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INTRODUCTION 

The international environment is characterised by constant change. Change in 
the position and relative influence of various states, the role and influence of 
international institutions and non-state actors, and change in what constitutes 
internationally acceptable behaviour. It is an environment that is shaped by 
action and reaction, dialogue and dispute, coercion and cooperation.  

It is therefore important that all elements of national strategy are examined 
regularly and systematically.  

In order to effectively set a nationôs defence policy priorities, the contemporary 
strategic environment and the shape it may take in the future must be well 
understood. This in turn underpins decisions on the appropriate mix of military 
capabilities and relationships needed to advance national security interests. 

This document provides an assessment of the strategic environment out to 
2040 and will inform the development of a new Defence White Paper 2015.  
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1. TRENDS AND FACTORS 
INFLUENCING CONFLICT AND 
COOPERATION 

In order to effectively set a nationôs defence policy priorities, the contemporary 
strategic environment and the shape it may take in the future must be well 
understood. This in turn underpins decisions on the appropriate mix of military 
capabilities and relationships needed to advance national security interests. 

This Chapter is divided into three sections. Section one details major trends in 
the characteristics of contemporary conflict. Section two assesses the key 
themes that are broadly encouraging or deterring future conflict. Section three 
then assesses a number of evolving, thematic areas that are likely to affect 
future conflicts. The following Chapter rounds out this analysis, expanding on 
the observations made in the previous three sections through a geographic 
lens. All sections seek to place identified trends within short, medium or long -
term contexts.  

1.1. CONFLICT TRENDS  

CHARACTER OF CONFLICT  

1. Conflict is traditionally divided into two types: between states (inter-state) and within 
states (intra-state) and is understood to exist across a spectrum of intensity.1  Generally, 
inter-state conflict has tended to be characterised by high intensity combat between 
conventional military forces operating according to the Laws of Armed Conflict.2 Intra-state 
conflict has generally been distinguished by lower intensities, and non-conventional 
military tactics (such as the use of improvised explosive devices) used by non-state groups 
which seek out new, innovative and asymmetric ways of fighting larger, more powerful 
armed forces. These groups make use of civilian populations and may disregard the 
restrictions and norms of international law.  

                                            
1
 Intensity of conflict (high, medium, low) refers to the overall tempo, degree of violence and technological 

sophistication of the violence employed and/or encountered. The rate of consumption of resources can also 
be a measure of intensity. The intensity of a conflict is high when the violence is continuous or when the 
encounters between combatants are particularly violent; medium when violence is frequent; and low when 
violence is occasional.  
2
 The Law of Armed Conflict comprises a set of rules, established by treaty or custom, that seek to protect 

persons and property/objects that are (or may be) affected by armed conflict and limits the rights of parties to 
a conflict to use methods and means of warfare of their choice.  
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Figure 1 -1: Types and Numbers of Conflict  

 

2. The distinction between inter-state and intra-state warfare is important when 
considering the likelihood of conflict at the very high end of the spectrum (i.e. major inter-
state war). Outside of this low likelihood scenario however the distinction between inter 
and intra-state conflict has less relevance than it once did in terms of the potential threat 
environment that armed forces are operating in. Some intra-state conflicts exhibit high 
threat, high intensity environments with well-armed and organised adversary forces.  

NUMBERS OF CONFLICTS HOLDING STEADY 

3. The number of active conflicts over the past decade has remained relatively static, 
between 31 and 38 (see Figure 1-1 above). In 2012, 31 of 32 active conflicts were within 
states. They ranged from reasonably isolated conflicts with low numbers of fatalities (e.g. 
the Baloch insurgency in Pakistan) to mid intensity conflict between multiple state and non-
state actors with substantial military capabilities such as in South Sudan or Libya. Although 
the risk of inter-state conflict remains low, it is rising primarily due to tensions between 
major actors in the Asia-Pacific (discussed further on page 40).  

RISING EXTERNAL INVOLVEMENT   

4. Perhaps more important than the number of armed conflicts is the nature of the active 
participants. In the last five years there has been a significant increase in the number of 
active intra-state conflicts with external troop involvement. The current conflicts in Syria 
and Iraq are good examples. These conflicts are more likely to be sustained because of 
external support, and the wider region is also more likely to be negatively affected. Such 
conflicts are also associated with much higher death rates. The number of deaths resulting 
from intra-state conflicts with external involvement has been rising steadily since 2005.  

5. As a trend, the involvement of external actors in intra-state conflicts is projected to 
continue, although without a high confidence level given the myriad factors in play. It will 
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be determined in part by how aggressively certain countries seek to re-establish traditional 
spheres of influence, and the continuing inability of many states to retain control of all of 
their territory.  

6. The number and diversity of participating non-state or semi-state (such as 
government-backed militias) actors is increasing. The conflicts in Syria, Iraq and Ukraine 
appear to involve state-backed militia either as reinforcement to conventional forces, or as 
a method of employing force with deniability. Their success in doing so is likely to 
encourage other states to utilise this tactic in the future. Should this trend continue it will 
have negative implications for international security as conflicts are sustained and it 
becomes more difficult to attribute military actions to specific national forces including in 
the event of human rights abuses.  

7. Should New Zealand choose to involve itself in such conflicts in the future, an 
increasingly congested operating environment ï with state, semi-state and non-state actor 
involvement ï will complicate Defence Force actions from intelligence, planning, legal and 
operating perspectives. Threat levels in peace support operations, such as the deployment 
of our Provincial Reconstruction Team to Bamyan in Afghanistan, could be similar to more 
traditional, higher threat combat operations.   

 
  

Source: United Nations, April 2014 
 

Figure 1 -2: Missions Directed by the U N Department of Peacekeeping Operations  
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UNITED NATIONS PEACE SUPPORT OPERATIONS: INCREASING THREATS AND 
COMPLICATIONS 

8. The number of United Nations peace support operations and personnel fielded has 
remained reasonably stable over the past five years. As at 30 September 2014, there were 
17 missions in operation with approximately 120,000 personnel (see Figure 1-2 for names 
and whereabouts of each mission).3 Approximately 80% of all currently deployed 
United Nations personnel are in Sub-Saharan Africa and 60% of all current United Nations 
missions are located there. With conflict levels overall remaining relatively constant, it is 
likely that there will continue to be at least one new mission established each year, as well 
as one disestablished.  

9. Although numbers have remained stable, the nature of United Nations operations has 
continued to evolve. The majority of new missions4 since 2010 have been deployed into 
intra-state conflicts, with on-going violence between actors, significant external 
involvement in the conflict, and with more robust United Nations mandates relating to the 
use of force and the protection of civilians. United Nations troops and United Nations 
civilians are increasingly becoming targets themselves, raising the risk of the 
United Nations troop contributing countries taking casualties.   

10. United Nations missions are at times being preceded by operations conducted under 
United Nations mandate by ñcoalitions of the willingò often made up of advanced 
developed country forces, such as the United Nations mission in Mali. There are also more 
ñhybridò missions being conducted where a regional body, such as the African Union, 
conducts the mission jointly with the United Nations as in Darfur, Sudan. The majority of 
personnel on ñhybridò and United Nations missions continue to be sourced from 
developing nations in South Asia and Africa.  

11. Undertaking more robust, multidimensional mandates in higher threat environments is 
driving a shift towards incorporating the kind of advanced military capabilities and 
equipment normally fielded in traditional combat operations, such as armoured vehicles, 
remotely piloted systems and helicopter gunships. There is also an on-going shortage of 
military ñenablersò in many missions, such as aerial intelligence, planning, reconnaissance 
and surveillance, and air transport capabilities. The United Nations is conducting a ñonce 
in 15 yearò review of all aspects of United Nations peace support over 2015. Any 
recommendations that flow from the United Nationsô report will be carefully assessed for 
their implications for New Zealandôs national interests and the Defence Forceôs ability to 
conduct its roles and tasks.   

  

                                            
3
 United Nations, Peace Keeping Fact Sheet 30 September 2014, downloaded from United Nations 

Peacekeeping at http://www.un.org/en/peacekeeping/  
4 New missions since the last defence assessment include a larger, more robust UN mission in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, a UN mission in Abyei (the province disputed between Sudan and South 
Sudan), and United Nations  missions in South Sudan, Mali and the Central African Republic.  

http://www.un.org/en/peacekeeping/
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1.2. CONFLICT TRENDS CONCLUSIONS  

Character of conflict  

The distinction between inter and intra-state 
conflict has less relevance than it once did. Some 
intra-state conflicts exhibit high threat, high 
intensity environments with well-armed and 
organised adversary forces.  

Although the risk of inter-state conflict remains 
low, it is rising primarily due to tensions between 
major actors in the Asia-Pacific. 

 Conflict numbers holding steady  

The number of active conflicts has remained 
relatively steady over the past decade, between 
31 and 38. 

In 2012, 31 of 32 active conflicts were within 
states.  

Rising external involvement   

In the last five years there has been a significant 
increase in the number of active intra-state 
conflicts with external troop involvement. 

These conflicts are more likely to be sustained 
because of external support, and the wider region 
is also more likely to be negatively affected. Such 
conflicts are also associated with much higher 
death rates. The number of deaths resulting from 
intra-state conflicts with external involvement has 
been rising steadily since 2005.  

Rising external involvement  cont  

The number and diversity of participating non-
state or semi-state actors is increasing. In all 
likelihood the conflicts in Syria, Iraq and Ukraine 
involve state-backed militia either as 
reinforcement to conventional forces, or as a 
method of employing force with deniability. 
Should this trend continue it will have negative 
implications for international security as it 
becomes more difficult to attribute military actions 
to specific national forces. 

Nature of new operations  

The majority of new United Nations missions 
since 2010 have been deployed into intra-state 
conflicts, with ongoing violence between actors 
and more robust United Nations mandates 
relating to the use of force and the protection of 
civilians. United Nations troops and 
United Nations civilians are increasingly 
becoming targets themselves, raising the risk of 
the troop contributing countries taking casualties. 

Should New Zealand choose to involve itself in 
such conflicts in the future, threat levels in peace 
support operations, such as the deployment of 
our Provincial Reconstruction Team to Bamyan in 
Afghanistan, could be similar to more traditional 
combat operations.   
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1.3. DRIVERS OF CONFLICT AND COOPERATION 

12. In any potential conflict there is a unique set of both internal and external drivers at 
play that may cause it to erupt, escalate, be sustained, conclude, or be prevented from 
occurring in the first place. These drivers can be strongly or weakly inter-related and are 
likely to change over time. It is therefore challenging to accurately predict where and when 
the next conflict will occur, its duration, and its consequences. 

13. Nevertheless, the presence of such drivers can provide an indication of a state or 
regionôs susceptibility to tension or conflict. They can be broadly grouped into 
environmental, demographic, economic, political, military, and technological categories. 
More generally, the state of the global political system itself can play a role in increasing or 
reducing the likelihood of conflict.  

1.3.1. EASTWARD SHIFT IN GLOBAL POWE R  

14. Over the past five years the trend of global power shifting from West to East has 
continued apace, helped in part by the Global Financial Crisis disproportionately affecting 
developed nations.5 By 2030 Asia is expected to have surpassed North America and 
Europe combined in terms of global power based on gross domestic product, population 
size, military spending and technological investment (see Figures 1-3, 1-4, and 1-5 over 
page). The Goldman Sachs ñnext elevenò, which includes South Korea, Philippines, 
Vietnam, and Indonesia, is expected to overtake the European Union in global power by 
2030.6 Although these countries are not expected to act as a bloc, it demonstrates that the 
continued shift of global power away from the West is not restricted to India and China. 

                                            
5
 National Power describes the aggregate of all elements that is available to a nation in pursuit of national 

objectives. While difficult to separate into discrete groups, it is useful to apply some form of classification to 
aid understanding. They include geography; population; natural resources; economic, political and military 
power; and psychological and informational factors (commonly referred to as soft power).  
6
 The ñnext elevenò was coined by Goldman Sachs in 2007 and refers to the eleven emerging economies in 

additional to the so-called ñBRICSò which consist of Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa. The full list 
is Bangladesh, Egypt, Indonesia, Iran, Pakistan, Mexico, Nigeria, the Philippines, South Korea, Turkey and 
Vietnam.  
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Source: OECD Development Centre 

Source Global Trends  2030 (2012) 
Figure 1-3: Multi -Component Global Power Index  

Figure 1 -4: Shares of Global Power Inde x 



UNCLASSIFIED 

 
DEFENCE ASSESSMENT 2014 10 

UNCLASSIFIED 

 

 
Figure 1 -5: Real Defe nce Spending Changes in Selected States Since the 2008 Financial Crisis  

1.3.2. RISING RISK OF MAJOR CONFLIC T 

15. Although the risk of conflict is heightened during the shift of economic, military, political 
and soft power, it is not inevitable. Multiple powers ï including China, India, Brazil, and 
Indonesia ï are rising at the same time, though at different speeds.  

16. There are a number of factors moderating the risk of major conflict that have not been 
present during previous shifts in the global balance of power. The world is more 
interconnected economically than it has ever been before, encouraging a shared interest 
in a prosperous and stable economic environment; there is a strong, documented memory 
of past conflicts and their catastrophic impacts; public opinion to varying degrees in both 
democratic and non-democratic states, and their ubiquitous access to immediate 
information from across the globe, places limits on decision-makersô ability to use force; 
and global norms and international diplomatic mechanisms encouraging the prevention or 
de-escalation of conflict have strengthened since the end of the Cold War.  

1.3.3. INCREASING CHALLENGE S TO STATE BORDERS 

17. Since the end of World War Two and the establishment of the United Nations, state 
borders have been largely frozen across much of the world (a notable exception being the 
decolonisation process across Africa and Asia and the break up of Yugoslavia). Many of 
the borders drawn up by former colonial powers did not necessarily reflect traditional 
cultural, ethnic or sectarian boundaries and in the past five years they have come under 
increasing challenge across a number of regions, most especially in the Middle East.  

18. When a group seeks to forge a new state out of two or more other states, this presents 
a particular challenge to international peace and security. Recent examples include 
Basque separatists in Spain and France, and Kurdish guerrillas in south eastern Turkey 
and northern Iraq. Groups seeking to leave one country and join another, such as in the 
current conflict in Ukraine, also present significant challenges which the international 

Source: The Military Balance 

This graphic depicts the real 
change in defence spending 
for selected states between 
2008 and 2013, relative to 
their spending levels in 2008. 
In the five years following the 
2008 financial crisis, real 
defence spending has fallen in 
many advanced economies, 
particularly in Europe. By 
contrast, real defence 
spending has risen in many 
non-Western states, with 
particularly large increases 
seen in China and Russia. 

1
For each country, defence spending levels (in local currency) were first adjusted for inflation before being rebased to a 100 index, 

with 2008 defence spending levels set at 100. 
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system is not well placed to address. Should these trends continue it will have a 
substantial negative impact on world security. 

1.3.4. DIFFUSION OF POWER AND INCREASING INFLUENCE OF INFORMAL  
NETWORKS  

19. Non-state entities, from multinational corporations like Google and British Petroleum to 
non-governmental organisations like Greenpeace and Transparency International, are 
likely to continue to increase in influence over the coming decades. Communications 
technologies are increasing the power of companies that have control over the rich data 
sets generated by social media networks and the ubiquitous use of search engines across 
the globe.  

20. Information technology is also enabling diverse, sometimes geographically distant 
groups of state and non-state actors to form in support of a particular issue and then 
disperse once the issue is addressed (or interest wanes). Although formal state-based 
alliances like the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation will endure, it is likely that these 
informal networks will increasingly come together in pursuit of shared goals or policy 
objectives. The most prominent example of this is international advocacy in support of 
reducing the impacts of human-induced climate change, which has brought together 
businesses, non-government organisations, states and international organisations in 
pursuit of a common objective.  

21. The increasing number of actors involved may at times complicate or slow down the 
ability to take collective action. Conversely many states, particularly the less powerful, may 
seek to establish or join such groups in order to leverage off the groupôs collective power.  

1.3.5. ECONOMIC INTERDEPENDENCE: CONFLICT MODERATOR  

22. The global economy is more interconnected now than at any other time in history. 
Technological advances are reducing the costs of communication and transportation, and 
trade policies around the world have undergone significant liberalisation over the past 30 
years.  

 

 

Figure  1-6: Changing Contribution to Global Growth as Percentage of Global Gross Domestic Product  

 

Changing Contribution to Global Growth as Percentage of Global gross domestic product  

Long-term Growth Scenarios, OECD Economics Department Working Paper No.1000 
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Interconnected Economy  

Parts for the new Boeing 787 óDreamlinerô were 
sourced from seven separate countries across the 
United States, Europe and Asia before being 
assembled in America. Even during the Global 
Financial Crisis states generally chose to pursue 
policies of economic stimulus or austerity rather 
than increase protection of domestic industry. 

23. The performance of major developed states is no longer as important to the health of 
the global economy, as Figure 1-6 on the previous page illustrates. The relative 
contribution of advanced economies to global growth declined from 70% between 1973 
and 1985, to 57% between 1986 and 2007, and then to 6% from 2008-2009 during the 
Global Financial Crisis. Although the United States economic recovery and slowdowns in 
China and India is likely to reverse this trend, it is unlikely that the West will again 
dominate global growth to the degree seen 
previously. The Westôs economic prosperity 
will remain tied to the fortunes of emerging 
nations.  

24. Alongside the shift in economic power 
from West to East is the growth in trade 
between emerging powers. Between 2000 
and 2010, India increased its percentage of 
exports to other emerging economies from 
46% to 65%. The rest of Asia, excluding India and China, increased from 44% to 60%.  

25. The implications for international security are both positive and negative. Historically, a 
state had to conquer territory to access its resources. Globalised trade and investment 
encourages the purchase of land, resources or products instead. Where this may not apply 
is in situations where a resource is particularly scarce or lucrative, such as oil and gas. 
Global economic interdependence provides states with an incentive to cooperate, as their 
economic wellbeing is tied to the health of the economies with which they trade. Similarly, 
it encourages the de-escalation of emergent conflicts before they significantly affect trade 
and domestic economies.  

26. Interdependence, particularly where there is an imbalance in power or trade, however, 
also gives countries the ability to use that imbalance as leverage in a dispute. Most 
obviously, this includes the use of United Nations-mandated or unilateral trade sanctions. 
Perhaps less obviously, and certainly less openly, it includes a stateôs slowing or cutting of 
a crucial export. One recent example of this is Russiaôs use of ñgas diplomacyò during its 
conflict with Ukraine. As a tool short of war during times of tension, it is likely that we will 
continue to see this occurring in the future.  

1.3.6. RISING RESOURCE SCARCITY EXACERBATED  BY CLIMATE CHANGE  

27. Resource scarcity is strongly linked to rising populations, increasing affluence, and 
static, low or falling rates of agricultural productivity. The global population is expected to 
increase from 7.1 billion today to 8.3 billion by 2030. At the same time the size of the 
global middle class, which consumes greater amounts of protein-rich food, water and 
energy per capita, is expected to increase from one to two or even three billion.  
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28. The trend towards increasing scarcity is likely to worsen over the next 15 years, 
although its effects will be felt unevenly. The demand for energy, food and water is 
expected to increase by 50%, 35% and 40% respectively by 2030. The impact of climate 
change, although uneven across the globe, is already negatively affecting overall global 
food production and water distribution, an effect that will only increase over time given the 
continued increase in global greenhouse gas emissions.7 Such scarcity has the potential 
to fuel tension in areas where there are significant untapped natural resources and 
improving access, such as the Arctic and Antarctic.  

29. A number of factors may slow or reverse this trend over the longer term, although it is 
difficult to assess their likelihood with any confidence. This could include increased 
technological transfer of advanced irrigation and agricultural techniques; an agreement to 
limit global greenhouse gas emissions to the point that warming does not increase beyond 
two degrees centigrade; and the widespread adoption and public acceptance of drought-
resistant genetically modified crops. 

                                            
7
 Although some regions at high latitudes, such as Canada, Russia, may see increased agricultural 

productivity as temperatures rise, this is expected to be offset by areas that will receive less rainfall, such as 
the Middle East and North Africa.   

Figure 1-7: Glacial Melt and Future Water Security in the Tibetan Plateau Region  

The Himalayan glaciers are the sources of major river systems of the Tibetan Plateau 
and supply water to almost 1.5 billion people in Asia.  Increased glacier melt could cause 
significant disruption to the regionôs water security. With regional population expected to 
increase to 2.2 billion by 2050, access to safe water will be challenging, particularly 
noting the potential decreased supply due to climate changes. 

 

 

 

 

Source: Future Directions 
International 
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30. Resource scarcity and climate change are not likely to cause conflict in and of 
themselves but they can aggravate existing tensions within and between fragile states or 
regions with existing or historical tensions, such as Egypt and Sudan over the Nile River. 
There has also been widespread resentment across Africa, for instance, directed towards 
states purchasing land or long-term leases for food security purposes. Limiting access to a 
scarce resource could also be used as a tool of war. 

31. Conversely, resource scarcity may at times also encourage greater cooperation 
between countries with an interest in conserving a shared resource. Historically, water-
related tensions have led to more water-sharing agreements than violent conflicts.8  

1.3.7. DEMOGRAPHY: UNEVEN EFFECTS  

32. Since the 1970s roughly 80% of all conflicts have originated in countries with relatively 
young (average age under 25) populations. This is due in part to countries with young 
populations having difficulty generating sufficient employment opportunities for the 
increasing number of people entering the workforce.  

33. Overall, the worldôs population is ageing (see Figure 1-8 over page for demographic 
projections out to 2040). Between 2010 and 2030 the number and geographic spread of 
youthful countries is expected to decline from 80 to 50 countries. This indicates that 
youthful demographics will over time become less of a factor influencing where conflict 
emerges, as well as potentially the overall number of conflicts. Despite the positive overall 
trend, however, Sub-Saharan Africa, and parts of the Middle East, South Asia and the 
Pacific, are expected to continue to have growing, youthful populations which will strain 
statesô ability to provide sufficient employment to the extent that tension or unrest 
continues in these regions.  

34. Conversely, many developed and developing countries will soon face, if they do not 
already, the effects of declining proportions of working age people relative to the overall 
population. Most drastically, in Russia the population has already begun to decline, and is 
expected to decline a further 16% by 2050. Japan, along with Germany and other 
developed states, is also expected to have a declining population out beyond 2040. Such 
countries may face lower or stagnating economic growth rates unless they accept 
significant inward migration.  

35. The implications of an ageing population on security are less clear. Slower or stagnant 
economic growth could contribute to social unrest when combined with other factors, while 
a greater proportion of spending on health, aged care and pensions may reduce some 
statesô spending on military capabilities. It may also make them more risk averse (due to 
their cost) when it comes to discretionary deployments such as peace support operations. 

                                            
8
 Such as the 1995 United Nations Fish stocks agreement and the United Nations Food and Agriculture 

Organisation International Plan of Action. 
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Figure 1-8: Projected Median Population Age by Country for 2015 -2040 

  




























































































