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THE ISSUE
Climate change poses a considerable threat to global food security, with potentially existential economic, political, and social
outcomes for humanity. As climate impacts worsen and further stress an already hungry world, the United States should claim
the mantle of global leadership in responding to the impacts of climate change, double down on domestic efforts to promote
climate-smart agriculture, elevate the issue of climate change and food insecurity in national security circles, and leverage the
reorganization of the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) to further mainstream climate resilience into U.S.
global food security programs.

A

s people around the world increasingly
feel the impacts of climate change, the
collective call for action grows louder
and louder. The effects of climate
change on food production—often
neglected in favor of stories on melting
glaciers, tropical storms, and sea level rise—are receiving
more and more mainstream attention. This brief seeks to
summarize the relationship between climate change and
food insecurity, highlight salient trends and controversies,
and comment on U.S. government global policies and
programs that tackle this important issue.

THE STATE OF GLOBAL FOOD SECURITY
The impacts of climate change threaten a complex global
food system that is already struggling to meet the needs
of a growing and changing population. After great progress
over the last decade, the number of chronically hungry
people around the world has grown in each of the last
three years. Today, 821 million people—one in nine—are
undernourished. These people experience a shortage of
food each day, while over twice that number face moderate
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food insecurity and frequently compromise on the quality
or quantity of food they consume. At the same time, over
2 billion people around the world are overweight or obese,
and over 1 billion suffer from micronutrient deficiency,
sometimes referred to as “hidden hunger.” To amend a
famous line from author Raj Patel, the world today is
“stuff, starved, and hollowed out.”1
The number of hungry and malnourished people
worldwide has grown in tandem with a rise in human
conflict and forced displacement.2 Slow economic
recovery from the 2008 global financial crisis (and
food price spikes) and the increasing frequency and
magnitude of climate-related extreme events have
helped reverse years of progress fighting global hunger.3,4
These combined, interrelated factors have placed
unprecedented stress on humanitarian organizations:
humanitarian appeals have ballooned to record levels.5
Unsurprisingly, the places most impacted by food
insecurity—especially Africa and South Asia—are also
those suffering from the most pervasive forms of poverty
and environmental vulnerability.
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Climate Change and Food Security

CLIMATE CHANGE AND AGRICULTURE
Despite the millions of acres of industrial cropland,
satellite-guided tractors, and shining supermarkets in
places like the United States, a large percentage of food
worldwide is still produced on relatively small parcels
of land by smallholder, subsistence farmers who rely
solely on rainfall to water their crops and animals.
These practices mean that long-term changes in climate
intimately impact food production—perhaps more
than any other sector of the global economy. Since the
mid-1800s and the Industrial Revolution, surface air
temperatures over Earth’s land area have warmed by an
average of 1.5°C.6 Much of that warming has occurred
since 1975 as concentrations of carbon dioxide and other
greenhouse gases (GHG) in the atmosphere steadily
accumulate.7

already costs the global economy $3.5 trillion in lost
opportunity and human capital.11
Climate change most directly impacts food production
through crop yield changes, typically from temperature
increases and rainfall variability. A general rule of thumb
in the equatorial tropics is that every 1°C rise in mean
temperature is associated with a 10 percent drop in crop
yields. Temperature spikes during critical phases of a plant’s
growth can lead to outright crop failure. Although impacts
will vary considerably by crop and production system, some
countries in sub-Saharan Africa and other low-latitude
places will likely see yields from rain-fed maize, wheat, and
rice fall considerably in the coming decades.12 While reports
often reference a 1.5°C to 2°C “safe” level of warming that
would avoid the most devastating impacts from climate
change, agricultural systems—especially where crops are
already grown dangerously close to their biophysical limits—
are immediately vulnerable to any additional warming.

In places like sub-Saharan Africa, unlike highly
industrialized economies, agriculture represents a
disproportionately large percentage of
Crop Yields Will Likely Plummet Due to Climate Change
countries’ gross domestic product (GDP)
and employs up to 80 percent of the
rural population. Farming in such places
often occurs on heavily degraded lands
and lacks high-quality inputs like seed
and fertilizer and access to agricultural
markets. It is no surprise, then, that
subsistence farmers represent over half
of the world’s hungry people (of whom
half, in turn, are women).8 According
to the United Nation’s World Food
Programme (WFP), at least 80 percent
Source: Andrew J. Challinor et al., Climate Change 2014: Impacts, Adaptation, and Vulnerability (New York:
of the world’s hungry people live in
IPCC, 2014), https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/2018/02/WGIIAR5-Chap7_FINAL.pdf.
places prone to natural disasters and
environmental degradation, including
By some estimates, between 12 and 39 percent of the world’s
many of the world’s poorest places.9
land surface will develop novel climates by 2100 as a result
Climate change impacts on agriculture vary considerably
of climate change.13 Today’s agriculture remains land and
by geography. Climate change has already been linked,
resource intensive. Agricultural production—both crop
for example, to changing patterns of agricultural pests
and pasture—occupies more than 40 percent of total land
and diseases, saltwater intrusion from sea level rise, and
area and accounts for at least 70 percent of all freshwater
even the decline of nutritional quality in plants. In fact,
withdrawals globally.14 Climate change, land degradation, and
recent research has shown that with highly elevated
biodiversity are linked in a complex feedback loop—a vicious
concentrations of atmospheric carbon dioxide (CO2),
cycle.15 These impacts are already being felt and chronicled
iron and zinc content in plants could fall by as much as
today. A recent report by the Intergovernmental Panel for
17 percent, accompanied by an increase in starches and
Climate Control (IPCC) suggests that soil is eroding 10 to 100
sugar production in plants. This shift in nutritional quality
times faster than it is being formed, a process accelerated
could cause an additional 175 million people to experience by climate change impacts like drought and high-intensity
zinc deficiency and 122 million to experience protein
rainfall.16 Meanwhile, unprecedented biodiversity loss—
10
deficiency, according to researchers. Undernutrition
especially among pollinators, bacteria, and fungi in soils, and
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natural predators that control pests—is being fueled in part
by climate impacts, according to the Food and Agriculture
Organization (FAO) of the United Nations.17
Ultimately, climate change will most severely impact those
places least able to cope. Climate change will threaten
years of development progress and thrust many vulnerable
populations into poverty—adding as many as 122 million
more people by 2030.18 Increasing evidence shows that
climate change may also slow the decrease in inequality
between countries, reducing GDP among the world’s poorest
populations by up to 30 percent.19 As a consequence,
climate change is fraught with questions of global justice
and inequality, especially as industrialized countries
generated an overwhelming majority of historical CO2
emissions.

THE THREAT FROM DROUGHT
Of all the impacts from climate change on agriculture
and food security, drought may be the most harmful for
smallholder farmers and other vulnerable populations.
Given improved early warning and humanitarian responses,
large-scale deaths from famine are increasingly a thing of
the past, but drought in the Horn of Africa, Southern Africa,
and Central America has been long associated with famine.
In these places where rain-fed agriculture is prevalent, over
80 percent of a drought’s economic impact is felt in the
agricultural sector.20,21
Multi-year drought is especially devastating for subsistence
farming families. Each year without a good harvest
pushes the hunger season further ahead and diminishes
seed stock for next year’s planting.22 Long-term drought
also destroys precious topsoil, allowing it to blow away
in high winds or wash away during heavy rains. From a
food security perspective, drought in some parts of the
world is increasingly synonymous with El Niño. A climate
phenomenon resulting from irregular Pacific Ocean
temperatures near the equator off the coast of South
America, El Niño is triggered by a change in trade winds
that would typically push colder waters westward. Research
indicates that a general warming trend on the earth could
increase the frequency of so-called “Super El Niño” events.23
Consistent with this trend, the 2015/16 El Niño event was
among the strongest on record, bringing record drought to
Central America’s Dry Corridor.
Droughts and other climate-related extreme events are
becoming more frequent because of the impacts of climate
change, some evidence shows. In fact, they have more than
doubled in frequency over the last 25 years, as researchers
noted in the 2018 edition of The State of Food Security and

Addressing food system impacts from
climate change is not merely an
environmental challenge, it is a human
development imperative.
Nutrition in the World. In the early 1990s, approximately 100
of these events were recorded each year; today, that number
is 213.24 Moreover, in a relatively new area of investigation,
researchers have linked the impacts of climate change to
so-called “multiple breadbasket failure,” or the potential for
widespread weather-related losses to major food-producing
regions simultaneously.
In summary, addressing food system impacts from climate
change is not merely an environmental challenge, it is a
human development imperative. By some estimates, global
food production must increase by as much as 70 percent
by 2050 to meet the needs of a growing population.25 This
is both a challenge and an opportunity: in developing
countries, GDP growth in the agricultural sector is more
than twice as effective at reducing poverty than growth in
competing sectors, but climate change will make it more
difficult to meet production needs and to secure poverty
reduction targets through agriculture.26

AGRICULTURAL GREENHOUSE
GAS EMISSIONS
Although the agricultural sector will suffer from the impacts
of climate change—especially in developing countries and
for subsistence farmers—agriculture is also increasingly
being recognized for its underlying contributions to GHG
emissions. In fact, by some estimates, agriculture and food
systems account for one-quarter of global GHG emissions.
Not all greenhouse gases are created equal. Some, like
methane (CH4), remain in the atmosphere for a shorter
period but have a much stronger greenhouse gas effect: CH4
has almost 30 times the effect of CO2. Agriculture is the
single largest contributor to non-CO2 GHGs and accounts for
half of all such global emissions.
Livestock production alone is estimated to emit almost
15 percent of all global GHGs, mainly in methane from
livestock’s digestive systems, but also from production of
animal feed and forage, transportation, and processing.27
Livestock belong to a unique class of mammals called
ruminants that, unlike ourselves, can acquire nutrients from
grasses by fermenting them in a specialized stomach before
digestion. A by-product of ruminant digestion is methane.
With 3 to 4 billion head of ruminant livestock in the world,
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this enteric fermentation contributes greatly to agriculture’s
GHG footprint, one that is likely to increase given meat
consumption trends across emerging economies.
The second largest category of agricultural GHG emissions
come from our soils. Soil represents a significant stockpile
of carbon (and non-CO2 GHGs), holding more than three
times the amount currently in the atmosphere.28 Complex
interactions of microorganisms, constantly at work in
agricultural soils, are disturbed by tillage, deep ploughing,
and the overuse of synthetic fertilizers. A by-product of
such disruptions is GHG emissions. It is estimated that 75
billion tons of topsoil on arable lands are lost each year, at a
cost of $400 billion to the global economy.29 Not only does
soil organic matter help to improve moisture retention,
reduce fertilizer runoff, and limit erosion, it may also be
agriculture’s greatest opportunity for carbon capture.
Not all of the food system’s contribution to climate
change comes from on-farm production. Increasingly,
GHG emissions from food loss and waste are capturing
headlines. Globally, $1 trillion in food is lost or wasted
each year. In industrialized nations like the United States,
this often occurs on the demand side: unpurchased or
uneaten food ends up in landfills and produces methane
as it degrades.30 In developing countries, up to 40 percent
of harvests are lost before making it to market because of
inadequate storage or transport infrastructure.31 All told,
if it were a country, food loss and waste would be the
third largest emitter in the world behind China and the
United States. The agricultural sector—which combines
deforestation from agricultural expansion (agriculture is
the leading global driver of deforestation) with emissions
from the processing, transportation, and marketing of food
products—contributes in multiple ways to the underlying
problem of climate change.

CLIMATE CHANGE, FOOD INSECURITY,
MIGRATION, AND INSTABILITY
The 2014 Quadrennial Defense Review (today’s National
Defense Strategy) marked a turning point in how the United
States thinks about the issue of climate change. For the first
time, the Department of Defense cited climate change as a
“threat multiplier” and noted that “the impacts of climate
change may increase the frequency, scale, and complexity of
future missions.”32,33 This position results, in part, from the
steady advancement in academic research that links climate
change to global instability. As the evidence base grows, it
becomes increasingly clear: the link between climate change
and global instability often runs through our food systems.

The link between climate change and
global instability often runs through our
food systems.
That conflict is on the rise around the world is
unmistakable. Today, more countries experience violent
conflict than at any time in nearly three decades.34 If current
trends persist, more than half of the world’s poor will be
living in countries affected by high levels of violence in next
decade.35 This trend has led to the displacement of over
70 million people from their homes, with many crossing
borders to seek refuge—numbers not seen since World War
II, if ever before.36 Displacement can produce hunger and, in
a vicious feedback loop, hunger can produce displacement.
Over 60 percent of the hungry people on the planet live in
conflict-affected countries and three-quarters of stunted
children live in these same places.37

SAHEL
The relationship between climate change, food insecurity,
and instability frequently centers on control of critical
natural resources like land and water, further mediated
by factors like poverty, demographics, and history of
violent disputes. In fact, the United Nations Environment
Programme reports that almost half of all internal
conflicts over the past 70 years resulted from resource
competition.38 This phenomenon is playing out today in
the African Sahel, a strip of arid land that sits below the
Sahara Desert and stretches across the continent from
Senegal to Djibouti. The region is home to almost 100
million people and hosts one of the fastest population
growth rates in the world, with the number of people in
the region expected to double in the next two decades.39
Many families in the Sahel rely on subsistence agriculture
and pastoralism for their livelihoods and depend heavily
on natural resources like land and water.
In a region already synonymous with drought, the region
is increasingly considered by experts as a climate change
hotspot, with unpredictable weather patterns becoming
the new norm. The region is expected to warm at a rate 1.5
times faster than the global average, with temperatures
increasing by 3°C to 5°C by 2050.40 The region suffers from
desertification from the Sahara Desert: the desert expanded
by almost 20 percent over the last half century and creeps
south by more than a mile each year.41 In one of the most
striking examples of climate impacts and environmental
degradation, Lake Chad, a critical water resource for fishers,
pastoralists, and farmers, has lost 90 percent of its volume
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since the 1960s.42 Across the Sahel, water availability per
capita has plummeted in recent decades. This pressure
on both land and water have caused widespread conflict
between herders and sedentary agricultural communities.
The Sahel is also home to a growing number of extremist
organizations, including Boko Haram, al-Qaeda, and
Al Shabab. Population growth, pervasive poverty, and
environmental degradation have fueled these groups’
ability to recruit for their causes, exploiting desperation
and benefiting from limited state security presence in this
expansive, sparsely populated region.43 Former U.S. Africa
Command (AFRICOM) commander General Waldhauser
communicated this complexity to the Senate Armed
Services Committee in early 2019: “Very few, if any, of
Africa’s challenges can be resolved using only military force.
Consequently, U.S. Africa Command emphasizes military
support to diplomacy and development efforts.”44

basic needs.

to migrate internally from the impacts of climate change
by the year 2050, according to World Bank estimates.45
This migration is often the by-product of food insecurity.
Through research with refugees in Afghanistan, Bangladesh,
Iraq, Nigeria, Sudan, and Syria, for example, WFP estimates
that, in those contexts, a 1 percent rise in food insecurity is
associated with a 2 percent increase in migration.46 Among
those surveyed, most migrated internally three to five times
before making the decision to leave their country because
of overwhelming security concerns or an inability to meet

Ultimately, food security is almost never the sole driver
of instability or conflict. The conditions for conflict can
be met when food insecurity joins certain individual
motivations (e.g., existing grievances or underlying
poverty), as researchers note in one review of over 50
peer-reviewed scientific journal articles on the link
between food insecurity and instability.51 They categorize
drivers of food-related instability into three interrelated
groups that include resource competition, market failure,
and climate-related extreme events, and note that 30

This phenomenon—the relationship between climate
change, food insecurity, conflict, and migration— is on
clear display today in Central America. The Dry Corridor
of Central America (a geographical area of tropical dry
forest that runs from southern Mexico to Panama) has
experienced five consecutive years of erratic weather
patterns, from prolonged drought to excessive rainfall, with
dire consequences for families farming maize, bean, and
coffee, in particular. Most farmers in the Dry Corridor—
representing a large portion of the region’s labor force—are
subsistence producers, growing their food on steep hillsides
and in poor soil. Intense drought, driven by one the most
powerful El Niño events on record, saw river levels in the
corridor fall 20 to 60 percent below normal and crop losses
between 50 and 90 percent in 2015 and 2016.47

The Northern Triangle region
of Central America (Guatemala,
Major Water Sources Like Lake Chad Are Disappearing
Honduras, and El Salvador) is home
1972
2018
to some of the Western Hemisphere’s
poorest populations. Irregular
NIGER
NIG E R
migration to the United States from
CH A D
CH AD
the region has increased because of
Baga Sola
erratic weather, El Niño impacts, and
associated productivity losses and
Lake Ch ad
crop failures.48,49 In one study, almost
half of the interviewed families with
Doron Baga
a recently emigrated family member
N IG E RI A
NIG E RIA
were experiencing food insecurity—
40 km
CAMEROON
Source: USGS
CAMEROON
levels of food insecurity previously
unseen in the region.41 On average,
Source: “How climate change can fuel wars,” Economist, May 23, 2019, https://www.economist.com/
international/2019/05/23/how-climate-change-can-fuel-wars.
250,000 people leave the Northern
Triangle each year—many bound for
THE DRY CORRIDOR AND THE NORTHERN TRIANGLE the United States—a figure that is expected to more than
double in 2019.50 In these countries, erratic weather events
The complicated relationship between climate change, food
destroy crops and livelihoods and force families into a host
insecurity, and conflict is also often further filtered through
the lens of migration. In sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia, and of negative coping strategies, like selling farm equipment
and livestock and eventually migrating.
Latin America alone, over 140 million people may be forced
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percent of the analyzed studies identify climate change as
the principle driver of food-related instability. This trend
is unlikely to fade. Research from the International Fund
for Agricultural Development shows that countries with
the largest proportions of youth populations also tend to
be countries that depend most heavily on agriculture.52
Although the relationship between climate change
and migration—or climate change and conflict—can be
challenging to prove empirically, anecdotally they appear
inextricably linked.

RETHINKING FOOD SYSTEMS
IN THE FACE OF CLIMATE CHANGE
The link between climate change and increased food
insecurity is not inevitable—nor are the outsized GHG
emissions stemming from the global food system. As our
understanding of the link between climate change and food
insecurity improves, so too does our knowledge of how food
systems can be part of the climate change solution. The
consensus among scientists and policymakers today is that
if we are to meet the 2030 Sustainable Development Goal
of zero hunger (SDG 2), we must find ways to sustainably
increase food production while significantly reducing
the carbon footprint of our food system. Increasingly, we
have evolved from a long period of identifying problems
to offering solutions and are transitioning from theory to
practice in the agricultural climate change space.
The politics of solution offering has, for many years, been
caught up in debates over climate justice and “polluter
pays” principles: the idea that those most responsible for
historical emissions—mainly, industrialized countries—
should be most responsible for emissions reductions.
Agriculture represents a disproportionately large portion
of most developing countries’ economies. Asking millions
of subsistence farmers to consider the emissions produced
through their agricultural practices has been politically
fraught. In fact, global climate negotiations have largely
avoided the question of agricultural mitigation, driven by
a strong coalition of developing countries that argue that
actions in their countries’ agricultural sectors should be
limited to adaptation.
This reasoning has changed in recent years with the
emergence of climate-smart agriculture (CSA): agricultural
interventions and technologies designed to simultaneously
adapt systems to change, mitigate GHG emission, and
increase production. More than 1,700 unique CSA
interventions across more than 30 developing countries—
including cover cropping, reduced or zero-till agriculture,
integrated crop-livestock systems, agroforestry and

silviculture, conservation of plant genetic material and
crop wild relatives, and water management strategies like
alternate wet and dry rice irrigation—show that farmers
around the world are increasingly adopting beneficial CSA
practices, especially when these practices yield gains in
productivity and income.53 In 2014, at the United Nations
Climate Summit, the United States—alongside other donors,
multilateral organizations like the FAO and the CGIAR
research program on Climate Change, Agriculture, and Food
Security, and private sector companies—launched the Global
Alliance for Climate Smart Agriculture to help promote CSA
and sustain momentum around the concept.54
Food security solutions to the problem of climate change
extend beyond on-farm actions. Project Drawdown, one
of the first comprehensive global efforts to catalogue
solutions to fight climate change and their impact on
GHG emissions, cites three agriculture-related actions
in its top 10 most impactful actions, two of which are
consumer-facing: reducing food waste and adopting
plant-rich diets.55 Other food-system measures in
their solutions list include expanding the use of clean
cookstoves and reducing deforestation from agricultural
expansion and use of biochar.
Project Drawdown is by no means the only effort to
highlight the importance of diet in the climate change
problem. The EAT-Lancet Commission Report on Food,
Planet, Health has helped to bring this concept into the
mainstream and has generated renewed interest in the
idea of food as medicine.56 The urgency of responding to
climate change has helped force an important convergence
between agriculture, nutrition, and environmental
communities; climate change and food security have even
appeared in the 2020 Democratic primary discourse.57
Increasingly, people from different spheres are asking the
same question: “How can we produce sufficient food to
meet the needs of a growing population and do so in a way
that nourishes both people and planet?”

U.S. GOVERNMENT FOOD SECURITY AND
CLIMATE CHANGE PROGRAMS
The United States has in place a variety of global food
security funds, policies, and programs. Today, Feed
the Future, an initiative led by USAID’s Bureau of
Food Security, spends more than $1 billion annually
on agriculture-led growth and nutrition in countries
around the world. Emergency food assistance through
USAID’s Office of Food for Peace (FFP) includes both inkind commodities (P.L. 480) and cash-based assistance
(Emergency Food Security Program).58 The United States
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The urgency of responding to climate
change has helped force an important
convergence between agriculture,
nutrition, and environmental
communities.
was instrumental in launching and is involved in several
global movements and initiatives: the public–private
partnership-focused New Alliance for Food Security,
Scaling Up Nutrition (SUN), and 1,000 Days movements,
among others. A whole-of-government Global Food
Security Strategy coordinates and guides these efforts.
For more information on U.S. government global food
security policies and programs, see the CSIS brief U.S.
Policy Roadmap: A Drive to Transform Global Food and
Nutrition Security.59
The United States and other donors have long committed
to help protect the food security of impoverished
communities in the face of climate change, driven
by goals to reduce poverty and ensure that hard-won
development outcomes are not erased. Because the U.S.
global food security space involves broad participation
by diverse actors, determining the complete extent
of its climate-sensitive investments is a challenge.
According to the Organization for Economic Cooperation
and Development (OECD) Development Assistance
Committee, in 2017 the United States provided just over
$2 billion in climate-sensitive development finance to
developing countries, including approximately $300
million (15 percent) to the food security sector.60, 61 These
projects cover a variety of themes. Established by USAID
and the Consumer Goods Forum, the Tropical Forest
Alliance 2020, for example, works with governments
and private sector actors to curb deforestation from
agricultural activities and supply chains, especially
for commodities like soy, beef, palm oil, and paper/
pulp. SERVIR, a joint initiative between the National
Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) and
USAID, helps developing countries use Earth-observation
satellites to improve environmental decisionmaking and
climate services. Other initiatives include a collaboration
with the CGIAR on low-emissions agriculture, funding
support to the BioCarbon Fund Initiative for Sustainable
Forest Landscapes, and participation in the Low Emission
Development Strategies Global Partnership, a learning
and technical cooperation platform.

In addition to these climate-specific projects and
programs, the U.S. government has made efforts to
systematically climate-proof its food security development
portfolio. The 2014 Executive Order (#13677) on
Climate-Resilient International Development—still in
effect— requires the “integration of climate-resilience
considerations into all United States international
development work.”62 Evidence of this integration can
be seen across U.S. government global food security
programming. While initially established exclusively in
19 stable, emerging economies, the second phase of Feed
the Future adds resilience as a new strategic objective
of the program and reorients it towards more fragile
settings in 12 target countries where climate impacts
are prevalent and interact with other social, economic,
and political forces to drive poverty and instability.63
Meanwhile, through USAID’s FFP, humanitarian programs
are increasingly rolling out in response to the increase in
climate-related extreme events. FFP’s 2016–2025 Food
Assistance and Food Security Strategy squarely includes
climate change in its updated conceptual framework and
calls for increased collaboration and cross-learning with
USAID’s Bureau for Economic Growth, Education, and
Environment (E3). FFP also works in close collaboration
with the Famine Early Warning Systems Network (FEWS
NET), which collaborates with five U.S. agencies providing
food security projections in high-risk places around the
world and specialized reports on weather and climate.

RECOMMENDATIONS
Establish a position of leadership in climate change
and food security international forums. While many
U.S. government climate and food security efforts have
continued at the technical level, the United States has
stepped away in recent years from highly visible, global
leadership roles related to climate change, especially
the Paris Agreement and Green Climate Fund (GCF),
a multilateral funding mechanism designed to help
developing countries transition to low-emission, climateresilient development. The abandonment of this mantle
of global leadership—which should be quickly corrected—
puts progress in the fight against climate change at great
risk. Agriculture, for example, has recently climbed onto
the agenda at annual climate negotiations for the first
time, after decades of sustained effort. This recognition
of agriculture’s role means that developing countries
are willing to take steps to reduce the GHG emissions
from their agriculture-dominant economies. But they
must know that they will be supported, financially
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and technically. In 2016, the United States signed an
agreement to transfer $3 billion to the GCF. By early
2017, the GCF had received approximately $1 billion
when the Trump administration indicated that it would
provide no additional funds. Without sustained financial
support from the United States through the GCF—and any
number of multilateral climate funds including the Global
Environmental Facility—widespread adoption and scaling
of climate-smart agriculture practices will be more difficult
to set in motion.
Support domestic efforts to promote climate resilience
in food systems: The credibility and potency of our
leadership at global levels begins with our commitment
to change and improve our own priorities. Very public
controversies around the alleged suppression of
research regarding the impact of climate change on food
production from the Agricultural Research Service at
the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) has brought
into question the administration’s ability to lead by
example. For continued progress in reducing agriculture’s
global greenhouse gas footprint and improving adoption
of climate-smart agricultural practices, the United
States must walk the walk here at home. Climate-smart
interventions are not limited to developing country
contexts. In the United States, cover cropping, for
example, has increased considerably, but the practice
still represents only a small percentage of planted area.
These and other regenerative practices are being rolled
out in the United States thanks, in part, to USDA’s 10
regional Climate Hubs, led by the Agricultural Research
Service and the Forest Service. In this same spirit, the
United States should continue and expand its leveraging
of domestic university research programs for developing
global climate solutions in agriculture. U.S. universities,
through the Feed the Future Innovation Labs, are
currently involved in research on climate resilient
sorghum, wheat, millet, cowpea, chickpea, and beans.64
Finally, recent years have seen the emergence of several
mechanisms that compensate U.S. farmers for storing
carbon in their agricultural soils, including in California
and several non-profit and private sector initiatives.
These initiatives require federal support to be sustainable
in the long run, a step that should be explored within
USDA’s existing authorities or in the next Farm Bill cycle.
Raise the profile of climate-related food insecurity within
U.S. diplomatic and national security strategies. From
the National Defense Strategy to the U.S. intelligence
community Worldwide Threat Assessment, there is

increased understanding of how food insecurity can drive
global instability and that climate change can fan these
flames. Driven by the events in the Sahel and Dry Corridor,
along with other climate and food security-related
conflicts like Darfur (desertification and inter-ethnic
violence between pastoralists and farmers) and Syria
(drought-related migration from rural to urban areas),
climate change and food insecurity have entered the U.S.
diplomatic and national security discourse as root drivers
of conflict. As noted in a 2012 USAID report, Frontiers in
Development, “the security challenges posed by fragile and
failing states and the deprivation that accompanies them
makes it all but inevitable that soldiers and humanitarians,
diplomats, and development experts will find themselves
operating in increasing proximity to one another, often
addressing the same issues with different tools and for
complementary purposes.” Food insecurity and climate
change, then, must remain at the forefront of U.S. wholeof-government discussions around the humanitariandevelopment-peace nexus and of the United States’
leadership role more broadly in addressing complex global
problems. The establishment of a new leadership for Relief,
Resilience, and Response (R3) at USAID will help to situate
food security and climate change along the entirety of the
relief and development spectrum.
Leverage USAID’s reorganization to further mainstream
climate resilience into U.S. global food security programs.
USAID’s proposed reorganization—rightfully well received
by the development and humanitarian communities—
does not prioritize climate change. The E3 Bureau and its
Office of Global Climate Change, which helped shepherd
the Global Climate Change and Development Strategy
(2012–2018), will cease to exist in the new structure.
Climate change experts from E3’s Climate Adaptation
team will merge with staff from the Office of Water in a
new Bureau of Resilience and Food Security. While this
merge could help streamline strategies, the symbolic
loss of a dedicated office to climate change should not go
unnoticed. Steps should be taken to ensure this reduced
visibility is not accompanied by reduced action. The
reorganization represents a timely opportunity to revisit
USAID’s 2012 Resilience Policy and to ensure that climate
change considerations are central to shock-resistant
development and humanitarian-for-development efforts.
A guiding resilience framework—one that situates climate
change alongside other interrelated stressors—can help
USAID effectively deploy its diverse expertise to an equally
complex problem.
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