
 

Professors call for more research into climate-
change related threats to civilization
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An opinion piece published today in the Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences urgently calls for more research into the specific
pathways by which civilization could potentially collapse due to climate
change.

"Scientists have warned that climate change threatens the habitability of
large regions of the Earth and even civilization itself, but surprisingly
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little research exists about how collapse could happen and what can be
done to prevent it," says Dr. Daniel Steel of the School of Population
and Public Health at the University of British Columbia.

"A better understanding of the risks of collapse is essential for climate
ethics and policy."

In the article, Dr. Steel and his colleagues, Dr. C. Tyler DesRoches with
Arizona State University's School of Sustainability and Dr. Kian Mintz-
Woo from University College Cork, define civilization collapse as the
loss of societal capacity to maintain essential governance functions,
especially maintaining security, the rule of law, and the provision of
basic necessities such as food and water.

The co-authors consider three civilization collapse scenarios:

1. localized collapse of specific, vulnerable locations;
2. the collapse of some urban and national areas while the

remaining ones experience detrimental climate-related effects
such as food and water scarcity;

3. global collapse where urban areas around the world are
abandoned, nations are no more, and global population falls.

It is not only the direct effects of climate change—such as drought,
flooding, and extreme heat—that could create collapse risks, but also
less-studied mechanisms.

As Dr. Steel and his co-authors explain, climate change may also have
indirect effects on systems like trade and international cooperation,
which might in turn lead to political conflict, dysfunction, and war. The
authors also state that these effects may lessen civilizations' adaptability
which would leave them vulnerable to other shocks, like pandemics.
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"The danger climate change poses to civilization shouldn't just be left for
journalists, philosophers, and filmmakers to ponder. Scientists have a
responsibility to investigate this, too," said Dr. Steel.

  More information: Daniel Steel et al, Climate change and the threat to
civilization, Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences (2022). 
DOI: 10.1073/pnas.2210525119
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