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Executive Summary1

This report addresses how climate change impacts, enhances and creates new socio-environmental conflicts. It 
argues that a conflict-sensitive approach in the development and implementation of public policies on climate 
change issues and the promotion of early-warning systems in this field will allow us to deal more constructively 
with present conflicts and to prevent future ones. It is divided into two sections: the first section analyses the links 
between climate change impacts and socio-environmental conflicts, and the second includes suggestions on 
reducing the impacts of climate change, by using a comprehensive, cross-sector and interdisciplinary approach. 

1 This is a short version of the report. To download the complete version, please visit www.cambiodemocratico.org/sitio2011/wp-content/
uploads/2011/03/EWS.pdf

www.cambiodemocratico.org/sitio2011/wp-content/uploads/2011/03/EWS.pdf
www.cambiodemocratico.org/sitio2011/wp-content/uploads/2011/03/EWS.pdf
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Introduction

Climate change is increasingly becoming the most important political issue and the toughest challenge for 
mankind in the 21st century. The impact caused by climate change on earth is unique in that it affects all 
territories and people alike, without acknowledging political barriers or boundaries of any kind. Damage caused 
in a particular part of the globe can have far-reaching repercussions for other distant and even unrelated areas.

The climate change phenomenon has radically altered the way humans relate to nature. The complexity of 
the situation makes it imperative to create mechanisms for cohesive action at a global society level. Such 
cohesiveness may at first seem “artificial”, given the urgent need to provide systemic answers to this global 
concern, but it could also be viewed as an incentive for building new bridges and relationships between societies, 
resulting in the creation of a new paradigm for human development.

Debates have, at times, focused on the nature of climate change, divided between those who explain global 
warming on the basis of the greenhouse effect caused by the activities of human beings and those who refuse 
to accept the theory of manmade global warming.2 Other debates have focused on curves describing global 
warming (rise of temperatures) and global cooling (decrease of temperatures). These debates have provided a 
basis for us to analyse climate change from a political, economic, social and environmental standpoint with the 
aim of gaining clearer insight into its causes and of providing solutions to its consequences. 

However, in the quest for individual and collective responses to the possible impacts of climate change on 
humankind, there has been no review of the situation from a conflict-sensitive perspective. This paper seeks 
to establish the way in which the effects of climate change can cause or further intensify socio-environmental 
conflicts. Our proposal is that public policies should be designed and implemented using a multidisciplinary, 
cross-sector approach, while also including a socio-environmental conflict-management approach. This will more 
effectively address the impacts of climate change in Argentina. 

This paper has been prepared on the basis of a survey carried out using primary and secondary sources (i.e. 
interviews with selected key stakeholders and documentation including legislation, projects, press articles, official 
statistics, etc.). In addition, major sources of conflict and respective conclusions were analysed and reviewed with 
various key stakeholders in a multidisciplinary, cross-sector workshop specifically organised to deal with the 
issue of climate change in Argentina.

This report analyses the link between the impacts of climate change and the country’s most significant socio-
environmental conflicts. Two major conflict areas arising from and aggravated by climate change were identified 
as a result of the conducted research: soil and water. With these two resources in mind, an attempt is made to 
examine the complexity of this issue and highlight the importance of designing and planning government policies 
to tackle areas such as agricultural production, energy production, migration, claims by indigenous people and 
the consequences of mass loss of glaciers, among others. 

The final section of this report includes suggestions on reducing the impacts of climate change, using 
a comprehensive, cross-sector and interdisciplinary approach. Through this approach, we seek to avoid the 
emergence of destructive conflict situations and strengthen democracy and sustainability in our country and 
region.

2 For theories supporting the hypothesis that climate change is the result of human actions on earth, and theories refuting this hypothesis, 
see www.climatedebatedaily.com

www.climatedebatedaily.com
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Impacts of Climate Change on Socio-
environmental Conflicts in Argentina

Socio-environmental Conflicts

Argentina is one of the few countries in the world that stretches from the tropic to the pole, and is home to a 
broad range of ecosystems. The diversity of the country’s territory will therefore be affected by climate change 
in different ways, creating a variety of scenarios across its length and breadth. It is increasingly clear that climate 
change has the potential to either intensify existing socio-environmental conflicts or create new conflicts in each 
of the various ecological regions.

Conflicts between people and their environment are known as socio-environmental conflicts, and they have 
increased considerably in recent decades, including in Argentina. A socio-environmental conflict happens when 
‘two or more interdependent actors disagree as to the distribution of certain material or symbolic elements related 
to the control, use of, and access to natural resources and act on the basis of these perceived inconsistencies’.3 

These conflicts are social events, and due to the impact they cause in the public arena they contain not only 
social and environmental aspects, but also economic, cultural and political dimensions. There are multiple 
factors contributing either directly or indirectly to the emergence of this situation, such as the overexploitation of 
resources, disproportionate consumption, population explosion, the unequal distribution of wealth and the lack 
of appropriate public policies. 

In Argentina, an increase in socio-environmental conflicts is likely to result from overuse of natural resources. 
Socio-environmental conflicts are complex and influenced by a number of factors, such as diversity of actors, 
including actors whose interests are underrepresented, multiple jurisdictions and emergent social movements 
pushing an environmental agenda. Consequently, there is a need to strengthen governance and build consensus 
both with respect to situations requiring immediate action and in processes requiring longer-term public policy. 

An eco-regional approach is essential when considering the way in which climate change affects existing socio-
environmental conflicts or leads to new types of conflicts. An eco-region is a recurring pattern of ecosystems 
associated with specific combinations of soil and landform that characterise the region. In Argentina, these 
regions have little or no human population (they are often referred to as “core areas”), a rich biodiversity and a 
variety of environmental goods and services that the local population depend on. Multiple jurisdictional entities 
claim responsibility over the development of core areas. 

Many traditional planning tools in existing eco-regions have serious weaknesses. This can be to some extent 
blamed on the nature of the management plans put in place for all protected areas, as these plans tend to be too 

3 This definition integrates the various elements that make up the defining characteristics of socio-environmental conflicts: a) Transformation: 
The statements inherently involve change; conflicts are dynamic and have an inherent energy that can emerge in negative or positive ways. 
The form energy takes will depend on the decisions and courses of action the players choose to take, in connection with the elements 
linked to it; b) Power: There are power struggles between players in the public, private and social development of various sectors, and 
strategies involve lobbying, forming alliances and coalitions, in order to strengthen the ability to access, use and control strategic resources. 
In this sense, the lack of symmetry in power is one of the explicit causes of the emergence of conflict; and c) Culture: Conflict is a social 
construction caused by the different meanings and interpretation that those involved give to actions and events. There is a growing rebirth 
and recovery of ancient traditions in the relationship between human beings and their environment, and there are visible contrasts between 
the different world views, ancient and modern, of indigenous people, rural communities and urban and modern societies. These differences 
in beliefs and principles that build a particular worldview are an important factor in the dynamics of escalating socio-environmental conflict.
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technical and scientific, often leaving out or only barely addressing democratic and socio-political participation 
tools. For example, traditional models of soil usage are usually based on this technocratic approach, which 
ignores regional environmental concerns in favour of more traditional production models.

The complexity of these issues makes the planning of sustainable development for these territories difficult 
because of the existence of multiple latent and evident conflicts between the different interest groups involved.

It is therefore necessary to adopt a conflict-sensitive approach, while promoting the implementation of 
collaborative planning methodologies (based on tools which involve dialogue and building up cross-sector 
consensus) and the use of relevant governance tools. This approach will facilitate efficient, professional and 
democratically managed collective decision-making processes required for the sustainable management 
of these areas. It will merge the technical and scientific standards needed for precise socio-environmental 
diagnosis, digital mapping and strategic planning (e.g. the logical framework) with the capacity to promote social 
consensus on the basis of participatory and conflict-resolution tools. 

The geographic spread of Argentina and its broad variety of climates and biomass give rise to a large number 
of heterogeneous scenarios in the different regions. Hence, the impacts of climate change in Argentina are not 
uniform. It should be noted that, while several studies have been carried out and some progress has been made 
in the field, there is still a great deal of uncertainty about the true impacts and their magnitude in the country, 
given the lack of sufficient information and data collected. However, the research conducted so far provides the 
means to move ahead in the design of certain likely future scenarios. 

The following table provides an explanation of the main impacts of climate change in Argentina and a few 
examples of the conflicts deriving from them.
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Table 1: Major Impacts of Climate Change and their Consequent Conflicts in Argentina by Ecological 
Region

ECOLOGICAL 
REGION

MAIN EXPECTED IMPACTS 

NOA
(Northwest)

•  High hydro-geological risk.
•  Floods caused by heavy summer storms.
•  Increasing temperature levels resulting in more severe droughts and growing 

desertification.
•  Severe storms.

NEA
(Northeast)

•  Increase in sea level and floods by increasing rainfall during the autumn.
•  Severe storms.
•  Decrease of river flows/levels of water.
•  Droughts caused by reduced rainfall and rising temperatures in spring and summer.
•  Periods of extreme heat.
•  Tornados.

Cuyo •  Reduced water supply due to decreased rainfall and increased regional temperatures.
•  Retreat of river flows of Andean origin.
•  Change in the temperature range (the gap between the usual highest and lowest 

temperatures in the region has grown).
•  Risk of mudslides caused by intense summer storms.
•  Desertification/droughts.
•  Retreat of glaciers.

Pampean 
Region

•  Floods caused by storm surges and rainfall.
•  Severe storms.
•  Increase in temperature/periods of extreme heat.
•  Tornados.
•  Rising sea level.

Patagonia •  General increase in temperature.
•  Decrease in rainfall.
•  Rivers with less flow capacity.
•  Desertification.
•  Retreat of glaciers.

Source: Own compilation based on data from the Red Cross and the Second National Communication from Argentina to the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change
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Table 2 lists potential conflicts associated with climate change impacts in Argentina. The main conflict is linked 
to the absence of strong governmental leadership in the design and implementation of a state policy on climate 
change integrating a conflict-sensitive approach for the prevention and constructive management of conflict, 
and for tackling climate change impacts and related socio-environmental conflicts. The latter also tend to deepen 
the poverty crisis among the most vulnerable sectors of society, while causing deterioration in the life quality of 
the communities involved.

Table 2: Potential Conflicts Associated with Climate Change Impacts in Argentina 

Political and institutional 
conflicts

Socio-economic conflicts Socio-environmental conflicts

General

Conflicts that arise due to 
the lack of a comprehensive 
approach to the problem. 
Insufficient efforts of the 
government to include the 
issue of climate change on 
the public agenda. Various 
sectors address the problem 
individually or in networks 
but fail to articulate a 
comprehensive approach to 
such a complex challenge.

International (between 
countries of the region) and 
inter-jurisdictional (within the 
country) tensions relating to the 
use of natural resources.

Specific

Lack of citizen awareness 
about the problem and 
inadequate access to public 
information.

Deficiency in the design of 
public policies due to lack 
of legitimate information 
and limited inter-agency, 
cross-sector and multilevel 
coordination. 

General

Conflicts over the definition 
of local/regional development 
policies in terms of current and 
expected impacts of climate 
change.

Specific

Productive activities
Social conflicts arising from the 
extension of the agricultural 
border that generates population 
displacements and changes 
in local development policies 
modifying productive traditions.

Increased pressure on state 
agencies due to the need to 
introduce new eco-friendly 
technologies and overcome initial 
resistance in affected sectors.

Conflicts generated from the 
impacts on food security. Rising 
food prices due to decreasing 
supplies as a result of drought, 
floods, etc. This affects primary 
production with consequent 
effects throughout the production 
chain.

Conflicts over the use of water 
resources among different 
economic sectors.

Energy
The hydroelectric power supply 
will be affected. Conflicts over 
resource use: consumption/
production activities/generation of 
hydroelectricity.

General

Conflicts over the use and 
management of natural, social and 
identity resources. 

Specific

Climate change impacts directly on 
local communities, especially on 
vulnerable parts of society. Conflicts 
associated with poverty are thus 
enhanced by climate change 
impacts. This influences the access 
to basic resources to meet needs of 
housing, health, education, access 
to jobs, food, security, etc. All this 
impacts negatively on the quality of 
life of these communities.

Conflicts arising from population 
movements due to the alteration 
of areas suitable for cultivation 
because of floods and natural 
disasters. This increases urban 
migration and will lead to greater 
pressures on resources and 
allocation systems in the cities.

Conflicts with indigenous people 
relating to their displacement, 
changes to their natural habitat 
(deforestation, pollution, etc.), 
and influences on their ancestral 
customs and modes of economic 
production. Conflicts may also 
demand greater participation in 
decisions that affect the population 
directly.
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Tourism
Tourism is often a key economic 
driver for the development of 
local communities. The impacts 
of climate change may affect 
areas of high tourist value and 
therefore impact directly on local 
development strategies that rely 
on tourism. This could result 
in social conflicts in the labour 
market through an increased 
pressure to find new livelihoods 
(e.g. migrating to another town 
or developing other means of 
economic production at the local 
level).

Infrastructure
The high economic cost of 
post-disaster reconstruction 
creates tensions between 
different sectors, all of which are 
guaranteed a certain percentage 
of the annual budget for the 
reconstruction of the infrastructure 
needed for human development 
and local production.

Disasters have a direct impact on 
local infrastructure and indirectly 
produce social conflicts affecting 
the access to basic needs of food, 
housing and health. This can also 
lead to situations of anomie and 
looting, violent protests, collapses 
in the primary health system, etc. 

Source: Own compilation based on data from the Red Cross and the Second National Communication from Argentina to the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change

Use of Soil and Water Resources: Structuring Principles of 
Socio-environmental Conflict

Conflict arising from the impact of climate change is expressed mainly over the use of soil and water resources. 
These two issues impact virtually all conflicts that can be identified in the country. 

Soil use is related to a particular economic model consisting of the division of space for settlement and 
conservation. The use of soil reflects and influences the social dynamics of a culture, depending on who decides 
how soil is to be used, and who is granted access to it. Similarly, water is a vital resource on which our survival 
and economic activities depend. Both soil and water are finite resources whose allocation can create tensions 
between community interests and those of farmers, ranchers, the industry sector and indigenous people. 

An analysis of the impact of climate change and the usage of soil and water is vital when planning policies to 
adapt to this phenomenon. Any changes in the quality or availability of these two resources will have a lasting 
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impact on local communities and generations to come. The following sections identify the major impacts of 
climate change and potential resulting conflicts with respect to water and soil.

Water consumption and productive activities
The impact of climate change on water resources and socio-environmental conflict is not uniform across the 
country. While annual rainfall is normally expected to increase in central and eastern regions, major periods of 
drought are anticipated in the regions of Patagonia and Cuyo. Furthermore, some regions will suffer from both 
drought in summer and flooding in winter, as already happens in the northeast (NEA) region.

With regard to rising sea levels, ‘climate scenario projections estimate that most of the Argentine coastline will 
not suffer permanent flooding in this century. The exception would be some tidal islands off the coast south of 
Bahia Blanca and the southern shores of the Samborombón Bay’.4 The rising sea level will likewise result in 
frequent flooding from storm surges on the metropolitan coast of Buenos Aires which will mainly affect areas 
less than five metres above sea level. Scientific uncertainty still exists as to whether this increase in the sea level 
will affect the salinity levels of water in the province of Buenos Aires.

This scenario presents great challenges in adapting to the new conditions for the development of productive 
activities and new economic opportunities for others. For example, lower water availability for agricultural 
development will affect productivity levels, particularly for crops requiring large quantities of irrigation, or in 
areas where water is already naturally scarce. This will require the use of groundwater, the development of new 
technologies, and/or changes in the population’s production and consumption patterns in favour of a more 
efficient use of this resource. 

The Cuyo region, for example, already suffers from water shortages because of its geographic and specific 
climate characteristics.5 Existing allocation problems in these regions will be aggravated by the decline of water 
resources caused by climate change. Mendoza is one of the provinces that are expected to suffer the most from 
climate change, in particular with respect to a shortage of water resources. Wine production, one of its main 
economic activities, depends not only on water availability but also on the natural temperature range, two aspects 
that will be affected by global warming, with consequent impacts on productivity levels.

However, not all predictions are negative. In some regions such as Chaco, increased rainfall has led to a shift in the 
agricultural boundary in areas formerly labelled as marginal. But this scenario also presents a series of negative 
impacts that, if not anticipated or addressed in time, could increase the number of existing conflicts as well as 
the risk of arising/latent conflicts in the area. The shift in the agricultural boundary, along with a trend towards 
monoculture of soybean, the decomposition of native forests and the consequent effects on the ecosystem, are 
increasing desertification in the area and reducing the capture of carbon dioxide. Juan Casavelos, a consultant 
specialised in climate change, argues that ‘Argentina is becoming solely a carbon dioxide emitter given the 
changes in soil conditions and deforestation’.6 While until recently there was a balance between what Argentina 
emitted and what was captured, currently, with the advance of deforestation, this process is tending to become 
negative. On the other hand, as far as the production chain is concerned, climate change will have a direct impact 
on the primary sector due to its close relationship to nature and to the variations in climate. An analysis made 
by Dr Pablo Canziani, Director of the Interdisciplinary Team for the Study of Atmospheric Processes in Global 
Change (PEPACG), notes that ‘any climate disruption will affect national economy because most of the gross 
domestic product comes from agriculture and tourism’.7 Because Argentina has a productive structure based 
mainly on primary activities, its primary production structure is considerably vulnerable to climate impacts.

The above serves to illustrate the domino effect on other productive sectors. If it is assumed that there is to be a 
reduction in agricultural productivity, it can also be inferred that there will be fewer inputs available for the agro-
industrial sector which processes the raw materials. This will lead to lower production, or to the replacement of 
domestic supplies by imported ones, and in either case this will lead to a rise in consumer prices.

4 Second National Communication by Argentina to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. p.105. Translated from 
original.

5 The Cuyo region is largely arid with low rainfall and dry conditions.
6 Interview with Juan Casavelos. Translated from original.
7 Interview with Dr Pablo Canziani. Translated from original.
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It should be noted that impacts on agricultural productivity will be most significant among the most vulnerable 
sectors of the population, for whom price increases will mean higher production costs and a lower supply caused 
by the lack of timely and effective adaptation measures. One particular condition worth mentioning is food 
security. The impacts on the agricultural sector will likewise affect food production, making existing vulnerabilities 
worsen. Moreover, malnutrition will affect health and the population’s natural resistance to diseases.

This analysis should also highlight the structural conflicts arising from the struggle for limited resources between 
existing productive activities and/or those wishing to enter production, where a decrease in the amount of water 
available will accentuate allocation conflicts. The growth and development of mining in Argentina is a clear 
example of an activity that has intensified the conflict over water resources. Civil society and local producers 
fear that large-scale mining, which consumes considerable amounts of water, could reduce access to and 
availability of water for human consumption, for other non-mining productive use (agriculture and tourism) and 
for biodiversity. Further concerns include the use or release of toxic substances into the hydrographic network 
with consequent negative effects on the ecosystem, on public health, on the economy of the communities 
involved and on producers’ economy when their crops are potentially affected. An even greater concern exists 
when mining projects are located in the surroundings of a river basin, as potential contamination could spread 
not only down the river where the water is extracted, but also across the entire basin. The National Environmental 
Management Programme coordinator at the National Institute of Agropecuarian Technology (INTA), Ernesto 
Viglizzo, explains that the fact that many of the open-pit mining projects are located in areas of pure water 
sources is an example of the lack of land-management policies.8
 
Adaptation measures are particularly significant when they concern the primary sector, as it will need to adapt 
to the new production conditions. In these cases, small and medium-size producers will be the most affected, as 
they will have to face the costs and difficulties of changing production conditions as well as economic losses.

Impacts on indigenous people
Indigenous people maintain a close relationship with the environment and with the resources it provides, making 
them more vulnerable to climate change impacts. Existing conflicts generated by the loss of land and natural 
resources are made even worse by the expansion of production areas, by desertification and by the indiscriminate 
felling of trees. Conflicts also derive from discrimination, unemployment and the historical marginalisation of 
indigenous people. Representatives of indigenous groups deserve to be heard and to promote inclusive changes 
where local communities are taken into account.9

Migration, environmental refugees and pressure on natural resources
There is a close relationship between changes in hydrological regimes and the shifting pattern of local populations. 
In Argentina, depending on the region involved, the following situations could occur:

•  In some locations where production is affected due to a decrease in rainfall, people will move their production 
to more fertile soils with greater water availability. This will involve a change in human settlement patterns, as 
well as in production and food supply.

•  Floods, whose occurrence may be increased by the lack of urban planning against extreme weather events 
as well as the rising sea level in some regions, will lead populations that are established on the shores of 
rivers and/or the sea to migrate inland.

•   The growth of cities caused by these migration flows, together with the lack of urban and environmental 
planning policies, will inevitably increase the already extreme pressure on water resources and other general 
services such as education, health, housing and work. One should bear in mind that currently Argentinean 
citizens are not fully satisfied with service provision in these sectors. 

8 ‘Water between mining and production’, National Journal, 1st September 2007. Available at http://www.lanacion.com.ar/nota.asp?nota_
id=939550. Translated from original.

9 Sources: 1) from general bibliography and general idea taken from an interview with Roberto Ñancucheo, Representative of Indigenous 
People at the Secretariat of Environment and Sustainable Development; 2) ILO Convention No. 169. The idea here is to refer to the 
possibility of including indigenous people in the decision-making process.

http://www.lanacion.com.ar/nota.asp?nota_id=939550
http://www.lanacion.com.ar/nota.asp?nota_id=939550
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It should also be noted that Argentina is considered a future recipient of environmental refugees coming from other 
areas where the impacts of climate change are expected to be much worse due to their particular geographical 
features. This scenario leads to the following question: what consequences will growing migration have on socio-
economic and political dynamics in Argentina? 

Water and energy
In Argentina, several significant areas of conflict revolve around the decline of water resources as a source of 
energy. The first of these concerns the decision whether to allocate water either to a productive activity or to the 
production of hydroelectricity.

A second concern is that water shortages will have an immediate effect on hydroelectric energy production in 
the country. In 2005 this type of power accounted for 5.2 percent of the domestic supply of primary energy.10 As 
Argentina is currently suffering from water shortages, a reduction in water due to the impacts of climate change 
would seriously exacerbate the situation, affecting not only life but also economic activities that depend almost 
entirely on this energy source. Hydropower is also important as a renewable energy source, in contrast to natural 
gas or oil, which, although accounting for an important percentage of the country’s current energy supply, are 
non-renewable resources. In addition, ‘although the percentage of hydropower out of the total primary energy 
supply is low (5.2%), it continues to play an important role in electricity generation as it accounts for 35% and 
45% depending on the year’.11 The main areas which produce this type of energy are Cuyo, the Northwest and 
Patagonia. For instance, it is estimated that the river Comahue, which is responsible for generating 26 percent 
of the country’s hydroelectricity, will lose 32 percent of its production capacity by 2020. This will have an impact 
of around 8 percent on the domestic supply, causing losses of about $200,000,000 a year.12

Thirdly, there is competition for this resource among different economic sectors. Areas such as mining have 
production processes that require large amounts of water and energy at all stages of their implementation. In 
other words, the higher the productive capacity of a project, the higher the pressure on both resources.

When it comes to this point, the question that arises is whether Argentina is capable of managing a reduction in 
hydroelectric power supply without having its normal domestic consumption and productive activities affected. 
Moreover, will the alternative energy development plans prepared by the government be efficient enough to 
offset the expected decline in hydropower?

Loss in glacier volume
Glacier shrinkage affects water reservoirs, impacting human consumption and productive activities. Fresh water 
available for human consumption amounts to 3 percent of the total water on the planet, and a large part of this 
fresh water is found in the form of glaciers. In Argentina, 68 percent of fresh water is locked up in glaciers.13 This 
figure shows the particular importance of protecting the glaciers in the Andes region.

Although the rain and snow of the winter season are the source of the river flow, there are some years and some 
regions where snowfall and rainfall are scarce and/or insufficient. In such cases, water is mainly collected from 
glaciers, which are large reservoirs of fresh water. Hence, the essential role of glaciers in supplying water when it 
is most needed – in addition to other important functions, such as their role as global temperature regulator – is 
worth highlighting.

Regarding their relationship to economic activities, glaciers are crucial as water providers, mainly for activities 
in the various oases of Cuyo. The glaciers from the Cordillera supply water to the oasis of fruit and wine 
in Argentina. Without them, in seasons of drought, rivers would lose their flow and plantations dry, with the 
subsequent negative impacts for the regional economy.14 Likewise, glacier shrinkage will have impacts on nature, 
landscape and tourism values as a result of the changes in the original environment. 

10 Second National Communication.
11 Second National Communication. p.43.
12 Universidad Torcuato Di Tella. ‘Vulnerability of Patagonia and the southern provinces of Buenos Aires and La Pampa’. p.13.
13 ‘¿QUÉ ES UN GLACIAR?’ [What is a glacier?], Andean Glaciers. Available at http://www.glaciaresandinos.org/glaciar.html
14 M. Maggio. ‘Minería y glaciares: No proteger nuestras fuentes de agua es un acto criminal’ [Mining and glaciers: Failure to protect our water 

sources is a criminal act], Biodiversidadla News Agency, July 2009.
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According to the Second National Communication on Climate Change,15 in the Southern Ice Field (HPS), 48 
out of 50 glaciers are receding. In the Patagonia region, only two glaciers are not declining: Perito Moreno and 
Spegazzini.16

Deficiencies in the regulatory framework for the protection of glaciers and the areas surrounding them should 
be highlighted. Marta Maffei, author of the glacier protection law vetoed by the national executive, stated that 
‘Argentina has not yet declared the right to water as a human right. There is insufficient control over public 
resources such as water. What we know about the glaciers is that they are the best water reserve in Argentina: 
almost 70% of all drinking water comes from glaciers, which is obviously not a small share. They are also the 
best climate change tempering agent. However, worldwide, 87% of the glaciers are retracting. In Argentina there 
are no precise facts or figures in this connection, we can only work on the basis of assumptions. No country can 
handle a phenomenon such as this without any facts or figures.’17 

Impacts on social health
While few studies have yet been carried out on the impacts of climate change on social health, there are several 
hypotheses in this regard. Dr Ines Camilloni, member of the Department of Atmospheric and Ocean Sciences 
(FCEN-UBA) and the Ocean and Atmosphere Research Center (UBA-CONICET), explains that, in the city of 
Buenos Aires, for example, it is known that there is a relationship between the number of deaths and temperature. 
When the temperature in winter is very low, the number of deaths increases considerably – especially among 
homeless people, as the necessary infrastructures needed for shelter have not been put in place. As the 
temperature increases, the number of deaths decreases. Nevertheless, if the temperature continues to rise, 
at some point a temperature threshold is reached, at which, if the temperature continues to increase, the 
number of deaths will again begin to increase associated to thermal stress because of the excessive heat. 
Consequently, as temperatures rise, the population is increasingly close to the threshold associated with a 
higher number of deaths.

Likewise, the increase in temperature has caused different disease vectors to migrate to new regions where 
previously the low temperatures had prevented them from surviving. This shows a complete change in the vector-
borne disease map. Malaria, dengue and yellow fever are some of the diseases that are beginning to resurface 
in locations where they had previously been eradicated, or where weather conditions were unfavourable to their 
return. These impacts are also visible in the productive sector, with an increase in the number of certain plagues 
and diseases that affect crops.

Furthermore, an increase in the frequency and intensity of extreme phenomena and the occurrence of new 
disaster situations will increase vulnerability when it comes to health, mainly affecting the most vulnerable and 
poor populations. 

Impacts on the labour sector
It is anticipated that the impacts of climate change will lead to an increase in unemployment rates. There are 
no public policies to prevent climate change impacts on the labour sector. There could be some changes in this 
sector due to three main factors:

•  Firstly, internal and external migration flows will trigger the need for groups of people to adapt both to a new 
territory and to new labour conditions.

•   Secondly, as a consequence of damaged infrastructure due to the recurrence of natural disasters, it is 
estimated that there will be a period of mass unemployment in those sectors that rely on this infrastructure, 
until it has been rebuilt. 

•  Finally, changes in production models will create new job profiles and bring about cross-sector labour 
movement. 

15 Second National Communication. p.97.
16 Glaciers such as Alerce, Upsala, Frias, Lanin and Complejo Onelli Bolados are some of those that have suffered a significant decrease in 

size.
17 M. Maggio. Op. cit. 
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Recommendations

The research results are based on valuable inputs from experts in the field, and were validated in a participatory 
workshop with various institutions specialised in the issue of addressing climate change. In view of the above 
analysis, some preliminary conclusions and recommendations are proposed as input for the development of an 
appropriate climate change adaptation policy which includes a conflict-sensitive approach. This approach focuses, 
in particular, on conflicts arising from water-resource management and on the country’s most vulnerable groups.

Promoting early-warning systems and policies for adapting to climate change, including a conflict-
sensitive approach to environmental conflicts. Early-warning systems combine the rapid transmission of 
data with alarm-activation mechanisms for a population previously trained to react to certain events. A successful 
implementation of similar systems in different regions around the world should be used as a model for Argentina.

The design of adaptation measures to face climate change will be based on a forecast of future scenarios of 
the impacts of climate change in a given region These measures will be aimed at contributing to neutralising or 
mitigating the negative effects of these future climate change scenarios, while helping communities and their 
economic systems to adapt to the new conditions. Adaptation policies to climate change are a long-term strategy 
that all governments should take into account to promote peaceful and sustainable development scenarios and 
to safeguard future generations.

In both cases, the objective is to try to avoid highly conflictive scenarios that affect human safety and wellbeing 
adversely. As shown in the report, climate change may potentially contribute to the eruption of a multitude 
of conflicts that must be anticipated and considered in the design of public policies. This will contribute to 
preventing scenarios of turmoil and vulnerability in different areas and communities. Policies should therefore be 
designed taking into account any resistance they may come up against. 

Strengthening information systems and public access to information. Promoting the effective enforcement 
of access to public information (general and environmental) and contributing to improved information systems 
across different ministries, sectors and levels of government will increase the quantity and quality of information 
on climate change. Improving access to information for citizens is essential to the development of public opinion 
and to place climate change higher up in the political agenda. To come up with and maintain reliable data, it is 
important to develop appropriate infrastructure and necessary human resources.

Raising awareness. Climate change is usually taken into account by the population only after the impact of a 
severe weather event. However, awareness must be achieved before such an event occurs and be sustained 
beyond a severe event. Citizens need to be aware that their actions can significantly generate impacts on the 
environment. In this sense, it is necessary to educate people both on mitigation (reducing the GHG emission level) 
and adaptation measures, considering that the latter are easier to implement through a change of behaviour in 
daily life. The media is essential for putting the issue on the public agenda and for promoting greater awareness 
on the need to develop climate change policies, both at the citizen and at the political level. Hence, it is important 
to engage the media in communicating and in addressing the issue. In this context, the strengthening of local 
media outlets would be an appropriate strategy to impact on local communities.

One must also bear in mind that changes in the economy and in life in general, which will result from the 
implementation of new policies and which are necessary to address the problems at hand, will sometimes face 
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resistance from the local population.18 Some actors will negatively view the short-term cost that adaptation 
measures may involve. However, scientific evidence from around the world shows that the benefits of early and 
efficient action will outweigh the economic and social costs of inaction.

Inter-disciplinary participation and networking. Climate change policies should be designed in a participatory 
and coordinated way, involving a variety of social stakeholders, politicians, businesspeople, scientists, civil society 
organisations and the communities themselves. Likewise, there should be an appropriate interface at different 
jurisdictional levels (national, provincial and local). Given the complexity of these problems, policy success is 
linked to a cross-sector, inter-disciplinary and multilevel approach, with a strong focus on community contribution 
to the process.

Promoting schemes of land-use environmental planning. This will strengthen democracy in Argentina as 
it will strengthen the levels of cooperation among different stakeholders and reduce the risk that destructive 
conflicts between societal actors may emerge. A land-use environmental planning adapted to the contingencies 
of climate change can prevent a variety of conflicts, including economic conflicts arising from a loss of production 
from flood zones. Among other things, it can promote a proper settlement of the population in regions where 
climate change impacts are minor and can ensure the provision of water resources in regions where it is scarce.

Promoting reforms of the legal framework. Although, as previously mentioned, some draft bills have been 
drawn up to address the issue, climate change does not feature prominently on the parliamentary agenda. It is 
thus necessary to promote legislative reform and establish a policy framework for climate change. This includes 
the need for basic guidelines to address the issues (water, land use, glaciers, renewable energy, etc.) from a 
multidisciplinary, multisector and multi-jurisdictional standpoint.

Improving water-resource management systems. Because water is a key strategic resource for the prosperity 
of the country, the current shortcomings of water-resource management frameworks should be addressed with 
the aim of achieving efficient resource use and adaptation to new conditions of either scarcity or abundance of 
water. The challenges at hand require a comprehensive rather than a sectoral approach, encompassing strategies 
for consumption, irrigation, production and efficient resource use. In this vein, the Second National Communication 
acknowledges that ‘management of water resource plans will require the strengthening of river basin authorities 
to resolve conflicts generated by the management of surplus or water stress, among other issues’.19 

On risk management. There is a strong relationship between climate change adaptation and disaster-risk 
reduction. It is therefore imperative to strengthen both prevention and disaster-risk reduction systems. This 
can be achieved through land-use planning, as well as improving capacities and structures for responding to 
emergencies and natural disasters, in order to mitigate impact and accelerate reconstruction efforts. This should 
be facilitated by a comprehensive legal framework for disaster management. 

On the role of the state. The strengthening of the role of the state as a facilitator and supervisor of actions 
directed to fight against climate change is the most important point to ensure. This first step facilitates the 
response to all the other recommendations. Indeed, the state should take the lead in all actions to prevent 
and act upon climate change. The government should coordinate its initiatives with a diversity of stakeholders 
at the national and local level, as well as within the government itself. However, the responsibility to address 
climate change is not only limited to the state. It should also be expanded to non-state actors (businesses, 
social organisations, academia and communities) with the purpose of tackling conflicts associated with 
climate change through the systemic use of democratic and participatory approaches. In this view, the process 
of designing public policy must incorporate mechanisms for consensus-building and public dialogue at all 
government levels, as well as coordination among different government branches. Therefore, it is important 
to identify urgent needs and to build adequate institutional capacity for conflict prevention. This will facilitate 
the establishment of policies and procedures for the prevention and management of conflicts, as well as an 
increase in the level of democratic governance in the country. The state should thus establish a common 

18 For example, some private companies came up with adaptation programmes for their production procedures, incorporating sustainable 
technologies. This short-term procedure was seen as a hasty and costly investment by some. However, such investment could prove to be 
useful in the long term, as it could bring great benefits, which would overcome the costs that would have been generated by inaction.

19 Second National Communication. p.109.



Climate Change Impacts on Socio-environmental Conflicts • 21

www.ifp-ew.eu

language when designing conflict-sensitive policies and should put a greater emphasis on building consensus. 
Such an approach will increase the communication between state authorities and local actors when designing 
and implementing effective public policies, particularly those involving conflict prevention. 

All in all, the complexity of the challenge at hand and the consequences that inaction may bring for future 
generations require targeted and meaningful efforts which need to be encouraged in particular by the government.
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