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introduction

Climate change is already, directly and 
indirectly, creating threats in water security, 
energy security and food security. Indeed, 
it’s emerging as a serious issue right 
across the security agenda. The public is 
increasingly concerned about the traumatic 
implications of environmental disruption. 
The environment, and in particular climate 
change, was an important factor in the 
election of the Rudd government.1 A recent 
public opinion poll found climate-related 
issues topped the list of possible threats to 
the vital interests of Australia.2 The Labor 
government moved early in its term of office 
and signed the Kyoto Protocol, created the 
Department of Climate Change (DCC) and 
has outlined the Carbon Pollution Reduction 
Scheme (CPRS) in its July 2008 Green Paper. 

Though there is an emerging body of 
literature relating to climate change and 
security, focused on such issues as future 
resource scarcity, the mass movement of 
people and civil unrest,3 there has been little 
or no work on the impacts of climate change 
on policing, either in Australia or abroad.4 
With 45,000 officers, the eight police forces 
that serve this country are the principal 
domestic security actors in Australia. They 
need to think harder about how climate 
change may affect their core business. 

Most Australian senior police officers haven’t 
considered climate change to be relevant 
for their work. The notable exception is 
Australian Federal Police Commissioner Mick 
Keelty, who suggested last September that 
climate change could eclipse terrorism as 
the security issue of the century.5 Climate 
change requires action both to mitigate the 
contributing human factors, by curtailing 
greenhouse gas emissions, and to adapt, by 
planning and implementing strategies that 
lessen the potential harm associated with 
long-term climatic change. It’s likely that 
Australian law enforcement agencies will 
be required to contribute to climate change 
mitigation in Australia and will need to start 
thinking strategically about adaptation to 
climate change. 

Why should Australian law enforcement 
agencies be concerned about climate change? 
One reason is that climate change may either 
directly or indirectly contribute to complex 
national and regional emergencies that 
require police action. A second reason is that, 
as Australia begins to actively participate 
in measures designed to mitigate the 
rate of climate change, most critically the 
forthcoming CPRS, new legal regimes will 
require compliance and enforcement that may 
involve police agencies. The Australian Federal 
Police (AFP), for example, has experience in 
investigating matters related to tax evasion: 
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it’s possible that carbon accounting or 
emissions fraud will require similar forensic 
policing capacities. A third reason is that 
climate change may bring with it other 
climate-related crime, such as water theft. 
And a fourth reason is the human factor: 
climate change will impact on the working 
conditions of Australian police officers.

Climate change projections 

There are several ways in which climate 
change is projected to have an impact on 
Australia.6 The immediate risks relate to 
changes in weather patterns and weather 
events, including increasing temperature, sea 
level rise, changing rainfall patterns, increased 
humidity and hail storms, increased frequency 
and scale of flooding, bushfires, heat waves, 
increased electrical storm activity and the 
intensity of cyclonic activity. Vector-borne 
diseases are likely to spread and cases of 
food and waterborne diseases will become 
more common.7 

All these changes will have direct economic 
and social impacts and could result in 
increased police and emergency calls.8 These 
issues will make demands on the broad 
capability profile of police as first responders 
and may create new kinds of ‘climate crime’: 
rapidly changing climate conditions may fuel 
social tensions and possibly generate new 
patterns of criminal behaviour. 

Compliance and enforcement

The CPRS, due to operate from 2010, will be 
a market in the billions of dollars, creating 
big winners and losers. As the policy agency 
of the CPRS, the DCC will be responsible for 
setting the legal framework that governs the 
emissions trading market9, including permits, 
entitlements and reporting. It will decide 
what government agency responsibilities are 
with regards to managing its operation. Draft 
legislation is expected by the end of the year.10

An independent regulator could have 
the task of running the new market in 
carbon emissions permits, with targets 
set by government. The Garnaut Climate 
Change Review Final Report makes this 
recommendation: the administration of the 
emissions trading scheme should be made the 
responsibility of an independent carbon bank 
with a high degree of executive independence 
in the exercise of its powers. The closest 
analogue is the Reserve Bank of Australia. The 
powers of the independent authority would 
be defined by legislation and by agreement 
with government. The overarching objective 
of the independent carbon bank should, 
according to Professor Garnaut, be the 
maintenance of the long-term stability of the 
Australian emissions trading scheme.11

The actual design of the compliance and 
enforcement elements of the CPRS is not yet 
known, but it’s likely that the regulator will 
have the power to delegate monitoring to 
other agencies.12 The Australian Securities and 
Investments Commission (ASIC), for example, 
could be responsible for the rules governing 
the trading system under the Corporations 
Act 2001 powers relating to financial 
product disclosure, licensing and regulation 
of markets.

Where companies mislead consumers, or 
their claims relating to carbon offset services 
are disputed, the Australian Competition 
and Consumer Commission (ACCC) could 
prosecute. Already there’s been legal 
action here: claims by an Australian car 
company that its vehicles were green and 
carbon neutral have recently been declared 
misleading by the Federal Court. ACCC 
chairman Graeme Samuel warned in a 
statement that companies risk breaching 
the Trade Practices Act if they give an overall 
impression to consumers that their product 
is environmentally friendly when it isn’t and 
that the ACCC will ‘continue to be vigilant on 
“greenwashing” and will not hesitate to take 
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enforcement action, including Federal Court 
action, against traders who make false or 
misleading representations to consumers, as 
has been demonstrated by this case.’13

Similarly, where Commonwealth 
environmental standards have been breached, 
the Department of the Environment, Water, 
Heritage and the Arts might undertake 
enforcement activities. And state and 
territory Environmental Protection Agencies 
(EPA) would prosecute where infringements 
contravene state and territory regulations. 

Although the government’s recent Green 
Paper on the CPRS discusses reporting and 
compliance, it says nothing about the role of 
police, and so assumes that the regulator can 
manage alone.14 However, Australia’s police, 
especially the AFP’s forensic financial officers, 
could become involved in both the CPRS and 
in the voluntary carbon market when conduct 
in the market is suspected of crossing into 
the criminal domain or at the behest of a 
regulatory agency.15 Many countries already 
have considerable experience investigating 
criminal breaches of large derivatives or 
futures markets, which suggests that the 
investigations relating to emissions trading 
may not in fact pose significant challenges 
for Australian police.16 City of London Police 
and Britain’s Serious Fraud Office conducted 
a joint investigation into the Singapore-based 
futures trading activity of Nick Leeson whilst 
he was working for Barings P.L.C in 1995. 
And French police were heavily involved in 
investigating the actions of Jerome Kerveil, a 
trader at Societe Generale in January 2008: 
Kerveil was caught making unauthorised 
trades on equities futures resulting in at least 
$7 billion of write-downs for France’s second 
largest bank. 

It would be naive, however, to simply assume 
that previous experience in other large 
markets automatically equips our police forces 
with a sufficient knowledge base to play a 

role in whatever CPRS emerges, or for that 
matter, to collaborate with other agencies 
involved in international carbon trading. 
And the prosecution of environmental cases 
has been historically challenging: there 
are practical difficulties in prosecuting 
environmental offenders. Gathering sufficient 
and appropriate evidence has proven difficult 
and the political implications of punishing 
offenders, in particular large corporations, 
have hindered the achievement of results. 
Indeed, we may have expectations of our 
police forces that they are not in a position or 
resourced to deliver. The 2001 Enron scandal in 
the United States, for example, demonstrated 
that the investigation of those fraudulent 
activities was extremely resource intensive. 

The financial scale of the future CPRS 
and the linkages to existing international 
carbon trading schemes suggests the AFP 
in particular, will need to explore what 
opportunities exist for deception, particularly 
where emission trading intersects with 
world financial markets. In a booming market 
there’s always a high possibility of fraud by 
a ‘green-shoe’ brigade.17 Investigations into 
carbon markets overseas highlight some of 
the possible avenues for deception. Cases 
have been uncovered where some companies 
have been paying for offsets that don’t 
take place; instances where people and 
organisations have been buying worthless 
carbon credits that don’t yield any reductions; 
some companies and individuals have paid 
over the odds for the private purchase 
of carbon credits that plummet in value 
because they don’t result in emissions cuts; 
and companies could collude to fix the price 
of carbon.18 

The regulatory nature of the carbon trading 
market appears to preclude any substantive 
police role, yet it may be that Australian 
police agencies could play an important part 
in a future whole-of-government approach 
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to establishing and enforcing Australia’s 
carbon market. There’s been some discussion 
about the role for Australian police in the 
enforcement of environmental protection 
legislation (EPL), which is useful for thinking 
about police agencies and the future 
Australian carbon market.19 On the one hand, 
Australian police have limited experience 
or expertise in enforcing EPL. On the other 
hand, environmental protection agencies 
have a limited pool of expertise and resources 
to enforce EPL and have extensive advisory, 
regulatory and compliance responsibilities 
that create the perception, at the very least, of 
having conflicting roles. 

The same may also be true in the case of 
the Australian carbon market. And whilst in 
the long-term, compliance and enforcement 
is likely to be a primary function of other 
federal, state and territory agencies, in the 
short term, Australian police could play a 
symbolic enforcement role, demonstrating 
the government’s commitment to reducing 
carbon pollution to the Australian public. 
Ensuring the integrity of the CPRS and the 
voluntary carbon market will be an important 
component of Australia’s adjustment to a 
carbon neutral economy and could help avoid 
some of the problems that have plagued 
carbon markets overseas. 

Australia’s stake in how our Pacific Island 
neighbours are impacted by the emerging 
carbon markets is also a good reason for 
the federal police to understand climate 
change response strategies of our near island 
neighbours. Whilst we may be confident in 
the capabilities of Australian policing and 
regulatory institutions, there’s evidence to be 
concerned that the Pacific Island states would 
be vulnerable to criminal activity associated 
with carbon markets. The recent case of an 
Australian national questioned in Vanuatu on 
suspicion of trying to defraud the government 
of Vanuatu by offering a program to cut its 

greenhouse gas emissions highlights the 
challenges faced by the island states.20 

There’s also other schemes around that pose 
risks of fraud, such as ocean fertilisation. 
Ocean fertilisation is the deliberate addition 
of nutrients to the sea in order to stimulate 
phytoplankton growth in the hope that the 
CO2 is captured in the marine organisms and 
then transferred to the deep ocean, where 
it would be stored, possibly for centuries.21 
However, neither the environmental safety 
nor the efficacy of ocean fertilisation has 
been adequately assessed. It could risk 
side effects such as artificially induced 
phytoplankton blooms that degrade the 
maritime domain of countries that share sea 
borders with Australia. The massive economic 
potential of ocean fertilisation has started 
to draw commercial operators and some 
Pacific islands together. Commercial ocean 
fertilisation is being touted as a future source 
of carbon offset and a solution for countries 
dependent on fish stocks for food security. As 
noted above, however, the science is sketchy 
and there’s a raft of consequences that could 
threaten human security and cause tension 
between states.22

If such cases become more frequent, 
Australian police could be involved in overseas 
assistance roles, providing investigative 
and analytical expertise. Australian police 
could, for example, form part of ad-hoc 
Australian investigative teams tasked with 
aiding a large-scale fraud investigation 
or could form part of future long-term 
Australian development assistance designed 
to assist climate change strategies in Pacific 
Island countries by transferring knowledge 
gained from Australian experiences to 
recipient countries.23

Finally, there’s also a lack of expertise in small 
island states in drawing up carbon contracts: 
this vulnerability could open up possibilities 
of deception.24 The voluntary carbon market 
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is likely to grow significantly. And with looser 
regulation than expected for the CPRS, 
opportunities for deception in the voluntary 
market may in the future consume more 
police time. 

Jurisdictional impacts

It’s unlikely that the introduction of an 
emissions trading regime will require any 
major police rethinking about jurisdictional 
rights and responsibilities. There’s potential, 
however, for some jurisdictional overlap. 
Where police involvement is invited, all 
cases could effectively be deemed to be 
federal jurisdiction because Commonwealth 
legislation will govern the CPRS. In cases 
arising outside of the official CPRS, such as in 
the voluntary offsets market, Commonwealth 
laws could be breached, but the primary 
impacts may felt by a particular jurisdiction. 
In these cases police would need to decide 
whether it’s the breach of legislation or the 
effect of the breach that determines the 
jurisdiction. More joint operations, harnessing 
the expertise and resources of both federal 
and state and territory police, will be required. 
And the likely linkages between the CPRS 
and global emissions reductions markets will 
increase the need for greater international 
police cooperation. 

Until the knowledge and experience base 
matures, Australian police will need to 
examine who is best placed to deal with 
future investigations: this will involve police 
thinking outside the ‘jurisdictional box’ and 
engaging with external agencies and experts, 
as has occurred when new areas of criminal 
activity have emerged.25 

Climate crime

We may see changes in the type, rate and 
frequency of crimes as our climate alters. 
There’s been little research, however, that 
analyses the impact of weather conditions on 

criminal behaviour in Australia.26 Anecdotal 
evidence suggests weather does encourage 
particular types of criminal behaviour, such 
as changes in domestic violence patterns, a 
rise in drunkenness and associated anti-social 
behaviour, especially in the aftermath 
of disasters.27 

Exceptionally hot days and exceptionally 
low rainfall days are expected to increase in 
frequency.28 We may, therefore, see increases 
in a range of water thefts: individuals stealing 
water, the use of fraudulent water trucks 
to steal public water for private gains, more 
incidences of siphoning from river systems 
for irrigation and illegal damming of rivers.29 
If water becomes increasingly precious, 
the lengths to which individuals will go to 
protect their water assets, including violence, 
will increase. 

Climate change could provoke violent protests 
aimed at the government over perceived 
inadequate policy responses or against 
corporate entities that are environmentally 
irresponsible.30 It should, however, be noted 
that Australia has not in the past experienced 
the type of militant protests associated 
with other interests groups overseas, such 
as extreme animal rights activists. Open 
democratic debate should ensure that future 
protests remain law abiding.

The increase in incidences of natural disasters 
will result in more crimes of opportunity. The 
looting which occurred in Queensland after 
the flooding in 2008, indicates that police 
will need to put more emphasis on securing 
property both during and in the immediate 
aftermath of future disaster events and 
develop strong crisis communications 
skills.31 In widespread cases of looting, where 
custodial sentences resulted for offenders, 
there would also be implications for our 
prison system.

It’s highly likely that climate change will 
increase the number of migrants seeking 
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permanent entry to Australia.32 More 
displaced ‘climate refugees’ or ‘climate 
migrants’ from vulnerable low lying atoll 
neighbours could pose an increasing problem 
for community policing unless our cities and 
towns are able to accommodate and help 
assimilate potentially large groups of foreign 
nationals. It would be prudent, therefore, 
for law enforcement agencies to examine 
the background of those likely to move from 
climate migration ‘hotspots’. This will assist 
police in being more effective in dealing with 
possible crime involving those displaced by 
climate change. 

Community vulnerability

Australian police agencies will need to work 
much more with community organisations 
and government agencies to develop plans to 
respond to climate change related disasters. 
In the aftermath of such disasters, that may 
devastate large parts of whole communities, 
the first steps to prevent the security situation 
from deteriorating will be to ensure that social 
networks and basic community functions are 
able to resume with minimal fuss.

Climate change risks pushing already 
vulnerable pockets of communities further 
into hardship. Lower socio-economic 
groups are increasingly relocating into 
drought-affected towns: the cost of living 
is cheaper than in areas less affected by 
water availability. The upwardly mobile, 
on the other hand, are moving away from 
drought-affected areas to locations less 
challenged by water availability. Some 
communities risk being caught in a vicious 
cycle of poor economic prospects and 
associated social ills, including increased crime 
against both persons and property.

A similar scenario could emerge in densely 
populated areas that become increasingly 
susceptible to natural disasters. If there 
are consecutive instances of large-scale 

disasters, such as the 2008 Mackay flooding, 
this may rapidly change the socio-economic 
status of large numbers of people who are 
today considered middle class and stable. 
Their assets might become uninsurable and 
subsequently decline in value. The capacity 
to recover from such a series of events may 
weaken community resilience.

The associated law enforcement costs for 
these types of scenarios, including large-scale 
homelessness, is difficult to calculate. It’s 
likely, however, that there will be a rise in 
demand for police required to deal with 
the fallout from rapidly declining social 
circumstances associated with climate 
change. It would be wrong to assume 
that these changing circumstances would 
primarily be a policing issue: planning to 
adapt to climate change at the local level will 
assist in mitigating many of the worst-case 
scenarios. Collaboration is required between 
a range of actors, including law enforcement 
bodies, across all tiers of government to 
understand the social implications of climate 
change for particular communities.

Police forces will provide a safe environment 
in which other agencies can implement their 
response strategies and, in the worst-case 
scenario, respond to breakdowns in social 
order.33 Police agencies will therefore need 
to explore how to build bridges between 
law enforcement and other organisations 
and to develop practical pathways of 
interagency cooperation under uncertain 
environmental conditions.

Operational planning and the 
human factor

In adapting to climate change, it will be 
important to consider the human dimension 
of police work: climate change is likely to 
impact on the working environment for 
police officers, with increased expectations 
of effective response to more frequent and 
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varied instances of natural disaster. As in 
other professional occupations, Australian 
police agencies will need to consider how to 
best deliver a safe working environment for 
their officers.

It’s likely, for example, that bio-security 
threats associated with climate change will 
become more acute. Police agencies will 
need to undertake risk assessments on the 
likelihood of exposure to new and uncommon 
diseases, such as Japanese encephalitis, 
that are not usually found in Australia. With 
temperature variation, disease vectors are 
likely to become more prevalent in terms of 
increased diversity of mosquito species and 
other blood feeding insects in some parts of 
Australia.34 And if more police are deployed to 
assist countries stricken by extreme weather 
events associated with climate change, there 
will be a greater risk of exposure to endemic 
diseases whilst on operation.

In the face of increasing numbers of police 
involved in responding to disasters, police 
agencies will need to consider the physical 
and psychological impacts of climate change 
on their personnel. Extended periods of 
working under disaster conditions could result 
in increased incidences of fatigue amongst 
regular police. Similarly, the emotional trauma 
of dealing with affected communities in 
natural disaster areas could have major 
psychological impacts on some officers when 
they return to normal duties.

Climate change might also have implications 
for police budgets: responding to a higher 
frequency of weather-induced disasters will 
divert already scarce resources from core 
police business. This could have a trickle 
down effect in some states by adding to the 
workload pressure of police involved in bread 
and butter law enforcement. 

For disaster response preparedness, all 
state and territory police forces will need 
to ensure that comprehensive strategies 

are in place to ensure the safety of families 
of police officers acting as first responders 
in a disaster situation. Hurricane Katrina, 
for example, illustrated the importance 
in the United  States of ensuring that first 
responders have the capacity to go to work 
and know that their families are safe. In the 
worst-case scenarios of catastrophic disasters, 
we may see police officers abandoning work 
to take care of their families: this would 
increase the risk to the public as a disaster 
scenario unfolded and undermine public 
confidence in the police to respond effectively 
in future crises. 

A strategic response to disasters

The vulnerability of our region, in particular 
the Pacific Islands, to climate change related 
disasters, will increase the likelihood of 
a future role for Australian police as first 
responders.35 More disasters and political 
instability related to climate change effects 
will require more Australian police to play 
a role, either in responding to a disaster or 
in deploying to maintain and restore law 
and order.36 Whilst Australia’s police are 
experienced in responding to disasters, there 
are areas where planning and operational 
capacity could be improved.

At the capability level there has been 
limited preparatory planning, particularly 
where isolated Australian communities 
are concerned.37 It’s within such vulnerable 
communities where the response challenges 
to police will be most acute and where the 
potential for a serious breakdown in law and 
order are most likely. Enhancing linkages 
with non-government bodies will be one 
way for police to plan future capabilities 
to implement disaster response in isolated 
communities. Non-government bodies, such 
as the Australian Red Cross, already provide 
important services for disasters: the Red 
Cross registers all evacuees with federal/state 
police in the aftermath of a disaster. In order 
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to maximise the utility of non-government 
organisations during natural disasters, 
police will need to play an active part in 
educating the public in disaster response 
protocols, whilst improving police community 
warning systems. 

At the operational level, ensuring that key 
lessons from recent disasters are taken into 
account in police planning for emergencies 
will be paramount. Cyclone Larry in 2006, 
for example, demonstrated the importance 
of communication technologies.38 Police will 
need to move their local radio broadcast onto 
the national radio network. In disaster events 
this will ensure that vulnerable and affected 
communities have a continuous source of 
information about the status of police and 
emergency service response in their local 
area. And it will ensure that relevant safety 
instructions can be delivered when necessary. 

If the number of climate change related 
disaster response operations increases, it will 
become more important for our police forces 
to be able to respond in both a stand-alone 
capacity and in conjunction with other 
response actors. Police will need to plan to 
have the capacity to be self-sustaining in 
such operations: they should assume there 
will be nothing on the ground, in terms of 
food, water and basic necessities.39 To deal 
effectively with these emerging disaster 
scenarios, police will need to undertake 
more emergency management exercises 
that reflect extreme events, just as they now 
participate in counter-terrorism exercises.

Police–military cooperation

Australian police agencies might be required 
to assist countries in distress after a natural 
disaster with border security. They may be 
required to provide a security presence at 
refugee camps or at key transit areas to help 
manage any potential mass movement of 
people. In this type of situation, a police 

presence may be less provocative than a 
military deployment.

The Australian Defence Force (ADF) will 
continue to play an important role in 
supporting Australian police forces in the 
face of climate change related disasters and 
as a first response to requests for Australian 
assistance to disasters abroad. There’s 
already a clear protocol for the activation 
of Defence aid to the civil community. With 
more natural disasters expected in the future, 
there’s likely to be increased calls on the 
ADF to embrace domestic disaster response 
as part of the military’s core business: 
such a shift would have implications for 
police–military engagement.

Currently, the ADF and Australian police 
are cooperating at the strategic planning 
level. Interoperability between the ADF and 
AFP is at historically high levels vis-à-vis 
overseas deployments. At the tactical level, 
however, cooperation between police and 
the ADF tends to occur only when there is 
the convenience of geographic collocation 
of police and emergency services and the 
ADF, such as in Queensland. Elsewhere 
the police might be more proactive and 
invite ADF participation in scenario/
contingency planning. 

Climate-proofing police 
infrastructure

Queensland police are considering how to 
strengthen some of its physical infrastructure 
to withstand major disasters. This is very 
sensible: a recent report by Queensland’s 
Office of Climate Change finds the state 
particularly vulnerable to climate variation.40 
Police infrastructure will need to adapt to 
climate change by hardening infrastructure 
or addressing redundancy in police systems 
to deal with anticipated extreme weather 
events. Protecting critical police infrastructure 
could become increasingly important, if 
for example, electrical blackouts become a 
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more common occurrence because of more 
frequent and extreme weather events. In 
major cities, blackouts could cause havoc 
with traffic signals and require more police 
to manage traffic. Blackouts could impair 
the physical operation of police buildings: 
police back-up power systems will need to be 
effective. And it will be important to ensure 
that communication between police and 
other emergency responders doesn’t suffer in 
the event of power outages. 

Low-carb policing

Planning to reduce the carbon footprint 
of Australia’s police has been given scant 
consideration to date by police agencies, 
particularly when compared to the mitigation 
and adaptation initiatives that have been 
taken by some law enforcement agencies 
overseas.41 All new government buildings are 
required to meet federal and state legislation 
that mandate minimal energy efficiency 
requirements. But there’s been little police 
planning on making existing infrastructure 
more energy efficient. Old structures far 
outweigh planned new buildings, so there 
will be costs associated with redesigning old 
energy inefficient police buildings.42 

Like other large organisations in Australia, 
police agencies will have to contribute to 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions. Emissions 
generated by Australia’s police agencies are 
likely to constitute a small fraction of total 
emissions. However, their abatement could 
constitute an important symbolic gesture: 
it might become a factor in meeting future 
police recruitment demands, as potential 
applicants become more conscious about the 
green credentials of prospective employers.43 
One area that could be addressed is energy 
efficiency in police motor vehicles. It’s likely 
that Australian police will need to adapt to 
more economical and eco-friendly forms of 
transport. This will have implications for the 
composition of police vehicle fleets.44 

The way forward

At this stage, it’s not clear exactly what 
the impacts of climate change will be for 
Australian police agencies. To identify these 
impacts and to advance the adaptations 
that will be necessary by Australian law 
enforcement agencies to climate change three 
measures are suggested.

Establish an information hub

Planning adaptive strategies for climate 
change is made difficult by the scale of the 
problem and uncertainties surrounding our 
capacity to predict likely climate change 
scenarios. Australian police forces are 
independently starting to think about future 
adaptive requirements. But there’s little 
connection between the individual efforts.45 

A more effective process would be to 
bring together current knowledge and 
future thinking on climate change and 
it’s implications for policing in a national 
information hub. The hub would act as a 
repository for existing knowledge and a 
central location for generating new ideas 
about policing and emerging climate-related 
issues. An information hub could be hosted by 
an existing institution, such as the Australian 
Institute of Criminology, or the Australia and 
New Zealand Policing Advisory Agency.46 
One area where this might have immediate 
tangible benefits is in improving consistency 
in the energy efficiency of Australian police 
forces. Applying best practice in this area 
would contribute to Australia’s overall 
emissions reductions targets. 

Improve decision support

Research centres and relevant university 
centres should initiate research programs on 
the social implications of changing climatic 
conditions in Australia and the impact this 
might have on law enforcement agencies. 
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Understanding the criminal implications 
of the drought would be an obvious place 
to start. 47 Using a range of factors, such as 
looking at the volume of recorded crime 
and certain types of crime, as well other 
indicators of community stress like suicide, 
would be an important first step in taking 
a community-based approach to dealing 
with climate change: it could identify critical 
implications for policing as well as the types 
of preemptive action required to prevent 
adaptation from becoming a predominantly 
policing issue. 

Undertake risk assessments

Australia’s police agencies, in cooperation 
with select scientific and research bodies, 
should develop risk assessments of the 
locations that will be most affected by 
climate change as part of a multi-agency 
strategic approach to climate change 
adaptation. Just as the government conducts 
strategic assessments of the international 
political environment, law enforcement 
agencies will need to consider likely scenarios 
that may be shaped by climate change and 
their possible impacts on Australian policing 
both at home and abroad. Understanding 
the key potential vulnerabilities will be 
important for planning future contingencies 
and ensuring the most effective allocation of 
limited financial resources by Australian law 
enforcement bodies.

Bringing the issues together

Climate change will potentially cut across 
many areas of policing. It will involve 
broadening police partnerships between 
state and territory, national and international 
agencies. Taking a cooperative, proactive 
public education position on any emissions 
trading regime, for example, will avoid any 
unnecessary criminalisation emerging from 
such a scheme and reduce pressure on the 
criminal justice system. 

At the jurisdictional level, it’s likely that 
climate change will be dealt with as and 
when the impacts have a tangible effect on 
communities. But it will become increasingly 
important to define the role of state police 
as part of a national response mechanism 
to climate change: poor planning based on 
misconceptions of police capability and roles 
needs to be avoided.

Educating Australian communities about 
the role of law enforcement in the event of 
future climate disasters will be an important 
step towards improving Australian resilience 
to the impacts of climate change. And while 
we may not see the early introduction of 
climate change squads in Australian police 
forces, there will be an increasing requirement 
for Australian law enforcement agencies to 
consider how they will need to adapt to the 
challenges posed by the severity and impact 
of climate change. 
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