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Let me express my profound gratitude to The Asahi Shimbun for inviting me to this 
important forum.  Dr. Yoichi Funabashi is one of the world’s leading newspaper editors, 
and it is a great privilege for me to join him and such distinguished experts on this stage 
before this impressive audience. 
 
As someone who has worked both in international development and in national security, 
I am very comfortable with the concepts of water security and natural security.  I would 
like to talk about these two concepts before proposing what I would call a ‘green-blue 
revolution’—that is a concerted effort to take the environment seriously and specific 
actions with regard to water. 
 
WATER SECURITY  
 
Water has always been critical to life.  Droughts and environmental changes were 
instrumental in wiping out the long-enduring Mayan civilization.   But we have never 
had to worry about water on such a vast scale, considering so many complex variables.   
 
One in six people on the planet lack access to safe drinking water and about 40 percent 
lack basic sanitation.  Population growth, climate change and the uneven distribution of 
water mean that perhaps half of the world’s population will live in areas of severe water 
stress by 2030, as most population growth will occur in countries already experiencing 
water shortages.  An estimated 18% of all Asians (or some 655 million people) lack 
access to safe water.   
 
But water security encompasses many challenges.  Let me briefly highlight a few of 
them: 
 

• First, water is increasingly scarce and contaminated.   The Ogallala 
Aquifer, which covers eight states in the American Great Plains, is emptying 
rapidly and threatening to turn America’s breadbasket back into the Great 
American Desert within the next two decades.  Some 16 countries in Asia are 
extracting groundwater at unsustainable rates.  Much of the water in increasingly 
contaminated, whether by naturally occurring arsenic or fluoride, or by biological 
and heavy-metal contamination.  In China, the number of accidents polluting 
water doubled during the first half of 2010, and more than a quarter of the 
country’s rivers, lakes and streams are too contaminated to be used for drinking 
water.  Acid rain, moreover, has become a problem in early 200 of China’s major 
440 cities. 
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• This points to a second problem: meeting world food security with 
increasingly limited water resources.  Irrigated agriculture consumes far 
more of the total developed water supply than it yields in agricultural goods, and 
it depends on aquifers like the Ogallala.  
 

• Third, managing clean water and sanitation to improve human health 
and curb morbidity and death from waterborne diseases is crucial; 
 

• A fourth dimension of the problem is finding ways to provide water 
resources for expanding urban populations.  Because of climate change 
and land management, the Gobi desert is about 75 miles outside Beijing, and if 
the water supply were halted it would be a catastrophe for China’s capital.  As a 
result, the Chinese are putting $63 billion and all their hope in a hydraulics 
megaproject like none ever seen; but a canal that steals water from the south to 
the increasingly desertifying north is unlikely to solve even Beijing’s water 
problems. 
 

• Water is part of a system, and thus a fifth challenge is managing 
coastal zones and conserving coral reefs, as well as ocean beds.  
Consider the fact that half of the world’s wetlands and a quarter of the world’s 
coral reefs were destroyed in the 20th century; 
 

• A sixth and related issue is stemming losses to aquatic biodiversity (as 
humans consume an increasing percentage of the planet’s total freshwater, from 
50 percent in 2000 to perhaps more than 70 percent by 2025); 
 

• Seventh, we must prepare for increasingly frequent and extreme 
climate-related disasters such as drought, flooding, and catastrophic 
storms.  While we may not know precisely how much climate change 
contributes to extreme weather, we know enough to expect more extreme 
weather like Hurricane Katrina and the floods in Pakistan.  The international 
community is slower to react to flooding than it is to earthquakes, where massive 
death tolls can catalyze early action; but the number of people displaced by floods 
can be far greater than even massive quakes, as it suggested by floods in Pakistan 
and Bangladesh; and some small island countries, including in the South Pacific, 
understandably fear being flooded out of existence; 
 

• An eighth problem, also associated with climate change, is the loss of 
fresh water from global warming.  In the Great American West, Glacier 
National Park contained over 150 glaciers in the late 1800s; it is expected to have 
no glaciers within 25 years.  A similar problem is facing what is often caused the 
‘third pole’—the Himalayan watershed; some project that by 2030, 80 percent of 
the Himalayan glaciers will disappear and with it the crucial water supply used by 
states downstream, including Bhutan, Nepal, Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Pakistan, 
China, and India.  It is the source of three of the world’s largest water systems: for 
instance, the Mekong starts in the Tibetan Plateau and flows through six nations 
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to the South China Sea.  Unfortunately, with more than 22 percent of all Indians 
and Chinese already facing water scarcity, the melting glaciers of the Himalayas 
portend more localized flooding, in the short term, and severe drought and power 
shortages, in the long term. 
 

• Finally, there is the issue of managing transboundary waters, given 
that half of the world’s population lives within some 300 river basins 
shared by two or more countries.   If you stand on the Euphrates River in 
Syria and look east into Turkey, you can also see the heart of Iraqi Kurdistan in 
the form of oil derricks: water and oil are critical to security.  Similarly, India’s 
growth and security are jeopardized in part by neighboring Pakistan’s political 
instability and weak economy, which in turn are fueled in part by water scarcity, 
droughts and floods.  In Central Asia, states have bickered over water 
management schemes, such as Kyrgyzstan’s and Tajikistan’s plans to erect 
hydroelectric dams on tributaries of the Aral Sea upstream from Uzbekistan.  But 
the biggest regional transboundary challenge resides in the Mekong Basin.  
Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, and Vietnam manage this valuable resource of forests, 
floodplains and inland waterways for more than 60 million people through the 
Mekong Water Commission, which includes China and Myanmar as dialogue 
partners.   

 
NATURAL SECURITY 
 
As I have suggested, water security has many dimensions.  It is a subset of ‘natural 
security.’  In the past three years, the Center for a New American Security has pioneered 
work on national security and foreign policy implications of energy and climate change.  
These challenges are linked to other natural resource issues, especially minerals, the 
food supply, biodiversity, and water.  Thus, we have come to believe that natural 
security is a critical yet underappreciated and underdeveloped facet of U.S. and 
international security. 
 
The concept of natural security joins up ideas from both development and national 
security.  But climate change will challenge the field of international development in 
ways we have seldom experienced.  For instance, the potential societal effects of climate 
change in the next two decades alone are basically locked in and will include: coastal 
and low-lying island settlements disrupted by more extreme weather and the 
degradation of water supplies by saltwater intrusion; more flashfloods in the wet tropics 
and mid- and high-latitude regions; millions more people under water stress, especially 
in Asia, Africa, and Latin America; increased incidence of waterborne diseases in the wet 
tropics; heat and extreme-weather driven declines in crop yields in low-latitude 
countries and on agricultural deltas in Asia and Africa; the loss of grazing lands and 
more heat-related deaths in urban areas. 
 
Not surprisingly, if you consider rising sea levels and Arctic thaw, global climate change 
holds serious implications for military and especially maritime operations, whether with 
respect to increasing humanitarian suffering, as climate change increases the number of 
people under water stress, or with respect or altering the operating environment.  There 
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are also geopolitical implications of climate change, as its effects can exacerbate tensions 
among countries but also create new opportunities for regional cooperation.  Indeed, 
natural security may well redraw the world map. 
 
But my point about natural security and water security is to stress the complex set of 
interrelationships that must be considered.  Indeed, natural security, including water 
security, is arguably the most difficult challenge for governments in the 21st century.  In 
the case of the United States, natural security and water security compel us to do three 
things we prefer to avoid in government: reflect on nature, forecast the long-term, and 
engage in systemic thought in action.  Only by incorporating natural security into the 
mainstream policy agenda of government, thinking more about the long-term 
consequences of our actions, and thinking and acting more holistically with whole-of-
government and whole-of-society responses, can we hope to stay ahead of the curve with 
respect to these enormous challenges.   
 
A GREEN-BLUE REVOLUTION 
 
Let me end with a few thoughts about what is to be done.  If we manage to take the three 
steps I have just mentioned, then we can bring about what I would call a ‘green-blue 
revolution’—a change in mindset and policy that protects the planet and water.  Jared 
Diamond, in his book "Collapse", highlights the severity of the challenges but then also 
remains cautiously optimistic.  I, too, have faith in the wisdom of humankind to adapt; 
what we have to realize, however, is that adaptation must begin now, not such with the 
next generation. 
 
A green revolution requires a multi-pronged focus on conservation, renewal, 
technological innovation, cooperation, strategic management, and a change of mindset.  
We must be as good as renewing the planet as we have been at altering it.  And because 
water is vital for life, we must include a blue dimension to this revolution in our 
approach to the environment. 
 
Practically, speaking, we can work nationally at home to improve conservation and 
promote technological innovation and a new mindset.  We can work internationally, 
including through the United Nations, to address acute crises, such as the flooding in 
Pakistan, and long-term challenges such as carbon emissions that cause climate change.   
 
We can work regionally and subregionally.  For instance, last year, the Obama 
Administration announced a new initiative to reengage the states of the Lower Mekong.  
The U.S. Geological Survey has started up a network to share technical knowledge and 
created a new forecasting tool.  Meanwhile, the Mississippi River Commission and the 
Mekong River Commission have struck up a sister river alliance to promote cooperation 
and share best practices.  Furthermore, the United States plans to spend about $187 
million on projects to help the four nations of the Lower Mekong as they cope to deal 
with the impact of climate change on water resources, food security, and health and 
livelihoods. 
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We can work bilaterally.  Here in Tokyo I would underscore the new direction of the 
Japan-U.S. alliance, as one that not only provides traditional security benefits, but also 
expands to include the issues of natural security—and hence the recent decision to build 
a ‘green alliance’ that both countries have announced. 
 
In the case of the United States and Japan, these natural security issues can become part 
of the future mission of the overall bilateral relationship, too.  With two of the world’s 
leading science establishments, the United States and Japan have the capacity to create 
a “Green Alliance” that addresses environmental challenges. These challenges demand 
innovation and cooperation, but they also require priorities if effective policies are to be 
fashioned. We should focus on several specific areas poised for creating a program of 
collaboration between the United States and Japan.  
 

• Earth Monitoring, for instance, will be necessary for the United States and Japan 
to ensure that the climate change funding they provide is used effectively. 

 
• Conservation: It is becoming increasingly clear that biodiversity and resource 

management are going to be one of the best ways to remain resilient in the face of 
climate change and diseases.  The United States and Japan (plus other partner 
nations) should work together to better employ resource conservation as a tool 
for engagement and promoting stability and economic reconstruction. 

 
• Green Okinawa. In June 2010, the United States and Japan agreed to move 

forward an experimental “smart grid” in Okinawa (and Hawaii).  This effort 
should be scaled up into a ‘Green Okinawa’ initiative, with Washington and 
Tokyo making further investments to improve the island’s energy efficiency and 
promote the use of renewable power sources like solar and wind. A “Green 
Okinawa” initiative should not simply leverage off-the-shelf equipment; it should 
also use new technologies just developed by national labs and the private sector. 
This will allow the United States and Japan to utilize Okinawa as a test bed for 
new technologies, transforming the island into an innovation hub, and boosting 
local economic growth.  Education and investment will be key to realizing this 
vision. 

 
While a new emphasis on natural resources should not substitute for or diminish 
traditional security cooperation, it can help both countries to deal with emerging 
challenges while building broader public understanding of the value of the alliance.  
Together, they can work more effective nationally, internationally, and regionally to 
ensure natural security in the 21st century.   
 
Thank you. 
 


