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EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY

This report presents the current evidence 
on the intersecting nature of climate change 
and armed conflict, and its implications 
for global public health. 2026 has been a year 
of global turbulence. Climate change is intensifying, 
disproportionately affecting those who have contributed 
least to the crisis, and thereby increasing human inequality. 
Meanwhile, the global  security landscape is characterised 
by record-high levels of armed conflict, posing a significant 
threat to global public health.
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Compounding this, military activity, which is largely excluded 
from international climate accountability mechanisms, is 
estimated to account for approximately 5.5% of global 
greenhouse gas emissions, a figure that rises sharply during 
active armed conflict.

Amid both crises, a rapidly changing digital landscape is 
reshaping how information and disinformation circulate. 
In conflict-affected settings, the deliberate spread of false 
information is distorting public perception, eroding trust, and 
undermining humanitarian response. At the same time, in the 
context of climate change, disinformation is rapidly evolving, 
exploiting public anxiety and confusion, therefore obstructing 
the collective action that an effective response demands. 

Evidence reviewed in this report demonstrates that these 
crises do not occur in isolation. Rather, they converge in a 
polycrisis, a condition in which climate change and armed 
conflict interact and amplify one another, generating a 
significant threat to global public health. Populations in 
vulnerable settings face compounded vulnerabilities, with 
refugees, asylum seekers, and internally displaced persons, 
women and girls, children, older adults, remote and rural 
communities, and Indigenous communities bearing a 
disproportionate burden of this convergence.

This polycrisis is not a future scenario. It is the present 
reality for millions of people around the globe. How the world 
chooses to respond, and for whom, will define the health and 
humanity of the twenty-first century. With that in mind, GCHA 
is calling for integrated climate, health, and peacebuilding 
approaches, including sustainable investment in climate-
resilient health systems, stronger multilateral cooperation, 
a just energy transition and universal clean energy access, 
adherence to international humanitarian law, ensuring 
the protection of healthcare personnel and infrastructure 
and critical infrastructure, and greater accountability for 
greenhouse gas emissions from military activities, to ensure 
a sustainable future for generations to come.
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Climate change and armed conflict both simultaneously 
pose significant threats to global public health.1-2 Climate 
change is a global phenomenon, accelerating at an 
unprecedented rate. It is a driver of rising temperatures, 
more frequent and intense weather events such as 
heatwaves, and increasing variability in rainfall patterns. 
These changes have resulted in environmental events 
such as prolonged droughts, more severe flooding, and a 
growing incidence of wildfires, collectively amplifying  
health risks globally.3-4

INTRODUCTION

Women carrying their belongings walking
to military base after heavy rains and clan
conflict displaced thousands in Jowhar, Somalia
Image Courtesy: Flickr
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Climate change is a profound issue of 
equity and justice. Communities that 
have contributed least to climate change 
disproportionately experience the most 
severe health impacts,5 such as heat-
related illnesses, infectious disease 
outbreaks, and worsening maternal and 
child health outcomes. These impacts 
simultaneously increase demand for 
health services while significantly  
impairing health systems’ ability to 
respond. Moreover, climate change is 
rapidly undermining access to basic 
human needs, including food security, 
safe drinking water, sanitation, and clean 
air.6 The Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC) has noted that 
addressing climate change requires a 
focus on equity and fairness to avoid 
climate-induced harm.7 Climate change 
 constitutes a global emergency and one 
of the greatest threats to global public 
health in the twenty-first century, with 
projections suggesting potentially 
catastrophic health consequences in  
the future.8 

At the same time, armed conflicts have 
reached their highest level since World 
War II.9 At present, armed conflicts are 
dominated by the United States (US)-
Israel-Iran war, Russia-Ukraine war, Israel-
Hamas war, Sudan civil war, Myanmar 
civil war, and instability in Africa.10 Armed 
conflicts are increasingly becoming more 
protracted, fragmented, and severe, with 
civilians bearing a devastating cost. 

The Director-General of the 
International Committee of the Red 
Cross (ICRC) stated,

  If what we are seeing in 
Gaza, eastern Congo, Sudan, 
and Ukraine is the future of 
war, we should all be extremely 
concerned, as this would shake 
the very foundations of our 
humanity.11  

Consequently, armed conflict has a 
profound impact on global public health, 
both directly through increased morbidity 
and mortality and indirectly through the 
disruption of health systems, pollution and 
eradication of food, water, livelihood, and 
electricity insecurity.12 While constituting 
violations of international humanitarian  
law, the targeting of healthcare 
infrastructure and the weaponisation of 
healthcare continue in conflict-affected 
settings, as seen in Iran and Lebanon.13 
Meanwhile, climate change acts as a driver 
of violent conflict in already precarious 
locations, further deepening this vicious 
cycle.

The United Nations (UN) estimates 
that humanitarian assistance and 
protection has been needed by 
approximately 239 million people 
globally in 2026, due to climate-
related disasters, armed conflicts, 
and other drivers.14
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In this report, we use the definition of 
good health described by the World 
Health Organization (WHO) as 
“a state of complete physical, 
mental, and social well-being, 
rather than merely the absence of 
disease”.15

In addition, we define good health as living 
in a safe environment with access to clean 
air and water, and the absence of fear.

With progress towards sustainable 
development dangerously off course,16  
emerging research increasingly recognises 
the relationship between global peace and 
global public health. Fully 80% of WHO’s 
humanitarian workload and 70% of disease 
outbreaks that WHO responds to take 
place in conflict-affected settings. WHO 
Director-General Dr Tedros Adhanom 
Ghebreyesus has emphasised,

“There cannot be health without 
peace, and there cannot be peace 
without health”.17

However, it is important to note, that peace 
is more than an end to armed conflict.18

This report aims to examine the  
complex intersections and bi-directional 
influence between climate change and 
armed conflict, demonstrating how these 
interconnected crises intensify global 
public health vulnerabilities and threaten 
international security. It further underscores 
the critical importance of climate mitigation 
in reducing global risks and fostering 
stability, before ultimately highlighting the 
urgent need for integrated, evidence-based 
interventions to address these compounded 
and evolving threats.

Peace
is

the BEST
MEDICINE
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Climate change, caused by increased greenhouse  
gases and aerosols within the atmosphere,19 poses a 
significant threat to global public health. In his opening 
speech at COP28 António Guterres, Secretary 
General of the UN, described climate efforts 
globally as a “life-or-death struggle” for both 
humanity’s safety and existence.20-21  

The Lancet Countdown on Health and Climate Change 
provides a comprehensive assessment of the relationship 
between climate change and health, showcasing 

Climate 
change 
and health 

Flood in Chennai, India
Image Courtesy: Noornisha
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that climate-related health risks are 
reaching alarming new levels. In addition, 
international collaboration and climate 
agreements are becoming less of a priority 
in the current geopolitical landscape. This 
has led to the reversal of progress across 
key areas, further endangering global 
public health.22 
 

The WHO predicts an additional 
250,000 excess deaths per year as 
a result of climate change.1

Overall, documented health impacts include 
physical injury and mortality from extreme 
weather events, heat-related illness, 
cardiovascular and respiratory diseases, 
zoonotic and vector-borne diseases, 
malnutrition, food-borne diseases, non-
communicable diseases (NCDs), and 
psychological health problems. At present, 
heat-related mortality globally averages 
an estimated 546,000 deaths annually.22 

These health impacts disproportionately 
affect vulnerable populations, and place 
increasing pressure on health systems.1,8,22 
Consequently, climate change intensifies 
vulnerabilities that contribute to migration 
and forced displacement, while also 
heightening the risk of instability and armed 
conflict. This particularly affects contexts 
marked by poverty and weak governance, 
where the risk of instability is already 
high, thereby worsening humanitarian 
need.23-26 This has led the Pan-European 

Commission on Climate and Health, 
launched in May 2026, to call upon the 
WHO to formally declare climate change 
a public health emergency of international 
concern,27 a call GCHA echoes.

Climate Change: One of Nine 
Planetary Boundaries   
It is important to recognise that climate 
change is but one of several biophysical 
thresholds of our planet’s systems that are 
under threat. If human pressures exceed 
those thresholds, irreversible environmental 
changes could occur that may destabilise 
the planet and both threaten global public 
health and humanity’s existence.19 The 
nine planetary boundaries include climate 
change, novel entities, stratospheric 
ozone depletion, atmospheric aerosol 
loading, ocean acidification, modification of 
biogeochemical flows, freshwater change, 
land-system change, and biosphere 
integrity.19 Seven out of the nine planetary 
boundaries, including climate change, are 
currently being breached,28 exacerbating 
food, water, and energy insecurity, and 
increasing the risk of disease, disaster, 
migration and displacement, as well as 
instability, and armed conflict.23-25 While it is 
beyond the scope of this paper to address 
the ways in which the breaches of other 
planetary boundaries intersect with climate 
change and conflict to harm health, it is 
important to be aware of this additional 
context.
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Despite global peacebuilding efforts, armed conflict persists, 
and it has both immediate humanitarian consequences and 
long-term health implications.29 Civilians and combatants 
may be killed or injured through physical violence, gender-
based violence (GBV), mental and psychosocial harm, and 
the destruction of health infrastructure, as well as direct 
targeting of healthcare professionals, infringing the Geneva 
convention.30 Indirect effects develop following the collapse 
of health systems intended to safeguard health, as well 
as from displacement and the deterioration of conditions 
essential for survival, such as access to food, safe water, 
and housing.31 These factors further restrict access to 

Armed 
conflict 
and health 
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adequate healthcare,29 compounding the 
overall health impact of armed conflict.

While international humanitarian law exists 
to safeguard civilians, protect health, 
and protect the natural environment, 
unfortunately,32 compliance is not always 
respected in modern armed conflicts, which 
can have devastating consequences on 
health and the environment. The ICRC, 
drawing on international humanitarian law, 
recognises two types of armed conflict: 
international armed conflicts and non-
international armed conflicts.33 These 
categories encompass multiple forms of 
organised violence occurring at varying 
levels of intensity, ranging from low-level 
hostilities to high-intensity warfare and, 
in some contexts, war crimes such as 
genocide. Acknowledging these variations 
is key to understanding the scale and 
nature of health impacts, environmental 
damage, human rights violations, 
displacement, and mortality, all of which 
vary considerably across different conflict-
affected settings.

With ongoing violations of IHL being 
extensively documented, it is clear that 
civilians are bearing the heaviest burden. 

In 2024, the Safeguarding Health 
in Conflict Coalition (SHCC) 
documented 3,623 incidents of 
violence against or obstruction 
of healthcare during armed 
conflict, the highest number ever 
documented.34 

This was a 15% rise from 2023 and a  
62% increase from 2022, due to 
devastating armed conflicts in Ukraine, 

Sudan, Lebanon, Myanmar, and 
the occupied Palestinian territory.34 

For example, in Ukraine, healthcare 
infrastructure was repeatedly targeted 
throughout the armed conflict. 

A total of 103 attacks were 
documented, including 89 
directed at healthcare facilities 
and 13 involving healthcare 
transportation.35 

Such attacks contribute significantly to 
the deterioration and collapse of health 
systems, thereby exacerbating population 
vulnerability to health risks.

Outbreak of Mpox in Democratic  
Republic of Congo.
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Disruption of Infectious Disease 
Surveillance Systems
Armed conflict can result in the emergence 
and spread of vaccine-preventable 
infectious diseases by severely disrupting 
early warning systems, disease 
surveillance, medical supply chains, 
lack of basic hygiene and hygienic 
equipment, contaminated drinking water, 
and vaccination programmes, in addition 
to insecurity and poor coordination 
among humanitarian aid agencies.36-37 

Armed conflict plays a role in the 
transmission of infectious diseases such 
as cholera, COVID-19, tuberculosis, 
Ebola virus disease, poliomyelitis, malaria, 
leishmaniasis, measles, dengue, and 
acute bacterial meningitis.38 As seen in 

Destroyed ambulance in the CIty of Shijaiyah in the Gaza Strip.
Image Courtesy: Wikimedia Commons

the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
(DRC) where the current Ebola virus 
disease outbreak is rapidly evolving in a 
complex humanitarian and conflict-affected 
setting. As of 17 June 2026, 896 confirmed 
cases, including 232 deaths, have been 
documented. The outbreak is impacting 
highly mobile and displaced populations 
with limited access to essential services, 
increasing the risk of transmission and 
placing further strains on the country’s 
already fragile health system.39 Infectious 
disease outbreaks pose a major threat to 
global public health, economic stability, 
and security,40 as delayed detection and 
response prolongs human suffering and 
also increases the risk of epidemics.38
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High-intensity and protracted armed conflicts have 
profound impacts on both urban and rural environments,41 
creating severe humanitarian and ecological threats. Aerial 
bombardments are particularly destructive, damaging 
environmental conservation efforts, destroying forests, 
disrupting landscapes, and degrading soil health.42 The 
deterioration of essential soil properties reduces soil 
productivity and impairs other critical soil functions,43 

leading to adverse health outcomes, reduced agricultural 
production, and increased climate vulnerability.44-45  
 

Armed 
conflict 
and the 
environment

Russian burned tank near Kyiv, Ukraine.
Image Courtesy: Unsplash 
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Armed conflict also devastates wildlife, 
disrupts ecological systems, and 
contaminates land, air, and water 
resources.42 Importantly, such pollution 
can persist long after active conflict has 
ended. For example, following the First 
World War, the region surrounding Ypres 
continues to exhibit elevated copper (Cu) 
concentrations due to the extensive use of 
copper-containing shells during the armed 
conflict.41,46

Beyond incidental environmental 
destruction, the environment may also be 
deliberately targeted during warfare. As 
demonstrated during the US-Vietnam war, 
when the chemical defoliant Agent Orange 
was sprayed across large areas of rural 
land to remove dense jungle foliage and 
destroy food crops, resulting in severe long-
term ecological and health consequences. 
More than fifty years later, the effects of 
Agent Orange continue to impact both 
Vietnamese civilians and military veterans. 
Approximately three million Americans 
served during the US-Vietnam War, many 
of whom, alongside Vietnamese civilians 
and combatants, were exposed to Agent 
Orange. Research has linked this exposure 
to lasting health conditions, including 
certain cancers, cardiovascular-related 
diseases, and mobility disabilities.47-49

The environmental degradation caused by 
armed conflict has significant implications 
for food security and sustainable 
development. Damage to soil health and 
agricultural land reduces agricultural 
productivity, thereby undermining progress 
toward the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) and the objectives of the 
Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO), 
both of which depend upon consistent 

and sustainable access to healthy soil. 
In recognition of the importance of soil 
health, the FAO and the Intergovernmental 
Technical Panel on Soils (ITPS) conducted 
the first global assessment of the world’s 
soils in 2015. Alarmingly, the report 
concluded that approximately 33% of 
the world’s soils are degraded, posing a 
serious threat to food security for millions of 
people.50

Health, Humanitarian and 
Environmental Consequences of 
Nuclear Weapons
Nuclear weapons also have devastating 
consequences that persist long after 
their use in armed conflict. In addition to 
the immediate effects of extreme heat, 
radiation, and air blasts, such as physical 
trauma, radiation sickness, environmental 
devastation, and widespread destruction 
of infrastructure, they also cause profound 
long-term harm. Persistent radiation 
exposure can lead to transgenerational 
genetic mutations, contributing to infertility, 
miscarriages, disabilities, congenital 
abnormalities, and lasting psychological 
trauma. Radioactive contamination of the 
air, soil, and water has severe humanitarian 
and environmental consequences, 
including displacement, reduced access 
to healthcare, and enduring harm to future 
generations.51

Between 1945 and 2015, 2,055 nuclear 
explosions were conducted worldwide, 
most for the development and testing of 
nuclear weapons. These tests took place 
in the atmosphere, on the Earth’s surface, 
underground, underwater, and in space, 
often on Indigenous and occupied lands. 
For example, nuclear-armed states, 
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including the US, the United Kingdom 
(UK), and France, have occupied and used 
Pacific Islands as nuclear testing sites, 
exploiting Indigenous lands to advance 
their nuclear capabilities. Exposure to 
radiation, toxic chemicals, and other 
pollutants has resulted in both immediate 
and long-term health consequences for 
affected populations. During the Second 
World War, two atomic bombs were used 
in combat, devastating Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki.52

Military Emissions and 
Accountability 
The military sector itself represents a major 
contributor to greenhouse gas emissions, 
with militaries accounting for approximately 
5.5% of global carbon emissions. This 
figure can never be exact because 
military emissions remain excluded 
from international climate accountability 
mechanisms,53-54 showcasing a significant 
gap in reporting and accountability. 
The environmental consequences of 
military activity can be particularly severe 
during armed conflicts. For example, an 
analysis found that the US-Israeli military 
operation in Iran, Operation Epic Fury, 
launched on 28 February 2026, generated 
approximately 5 million tonnes of carbon 
dioxide (CO₂) within just 14 days, which is 
the equivalent to the annual CO₂ emissions 
of approximately 1.1 million petrol cars,55 
underscoring the significant climate impacts 
that can arise from modern warfare.

Recent research shows that higher global 
military expenditure is linked to higher CO₂ 
emissions. A recent study highlights the 
significant environmental implications of 

military expenditure, finding that increases 
in military spending during armed conflicts, 
such as the War on Terror and the Russia-
Ukraine war, contributed to approximately 
27% of the change in global CO2 emission 
intensity between 1995 and 2023.56 If 
global military expenditure continues to 
increase, it may become unrealistic to meet 
international climate targets, highlighting 
the importance of peace to effectively limit 
global warming.

Gaza, Palestine: A huge explosion in a building as 
a result of a bombing by Israeli warplanes
Image Courtesy: Unsplash
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Climate Change as a Threat Multiplier  
Exacerbating Conflict
A growing body of rigorous research in political science, 
economics, and other disciplines has frequently shown 
that climate change acts as a “threat multiplier” in several 
regions globally.22,57 Climate change interacts with and 
intensifies pre-existing vulnerabilities in social, economic, 
political, and security systems,58 by straining governance 
capacity, aggravating resource competition, and deepening 
economic hardship in already fragile settings. These effects 
are compounded by structural conditions such as poverty, 
weak governance, and inequality, which increase the risk of 

The 
intersections 
of climate 
change, armed 
conflict, and 
health

A doctor examines a Somali child displaced by the 
civil war at Hawa Abdi Centre.
Image Courtesy: Flickr
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armed conflict26 and create environments 
in which climate-related stresses are more 
likely to translate into broader social and 
political instability.

Climate-related Disasters, Resource 
Scarcity, and Armed Conflict
As climate change intensifies and the 
frequency of extreme weather events 
increases, agricultural systems are 
disrupted59 and the global availability 
of essential natural resources declines, 
resulting in shortages of food, water, and 
livelihoods,60-61 impacting people’s health, 
and creating or exacerbating tensions. 
South Sudan is one of the world’s most 
climate-vulnerable countries, experiencing 
frequent, extreme, and prolonged 
heatwaves, droughts, and flooding. These 
hazards undermine livelihoods and intensify 
competition for scarce resources. The 
country is heavily dependent on agriculture, 
with over 95% of the population reliant on 
climate-sensitive livelihoods.62 Agriculture 
accounts for approximately one-third of 
gross domestic product (GDP), and an 
estimated half of the population is engaged 
in agricultural activities.63 Recurring 
climate-related disasters in South Sudan 
have severely impacted agricultural land, 
contributing to acute food insecurity. In 
2023, over 7.8 million people faced food 
insecurity, up from 6.3 million in 2022.64

Climate change also profoundly disrupts 
the water-energy nexus. Shifting rainfall 
patterns, and prolonged droughts in the 
Middle East and North Africa (MENA) 
region are reducing water availability and 
threatening energy security. Predictions 
indicate a significant increase in global 

warming by the end of the 21st century.65 
As one of the world’s most climate-
vulnerable regions, the MENA region is 
projected to be disproportionately affected 
by this warming.66 There is a high demand 
for electricity within the MENA region, 
and without a clear and targeted action 
plan, the region will be unable to meet the 
energy demands of its entire population.67 
Previously, energy security strategies have 
relied on fossil fuels. However, there is an 
increasing shift toward renewable energy 
sources to enhance energy security while 
reducing environmental damage and health 
implications associated with fossil fuels.68

Resource Scarcity, Migration and 
Forced Displacement
Climate change and forced displacement 
are increasingly interconnected,26,61,69 

with impacts on health and on peace and 
security. When a shortage of resources 
affects populations, it often leads to 
increased rural-to-urban migration and 
displacement, particularly in agriculturally 
dependent regions.70 

In 2026, 123 million people 
have been forcibly displaced 
worldwide, millions of those due 
to climate-related disasters.31 

showing how climate-related disasters are 
among the main current drivers of migration 
and forced displacement.71

In 2024, the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 
reported that more than 120 million 
people were forcibly displaced worldwide. 
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Of these, 75% were living in countries 
severely affected by climate change, while 
50% resided in regions experiencing the 
combined impacts climate-related and 
armed conflict threats, including Ethiopia, 
Haiti, Myanmar, Somalia, Sudan, and 
Syria.72 As climate change continues to 
drive rising temperatures and increase the 
frequency and severity of environmental 
hazards, levels of migration and 
displacement are expected to rise unless 
effective and sustainable action is taken.

Projections indicate that, by 2040, 
the number of countries facing 
extreme climate-related hazards 
could increase from 3 to 65, the 
majority of which host displaced 
populations.73

Refugees and migrants have distinct and 
often complex health needs. They face a 
range of health risks before, during, and 
after displacement, while access to primary 
healthcare and continuity of care are 
frequently disrupted. These challenges may 
arise from migration itself, weakened health 

systems, barriers to accessing services, and 
a range of additional stressors, including 
abuse, exploitation, and other forms of 
vulnerability.74

In West Africa’s Sahel region, temperatures 
are rising approximately 1.5 times faster 
than the global average, substantially 
exacerbating food and water insecurity, 
posing a serious threat to public health, 
and increasing humanitarian need.75-76 
Climate projections indicate that the region 
will continue to warm, with temperatures 
expected to increase by between 2.0 and 
4.3 °C by 2080.77 Agriculture remains the 
primary source of livelihood for the majority 
of the population in the Sahel.78 However, 
climate-related disasters, including severe 
droughts and extreme flooding, are becoming 
increasingly frequent and intense,79 
contributing to resource scarcity, rural-to-
urban migration and displacement, violence, 
instability, and armed conflict across the 
region.75,77 As of early 2026, an estimated 2.9 
million people were internally displaced within 
the Sahel region as a result of the combined 
impacts of these environmental and socio-
political pressures.76

Rohingya refugees wait for treatment in temporary 
makeshift medical camp in Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh.

Image Courtesy: Dreamstime
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A growing amount of evidence 
suggests migration and displacement 
following climate-related disasters can 
fuel violence, instability, and armed 
conflict,21-23,26-27,70,73,80 thereby highlighting 
climate change as a potential threat to 
global peace. However, other scholars 
argue that although climate-related 
disasters often generate adverse economic 
consequences, these impacts do not 
translate directly into an increased risk 
of armed conflict, despite the notable 
rise in both climate-related disasters 
and armed conflict over time.81-82 
Nevertheless, in countries characterised 
by the political exclusion of ethnic groups, 
limited economic development, and large 
populations, climate-related disasters can 
significantly increase the risk of armed 
conflict.83

Scholars suggest that deteriorating 
ecological conditions in Syria, including 
the 2006-2009 extreme and prolonged 
droughts in the north east, contributed to 
agricultural failures, economic disruption, 
and mass rural-to-urban population 
displacement. The origins of Syria’s armed 
conflict are debated, with some researchers 
questioning the extent to which the climate-
related disasters played a role, and some 
findings indicating that there is no clear 
evidence linking the droughts in northeast 
Syria to large-scale migration that ultimately 
led to the armed conflict.84 However other 
research supports that 1.5 million people 
were internally displaced by the extreme 
and prolonged droughts, exposing pre-
existing governance failures and fueling 
protests, which ultimately escalated into the 
armed conflict.23,85-86 

Targeting and Collapse of Critical 
Infrastructure During Armed Conflict
Critical infrastructure such as waste 
management systems, water, sanitation, 
and hygiene (WASH) facilities, and energy 
infrastructure is often targeted during 
armed conflict. This is an increasingly 
prevalent practice which has been 
showcased in armed conflicts in the MENA 
region.87 Targeting critical infrastructure 
during armed conflict can have devastating 
health and humanitarian consequences. 
For example, the armed conflict in Gaza 
has resulted in widespread environmental 
damage, social instability, and complete 
economic collapse, posing significant 
barriers to sustainable development.88 
Satellite imagery has revealed the 
extensive and catastrophic destruction 
of infrastructure, showcasing the almost 
complete devastation of public facilities and 
essential services.89 Waste management 
systems and WASH facilities have been 
significantly damaged and rendered 
inoperable, resulting in refuse accumulating 
in open spaces and creating the conditions 
for the spread of disease. Pollutants can 
also spread through air, water, and soil,90 

all of which poses a threat to global public 
health.

Targeted attacks on critical fuel and energy 
infrastructure further showcase how armed 
conflict creates acute environmental and 
public health implications. For example, 
during the recent US-Israel-Iran armed 
conflict, fuel and energy infrastructure 
have been frequently targeted within the 
Gulf region. Military strikes on fuel depots 
near Tehran released toxic pollutants 
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such as hydrocarbons, sulfur oxides, 
and nitrogen compounds, into the air, 
resulting in a phenomenon known as 
“black rain”. This can have long term 
implications for the environment, including 
the contamination of soil and water 
systems. Sustained exposure to these 
pollutants poses significant public health 
risks. These include an increased risk 
of cardiovascular conditions, respiratory 
diseases, and various forms of cancer.91 
Damaged fuel and energy infrastructure 
can leak hazardous chemicals and release 
greenhouse gases, worsening air and 
water pollution, harming the environment 
and livelihoods, and further intensifying 
the climate crisis.91 Additionally, attacks 
on energy infrastructure can leave 
populations without access to electricity for 
essential needs, ranging from cooking and 
refrigeration, to core businesses, schools, 
lighting in homes, and power for healthcare 
facilities.

Armed Conflict-driven Energy Crisis 
and Fossil Fuel Dependency
The US-Israel-Iran armed conflict has 
highlighted how vulnerable the world 
remains due to its dependence on fossil 
fuels, and the failure to transition away from 
them has been financially costly. Threats  
to shipping through the Strait of Hormuz 
during the armed conflict have disrupted 
oil and liquefied natural gas exports. This 
has had major implications for global 
energy security and the global economy. 
Fatih Birol, Executive Director of the 
International Energy Agency (IEA), 
has stated that the situation represents

  the greatest threat to global 
energy security in history.92-93  

Since the beginning of the conflict, the 
prices of oil and liquid natural gas (LNG) 
have risen sharply, placing the greatest 
burden on lower-income countries, 
which have the least capacity to absorb 
such shocks. Asia has been significantly 
impacted by the conflict. In 2024, over 
80% of the oil and LNG that was shipped 
through the Strait of Hormuz went to Asia, 
specifically China, India, Japan and South 
Korea.94 Importing 98% of its fuel from 
the Middle East, the Philippines has been 
severely impacted. Notably, an increase 
of 95% in fuel prices resulted in President 
Ferdinand Marcos Jr. declaring a national 
energy emergency.95 This underscores the 
broader global economic consequences of 
the armed conflict.96

As the global food system is currently 
deeply dependent on fossil fuel-based 
pesticides and fertilisers, as well as fossil 
fuel-powered processing and transport, the 
armed conflict is also having downstream 
impacts on global food production.97 
Compounded by the effects of climate 
change and projections of an unusually 
powerful El Niño later this year, some 
analysts predict significant food shortages, 
hunger, and even famine in parts of 
the world by late 2026.98-99 The impact 
of the armed conflict on agrochemical 
prices and food production highlights the 
urgent need to transition food systems 
away from dependence on fossil fuels 
toward agricultural approaches such as 
regenerative agriculture, which improves 
soil health, produces more nutrient-dense 
foods, and is more resilient to a changing 
climate.
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Meanwhile, the armed conflict has heavily 
impacted the price of fuel, leading to 
climate advocates and world leaders to 
call for an accelerated transition away from 
fossil fuels by expanding renewable energy 
capacity and fostering lasting energy 
security.

With the UN secretary general, 
António Guterres, stating that “our 
addiction to fossil fuels is 
destabilising both the climate and 
global security”.100 

South Korea’s President Lee Jae Myung 
plans to use the Iran crisis to accelerate 
the country’s clean energy transition by 
adding political urgency and by increasing 
funding to transform South Korea’s solar 
industry. Given that more than 90% of 
South Korea’s primary energy imports 
pass through the Strait of Hormuz, the 
government increasingly recognises fossil 
fuel dependence as both dangerous and 
a structural vulnerability, arguing that 
long-term energy security depends on 
a faster transition to renewables.101 In 
turn, the “Transitioning Away from Fossil 
Fuels” conference, held in Santa Marta 
in April 2026, came at a relevant time. 
Fifty-seven countries, accounting for one-
third of the global economy, attended 
the conference.102 While many countries 
acknowledged the importance of the 
transition for energy security, concerningly, 
the health impacts of fossil fuels, which 
are considered one of the most critical 
reasons to transition away from them, 
did not receive sufficient attention at the 
conference.

Fuel price hike due to the war in Iran and the 
blockade of the Gulf of Oman.
Image Courtesy: Dreamstime
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UNHCR integrated center for Ukrainian refugees due 
to the Russian invasion of Ukraine.
Image Courtesy: Dreamstime

In 2026, global governance and finance have become 
heavily politicised, with power imbalances and external 
influences from outside the health sector increasingly 
shaping the global health environment and weakening 
effective health governance. Resources intended to build 
resilience and human security are being diverted away 
from essential services such as health and humanitarian 
aid, and towards economic interests and military and 
defence spending.31,103

Impacts on 
governance 
and 
institutional 
capacity

Global Governance and Military Finance
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In total, global military spending increased 
by 7.4% in 2024, marking the largest 
increase in recent times, with spending 
amounting to over $2.7 trillion,104 
the approximate amount required to 
decarbonise the energy sector.2

The Lancet report on Health, 
Conflict and Forced Displacement 
stated that $23 billion is needed 
to meet the most life-threatening 
needs, this is approximately 1% of 
annual global military spending.31

In January 2026, the US suspended foreign 
aid and withdrew from 66 key international 
institutions and agreements, including the 
WHO and the Paris Agreement. The US 
was the largest contributor to the WHO 
between 2022 and 2023, providing 12-
15% of the organisation’s total funding. 
Its withdrawal threatens essential public 
health programs addressing human 
immunodeficiency virus (HIV) and acquired 
immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS), 
maternal and child health, and infectious 
diseases programs such  as tuberculosis 
and malaria, which are heavily dependent 
on external funding.105 It also raises further 
concerns about the stability of global health 
and climate governance.106 Together, 
these reallocations and withdrawals risk 
weakening global health systems and 
disrupting responses to health emergencies 
in some of the world’s most vulnerable 
countries, undermining long-term resilience 
and exacerbating existing health inequities.

Reduced Adaptive Capacity and 
Heightened Climate Vulnerability
In conflict-affected settings, weak 
institutional capacity, limited state presence, 
and eroding public trust can prolong 
hostilities and undermine peacebuilding 
efforts. Armed conflict exacerbates existing 
social, political, and economic inequalities, 
as well as systemic challenges related to 
food security, water security, and equitable 
healthcare, resulting in significant health 
consequences and profoundly undermining 
resilience, mitigation, and adaptive capacity 
to climate change.64,107-108 

Children stretch out their hands at the Dadaab  
refugee camp, Somalia.
Image Courtesy: Dreamstime
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For example, climate change is intensifying 
environmental challenges in Yemen, 
particularly in the context of the ongoing 
armed conflict.109 Yemen is among the 
most water-scarce countries in the world,110 
and is increasingly affected by rising 
temperatures, altered rainfall patterns, sea-
level rise, desertification, and biodiversity 
loss. These environmental changes have 
adversely impacted agricultural production, 
contributed to outbreaks of infectious 
diseases such as malaria, and increased 
risks to coastal cities including Aden and  
Al-Hodeidah.111 Yemen has also 
experienced more frequent and 
intense weather events such as severe 
cyclones and extreme floods, resulting 
in significant loss of life and damage to 
critical infrastructure.112-113 Despite these 
escalating threats, the armed conflict 
has resulted in attention and resources 
being diverted away from environmental 
governance, limiting the capacity of Yemeni 
authorities to respond effectively to the 
impacts of climate change.111 As a result, 
humanitarian needs have reached critical 
levels: more than 21 million people require 
humanitarian assistance, 20.3 million need 
healthcare services, 17.3 million face food 
insecurity, and 15.3 million lack access to 
clean water, sanitation, and hygiene.114 
This situation illustrates the complex 
interaction between armed conflict and 
vulnerability to climate change, supporting 
evidence that armed conflict can heighten 
susceptibility to climate-related hazards 
and exacerbate humanitarian crises.115-118Image Courtesy: Pexels
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A Rohingya refugee mother and a new born baby and 
at the makeshift camp in Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh.
Image Courtesy: Dreamstime

Refugees, asylum seekers, and internally displaced 
persons face greater exposure to malnutrition, dehydration, 
infectious diseases, mental health disorders, and injury due 
to overcrowded living conditions, limited healthcare access 
and health services disruptions, and prolonged uncertainty, 
specifically in contexts where there are repeated climate-
related disasters and insecurity.119-120 For example, since 
April 2023, more than 14.5 million people have been 
displaced in South Sudan. In refugee camps, 30% of 
children face malnutrition, there have been outbreaks of 
waterborne diseases such as cholera due to inadequate 
access to WASH facilities, and widespread psychological 
health issues have been reported.121

Compounding 
impacts on  
populations 
in the most 
vulnerable 
settings and 
situations
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Women and girls experience 
disproportionate burdens from the 
compounding pressures arising from the 
interconnected nature of climate change 
and armed conflict,122 with existing 
vulnerabilities increasing risks to both 
physical health and mental well-being. 

Approximately 17% of the  
global female population lived 
within 50 kilometres of an armed 
conflict in 2024.123

Persistent poverty, limited access to social 
services, and reliance on climate-sensitive, 
natural resource-based livelihoods further 
heighten their vulnerability.124 These 
conditions often shift women’s social and 
economic roles, increasing household 
and agricultural responsibilities which 

contribute to adverse health outcomes, 
including poorer mental health, higher 
disease prevalence, compromised sexual 
and reproductive health, and greater food 
insecurity.124-125 For example, in Ethiopia, 
frequent climate-related disasters and 
armed conflict has increased humanitarian 
need.126 Notably, 5.8 million women 
and girls require gender-based violence 
services.127

Additionally, a growing body of 
evidence has documented the long-
term consequences for children, with 
exposure to severe malnutrition during 
childhood being consistently associated 
with increased health risks such as 
cardiovascular disease, hypertension, 
impaired glucose metabolism, and 
metabolic syndrome in later in life.125,128-129 

One example is the child nutrition crisis in 

Displaced Palestinians during their journey back to 
Gaza and the north via Al-Rasheed Street
Image Courtesy: Wikimedia Commons
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Sub-Saharan Africa, where climate-related 
disasters such as prolonged drought and 
severe flooding interacted with armed 
conflict, resulting in disrupted food systems, 
population displacement, and restricted 
access to health and nutrition services. This 
led to a rising number of acute and chronic 
forms of child undernutrition.130

Older adults are disproportionately 
vulnerable to the adverse health impacts of 
crises, which exacerbate pre-existing health 
inequalities and age-related physiological 
decline.131 These health inequalities are 
driven by disparities in vulnerability and 
resilience, shaped by socioeconomic 
status, displacement, social isolation, and 
limited inclusion of older adults in planning 
and response. As a result, older persons 
are less able to adapt to or recover from 
climate- and conflict-related disasters, 
leading to worsened physical and mental 
health outcomes and heightened risk of 
neglect and preventable mortality.132 For 
example, in Syria, older adults experienced 
inconsistent access to healthcare 
and essential medicine, exacerbating 
preventable health conditions.133 A study 
exploring the health needs of older Syrian 
refugees in Lebanon found that two-thirds 
described their health status as poor or 

very poor. The majority reported having one 
or more NCD including hypertension (60%), 
diabetes (47%), and cardiovascular disease 
(30%). Physical limitations were commonly 
identified, with 47% reporting difficulty 
walking, 24% reporting vision loss, and 
approximately 10% being physically unable 
to leave their homes. A large percentage 
also reported mental health challenges, 
including depression and anxiety, as well as 
feelings of loneliness and being a burden to 
their families.134

Remote and rural communities face 
compounded health risks due to 
geographic isolation, climate-sensitive 
livelihoods, and limited access to resilient 
health infrastructure, which constrains their 
adaptive capacity,135-136 while Indigenous 
communities experience additional harms 
through the loss of ancestral lands, forced 
migration, cultural disruption, and exclusion 
from decision-making processes critical 
to adaptation.137-138  For example, in Alta 
Verapaz, Guatemala due to frequent 
climate-related disasters, food insecurity, 
and institutional failures, Indigenous 
communities, which make 43.75% of 
Guatemala’s population, are facing 
increased health risks.138-139
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Greenhouse gas emissions are strongly associated 
with post-conflict reconstruction, including the 
carbon emissions associated with debris removal, 
the environmental restoration of damaged sites, and 
mass rebuilding efforts.140 Infrastructure development 
and reconstruction account for 32% of global energy 
consumption, which represents a substantial share of 
total energy use, and are responsible for 34% of global 
CO₂ emissions, more than the transport and agriculture 
sectors combined.141

Post-conflict 
Reconstruction 
and Its Carbon 
Footprint

A destroyed urban area in Idlib, Syria depicting the 
aftermath of conflict and devastation.
Image Courtesy: Pexels 
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Following the Russian invasion of 
Ukraine on the 24th February 2022, a 
significant amount of infrastructure has 
been destroyed. Research undertaken to 
estimate the projected carbon footprint 
of the reconstruction of this infrastructure 
post conflict indicates that it will reach 
approximately 741 MtCO₂ over a 10-
year period, representing a 310% 
increase compared to pre-conflict annual 
emissions.142 Removing the large volume of 
debris in Gaza in prior to the reconstruction 
of infrastructure is estimated to generate 
approximately 2,975.91 tonnes of CO₂e 
(carbon dioxide equivalent).143  

A man standing in front of a damaged 
buildling in Kyiv, Ukraine.

Image Courtesy: Pexels 

This is a significant amount, and it is 
important to note that this figure accounts 
only for debris removal. The reconstruction 
of infrastructure will result in additional CO₂ 
emissions. While this research provides 
an estimate of the forecasted carbon 
footprint associated with post-conflict 
infrastructure reconstruction, research 
on the overall carbon footprint of debris 
removal, the environmental restoration 
of damaged sites, and infrastructure 
reconstruction remains limited, and further 
research is required to fully understand this 
phenomenon.
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The digital landscape is rapidly changing and 
adding an additional layer of complexity to 
the intersecting polycrisis of climate change 
and armed conflict. The rise of AI and the spread of 
disinformation is posing new and additional global risks. 
The World Economic Forum “Global Risks Report 2026” 
ranked misinformation as the second most severe  
short-term risk globally.144

The 
digital 
landscape

Image Courtesy: iStock
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AI generated content can accelerate the 
spread of health disinformation during 
complex humanitarian crises which, in turn, 
can distort public perception, erode trust,145 
and undermine humanitarian response, 
which effective crisis management  
depends on.146 

Concerningly, AI is increasingly being 
used during armed conflict, in activities 
including intelligence, surveillance and 
reconnaissance, weapon systems, and 
cyber and information operations. The 
Stockholm International Peace Research 
Institute (SIPRI) argues that without 
effective international regulation and 
meaningful human control, the growing use 
of AI during armed conflict could undermine 
compliance with international humanitarian 
law and make the use of force more difficult 
to control.147 Moveover, the rapidly evolving 
digital landscape is having a significant 
impact on the environment, with AI 
intensifying the demand for energy, while at 
the same time contributing substantially to 
CO₂ emissions, at a time when the world is 
failing to achieve climate goals.148

Together, this convergence of 
interconnected and mutually reinforcing 
challenges threatens human health and 
sustainable development. The dangerous 
and disruptive effects of climate change 
are intensifying, while armed conflicts are 
becoming more frequent and increasingly 
severe. At the same time, the rapid 
rise of AI and social media platforms is 
accelerating the spread of misinformation 
and disinformation, increasing 
vulnerabilities globally. Across the globe, 
millions of people continue to face poverty, 
discrimination, violence, and instability, 
denying them access to the fundamental 
necessities of life, including healthcare, a 
safe living environment, access to clean air 
and water, and an absence of fear. These 
interconnected challenges are increasingly 
eroding trust and solidarity among people, 
the very values that are essential to 
building resilience and securing a more 
sustainable and equitable future for both 
people and planet.149-150
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In both conflict-affected and climate-vulnerable 
settings, the breakdown of essential services is one of 
the most immediate and disruptive consequences of 
a crisis. Healthcare facilities without electricity cannot 
store vaccines or operate life-saving equipment.151 
Renewable energy provides a fast and dependable 
way to restore these services and, in turn, is an 
effective tool for efforts to achieve sustainable 
peace.152  

Peace, 
resilience, 
and climate 
action can 
be mutually 
reinforcing 
in a positive 
way

Family fun near windmills showcases global 
innovation in renewable energy.
Image Courtesy: iStock
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This has been demonstrated in Jordan, 
a country that faces severe pressures, 
including environmental and social 
pressures. It is one of the world’s 
most water-scarce countries, hosting 
approximately three million refugees, 
which is the second highest globally, 
with instability in neighboring countries. 
Consequently, Jordan confronts rising 
demand for resources such as water and 
energy, particularly in refugee-hosting 
communities.153-155 These pressures 
risk exacerbating tensions, fueling public 
resentment toward refugees, and straining 
limited resources. In the face of escalating 
global climate challenges, Jordan has 
taken active steps to adapt to climate 
change, by implementing policies and 
initiatives to promote the use of renewable 

energy, increase energy efficiency, and 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions. They 
have become a renewable energy pioneer 
within the Middle East, with nearly 29% of 
its electricity generated from solar and wind 
power,155 reducing reliance on imported 
energy, lowering environmental impact, and 
creating a more sustainable development 
pathway. Climate finance in Jordan has 
enabled investments in renewable energy 
and climate adaptation, which is supporting 
both peace and stability. One example is 
the Za’atari Refugee Camp, which hosts 
the largest solar plant of any refugee 
camp globally and supplies clean energy 
to around 80,000 refugees,154 showcasing 
climate action as an investment in peace, 
resilience, and stability.
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Climate change and armed conflict are deeply 
interconnected and mutually reinforcing drivers of harm. 
It is clear from the evidence that climate change acts as 
a threat multiplier, intensifying climate-related disasters, 
and triggering resource scarcity that drives displacement, 
instability, and violence. In turn, armed conflict accelerates 
the very crisis that fuels further instability, with militaries 
being amongst the world’s major polluters, and the 
environmental consequences of armed conflict extend far 
beyond its duration.

Armed conflict often results in the targeting and destruction 
of healthcare, environmental, and critical infrastructure, 

Conclusion 

A happy child peeks out from a tent entrance in Idlib, 
Syria, offering a glimpse of hope.
Image Courtesy: Pexels
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disrupting energy systems and undermining access to 
essential services. Continued reliance on fossil fuels 
deepens this cycle, as demonstrated by recent armed 
conflicts in which the destruction of energy infrastructure has 
generated severe regional and global consequences.

These intersecting crises represent some of the 
most significant threats to health and health equity, 
disproportionately affecting those least responsible for 
causing them. The rapid rise of AI, social media platforms, 
and the spread of disinformation are compounding this 
polycrisis further, distorting public understanding, delaying 
coordinated action, and deepening political divisions at 
precisely the moment when collective resolve is most 
needed, gradually eroding the trust and solidarity on  
which resilience depends on.

Sustainable peace strengthens climate adaptation and 
resilience. Meanwhile, improvements in health governance 
must be accompanied by climate and conflict sensitive 
approaches that prioritise both preparedness and resilience. 
Recognising the interconnected nature of climate change and 
armed conflict is essential to addressing humanitarian needs 
and delivering effective health responses in increasingly 
complex environments. These intersecting threats require 
integrated, cross-sectoral approaches that hold all actors 
to account and prioritise the needs and insights of the most 
affected communities in policy and practice.

Recommendations
	 Both climate change and armed conflict must be recognised as threats that drive 

or exacerbate food, water, livelihood, and energy insecurity, migration and forced 
displacement, and that interact with and exacerbate each other, with severe implications 
for global public health.

	 Governments and international financial actors need to increase investment in  
climate adaptation, building resilient health systems, including renewable-powered 
healthcare facilities, and humanitarian response. This is essential to enabling communities 
to better anticipate, withstand, and recover from climate- and conflict-related disasters.

	 Healthcare professionals are well positioned to address the health impacts of climate 
change, through evidence-based interventions such as education, evidence-based 
advocacy, and policy engagement.
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	 Healthcare must not be instrumentalised for political gain, and the principle of medical 
impartiality must always be upheld. The primary responsibility of healthcare professionals 
remains the delivery of quality, trusted care to the communities they serve. In conflict-
affected settings, trust is fundamental to ensuring access to healthcare. Healthcare 
professionals may need to prioritise medical impartiality and maintaining trust, over 
any advocacy and policy engagement, in order to uphold their duty of care, ensure 
humanitarian access, protect patient safety, and ensure the sustainable delivery of care.

	 The protection of healthcare, healthcare professionals, and critical infrastructure in 
accordance with international humanitarian law must be maintained, recognising that 
attacks on critical infrastructure have severe and lasting consequences for global public 
health, climate resilience, and long-term sustainable development.

	 Environmental risk assessments should be systematically adapted and integrated into 
conflict prevention, peacebuilding, humanitarian response, and health system building and 
strengthening, as an integrated approach to help break the reinforcing cycle of climate 
impacts, worsening health outcomes, and increasing instability.

	 Strengthening food systems is critical to building resilience and reducing the risks of 
food insecurity and malnutrition, which can, in turn, contribute to instability. Additionally, 
protecting agricultural workers from the impacts of climate-related disasters can help 
mitigate economic shocks and reduce the risk of violence, instability, and armed conflict.

	 In a time of increasing geopolitical confrontation, strengthening multilateral cooperation and 
ensuring a just transition to a low-carbon future will be essential for building and sustaining 
peace in a world that is increasingly impacted by the effects of climate change. This should 
be prioritised to address shared global risks, strengthen resilience, and promote long-term 
global stability and peace.

	 Promote meaningful and inclusive community engagement in climate, health, and peace 
governance among populations living in vulnerable settings. Strengthening participatory 
decision-making processes is essential to addressing the structural drivers of vulnerability. 
Empowering communities to shape governance agendas can enhance resilience and foster 
more equitable and sustainable outcomes across climate, health, and peacebuilding efforts.

	 The military’s impact on the environment and its contribution to climate change can no 
longer be ignored. Transparent and comprehensive reporting of military greenhouse gas 
emissions should be mandated to improve accountability and inform climate policy. 

	 Post-armed conflict reconstruction efforts should prioritise low-carbon, climate-resilient 
infrastructure, and sustainable development approaches to reduce emissions while 
strengthening long-term health, resilience, and recovery.

	 Governments, technology platforms, and healthcare institutions should play an active 
role in strengthening efforts to monitor and counter the spread of health and climate 
disinformation and misinformation that undermines effective humanitarian response, erodes 
public trust in health institutions, and delays or undermines effective climate policy-making, 
particularly in climate-vulnerable and conflict-affected settings.
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