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Abstract

The Middle East and North Africa (MENA) Regional Security Complex can
arguably be regarded as one of the regional security complexes in which
environmental security continues to be treated as a component of low
politics in realist terms. Nevertheless, recent developments, coupled with
the intensification of climate change on the one hand and persistent political
instability across the region on the other, have gradually elevated the
significance of environmental issues. Against this backdrop, the principal
research question is: How has political instability contributed to
environmental insecurity in the Middle East and North Africa? It is argued
that political instability has generated environmental degradation through
several mechanisms, including the reduction of governmental attention and
budgetary allocations to environmental issues, the direct destruction
caused by armed conflicts, the absence of effective negotiations among
states facing both political and environmental crises, deforestation resulting
from managerial instability, corruption, and the lack of investment in clean
energy. In turn, environmental degradation contributes to growing public
dissatisfaction and the erosion of political stability and state legitimacy
across the region. To substantiate this argument, the present study employs
a descriptive-analytical approach based on documentary data and provides
a comprehensive assessment of this issue from the 1990s, beginning with
the Second Gulf War, through 2024. What distinguishes this study from
similar research is its focus on the impact of political instability—particularly
through the lens of political legitimacy—on environmental insecurity, a
dimension that has largely been neglected in previous scholarship.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction: The Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region has experienced
persistent political instability, armed conflicts, state fragility, and geopolitical
rivalries throughout recent decades. While traditional security studies have primarily
focused on military threats and interstate conflicts, contemporary approaches
increasingly recognize environmental security as a critical dimension of regional
stability. Environmental degradation, water scarcity, pollution, and resource
depletion have become pressing concerns across the region. However, environmental
issues often receive limited attention because governments prioritize political
survival, national security, and conflict management. This study investigates the
relationship between political instability and environmental insecurity within the
Middle East and North Africa security complex and seeks to explain how instability
contributes to environmental degradation and ecological vulnerability.

Research Question: The central question of this study is How does political
instability contribute to environmental insecurity in the Middle East and North Africa
security complex? More specifically, the research examines the direct and indirect
mechanisms through which political instability affects environmental governance,
resource management, and ecological sustainability in the region.

Research Hypothesis: The study hypothesizes that political instability significantly
contributes to environmental insecurity by weakening governmental capacity,
diverting financial resources away from environmental protection, intensifying
armed conflicts, and creating conditions that accelerate environmental degradation.
Furthermore, environmental insecurity is expected to spread across national borders
and affect neighboring countries within the regional security complex.
Methodology and Theoretical Framework: This research employs a qualitative
descriptive-analytical method based on documentary sources, official reports, and
academic literature. To evaluate the relationship between political instability and
environmental insecurity, several case studies from the Middle East and North Africa
are examined, including Iraq, Syria, Libya, Jordan, Yemen, and Iran.

The theoretical framework of the study is based on the Regional Security Complex
Theory developed by Barry Buzan and Ole Wever. According to this perspective,
security challenges are interconnected within geographically defined regions, and
threats originating in one state frequently influence neighboring countries. The
theory provides a useful framework for understanding environmental insecurity as a
regional phenomenon that transcends national boundaries. By applying this
approach, the study demonstrates how political instability and environmental
degradation interact within a broader network of regional security dynamics.
Research Findings: The findings reveal that political instability affects
environmental insecurity through three major pathways. First, political instability
reduces investment in environmental protection and sustainable development.
Governments facing internal conflicts, security threats, or economic sanctions tend
to prioritize military and security expenditures over environmental programs.
Consequently, investment in renewable energy, water management, pollution
control, and environmental infrastructure declines. Cases such as Iraq, Yemen, and
Iran demonstrate how political pressures and instability limit environmental
governance capacities and hinder sustainable resource management.

Second, armed conflicts directly contribute to environmental destruction. The Syrian
civil war illustrates how prolonged conflict, the use of chemical weapons, and the
destruction of industrial facilities have contaminated soil and water resources.
Similarly, the Gulf War produced severe ecological consequences through large-
scale oil spills and deliberate environmental destruction. The Iraq War also generated
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long-term environmental damage through contamination, infrastructure destruction,
and public health challenges associated with polluted ecosystems.

Third, political instability generates indirect environmental consequences through
forced migration, weak governance, and illicit economic activities. The influx of
refugees from Syria into Jordan and Lebanon significantly increased pressure on
water resources, energy consumption, waste management systems, and
environmental infrastructure. Likewise, state collapse in Libya facilitated fuel
smuggling, illegal logging, and unsustainable exploitation of natural resources,
leading to long-term ecological degradation.

The findings further indicate that environmental insecurity possesses a
transboundary character. Environmental degradation in one country often affects
neighboring states through migration flows, resource scarcity, ecological pressures,
and economic disruptions. Consequently, environmental insecurity should be
understood as a regional rather than purely domestic challenge.

Conclusion: The study concludes that political instability is a significant driver of
environmental insecurity within the Middle East and North Africa security complex.
The evidence supports the hypothesis that instability weakens environmental
governance, increases ecological degradation, and generates regional environmental
pressures. Armed conflicts, sanctions, governance failures, and forced migration
collectively contribute to environmental deterioration and undermine sustainable
development.

The findings also suggest that environmental insecurity can reinforce political
instability by exacerbating resource competition, social tensions, migration
pressures, and governance challenges. As a result, political instability and
environmental insecurity form a mutually reinforcing cycle. Therefore, policymakers
in the region should recognize environmental security as a strategic component of
national and regional security. Strengthening regional cooperation, promoting
sustainable resource management, and integrating environmental concerns into
security policies are essential steps toward achieving long-term stability in the
Middle East and North Africa.

Keywords: Regional Security Complex; Middle East; North Africa; Political
Instability; Environmental Insecurity.
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