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Could geoengineering 
cause a climate war?

If country leaders manipulate the weather to 
do their bidding, could they create political 
tensions, or even all-out war?

20th April 2018

Could India's vital monsoons dry up if China manipulates the 

weather to avoid drought in northern China? © Arindam 

Dey/Getty Images

http://www.sciencefocus.com/article/planet-earth/could-

geoengineering-cause-climate-war

Blotting Out the Sun to 
Save the Earth? 
Seriously?
The prospect of geoengineering freaks us out. And it 

should—it signifies the lateness of our climate hour.

August 17, 2018   Jeff Turrentine

https://www.nrdc.org/onearth/blotting-out-sun-save-earth-seriously
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What is Geoengineering? 

A set of emerging technologies that could 
manipulate the environment and partially offset 
some of the impacts of climate change (Harvard 
University, 2018).

Why consider it? 

Reducing emissions (mitigation) is the safest 
way to counter climate change. While 
mitigation is necessary, it may not be 
sufficient to maintain a stable climate and 
healthy oceans

https://images.theconversation.com/files/190443/original/file-20171016-31002-1pjgv6u.jpg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip


Highest for 3M yr



Global surface temperatures



Credits:  The New York Times, NASA (temperatures), IPCC (Emissions),  



US National Research Council (NRC), Committee on 

Geoengineering Climate, (2015), Climate Intervention: 

Reflecting Sunlight to Cool Earth.

“The prospect of climate 
geoengineering the Earth’s 
Climate System has become 
a lot more real since the 
Paris Agreement.”



• We aim to produce research that advances solar geoengineering’s 
science and technology frontier, publishing high-impact papers, and 
disseminating ideas that are taken up by other researchers and 
government research programs.

• To take an active stance on research with a unique mandate to 
develop new path-breaking technologies that might improve solar 
geoengineering’s effectiveness and reduce its risks.

• Employ Harvard’s convening power to bring together scientists, 
environmental leaders, and government officials to discuss the 
technology and its governance.

https://geoengineering.environment.harvard.edu/

https://geoengineering.environment.harvard.edu/


Volcanoes caused global cooling by putting small particles in 
the stratosphere

Mt. Pinatubo 

1991

Resulted in 30Mt of sulfate aerosols in 
stratosphere, & global cooling

(and reduced monsoonal precipitation,…)
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Chronology

• ]
• 1000s of years: Rain making

• Mid-20th Century: serious contemporary scientific discussion

• 1960: US Government established a committee to discuss the possibilities 
to intervene into the earth system to counter act adverse environmental 
change

• 1960-70: Researched how the weather could be controlled for military 
purposes. Its attempted application during the Vietnam War led to the 
creation of the Convention on the Prohibition of Military and Other 
Hostile Use of Environmental Modification Techniques in 1976 (ENMO). 

• 2006: Dr Paul Crutzen, Nobel Prize Laureate published a seminal article 
on injecting aerosols in the atmosphere to  combat global warming.

• 2009: UK Royal Society published its report “Geoengineering the Climate: 
Science, Governance and Uncertainty”, the first in a series of reports.

• Russia 2009: Yuri Izrael, a prominent Russian scientist, and his team 
mounted aerosol generators on a helicopter and a car chassis. They 
blasted out particles at ground level and at heights of up to 200 metres. 
They tried to measure how much sunlight reaching the Earth was 
reduced by the aerosol cloud. 

• England 2011: A team of British academics wanted to send a balloon to a 
height of about one kilometer, where it would have sprayed about 150 
litres of water into the air as a first step towards creating an artificial 
volcano.

• Canada 2012: American entrepreneur Russ George dumped 100 tonnes 
of iron sulphate into the Pacific near the Haida Gwaii islands in July 2012 
after he allegedly told villagers that the “experiment” was a salmon 
restoration project.

• Berlin, 2014: Climate Engineering Conference 2014 (CCE14)

• Berlin, 2014: Climate Engineering Conference 2014 (CCE14)

• Bergin, China July 2017: China launched its geoengineering research 
program

• Berlin, 2017: Climate Engineering Conference 2017 (CCE17)

; prayer



• What implications might the Paris Agreement have for 
geoengineering research and development?

• Are we ready to engineer the climate? 
• To what extent could some geoengineering measures 

help avoid or reduce some of the worse consequence 
of climate change (e.g. Ocean Acidification)?

• Would geoengineering mean we don’t have to reduce 
emissions? 

Questions



• Who decides what is safe in a geoengineered world? 
• Is it risker to geoengineer or not to geoengineer in a 

world of rising temperatures?
• Are some geoengineering approaches more prone to 

errors, side effects, and misuse than others?
• Do we need geoengineering to keep temperature rise 

below 1.5oC?
• Is geoengineering necessary to achieve the SDGs? 
• Could geoengineering lead to conflict?

Questions –cont’d



Small Islands: issues to consider? 
• Geoengineering arises in a highly complex social and 

political context;

• Potential for unilateral deployment raises concerns 
of reckless pursuit of self-interest by powerful 
actors;

• Postponement of transition off fossil fuels 

• May siphon resources and momentum away from 
already flagging efforts to reduce emissions and this 
would disrupt UNFCCC negotiations; 

• Unequal capacity between states to research and 
deploy technology;

• Shifting the effects of what would have been GHG 
driven climate change to countries and 
demographics that will suffer from the changed 
environmental conditions that result from 
engineering the climate.



COMMENT 03 APRIL 2018
Developing countries must lead on solar geoengineering 
research
The nations that are most vulnerable to climate change must 
drive discussions of modelling, ethics and governance, argue A. 
Atiq Rahman, Paulo Artaxo, Asfawossen Asrat, Andy Parker and 
8 co-signatories.

A group of villagers stands beside the Jamuna River in 

Bangladesh, where erosion is eating into the riverbanks. 

Credit: G.M.B. Akash/Panos

Nature 

April 4, 2018, TWAS

Writing in Nature today, a group of 12 scholars from 

across the developing world made an unprecedented 

call for developing countries to lead on the research and 

evaluation of solar radiation management (SRM) 

geoengineering.

Read more at: https://phys.org/news/2018-04-global-

south-experts-urge-countries.html#jCp

https://phys.org/news/2018-04-global-south-experts-urge-countries.html#jCp


Lefale, P. and C. Anderson (2014): Climate Engineering and small island 
states: Panacea or catastrophe? 

Summary
• Reducing emissions (mitigation) is the safest way to counter climate 

change. While mitigation is necessary – indeed essential – it may not 
be sufficient to maintain a stable climate and healthy oceans.

• The challenge for small islands is to ensure their perspectives, needs 
and concerns are fully heard and incorporated in the ongoing 
international climate engineering policymaking dialogue and 
conversation. 

• Questions about the socio-economic and environmental effects and 
consequences of climate engineering must be explored before 
endorsement and implementation of policies and measures that may 
have irreversible, unintended side-effects.
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THANK YOU!
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