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Factsheet 3: The basics – natural disasters and human society 
 

Factsheet 2 explained the natural effects of 
climate change. This sheet explains the human 
consequences. Climate disasters will not be 
simply natural events. They will happen in the 
global economic and political system we live in 
now. That system turns natural disasters into 
human catastrophes. 
  
We can guess what will happen in future from 
what happens now. Our current climate disasters 
are complex events. For instance, there was a lot 
of debate about the famine and suffering in 
Somalia in 2011. Some said it was caused by 
climate change and drought. Others said no, it 
was war, geopolitics and neoliberalism. The truth 
is it was caused by all of them, together.  
  
One way to think about this is that climate 
change is an accelerant, like pouring petrol on a 
fire. Another way is that is like what doctors call 
'acute on chronic'. They mean the way a sudden 
illness acts on a patient already weakened by a 
long term illness. 
 
Famine 
 
Climate change will have several effects. When 
the rains fail in some areas, the price of food 
there will rise, and many people will starve to 
death. But not everyone. Some have enough 
money to buy food at any price. 
  
Nor do most people usually die of simple lack of 
food. Many die of contagious diseases that 
spread among people weakened by hunger and 
kill the weakest. Parents often face a choice. 
They can wait at home, and hope the rains arrive 
before death does. Or they can take their 
children to refugee camps, where there is food 
but they are more likely to die in an epidemic. 
Far away, in the capital or in other countries, the 
lost crops will drive up the price of food. As that 

happens across the world, the high prices 
increase the risk of famine in every country 
where the rains fail. 
 
We have already seen a global rise in the price of 
food grains in 2009, and again in 2011. There 
were several reasons behind this. Climate change 
had hit the crops in some countries, so there was 
less grain globally. Biofuels had taken some of 
the remaining grain. Banks and hedge funds 
moved their money out of real estate into 
speculation in the price of food. And the price of 
oil rose. Oil is used to make fertiliser. So that 
drove up the price of fertiliser, and that too 
drove up the price of grain.  
  
All these factors contributed to the rising price of 
grain. But in future the failure of the rains will 
matter more and more. 
 
Refugees 
 
Climate change will create refugees. Some will 
flee long droughts and famine.  Some will flee 
floods, rising seas and storms. Some will be 
fleeing climate wars – of which more later. 
  
We cannot know how many, but there will 
hundreds of millions of refugees. On the other 
side of the border, racism will increase to justify 
keeping out the refugees. Often these will be 
new racisms, for these will be new kinds of 
refugees.  
 
Economic chaos 
 
Climate change will create economic chaos in 
cities and industries. Many ports, refineries, 
chemical plants, factories, nuclear plants, 
financial centres and big cities are built on low 
lying coasts. If those go under in storms, the loss 
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of property and infrastructure will be immense, 
and so will the poisoning of the land. 
  
The result may be that governments step in and 
organise a massive rebuilding boom. Or there 
may be a financial crash and economic 
devastation. 
 
War 
 
Climate change will also mean war. Change the 
balance of geographical and economic power, 
and the small and large powers of the world will 
go to war to change the balance back.  
  
But also, climate change will set ordinary people 
against each other. For example, 40 years ago 
the rains failed in the Darfur province of Sudan 
because of climate change. The rains never really 
came back. Since then there have been famines 
in the worst years in Darfur. There have also 
been local civil wars, as farmers and herders 
have killed each other for disappearing grass and 
water. And the famines and the wars have 
created hundreds of thousands of refugees – and 
epidemics.  
  
Outside powers have also been involved in the 
wars of Darfur, competing for regional influence 
and Sudanese oil. They have armed both farmers 
and herders, turning a war with spears into a war 
with machine guns and pickup trucks.  
  
So the Darfur tragedy has not been simple. But it 
started because the rains failed.  
  
Authoritarian government and dictatorship 
 
Climate change will also lead to authoritarian 
government. Faced with a major natural disaster, 
governments already react by sending large 
numbers of heavily armed troops to secure the 
area. This is what the US government did in New 
Orleans in 2005 and in Haiti in 2009. The 

Japanese government did it in 2011 after the 
Fukushima natural disaster. It is what other 
governments will do too. 
  
But as major disasters accumulate, governments 
will face a political crisis each time. The 
population will know that these disasters come 
from climate change, and know that their leaders 
have done nothing to stop it.  Governments and 
elites will be terrified of uprisings by an angry 
population. So governments will send in the 
army, but with a political message. The message 
will be: 
  
'This is a time of national suffering. We must all 
pull together. We have asked too much of the 
Earth. Now we must sacrifice. We need a strong 
government to keep order and help us sacrifice.' 
 
But the real meaning will be – working people 
and farmers are going to pay. And if you step out 
of line, there will be consequences. 
 
Abrupt climate change 
 
War, refugees, epidemics, famine, and 
repression reinforce each other. The tragedies 
we see will never be simple climate change 
events. They will be driven by climate change, 
and reinforced by climate change. 
  
Now think for a moment about what abrupt 
climate change, will mean. Not one disaster in 
one country, but many, in many countries, all at 
the same time. Refugees moving in many 
directions, uprisings, massacres, epidemics, wars, 
suffering criss-crossing the world.  
  
We cannot know when this is coming. (See 
Factsheet 2). A reasonable estimate is in about 
20 years. But maybe we have 50 years. And 
maybe we don't.  
  

This is part of a series of factsheets on climate change 
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