can also lead to increasing translational networks of scientific, civil 
society and political actors, thus strengthening post-Westphalian governance (the 
mechanisms of environmental peacemaking are discussed in further details in sections 2 and 
5). 

Beyond debates on environmental security, research on environmental peacemaking can 
contribute to several key research areas in political science and international relations. Since 
the mid-1990s, for instance, scholars of international politics are increasingly concerned about 
rivalries, that is, intense, rather long-lasting and often militarised conflicts between two states 
(Klein et al. 2006). As rivalries account for more than 90% of all interstate wars since 1945, 
studying them enables researchers to trace the long-term, structural conflict dynamics behind 
individual violent disputes (Thompson 2001), while the empirical record is broad enough to 
draw evidence from more than just a few prominent cases (namely, the conflict between the 
USA and the Soviet Union).  

Research has so far identified a number of factors facilitating rivalry termination (and hence 
more peaceful international relations), such as additional threats emerging for the involved 
states (Akcinaroglu et al. 2014), systemic shocks (Rasler et al. 2013) and economic recession 
in at least one of the respective countries (Clary 2015). But with a few exceptions, the 
theoretical frameworks underlying such studies usually emphasise threats to national 
security, state capabilities and regime survival, hence broadly fitting a realist theoretical 
framework (Prins and Daxecker 2008; Rasler et al. 2013). The environmental peacemaking 
approach provides an important correction here as it proposes, in line with liberal theories of 
international politics (Keohane and Nye 2001), that interdependence and low-level 
cooperation can have a transformative impact on conflicts between states. Especially 
environment-related factors have played no role in the literature on rivalries as of yet. 

Furthermore, research on global environmental politics has so far largely conceived 
environmental cooperation as a dependent variable whose occurrence and effectiveness has 
to be explained (Mitchell and Zawahri 2015; Young 2016). If environmental cooperation is 
conceived as an independent variable, its impact on actual environmental outcomes such as 
greenhouse gas emissions (Peters et al. 2017) or marine pollution (Barkin 2011) are usually 
investigated. Research on environmental peacemaking, by contrast, explicitly considers the 
possibility that environmental cooperation can be an independent variable in political 
contexts by facilitating follow-up cooperation (Scheumann and Shamaly 2016), conflict 
prevention (Barquet et al. 2014) and even more peaceful international relations (empirical 
evidence for this claim is present in section 3). 

With the end of the Cold War, the prevalence of intrastate armed conflict and the failure of 
several externally supported efforts to stabilise post-civil war societies, post-conflict 
peacebuilding emerged as a key area of study in political science (Autesserre 2017; Richmond 
2011). Research in this field has gained important insights on, for instance, local peacebuilding 
systems (Allouche and Jackson 2018), encounters between global and local peacebuilding 
dynamics (Björkdahl and Höglund 2013), democracy and peacebuilding (Fiedler 2018), 
security sector reform and peacebuilding (Schnabel and Ehrhart 2002), and education for 
sustainable peace (Bentrovato 2017). The environmental peacemaking approach can further 
add to this literature. Peacebuilding research often ignores environmental factors (Matthew 
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et al. 2009), but shared environmental problems can provide incentives for cooperation 
between former conflict parties (Cain 2014). The provision of water services and land is also 
crucial to integrate former combatants into the regular economy and to boost state legitimacy 
(Bruch et al. 2016; Krampe and Gignoux 2018). 

Peace and conflict studies is also increasingly interested in the onset, dynamics and 
termination of small-scale conflicts, such as non-violent protests, riots and communal violence 
(Day et al. 2015; Salehyan et al. 2012). Research from other disciplines such as anthropology 
(Adano et al. 2012), economics (Bogale and Korf 2007) and geography (Bukari et al. 2018) has 
shown that environmental cooperation can support the prevention and transformation of 
conflicts within and between local communities. The environmental peacemaking approach is 
well-suited to take up these (and generate additional) findings and feed them into broader 
political science debates about small-scale conflicts. This is the case because the 
environmental peacemaking approach itself is deeply grounded in the theoretical and 
conceptual frameworks of international relations (Conca 2002). Bringing such insights on 
environmental peacemaking at the communal level to small-scale conflict research is 
especially important as the latter already discusses climate change and resource scarcity as 
drivers of conflict (Raleigh and Kniveton 2012; Seter et al. 2018). 

But while the environmental- and climate-conflict field developed rapidly in the mid-2000s, 
the environmental peacemaking approach received relatively little attention despite its 
potential to contribute to several important academic debates (but see Ali 2007; King and 
Wilcox 2008; Lejano 2006). Even studies explicitly finding that social groups and states 
cooperate (rather than compete) in the face of environmental problems mostly use their 
results to address the environmental conflict literature, and often do not refer to 
environmental peacemaking at all (e.g., Berger 2003; Canter and Ndegwa 2002; Linke et al. 
2015; Witsenburg and Adano 2009). 

Only more recently, the topic gained broader attention, most likely because of (i) the 
increased interest of political scientists in peacebuilding processes (Leonardsson and Rudd 
2015) and (ii) the attention and support provided by the United Nations Environmental 
Program (UNEP 2009) for analysing the environmental dimensions of peacebuilding (Bruch et 
al. 2016; Troell and Weinthal 2014; Unruh and Williams 2013). However, in contrast to earlier 
studies using the label environmental peacemaking, such research on what is now often called 
environmental peacebuilding often has a narrow focus on resource management and service 
provision in post-civil war contexts. 

 

2 Environmental Peacemaking and Peacebuilding in Context 

At the beginning, it is important to locate environmental peacemaking and environmental 
peacebuilding in the context of broader academic and political debates. In the first part of my 
habilitation thesis, I assess the existence and prominence of environmental peacemaking in 
two distinct, yet broad and important discursive arenas more thoroughly. Based on the finding 
that environmental peacemaking has so far received limited attention by both scholars and 
broader publics, both articles also discuss the potential negative impacts of such a lack of 
attention. 
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My co-authored study Sampling Bias in Climate-Conflict Research (Adams et al. 2018) conducts 
a meta-analysis of the journal articles published in climate-conflict research between 1989 
and 2016. It finds that while considerations of climate vulnerability play a minor role, the 
literature strongly samples on the dependent variable, that is, it focuses on countries with a 
high prevalence of armed violence. Such a sampling bias might not only distort results on the 
links between climate change and conflict, but also indicates that little attention is paid to 
processes of peaceful adaptation to climatic stress. Consequentially, research as a whole 
stigmatises certain regions (especially Africa) as naturally chaotic and violent. Further, such a 
sampling bias constraints the capability of climate-conflict research to analyse how 
environmental and conflict issues can be addressed simultaneously (Gilmore et al. 2018), 
which is a major strength of the environmental peacemaking approach (Barnett 2018). 

The paper Critical Geopolitics and School Textbooks (Ide 2016a) analyses how current2 German 
school textbooks portray environment-conflict links. In this context, school textbooks are 
conceived as indicators of broader geopolitical discourses and as widely used educational 
media. Mirroring the results of the analysis of academic papers conducted by Adams et al. 
(2018), I find that environmental conflicts are frequently discussed, while environmental 
cooperation and especially environmental peacemaking are almost not mentioned. This 
provides a one-side and deterministic view on environmental security issues, facilitates the 
stigmatisation of (certain regions in) the Global South as chaotic and violent, and further paves 
way for the much-criticised securitisation of environmental issues (Brzoska 2009; Ide et al. 
2017; Methmann and Oels 2015). 

In line with the expectations outlined above, one can hence conclude that environmental 
peacemaking plays a minor role in both academic research and public discourses. As already 
implied, this is unfortunate for a number of reasons: First, environmental peacemaking 
provides an important counter-narrative to deterministic, securitising and at times 
stigmatising environmental conflict discourses (Ali 2011; Barnett 2018). Second, 
environmental peacemaking might provide a unique opportunity to address two key 
challenges of the 21st century ― global environmental change and violent conflicts ― 
simultaneously (Pettersson and Eck 2018; Steffen et al. 2015). It can also help to combat 
(especially transnational) environmental crime by analysing how illegal resource exploitation 
is conducted and regulated in conflict-prone seetings (Stoett 2018). Third, environmental 
peacemaking draws from and advances research on international relations (Conca 2001), 
political geography (Barnett 2018), comparative politics (Cabada and Waisova 2018), 
economics of the commons (Ratner et al. 2013), and ecology (Roulin et al. 2017). It hence 
provides a unique opportunity for interdisciplinary dialogue and integrative knowledge 
cumulation (Zinnes 1976). 

Consequentially, the main goal of my habilitation thesis was to advance the state of 
knowledge on environmental peacemaking and environmental peacebuilding in international 
politics. After contextualising the topic in a wider research context as well as discussing its 
societal and academic reception and relevance, this working paper will discuss new evidence 
on the interlinkages between environmental cooperation, peacemaking and peacebuilding 
that were gained during the habilitation. 

                                                 
2 As of May 2015. 
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Before doing so, however, a definition of core concepts and an assessment of the existing 
literature are due. I have done this in a comprehensive manner in my article on The Impact of 
Environmental Cooperation on Peacemaking (Ide 2019), which provides the first 
comprehensive review of the environmental peacemaking literature. Therefore, I only provide 
a summary here: I adopt environmental peacemaking as an overarching term that refers to all 
forms of cooperation on environmental issues between distinct social groups (including 
states) which aim at and/or achieve creating less violent and more peaceful relations between 
these groups. In this context, peace is conceived as a “continuum ranging from the absence of 
violent conflict to the unimaginability of violent conflict” (Conca and Dabelko 2002a: 220).3  

I use the term environmental peacebuilding, which is currently more widespread in the 
literature, only when discussing efforts to integrate natural resource management into 
conflict prevention, resolution and recovering processes in post-civil war contexts.4 In this 
sense, environmental peacebuilding is a sub-concept of specific form of environmental 
peacemaking. When talking about environmental issues, I will focus only on renewable 
resources like soil, water or wood. Non-renewable resources, such as oil, gas or diamonds, can 
have major impacts on the dynamics of peace and conflict (Collier and Hoeffler 2005; Jakobi 
2013; Ross 2015), but go beyond the scope of this working paper (and of my habilitation 
thesis). I include the literature on disaster diplomacy, however, as it is conceptually and 
methodologically very close to environmental peacemaking, while disasters originating from 
natural hazards can have very negative impacts in the form of land degradation and water 
insecurity (Kelman 2012). 

When assessing the existing literature, Ide (2019) finds that environmental cooperation can 
facilitate peacemaking by cultivating interdependence (pathway 3), by improving the 
environmental situation (pathway 1), by building understanding and trust (pathway 2), and by 
establishing new institutions (pathway 4). However, only the latter three mechanisms have 
been empirically observed so far. Further, while environmental cooperation can support the 
establishment of more peaceful relations, such an effect is often limited to more negative 
forms of peace. The success of environmental peacemaking is also highly dependent on a 
number of context factors, such as the absence of strong tensions or external mediation and 
support. 

This literature review identifies major knowledge gaps as well, especially regarding (i) the 
relevance of environmental peacemaking vis-à-vis other drivers of peace, (ii) the pathways 
connecting environmental cooperation to peacemaking, and (iii) the time horizons and depth 
of environmental peacemaking. In line with other recent contributions (Dresse et al. 2019; 
Krampe 2017), I conclude that, among others, more cross-case comparative studies are 
needed to address these knowledge gaps. 

 

 

                                                 
3 This continuum is largely identical with the distinction between negative peace, defined as the absence of 
physical violence, and positive peace, defined as the absence of structural violence, as outlined by Galtung 
(1969). 
4 Please note that post-civil war societies are not necessarily peaceful, but often characterised by high levels of 
physical and structural violence (Richmond and Mac Ginty 2015). 
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3 International Environmental Peacemaking 

The second part of my habilitation thesis addressed these knowledge gaps. It employed a 
multi-method research design and various cross-case comparisons to address the following 
questions: Does environmental cooperation contribute to peacemaking between states, and 
if so, in which time horizons, through which processes and in which contexts? 

My study Does Environmental Peacemaking between States Work? (Ide 2018b) combines a 
statistical analysis of 3,164 cases (in the form of dyad-years), a qualitative comparative 
analysis (QCA) of 20 cases and six desk-based case studies to answer these questions. The 
study uses water- and conservation-related, mini-lateral5 environmental agreements that 
provide concrete provisions for exchange and cooperation – so-called cooperative 
environmental agreements (CEAS) – as the independent variable. Using data for the 1946-
2010 period, it finds that the conclusion of a CEA makes reconciliation between two rival states 
significant more likely in the following five years, hence providing support for the 
environmental peacemaking approach. 

However, three qualifications are due: Firstly, environmental cooperation can catalyse or 
“lock-in” existing processes of reconciliation, but has no effect if such processes have not yet 
started. Secondly, environmental cooperation is usually not the most important factor for 
interstate reconciliation. Thirdly, the success of environmental peacemaking is strongly 
dependent on the presence of a number of context factors. High attention to environmental 
issues, internal political stability in both states, and existing networks and traditions of 
environmental cooperation are particularly important here. 

Despite its robust findings backed up by a triangulation of insights from different methods, 
the approach employed by Ide (2018b) has two shortcomings. On the one hand, it largely 
focuses on negative peace in form of reconciliation between rival states, while the literature 
(and my habilitation thesis) understands peace explicitly as a continuum ranging from 
negative to more positive forms of peace (see Ide 2019). On the other hand, even 
environmental agreements with provisions for exchange and cooperation are not perfect 
indicators for environmental cooperation. After all, these provisions might exist on paper only, 
while agreement data do not cover informal environmental cooperation (for instance in the 
form of joint meetings or policy coordination) (Wolf 1998; Zeitoun and Mirumachi 2008). 

Both shortcomings are addressed by the study International Water Cooperation and 
Environmental Peacemaking (Ide and Detges 2018). Just like Ide (2018b), it asks whether 
environmental cooperation increases the likelihood for more peaceful interstate relations. In 
order to study negative as well as positive forms of peace, it uses the peace scale data by 
Goertz et al. (2016). The dataset states for every pair of states interacting with each other 
whether this relationship can be characterised as a severe rivalry, a lesser rivalry, negative 
peace, warm peace or a security community. Further, instead of relying on treaty data, I use 
positive water-related interactions between two states – including verbal support, scientific 
exchanges or economic support – as an indicator for environmental cooperation. The study is 
limited to states sharing a river basin (and other state-pairs only very infrequently interact 
over water) and the period 1956 to 2006. 

                                                 
5 Usually not more than four signatories. 
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Despite the modified research design, this study confirms the results of Ide (2018b) presented 
before. A higher number of positive water-related interactions in the previous ten years 
increases the likelihood of a dyad to move towards the positive end of the peace scale in any 
given year. The respective correlation is considerably stronger for dyads without acute 
conflicts, while for the sample of intense conflict dyads, the correlation is still positive, but no 
longer significant. Similarly, other variables seem to be more important for a dyad moving 
upwards on the peace scale, such as the presence of transition periods in the international 
system (for instance after the end of the Cold War) or the establishment of democracies in 
both states.  

The results of Ide and Detges (2018) hence increase confidence in the assumption that 
environmental cooperation has a moderate, yet positive and significant effect on interstate 
peacemaking, and that this effect is dependent on the presence scope conditions such as pre-
existing reconciliation dynamics. They also confirm that environmental peacemaking is most 
likely to be successful in the medium term (five to ten years).6 However, in contrast to parts 
of the existing literature (see Ide 2019), I find that environmental cooperation can also have 
an effect on more positive forms of peace. 

The book chapter Environmental Peacebuilding in the Middle East (Ide et al. 2018b) illustrates 
and confirms these results by providing two case studies on the intertwined dynamics of 
interstate conflict, water cooperation and peacemaking between Israel and Jordan as well as 
between Turkey and Syria. As predicted by the cross-case analyses, an improvement of the 
macro-political climate between the states opened a window of opportunity for 
environmental cooperation to intensify and become more visible. In the case of Israel and 
Jordan, water cooperation was used as a trust building mechanism in the 1980s. During the 
peace process in the 1990s, the parties built on this history of coordination and frequently 
used water issues to make progress when negotiations on other issues were stuck (see also 
Abukhater 2013). 

Similarly, when the political elites of Syria and Turkey decided to forge better relations with 
each other in the early 2000s, they utilised water issues such as the Friendship Dam at the 
Orontes River to demonstrate commitment to the reconciliation process. The academic and 
civil society networks that had formed around these issues in the past (via a tradition of low-
level environmental cooperation) were highly useful in this context (see also Scheumann and 
Shamaly 2016). This process broke down, however, with the onset of the Syrian civil war in 
2011, hence confirming the finding that internal political stability is crucial for environmental 
peacemaking (Ide 2018b). 

Combining the findings from these three studies – which use different methods, data and 
cases – reveals a rather coherent picture on environmental peacemaking in international 
politics: Environmental cooperation enhances the chances of peacemaking, although it is not 
the most important factor in this regard. This effect is most likely in the five to ten years after 
official cooperation was initiated. But any success of environmental peacemaking is 
contingent on a number of context factors, especially on the absence of an acute conflict, 
support by political elites, relative internal political stability, environmental awareness, and 
pre-existing environmental cooperation. The eight case studies presented confirm the results 

                                                 
6 Although it should be mentioned that results of this study are not as robust and significant for the five year 
time lag as for the ten year time lag. 
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of the literature review, namely that building institutions (pathway 4) and increasing 
understanding and trust (pathway 2) are the most important causal links between 
environmental cooperation and more peaceful relations. As expected, improving the 
environmental situation hardly plays a role at the international level.  

However, contrary to most of the literature (Ide 2019), my research also found that cultivating 
interdependence (mechanism 3), especially in the form of a spill-over of cooperation, plays a 
role as well. This is most obvious notably in the Syrian-Turkish case, where cooperation on 
flood prevention encouraged shared hydro-electricity projects, and in the Israeli-Jordanian 
case, where cooperative relations on water build during the 1980s spilt into the 1990s peace 
negotiations and current plans to establish a Red-Dead Canal. The next section provides 
further evidence for the relevance of mechanism 3 at the meso-level between Israel and 
Palestine. 

 

4 Meso-Level Perspectives on Environmental Peacemaking and Peacebuilding 

The third part of my habilitation thesis took a meso-perspective on environmental 
peacemaking and peacebuilding. It focuses on local and location-specific processes to 
contribute to the broader debate on environment-peace links (Grech-Madin et al. 2018). This 
allowed me to shed light on issues such as education or bottom-up civil society activities that 
can hardly be captured by analyses of interstate and especially intergovernmental processes. 
Studying the interlinkages between environmental cooperation and peace at the meso-level 
is also crucial as the analyses presented above emphasised the importance of a tradition of 
environmental cooperation (at the micro- and meso-level) for successful environmental 
peacemaking. 

Both locations under analysis (Israel/Palestine and Timor-Leste), while still being characterised 
by strong tensions, experienced major outbursts of civil violence prior to the period of study,7 
and are hence considered peacebuilding cases in the literature (Paffenholz 2014). 
Consequentially, I use the term environmental peacebuilding when discussing these cases. 

The next two articles discussed both study environmental peacebuilding processes in the 
context of an intractable conflict (Moore and Guy 2012), the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. As has 
been detailed above (see section 2), pre-existing environmental cooperation can facilitate 
environmental peacemaking once a window of opportunity (in the form of a less hostile 
political atmosphere) opens. Here, I summarise the findings of these studies on exactly such 
attempts of environmental cooperation and peacebuilding in a setting still characterised by 
high levels of political conflict. In other words, I analyse least-likely cases (Flyvbjerg 2006; 
Gerring 2007) that are crucial to understand how environmental peacebuilding processes 
work in settings not (yet) ready for successful environment-peace links, but which can be 
important in setting the stage for the latter. 

The article Space, Discourse and Environmental Peacebuilding (Ide 2017) draws on wider 
efforts to introduce spatial theory as developed by human geographers into political science 
research (Boelens et al. 2016; Chojnacki and Engels 2013). Environmental peacebuilding 
                                                 
7 In the case of Israel and Palestine, this was the Second Intifada (2000-2005) and the First Gaza War (2008-2009), 
while in Timor-Leste, it was the so-called 2006 Crisis which saw fighting between different groups. 
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approaches often assume space to be exogenously given, for instance when claiming that 
environmental issues cross borders or that ecological interdependencies provide incentives 
for cooperation (Carius 2006). Spatial theory, by contrast, insists that space, for instance in 
the form of borders and cross-border interdependencies, is a social construct that is 
established and challenged in the discursive realm. 

Drawing on the case of an environmental peacebuilding initiative in Israel and Palestine, the 
Good Water Neighbors (GWN) project launched by the NGO EcoPeace8, I show that 
environmental and political spaces are indeed not objectively or exogenously given. Rather, 
ecological and political boundaries, the adequate scales (local, national, transnational etc.) for 
managing environmental issues, and the social and environmental characteristics of certain 
places are actively contested between the dominant discourses in the Israeli and Palestinian 
societies and an alternative GWN discourse, with the latter putting more emphasis on 
inclusiveness and interdependence. 

Such counter-discourses are important for explaining water and environmental cooperation 
in the GWN project. But the members of the project also promote them actively in order to 
set the stage for cooperation, reconciliation and eventually (environmental) peacebuilding. 
Referring back to the theoretical framework previously developed (see section 2 and Ide 
2019), the GWN project aims to build peace by cultivating interdependence (pathway 3) 
between both parties. It discursively constructs spaces of environmental interdependence and 
seeks to populate them with concrete examples of cooperation, while also creating 
understanding and trust (pathway 2) during the process. 

The study Education and Environmental Peacebuilding (Ide and Tubi 2019) sheds light on a so 
far underexplored topic in the field of study. Despite a growing body of research highlighting 
the importance of education for peacebuilding (e.g., Davies 2010; Novelli et al. 2017) and the 
potential relevance of education for political socialisation (Voigtländer and Voth 2016), 
research on environmental peacebuilding has so far paid very limited attention to education. 
Following up on insights discussed in the previous sections, especially alternative education 
can be an effective way to build contacts and understanding during periods of political 
tensions, and to spread discourses of interdependence and reconciliation (Durand and Kaempf 
2014; Pingel 2008). 

Ide and Tubi (2019) analyse the education activities of three environmental peacebuilding 
projects run by NGOs in the Israeli-Palestinian context: GWN, the Migrating Birds Know No 
Boundaries project9, and the Arava Institute for Environmental Studies10. The three projects 
use education to improve the environmental situation (pathway 1), to cultivate 
interdependence (pathway 3), and to create understanding and trust (pathway 2), with the 
latter pathway being most relevant. All projects face several problems, including political 
tensions, local resistance, mobility restrictions and funding limitations. Still, they are able to 
build pro-peace networks, spread discourses of environmental interdependence and 
cooperation, and build trust, hence setting the stage for further (formal/high-level) 

                                                 
8 See also http://ecopeaceme.org/. 
9 See also http://arava.org.  
10 See also https://www.birds.org.il/he/index.aspx.  

http://ecopeaceme.org/
http://arava.org/
https://www.birds.org.il/he/index.aspx
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environmental peacebuilding once political leaders on both side opt for more reconciliatory 
policies.  

Furthermore, the analysis demonstrates that much criticised processes of depoliticization 
(Aggestam and Sundell 2016; Alatout 2006) and neoliberalisation (Amster 2014; Novelli and 
Higgins 2017) can have positive effects on environmental peacebuilding. This is because they 
open up largely uncontested spaces for dialogue and provide material incentives to participate 
in the respective projects, both of which is otherwise hard to achieve in settings characterised 
by intractable conflicts. 

The final, forthcoming part of my habilitation thesis (Ide et al. n.d.) simultaneously provides a 
challenge to many existing environmental peacemaking and peacebuilding approaches – 
including the ones presented in the preceding chapters – and an outlook towards promising 
paths for future research. The paper studies the tara bandu ritual and institution in post-civil 
war Timor-Leste, which is used to manage social relations and natural resources at the same 
time, and can hence be considered as an environmental peacebuilding practice. 

This analysis questions the assumptions and boundaries of environmental peacebuilding and 
peacemaking scholarship in three regards.  

Firstly, until very recently, most research on environmental peacebuilding has studied 
cooperation and conflict between states (e.g., Barquet 2015; Bruch et al. 2012; Carius 2006; 
Conca and Dabelko 2002b; Huda and Ali 2018). Large parts of my research discussed in this 
working paper are no exception to this. However, environmental security research has long 
established that environmental conflicts are much more likely to take place within rather than 
between states (Koubi et al. 2014; Theisen et al. 2013). Almost all armed conflicts nowadays 
also occur within states (Pettersson et al. 2019). Consequentially, it would be worthwhile to 
explore intrastate environmental peacebuilding in further detail, especially to contribute to 
recent debates about communal conflicts in political science (Pierskalla and Hollenbach 2013). 
The analysis of tara bandu indeed finds that managing social and environmental issues 
simultaneously has contributed to more coherent local relations in Timor-Leste. 

Secondly, focussing on the intrastate level brings environmental peacebuilding research closer 
to the bourgeoning debates about liberal, local and hybrid peacebuilding (Autesserre 2017; 
Geis and Wagner 2017; Richmond 2011). This encounter can be challenging. My study on 
Timor-Leste demonstrates, for example, that environmental peacebuilding research has 
largely focused on cases characterised by heavy outside (usually international) involvement. 
The research field is therefore not only providing implicit support for much criticised liberal 
peacebuilding approaches, but also leaves bottom-up environmental peacebuilding processes 
underexplored. Ide et al. (n.d.) (in line with Ide 2019 and especially Ide and Tubi 2019) 
demonstrate the relevance of such bottom-up processes. Engaging with debates about 
hybridity and friction in peacebuilding, they also show how international involvement 
provides an opportunity as well as a problem for tara bandu. 

Thirdly, and related to the previous point, environmental peacebuilding research is based on 
a positivist-rationalist ontology, which is concerned with environmental interdependencies, 
shared interests and mutual benefits. This ontology has already been challenged by critical 
environmental security research (Alatout 2006; Duffy 2006) and constructivist spatial theory 
(Ide 2017). However, postcolonial political scientists emphasise that even constructivist 
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concepts like discourse, narrative  and perception can have shortcomings when employed in 
settings radically different from the (Western) ones in which they have developed (Acharya 
and Buzan 2009; Vasilaki 2012). Drawing on these debates, the case of tara bandu illustrates 
how bottom-up environmental peacebuilding processes are deeply embedded into local 
spiritual and communal relations including, among others, connections to the ancestral realm 
and supernatural punishments. These relations are crucial for the success of tara bandu, yet 
not easy to grasp by Western environmental peacebuilding researchers as well as by 
international peacebuilding actors (especially when using a positivist-rationalist ontology). 

 

5 Conclusion 

Environmental peacemaking is a rather young research field. While first ideas about 
environment-peace links popped up in the 1990s (Brock 1991), systematic research only 
emerged around the year 2000 (Conca and Dabelko 2002b), and it took another ten years 
before a broader community of scholars started to engage with the topic from a multitude of 
disciplinary, regional, theoretical and methodological perspectives. Environmental 
peacemaking is highly relevant as it (i) provides counter-narratives to securitising and at times 
stigmatising environmental conflict discourses, (ii) can help to address conflict- and 
environment-related problems simultaneously, and (iii) is increasingly incorporated into NGO 
activities, UN peacebuilding missions and UNEP programs (UNDPA and UNEP 2015). 

Yet, as with any other emerging research field, considerable knowledge gaps on 
environmental peacemaking continue to exist. The studies I discussed in this working paper 
make a manifold contribution to the research field by employing a variety of methods, 
including statistical analysis, quantitative and qualitative content analysis, QCA, systematic 
literature review, discourse analysis, desk-based case studies, and field research based on 
semi-structured interviews and participatory observation. The eight key findings of these 
studies (which together constitute my habilitation thesis) are:  

1) Environmental peacemaking receives limited attention in academic and societal 
discourses, especially compared to environment-conflict links, with adverse 
consequences for research and policy. 

2) Environmental cooperation can catalyse or “lock-in” existing reconciliation processes 
between states, especially in medium-term time horizons of five to ten years. 

3) The success of international environmental peacemaking is strongly dependent on 
several context factors, most notably the absence of acute conflicts, high levels of 
environmental attention, internal political stability, and a tradition of environmental 
cooperation. 

4) Such a tradition of environmental cooperation as well as awareness of environmental 
interdependencies are facilitated by educational activities and educational media, if 
only to a limited extend (among others because they operate in very challenging 
conflict contexts). Processes of neoliberalisation and depoliticisation can be supportive 
in this regard. 
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5) Although the evidence for this is more limited, environmental cooperation can also 
contribute to more peaceful relations within states. However, to do so, such 
cooperation has to be embedded into local socio-economic, political, ecological and 
spiritual relations. 

6) Of the four pathways potentially connecting environmental cooperation to 
peacemaking, increasing understanding and trust (pathway 2) is most relevant, while 
building institutions (pathway 4) also plays a role. Improving the environmental 
situation (pathway 1) only matters in intrastate settings where resource conflicts are 
prevalent. Cultivating interdependence (pathway 3) can help to create a tradition of 
cooperation but seems to play a limited role in environmental peacemaking processes 
at the formal level. 

7) Rationalist-positivist ontologies and theories currently dominant in environmental 
peacemaking research have serious shortcomings. They are unable to capture, among 
others, the social construction of space as well as local, non-Western worldviews, both 
of which have been shown to be important for environmental peacebuilding. 

8) Related to this, the liberal peacebuilding project, but at times also more hybrid 
approaches have problems to account for such local complexity, and therefore might 
suffer from considerable problems when implementing environmental peacemaking 
and peacebuilding. That said, external mediation and support can also be an important 
facilitator of environmental peacemaking. 

These insights on environmental peacemaking contribute to a number of specific debates as 
outlined in this introduction and the individual studies, for instance on the spatial dimensions 
of political processes (Chojnacki and Engels 2013), postcolonialism in political science (Ziai 
2012) and peace education (Ide et al. 2018a). But taken together, my findings also enrich five 
key political science research fields.  

Firstly, environmental change and renewable resource scarcity are not only drivers of violent 
conflict as suggested by many studies on environmental security (Ide 2015; Mach et al. 2019; 
Seter et al. 2018; Vestby 2019). They can also serve as entry points for policy coordination and 
cooperation, hence facilitating more peaceful relations between social groups (including 
states). This insight counters one-sided, determinist narratives of environment-conflict links 
that pave the way for a securitisation of environmental issues, a stigmatisation of the Global 
South, and limited attention (and support) for peaceful adaptation (Barnett 2009; Methmann 
and Oels 2015; Verhoeven 2014). 

Secondly, the study of international rivalries has so far hardly paid any attention to 
environmental factors and especially environmental cooperation (Rasler et al. 2013), but 
would be well advised to do so. Contrary to realist theory, which is still very popular in this 
research field (Akcinaroglu et al. 2014), such cooperation can facilitate reconciliation and 
eventually rivalry termination, if only to a certain degree and in certain contexts. 

Thirdly, as environmental cooperation can be a driver of more peaceful relations between 
states, it should be given more weight as an independent variable by research on global 
environmental politics and international relations. Currently, research mostly considers 
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environmental cooperation as the outcome to be explained (Young 2016) or measures its 
impact on actual environmental performances (Peters et al. 2017). 

Fourthly, environmental cooperation is an important factor in post-conflict societies, not only 
to provide resource-related services and sustain livelihoods, but also to build understanding 
and trust between (former) adversaries. In line with current debates about liberal, local and 
hybrid peacebuilding (Mac Ginty and Richmond 2016), encounters with and even support by 
external (often international) peacebuilding operations provide a mixed blessing (Grech-
Madin et al. 2018; Krampe and Gignoux 2018). They can supply financial resources, mediation 
and (international) attention, but also undermine the customary, socio-economic and spiritual 
foundations of joint resource management at the local level. 

Fifthly, environmental cooperation ― particularly on water conservation, land management 
and environmental education ― can serve to prevent and mediate local disputes, and should 
hence play a more prominent role in political science research on small-scale conflicts (Almer 
et al. 2017; Pierskalla and Hollenbach 2013). This would also echo calls for international 
relations researchers to study dynamics of peace and cooperation rather than conflict and 
violence (Diehl 2016). In order to do so, however, research needs to move beyond rationalist-
positivist ontologies that still characterise especially quantitative studies on the issue (Ide 
2016b). 

Together, these insights hopefully inspire further research on environmental peacemaking 
and peacebuilding and related fields of research, but also impact public debates and political 
decisions. Violent conflict and environmental degradation are two key challenges of the 21st 
century, so assessing their interactions and addressing them remains an important task for 
research and policy. 
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