CHAPTER 10

GREENWASHING AUTHORITARIANISM:
CLIMATE DIPLOMACY IN THE MIDDLE EAST

Mustafa Onur Yalgin!

10.1. Introduction

Over the past decade, the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region has
emerged as a surprisingly assertive region in global climate diplomacy. From Egypt’s
hosting of COP27 in Sharm el-Sheikh to the United Arab Emirates’ prominent
presidency of COP28 in Dubai, regional states have stepped into the spotlight
at major climate negotiations. In their official rhetoric, they present themselves
as champions of sustainability, green transition, and net-zero commitments. In
the Gulf in particular, leaders have begun framing climate change not only as an
environmental or economic concern but also as a matter of national security. This
growing alignment with “climate security” discourse signals a shift in how the
region seeks to position itself internationally.

The language of climate security may seem a logical response to escalating
environmental risks, yet in MENA’s authoritarian regimes it often serves different
ends. Climate change is framed not just as a policy issue but as a rationale for
tightening state control and bolstering international legitimacy. By framing
environmental decline as an existential threat, ruling elites position themselves
as indispensable protectors, marginalise participatory politics, and legitimize
exceptional measures that bypass public debate. Since the Paris Agreement, the
global spotlighton climate action has made such discourse a valuable tool, projecting
commitment abroad to attract investment and goodwill, while at home providing
cover to restrict dissent, weaken civil society, and consolidate power. In this way,
climate security rhetoric does not counter authoritarianism but gives it a more
palatable fagade. Although the link between climate change and security is well
established in environmental and IR scholarship (Dalby, 2013; Trombetta, 2008),
most research focuses on liberal democracies and international organisations, where
securitisation faces institutional checks and public debate. Much less attention is
given to authoritarian contexts, where concentrated executive power, limited civic
space, and regime survival shape both how threats are framed and how they are
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managed. Although research on “authoritarian environmentalism” is expanding
(Beeson, 2010; Gilley, 2012), it remains focused on East Asia, particularly China,
while MENA is still understudied. Existing research on the region often stresses
vulnerability, adaptation, or water disputes, but gives less attention to how climate
narratives serve as instruments of political power. This article aims to address part
of that gap by examining how climate change securitisation in MENA operates
both as a governance tool and a means of legitimation. Here, climate security is
less about measurable risks than about deploying a strategic narrative rooted in
the logic of authoritarian rule. The study asks: how do authoritarian regimes in
MENA strategically employ climate security discourse, and to what ends? Focusing
on how risks are framed, narrated, and politicised in official discourse, the analysis
highlights the performative dimensions of climate diplomacy, showing how
security rhetoric can justify exceptional governance, marginalise civil society, and
enhance international standing. By centring discourse rather than policy metrics,
the article underscores the symbolic and legitimating roles of climate security in
authoritarian contexts, contributing to debates on securitisation, norm diffusion,
authoritarian legitimation, and the geopolitics of sustainability.

To explore these dynamics, the article uses a discourse analysis to understand
how political actors construct and securitize climate change as an existential threat
and whatresponses such framings authorize. Rather thanabroad policy comparison,
the study focuses on a small set of primary materials: high-level speeches at
COP27 and COP28, and national development plans and climate strategies from
Egypt, the United Arab Emirates, and Saudi Arabia. Treated as politically charged
narratives rather than neutral policy texts, these sources define problems, assign
blame, and assert authority. Thematic reading and close textual analysis reveal
recurring tropes and silences, noting how leaders select referent objects (nation,
economy, future generations) while excluding alternative perspectives. The narrow
empirical scope enables a focused view of discourse as a form of power, not merely
a reflection of material policy change. Understanding how MENA’s authoritarian
regimes frame climate change as a security issue requires an approach that captures
both the performative nature of political language and the structural asymmetries
it reflects. Securitisation theory provides this foundation, but a fuller account also
draws on scholarship on authoritarian environmentalism and the global politics of
sustainability. The next section outlines these theoretical underpinnings.

10.2. Climate Security and Authoritarian Governance: Theoretical
Framework

Over the past two decades, the conceptof climate security has gained momentum
in academic and policy debates, marking a shift in how environmental risks are
perceived and governed. No longer framed solely as ecological or developmental
challenges, climate change is increasingly cast as a threat with potentially

179



Contemporary Issues in the Middle East

destabilizing effects on national and international order. This reframing has brought
new political rhetoric and institutional measures, often couched in the language
of urgency and existential risk (Trombetta, 2008; McDonald, 2013). Within this
evolving discourse, securitisation theory provides a useful lens for examining how
issues are elevated to security threats, thereby justifying extraordinary political
action (Buzan et al, 1998, p. 26). At the heart of securitisation theory lies the
“speech act”. It is a performative move in which a political actor presents an issue
as an existential threat to a valued referent object, legitimizing the suspension of
normal politics in favour of exceptional measures (Buzan, Waver & de Wilde,
1998, p. 26). This process relies on audience recognition, as the framing must
be accepted for securitisation to succeed (Balzacq, 2005). In the climate context,
securitisation might involve portraying rising temperatures, sea-level rise, or
extreme weather as threats to national survival, economic stability, or geopolitical

balance (Baysal & Karakas, 2017, pp. 23-27).

The security logic is built on urgency, danger, and necessity, which can displace
more participatory or developmental approaches to environmental governance
(Barnett, 2003). In this sense, securitisation is inherently political, determining
who defines threats, who responds, and which voices are excluded. Despite its
value, securitisation theory has drawn criticism, particularly over its fit beyond
liberal-democratic settings. Also, much early work assumes that securitisation
depends on an audience capable of public deliberation, usually in open, pluralist
societies (Stritzel, 2007, pp. 369-374; Salter, 2008, pp. 323-328). In authoritarian
contexts, however, the “audience” may be a narrow set of elites, international
partners, or state-controlled media spheres. This raises the question of whether
securitisation requires genuine consent or merely the appearance of consensus
within tightly managed communication channels (Floyd, 2011, pp. 431-433).
Furthermore, the concept of securitisation, traditionally viewed as a process to
elicit action by framing issues as critical, also carries the risk of exacerbating
competition among states rather than fostering the necessary cooperation for
global challenges like climate change (Maertens, 2021).

On the other hand, more recent inquiries have extended securitisation
to authoritarian systems, where discursive acts are less about persuasion in a
deliberative sense and more about enacting authority (Vuori, 2008, pp. 68-72).
In such contexts, securitizing actors often monopolise the framing of threats and
the design of responses. Climate change as a security issue thus becomes a top-
down construct, embedded in broader strategies of regime legitimation and image
management. The objective may be less about securing public endorsement than
about signalling resolve, directing policy priorities, and cultivating an image of
responsible global leadership. This adaptation is essential for analysing climate
security discourse in the MENA region, where political structures decisively
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shape how threats are framed and operationalised. Despite its analytical utility,
securitisation theory has been criticised for its initial normative assumptions and
limited applicability in non-democratic settings. The original formulation by the
Copenhagen School posits the necessity of an audience capable of deliberation
and contestation, conditions typically characteristic of liberal-democratic societies
(Balzacq et al., 2015, pp. 502-504; Stritzel, 2007, pp. 362-364). In authoritarian
contexts, where public discourse is tightly controlled and dissent is often
criminalised, the notion of a “responsive audience” becomes problematic. Who
counts as the audience when political speech is monopolised by state actors, and
how is acceptance measured in the absence of open deliberation? To address these
questions, the necessity of focusing on the non-democratic regimes has become
more important. Some suggest that in such contexts, securitisation functions less
as a dialogic process and more as a performance of authority directed at selective,
strategically relevant audiences, such as ruling elites, international donors, or
controlled media environments (Vuori, 2008; Floyd, 2011). In this view, the
success of securitisation is not dependent on consent but on the ability of the
state to silence opposition, dominate the narrative space, and institutionalise
exceptionalism without contestation. Such adaptations are especially relevant
in regimes where the distinction between “securitising actor” and “audience” is
blurred, and where political power is embedded in discursive control.

Recent critiques have underscored the Eurocentric and civilisationist biases in
securitisation theory, calling for context-sensitive approaches that account for how
security discourse varies across political and cultural systems (Howell & Richter-
Montpetit, 2020; Ezeokafor & Kaunert, 2018). In MENA states, climate security
rhetoric is less about rational threat management and more about authoritarian
practices of image control, regime legitimation, and selective norm appropriation.
This aligns closely with authoritarian environmentalism, a model, first applied
to China, in which ecological goals are pursued through technocratic control,
centralised decision-making, and the marginalisation of public participation
(Beeson, 2010; Gilley, 2012; Eaton & Kostka, 2014; Guo et al., 2023). While
often praised for its efficiency, critics note that it prioritizes state control over
ecological justice, fostering repression, inequality, and silencing of affected
communities (Li & Shapiro, 2020). Though research has focused on East Asia,
the model is increasingly visible in the Middle East, where regimes advance top-
down climate initiatives like Saudi Arabia’s Green Middle East Initiative or the
UAE’s Masdar City, framed as visionary projects of enlightened rulers. Promoted
as symbols of modernisation, these projects operate within restricted civic spaces
where independent environmental activism is discouraged or criminalised, turning
environmental governance into a tool for state legitimation, national branding,
and elite consolidation.
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Closely linked to authoritarian environmentalism is the strategic deployment
of green diplomacy as a means of securing international legitimacy. Across regime
types, climate governance has become a stage for signalling alignment with global
priorities such as sustainability, resilience, and decarbonisation. For authoritarian
regimes, this offers a way to engage in high-profile climate negotiations
while recasting themselves as modern, forward-looking actors (Deitelhoff &
Zimmermann, 2019; Hickmann et al., 2021). Participation in events like COP27
and COP28 allows these states to showcase climate strategies, attract investment,
and deflect criticism over human rights or political repression. In MENA, green
diplomacy is often folded into national branding efforts that serve to legitimise
ruling elites, with initiatives such as the UAE’s Net Zero 2050 pledge or Saudi
Arabia’s circular carbon economy promoted as evidence of leadership in the energy
transition. Backed by sophisticated PR campaigns, international partnerships,
and multilateral pledges, these narratives present regimes as cooperative global
actors while obscuring centralised decision-making, opaque governance, and
the exclusion of dissent. In this light, green diplomacy is less a neutral arena for
cooperation than a curated discursive space where regimes engage in “normative
mimicry” or “strategic conformism” (Sending & Neumann, 20006), adopting the
language of climate leadership without embracing the reforms and accountability
such leadership entails.

Critical researches have long challenged the normative assumptions of global
environmental governance, noting how dominant climate discourses often
reproduce Global North—South hierarchies by privileging Western epistemologies
and institutional preferences (Mitchell, 2014). Concepts like “climate security”
can reinforce these inequalities, casting states as either responsible stewards or
potential threats depending on their alignment with Euro-American policy models.
In the MENA region, this dynamic is shaped by the area’s dual role as politically
repressive yet strategically vital within global energy and security networks. Gulf
regimes, for example, have positioned themselves as indispensable climate partners
with hosting summits, funding initiatives, and adopting sustainability rhetoric.
Such contradictions are rarely confronted in international climate forums, where
policy pledges overshadow governance concerns or human rights. This selective
engagement produces “climate silences” that marginalise environmental justice,
civic participation, and indigenous knowledge in favour of technical, elite-driven
solutions (Bond, 2012; Okereke, 2010). By foregrounding these silences, this
study aligns with calls to decolonize climate governance and interrogate the
political work embedded in ostensibly neutral environmental discourse.

Taken together, these perspectives offer a multidimensional framework for
understanding how climate security discourse operates in authoritarian contexts.
Securitisation focuses on the performative framing of climate risks as existential
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threats and on the political consequences of such framings, while its adaptation
to non-democratic settings shows how securitisation can occur without
public deliberation, functioning instead as an assertion of executive authority.
Authoritarian environmentalism highlights the top-down, technocratic character
of environmental governance in such regimes, and green diplomacy reveals how
international platforms like COP summits are used for symbolic legitimation.
Postcolonial critiques add a further layer, exposing the structural exclusions and
power asymmetries embedded in global climate discourse. Bringing these strands
together, this article examines how Egypt, the United Arab Emirates, and Saudi
Arabia frame and instrumentalise climate security, focusing not on the material
effectiveness of their actions but on the discourse itself — who speaks, what is
said or omitted, and to what political ends. The analysis aims to reveal how these
narratives both reflect and reinforce domestic power structures, while shaping
the regimes’ international positioning. In doing so, it situates MENA climate
diplomacy within broader debates on authoritarian legitimation, norm diffusion,
and the geopolitics of sustainability.

10.3. Methodology and Case Selection

This study employs a qualitative discourse analysis to examine how climate
security is framed and mobilised by authoritarian regimes in the Middle East
and North Africa. Rather than measuring the effectiveness of environmental
policy implementation or emissions reduction outcomes, the focus is on how
political language constructs climate change as a security issue, and what political
purposes this construction serves. Discourse is treated not as a neutral medium
but as a site where power is exercised, through the designation of threats, the
elevation of certain actors, and the marginalisation of others. This approach
aligns with securitisation theory’s emphasis on the performative dimensions of
security framing, while also drawing from critical discourse analysis traditions
that foreground the relationship between language and political authority. The
decision to adopt a discourse-centred approach stems from the study’s interest in
meaning-making, legitimation strategies, and the symbolic use of global norms.
In authoritarian settings, where public deliberation is limited and institutions are
tightly controlled, official discourse plays a crucial role in justifying governance
practices and shaping international perceptions. By analysing a select group of
state-authored documents, including national strategies and summit speeches,
the study secks to uncover how regimes construct climate-related narratives to
consolidate power, demonstrate leadership, and manage external expectations.
The methodological emphasis is thus not on the truth-value of these narratives,
but on their political function and rhetorical structure.

For its cases, this study focuses on Egypt, the United Arab Emirates, and
Saudi Arabia. These countries are chosen for their growing prominence in climate
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diplomacy and their deliberate use of climate security discourse at national and
global levels. Egypt hosted COP27 in 2022, the UAE presided over COP28 in
2023, and Saudi Arabia launched the Middle East Green Initiative. While the
Gulf monarchies have the resources for large-scale green projects, Egypt uses
climate visibility for geopolitical leverage. Despite these differences, all pursue
centralised, top-down agendas that emphasize national prestige and stability over
participatory governance, illustrating how climate security discourse functions
across varied authoritarian contexts in the region.

In terms of data sources and selection criteria, the empirical foundation of
this study is a focused corpus of official texts produced by the Egyptian, Emirati,
and Saudi governments, including speeches by state leaders and senior officials
at major climate summits (most notably COP27 and COP28) and national
strategy documents such as Egypt Vision 2030, Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030, and
the UAE’s Net Zero 2050 Strategic Initiative. These texts were chosen not for
their comprehensiveness but for their symbolic and discursive weight. As official
articulations of national climate agendas, they reveal how regimes construct their
image for both domestic and international audiences. This selection follows a
tradition in critical discourse analysis that treats elite-authored, high-level
documents as key sites of ideational production (Fairclough, 1995; Wodak &
Meyer, 2016). In authoritarian contexts, where independent media and civil
society are often curtailed, such state-authored texts play an outsised role in
shaping public meaning and institutional direction (Mittiga, 2021; Shen, 2024).
While the limited scope may constrain breadth, the aim is not generalisation but
close textual interpretation. These sources enable a fine-grained analysis of how
securitisation is enacted rhetorically — invoking existential risk, defining referent
objects, and silencing alternative frames, while simultaneously performing
responsibility, leadership, and control in line with broader regime objectives.

The documents were analysed using a qualitative, thematic discourse approach,
focusing on the core elements of securitisation from the Copenhagen School:
the securitizing actor, referent object, and invocation of exceptional measures or
urgency (Balzacq, 2011; Floyd, 2016). Attention was also given to “discursive
silences,” such as the omission of civil society, indigenous voices, or alternative
epistemologies, drawing on critical and postcolonial security scholarship (Howell
& Richter-Montpetit, 2020). The aim was to interpret how rhetorical moves,
like framing climate change as a “survival issue,” serve broader strategies of
legitimation and image management, while noting differences in framing and
tone across cases. The study’s scope is intentionally narrowed down to three cases
of the UAE, Saudi Arabia, and Egypt to prioritise depth over breadth. This enables
close examination of the symbolic and political work of climate security narratives
but leaves policy implementation and other dimensions outside its scope. The
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absence of interviews or civil society perspectives reflects both methodological
choice and resource constraints. The contribution lies in offering a theoretically
informed reading of how global environmental norms are selectively adapted to
serve regime-specific goals in authoritarian contexts. While the analysis relies
primarily on official documents and elite statements, this methodological focus is
deliberate. The exclusion of grassroots perspectives reflects the constraints typical
of authoritarian environments, where state dominance over the public sphere
turns silence itself into an object of inquiry.

10.4. Securitising Climate in the Middle East

The securitisation of climate change in authoritarian regimes is far from
uniform, shaped by each state’s political structure, discursive style, and
international ambitions. Egypt, the United Arab Emirates, and Saudi Arabia all
weave climate security into their national and diplomatic narratives, but in ways
that reflect distinct priorities and geopolitical goals. What they share is a top-
down discourse that stresses urgency, resilience, and leadership while side-lining
civic participation, environmental justice, and transparency. To explore these
differences, the next section employs a case-based discourse analysis of selected
summit speeches and strategic policy documents, asking how climate risks are
framed, who performs securitisation, what referent objects are highlighted, and
which perspectives are left out. Comparing these patterns shows that climate
security discourse in the MENA region is not merely imported from global norms
but actively refashioned to fit regime-specific agendas.

10.4.1. The United Arab Emirates

The United Arab Emirates has positioned itself as a leading actor in global
climate governance, most visibly as the host of COP28 in 2023. Framing itself as
a bridge between developed and developing nations, it advances initiatives like the
UAE Net Zero by 2050 strategy and renewable energy projects such as Masdar
City (Government of the UAE, 2021). Emirati officials present climate change as
both a moral duty and a geopolitical opportunity requiring swift, security-oriented
action. This makes the UAE a clear example of how authoritarian regimes can use
sustainability and climate security language to project international legitimacy
while retaining domestic control.

The securitisation of climate change in the UAE is performed primarily by
high-ranking state officials and technocratic elites, most notably by Dr Sultan
Al Jaber, the Minister of Industry and Advanced Technology and the COP28
President. In his keynote address at the opening of COP28, Al Jaber described
climate change as “the defining challenge of our era” and called on world leaders
to “act with the urgency of a system in crisis” (Al Jaber, 2023). Such language
frames the climate issue not as a long-term developmental concern but as an
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immediate, existential threat, typical of securitizing speech acts as theorised by
Buzan, Wever, and de Wilde (1998). The referent object in this discourse is
multifaceted: it includes future generations, national economic sustainability,
and regional geopolitical stability. For example, Al Jaber stated that “failing
to act now would be a betrayal of our children’s future,” a move that both
moralises and securitizes the issue by linking inaction with intergenerational
harm (Al Jaber, 2023). This framing is reinforced by the UAE’s Net Zero by
2050 Strategy, which presents climate change as a threat to national prosperity
and long-term resilience. The document warns that rising global temperatures
and resource stress “could jeopardize economic diversification goals,” thus
positioning the country’s development agenda itself as something that must be
defended (Government of the UAE, 2021). In both the speech and the strategy
document, securitisation occurs through the fusion of climate urgency with
national interest, where the state emerges as the sole capable actor protecting
a vulnerable and abstract collective: the economy, the future, the region. This
centralisation of agency is characteristic of securitisation in authoritarian
contexts, where the legitimacy of exceptional action rests not on public debate
but on elite performance and policy projection (Floyd, 2016; Vuori, 2008).

One of the defining features of securitisation in the UAE’s climate discourse is the
normalisation of exceptionalism through a technocratic and depoliticised narrative.
The language employed by Emirati officials consistently invokes urgency, crisis, and
irreversible consequences, yet the proposed solutions remain narrowly confined to state-
led innovation, private-sector partnerships, and large-scale infrastructure investments.
For instance, in his COP28 speech, Al Jaber asserted that “this is a moment for
transformational action, not incremental steps,” while simultaneously emphasizing
the need to “unlock trillions in climate finance” and “scale up technological solutions”
(AlJaber, 2023). These statements construct a logic of emergency that justifies
accelerated policy action, but they also reinforce the notion that only elite-driven,
capital-intensive interventions are viable, a hallmark of what Li (2007) terms the
“rendering technical” political problems. At the same time, the discourse is marked
by conspicuous silences. Nowhere in the UAE’s official climate narrative is there any
substantial reference to environmental justice, labour conditions in green industries,
or the role of civil society in shaping climate priorities (Al-Sarihi & Mason, 2020;
Dougherty et al., 2019; Koch, 2022). This strategic omission is not accidental but
deliberately functional. Because it enables the state to monopolise the climate agenda,
avoiding contentious topics that could invite critique or call for broader participation.
As Howell and Richter-Montpetit (2020) argue, securitisation in non-democratic
regimes often works not only through what is said, but through what is systematically
left unsaid. In the case of the UAE, the silence surrounding ecological accountability
and distributive equity ensures that climate security becomes a domain of executive
performance rather than democratic deliberation.
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Beyond its domestic function, the UAE’s climate security discourse plays a
central role in the state’s strategy of international image management. By adopting
the language of urgency, responsibility, and inclusivity, the regime positions itself
as a forward-thinking and cooperative actor in global climate governance. The
COP28 presidency offered a prime opportunity for this projection, from the
launch of the “UAE Consensus” to Al Jaber’s repeated calls for “bridging the
global divide,” the Emirati leadership carefully curated a narrative of multilateral
stewardship and pragmatic optimism (UNFCCC, 2023; COP28, 2023). This
aligns with what Deitelhoff and Zimmermann (2019) call “strategic norm
engagement,” wherein states embrace global norms not necessarily to internalise
them, but to enhance their legitimacy in international arenas.

The UAE’s climate diplomacy also shields it from criticism over human
rights, surveillance, and migrant labour. Environmental initiatives foster ties
with international institutions, corporations, and climate figures, projecting
the country as a model of transition leadership. Yet this curated image conceals
contradictions between its green ambitions and its hydrocarbon-dependent, elite-
driven economy. Here, climate leadership is less about structural change than about
symbolic positioning, illustrating how climate security discourse can serve both
domestic legitimation and transnational reputation-building under authoritarian
rule. The UAE demonstrates how climate security can serve both as a narrative of
urgency and a means of regime legitimation. By casting climate change as a threat
requiring decisive, centralised action, leaders present the state and its technocratic
elites as indispensable while sidestepping issues like fossil fuel dependence or
civic participation. This mix of securitisation, authoritarian environmentalism,
and green diplomacy boosts both domestic authority and international standing.
Similar dynamics are also seen in Saudi Arabia, the focus of the next section.

10.4.2. Saudi Arabia

Saudi Arabia’s climate security discourse balances its role as a major oil
exporter with its bid to rebrand as a sustainable actor in a post-carbon world.
Under Vision 2030 and the Saudi Green Initiative (SGI), the Kingdom promotes
afforestation, clean energy, and carbon circularity as both development goals
and security imperatives linked to economic diversification and social stability
(Abdelraouf & Nagasawa, 2023). Leaders describe climate change as a “strategic
challenge” demanding coordinated action, while insisting that the transition
must not undermine energy security or sovereignty. This dual narrative of climate
leadership and fossil fuel pragmatism illustrates how securitisation works within
an authoritarian, rentier-state embedded in the global fossil economy.

In Saudi Arabia, climate securitisation is primarily articulated through royal
and ministerial voices, with Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman serving as the
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central securitizing actor. His public statements consistently frame environmental
degradation as an urgent national concern tied directly to Saudi Arabia’s long-term
economic and geopolitical stability. For example, in announcing the launch of the
Saudi Green Initiative, the Crown Prince declared that “we reject the false choice
between preserving the economy and protecting the environment,” positioning
both as co-dependent referent objects (Thomas & Venema, 2022). Similarly,
Vision 2030 frames environmental sustainability as essential to maintaining
a “vibrant society, thriving economy, and ambitious nation”, a national trinity
frequently invoked in Saudi political discourse (Saudi Vision 2030, 2016). This
framing establishes a narrative in which the state itself, personified through the
monarchy, is the sole actor capable of protecting the country from ecological risk.
Climate change is presented not as a distant or diffuse phenomenon, but as a direct
threat to development goals, food and water security, and national prosperity. In
the Saudi Green Initiative’s promotional language, the Kingdom is cast as “leading
regional efforts” to combat desertification and emissions, implying that inaction
would jeopardize both domestic welfare and regional stability (Chaaben et al.,
2022). Through these rhetorical strategies, the regime solidifies its position as the
ultimate protector of the environment and the central planner of its management.
And simultaneously it is aligning with international climate action norms, albeit
selectively and without implementing substantial political reforms.

As in other contexts, Saudi Arabia’s climate discourse legitimizes exceptional
state action by framing environmental challenges as technical crises requiring
centralised, top-down solutions. This logic is especially evident in official SGI
communications, which emphasize large-scale afforestation programs, carbon
capture technologies, and renewable energy megaprojects such as NEOM
(About NEOM, n.d.; Yusuf & Abdulmohsen, 2022). These initiatives are
presented as “unprecedented steps” taken to “lead the Middle East into a green
era,” a formulation that normalises executive-led interventions without public
consultation or legislative oversight. In this context, climate security becomes
a domain of technocratic statecraft, administered by experts, sanctioned by the
monarchy, and shielded from political contestation. The discourse also contains
notablesilences. As can be seen in the recent initiatives, Saudi climate strategy makes
little mention of citizen participation, civil society, or the socio-environmental
costs of its extractive economy. Absent are discussions of the environmental toll
of oil production, water-intensive infrastructure, or the rights of communities
affected by mega-projects. Even in international forums, references to climate
justice remain abstract, framed in terms of “responsibility” and “collaboration”
rather than equity or redistribution. In Saudi Arabia, securitisation thus entails
not only making climate visible but rendering structural critique invisible.

Alongside its domestic narrative, Saudi Arabia’s climate security discourse also
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functions as a carefully calibrated tool of international image management. By
hosting regional summits, issuing joint statements, and participating in global
climate platforms, the Kingdom projects itself as a cooperative and responsible
actor aligned with global sustainability norms. Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman’s announcement of the Middle East Green Initiative in 2021, for instance,
was framed as a regional leadership move, promising to plant 50 billion trees and
reduce regional carbon emissions by more than 60%. This ambitious rhetoric
signals environmental concern: However, it often coexists uneasily with the regime’s
ongoing investment in fossil fuel infrastructure and its resistance to binding
international climate obligations. At events like COP28, Saudi representatives
have simultaneously advocated for climate cooperation and pushed back against
language phasing out fossil fuels, an ambivalence that reveals the limits of their
commitment (Lo, 2024). By presenting itself as both a climate reformer and a
custodian of global energy stability, the Kingdom acts along “strategic conformism”
(Sending & Neumann, 2006). It means adopting the aesthetics and vocabulary
of international norms without embracing their deeper political or institutional
implications. In doing so, Saudi Arabia leverages the symbolic capital of climate
security not only to deflect criticism but also to reassert sovereign control over the
pace and terms of its environmental transition.

The Saudi case shows how climate security discourse is used to balance economic
diversification, fossil fuel preservation, and international legitimacy. Through high-
level speeches, policy initiatives, and symbolic green pledges, the Kingdom presents
itself as both a victim of and a solution to climate risk, while tightly controlling
debate and side-lining structural critique. This securitisation model serves regime
durability as much as environmental protection. Similar dynamics appear in other
MENA regimes, including Egypt, which has developed its own version of climate
securitisation amid domestic repression and international scrutiny.

10.4.3. Egypt

Egypt plays a central role in regional climate diplomacy, hosting COP27
in 2022 and presenting its climate agenda as both a sign of vulnerability and
of leadership. Under Vision 2030 and the National Climate Change Strategy
(NCCS) (Ministry of Environment, n.d.), climate change is framed as a threat to
water security, food systems, and social stability, especially given Nile-dependent
agriculture and fiscal pressures. Leaders such as Foreign Minister Sameh Shoukry
have used this framing to seek international solidarity while tightly limiting
domestic participation. This blend of global visibility and restricted civic space
illustrates how authoritarian regimes securitize environmental risk to project
leadership abroad and maintain control at home.

In Egypt, climate securitisation is led predominantly by senior state officials,
particularly the President and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. During the lead-up
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to and throughout COP27, Foreign Minister Sameh Shoukry acted as the central
securitizing actor, repeatedly framing climate change as an existential challenge for
developing countries, since he was the COP27 president at that moment. In his
opening address at the summit, Shoukry described climate change as a “present
danger to human lives, livelihoods, and the foundations of peace,” asserting that
failure to act would constitute a collective threat to national and global stability
(UNFCCC, 2022). This framing draws on both moral and geopolitical claims.
It casts Egypt and similar nations as frontline victims of a crisis they did not
cause, while also positioning them as indispensable voices in shaping solutions.
The referent object in Egyptian discourse is twofold. Domestically, it is the state’s
capacity to provide essential services (particularly water and food security) in
the face of growing climate-induced stress on the Nile River and agricultural
productivity (UNFCCC, 2022). Internationally, it is the principle of global climate
justice, especially equitable access to finance and technology. Egypt’s National
Climate Change Strategy 2050 reflects this dual concern, emphasizing the need
to protect national resilience while simultaneously demanding that “responsibility
and support be equitably shared” (Ministry of Environment of Egypt, 2024). This
dual framing reinforces the regime’s role as both protector of national survival and
advocate for the Global South, even as it tightly regulates internal debate and civic
engagement on environmental issues.

Egypt’s climate discourse is marked by a strong emphasis on exceptionalism,
portraying the state as uniquely burdened and thus uniquely entitled to
centralised control (Barnes, 2015). Government rhetoric routinely presents
climate change as a compound crisis threatening water scarcity, food security, and
social unrest. This framing not only justifies top-down state planning but also
discourages broader societal engagement. For instance, in official climate strategy
documents, there is repeated emphasis on “strengthening national institutions and
emergency preparedness mechanisms,” with little discussion of civic participation
or democratic accountability (Ministry of Environment of Egypt, 2022). The
securitised tone implies that technical expertise and national unity, rather than
pluralistic dialogue, are the most appropriate tools for managing climate risks.
Conspicuously absent from the discourse are issues related to environmental
justice, local knowledge, and the role of civil society. Even during COP27, a
platform that typically allows for robust civil engagement, activist spaces were
heavily restricted, and public demonstrations were virtually absent (Human Rights
Watch, 2022). Topics such as pollution from mega-projects, forced relocations, or
the environmental costs of infrastructure expansion are rarely addressed in state
narratives. Instead, the discourse operates through a form of selective visibility:
problems that align with regime stability are amplified, while those that might
incite political criticism are marginalised.
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Hosting COP27 offered Egypt a rare opportunity to project itself as a climate
leader on the global stage. The summit was framed by Egyptian officials as “Africa’s
COP” with a strong emphasis on climate justice, loss and damage, and the needs
of vulnerable states (UNFCCC, 2022; State Information Service, 2022). Foreign
Minister Sameh Shoukry, acting as COP27 President, repeatedly called for
“transformative action” and a “just implementation” agenda, phrases that echoed
the demands of the Global South while positioning Egypt as a broker between
North and South (UNFCCC, 2022). The state-controlled media reinforced
this narrative, portraying Egypt not just as a victim of climate change but as a
responsible power amplifying African voices in multilateral forums.

However, this performance of green diplomacy stood in stark contrast
to domestic restrictions on civil society and environmental activism.
Numerous reports documented the repression of local environmental NGO,
surveillance of international delegates, and the exclusion of grassroots actors
from meaningful participation (Human Rights Watch, 2022). While Egypt
advocated globally for climate justice, it offered few channels for domestic
deliberation on environmental harms caused by its own development model
like water mismanagement or desertification linked to mega-infrastructure
projects. This duality reflects what Jasanoff and Martello (2004) term “civic
epistemology mismatch”, the public performance of normative alignment with
international values, without institutionalizing those norms at home. Egypt’s
climate diplomacy thus functions less as a vehicle for structural change than
as a strategy of reputational management, enabling the regime to accumulate
symbolic capital while maintaining political control.

Egypts climate discourse balances global engagement with domestic control.
Framing itself as a moral voice for the Global South (especially as COP27 host)
the regime invokes vulnerability and climate justice while restricting scrutiny and
side-lining civil society, thereby reinforcing a technocratic, securitised governance
model. This mirrors a wider regional trend in which climate security serves both
international legitimation and internal consolidation. With the UAE, Saudi
Arabia, and Egypt now examined, the next section offers a comparative reflection,
highlighting shared patterns such as exceptionalism, silencing dissent, and selective
adoption of global norms and of course alongside differences shaped by political
economies and foreign policy aims.

10.5. Comparative Reflections of Patterns and Divergences

The climate security discourses of the UAE, Saudi Arabia, and Egypt share a
core structure: framing climate change as an existential threat, invoking national
exceptionalism, and selectively adopting global norms. Yet important differences
arise from their distinct political economies, international ambitions, and state—
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society dynamics. The table below summarizes these patterns, capturing both the
common strategies and the variations in emphasis across the three cases.

Table 1

Summary of Climate Securitisation Discourse in the Middle East

. . United Arab Emirates . )
Dimension (UAE) Saudi Arabia Egypt

High-ranking state Foreign Minister

Securitisin; . Crown Prince, Ministr .
g officials, COP28 ? Y (COP27 President),
Actor(s) . of Energy, SGI leadership = ™"
leadership Presidential speeches
State stability, energy State resilience, economic National stability (food-
Referent Object diversification, national ~ diversification, energy ~ water), Global South
progress dominance solidarity
« L
P . » Unprecedented action,” »
Existential threat, o P . »  “Present danger,
Speech Acts /., tional bilicv” climate leadership, “Aftica’s COD” “iust
. national responsibili . rica’s ” “jus
Rhetoric w .P o ¥ “Middle East Green . . ,,J
green transition . implementation
Initiative
. 1. Justifies technocratic, Centralised mega- Crisis framing to justify
Exceptionalism . .
. top-down climate projects as necessary state state monopoly over
Indicators . .
solutions responses climate strategy
R Absence of critiques Omission of pollution,
. . No civil society or labour . .
Discursive . . . of fossil dependency, forced displacement,
A voices, no discussion of . .
Silences . - . human rights, or repression of
carbon-intensive projects . . .
displaced populations  environmental NGOs
G Leader of SGI, climate ~ COP27 host, voice of
reen . L . . o
. Host of COP28, regional cooperation discourse,  Africa, climate justice
Diplomacy & . . .
Imace green finance hubs simultaneous fossil advocate, but with deep
8 expansion civic suppression
Norm Strategic adaptation of ~ Symbolic leadership Selective alignment with
Appropriation global norms to sustain ~ while resisting binding  international values for
Strategy soft power obligations reputational gain

The comparative matrix highlights how authoritarian environmentalism takes
shape in practice. The UAE projects techno-optimism and market positioning,
Saudi Arabia pairs symbolic leadership with energy realpolitik, and Egypt casts
itself as a justice-oriented mediator for the Global South despite domestic
repression. These differences reflect distinct approaches to legitimacy, state
capacity, and regional ambition, yet all share a common logic: using securitisation
to centralise authority, depoliticize debate, and manage international image
under the guise of climate concern. Despite notable variations in regime type and
economic structure, the climate security discourses of the UAE, Saudi Arabia,
and Egypt converge on a shared logic that frames environmental risk as a matter
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of national survival and elite stewardship. In each case, exceptionalism serves to
justify the centralisation of climate governance, presenting the state as uniquely
positioned and solely capable of addressing the crisis. This framing constructs an
atmosphere of urgency that delegitimizes dissent and limits deliberative space.
For instance, generally the UAE promotes a narrative of enlightened technocracy,
Saudi Arabia emphasizes visionary leadership under the Crown Prince (Krane,
2019), and Egypt invokes civilisational fragility linked to Nile water security
(Barnes, 2015). Yet all three portray climate change as too complex or urgent for
pluralistic politics.

This discursive architecture also facilitates depoliticisation. Climate change is
largely narrated through a technical or managerial language, obscuring the role
of power, inequality, and contested development models. Civil society actors
are absent, muted, or co-opted across all three regimes (Human Rights Watch,
2022; Freedom House, 2023). Finally, each country strategically appropriates
global environmental norms not to fully internalise them but rather to enhance
international legitimacy. This selective adoption of sustainability rhetoric without
structural reform mirrors what Morin and Orsini (2014) describe as “instrumental
norm uptake”, where global discourses are filtered through domestic logics of regime
durability. Thus, securitisation becomes less of a tool for urgent environmental
protection than a means to govern risk in ways that consolidate political authority.

The rhetorical divergences observed among the three cases are not incidental
but rooted in differing structures of political economy and legitimacy. The UAE’s
discourse reflects a post-rentier ambition to construct a technocratic identity;
Saudi Arabia’s narrative centers on preserving moral and economic leadership
amid global transitions; and Egypt’s emphasis on justice and vulnerability stems
from its dependency on external finance and international legitimacy. These
underlying logics explain why each regime adopts a distinct tone while sustaining
similar patterns of control and depoliticisation.

Beneath the shared logic of securitisation, the climate discourses of the UAE,
Saudi Arabia, and Egypt are shaped by distinct political economies that generate
varying interests and incentives. The UAE has positioned itself as a leader in green
capitalism, using its oil wealth to finance renewable energy megaprojects like
Masdar City and to host climate summits such as COP28. This enables the regime
to rebrand itself as a forward-looking innovator while diversifying its economy away
from fossil fuel dependency (Luomi, 2014). In contrast, Saudi Arabia’s discourse
reflects a more cautious balancing act. The kingdom remains deeply tied to oil
exports and has resisted binding climate commitments, even as it invests in carbon
capture and afforestation programs under the Saudi Green Initiative (Krane, 2019;
Aydin & Krane, 2021). The rhetoric of climate leadership is thus nested within a
broader strategy to maintain energy hegemony under the guise of sustainability. On
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the other hand, Egypt’s position differs again. Unlike the Gulf monarchies, Egypt
lacks the fiscal space to launch grand techno-green initiatives, but it compensates
with diplomatic visibility and moral framing. These differing economic contexts
produce not only different climate strategies but also different types of securitizing
speech acts each reinforcing the regime’s underlying political calculus.

All three regimes under study have engaged in highly visible performances
of climate leadership on the international stage, using green diplomacy to
bolster regime legitimacy and expand soft power. The UAE’s climate diplomacy
is embedded in a broader strategy of global branding. By hosting COP28 and
positioning itself as a hub for green finance and innovation, the Emirati leadership
seeks to cultivate an image of modernity and pragmatism that appeals to both
Western allies and global investors (Koch, 2024). These efforts are not merely
symbolic. They allow the regime to deflect criticism of its domestic constraints
while attracting prestige and economic partnerships.

Saudi Arabia has followed a similar path, though with a distinct emphasis on
regional leadership. The launch of the Saudi and Middle East Green Initiatives
signalled the kingdom’s intent to become a climate agenda-setter in the Arab
world, even as it continues to prioritize fossil fuel revenues. These initiatives,
frequently cited in international forums, serve dual purposes: they present the
Crown Prince as a visionary reformer while shielding the regime from demands
for systemic energy transitions (Aydin & Krane, 2021). Egypt, in turn, capitalised
on its COP27 presidency to position itself as a moral voice for the Global South.
By amplifying calls for climate justice, loss and damage financing, and equitable
adaptation support, Egyptian officials sought to link national interests with
broader normative claims.

While this study has focused on elite and institutional discourses, the exclusion
of civil society perspectives is itself revealing. In many Middle Eastern authoritarian
settings, environmental NGOs and grassroots initiatives operate under significant
restrictions, which reproduces the very discursive silences analysed in this study.
Future research could integrate these suppressed or informal narratives to reveal
how policy implementation and everyday environmental struggles complicate
official climate rhetoric. Such an approach would offer a more holistic view of
how green authoritarianism functions in practice.

Taken together, the discursive strategies observed in the UAE, Saudi Arabia,
and Egypt illustrate how climate securitisation functions as a versatile tool for
regime governance in the Middle East. While each case reflects its own political
economy and rhetorical emphasis, they all converge on a common logic: framing
climate change as a security issue enables the centralisation of authority, masks
contested policy choices, and projects international responsibility without
necessarily embracing transformative change. In doing so, these regimes construct
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what might be termed “green authoritarian legitimacy”, a model that blends
selective norm adoption with technocratic posturing and symbolic diplomacy.
The final section turns to the broader implications of these findings, offering
reflections on the risks and limits of securitised environmental governance in
authoritarian contexts.

10.6. Conclusion

This article has examined how Egypt, the United Arab Emirates, and Saudi
Arabia employ the discourse of climate security to advance domestic consolidation
and international legitimation. Despite significant political, economic, and
geographical differences, the analysis has demonstrated an interesting convergence:
in all three cases, climate change is framed as an existential threat demanding
centralised, exceptional responses. This securitised framing elevates the state as the
sole legitimate actor, side-lines civil society, and positions environmental governance
as a technocratic and depoliticised domain. By selectively adopting global climate
norms while suppressing local contestation, these regimes construct what may be
termed green authoritarianism which is a governance model that performs climate
leadership outwardly while reinforcing hierarchical control at home.

Comparative analysis reveals both commonalities and divergences. The
UAE projects itself as a hub of green capitalism, investing in megaprojects
and branding itself as a bridge between North and South, while its discourse
conspicuously omits labour rights, social equity, and fossil fuel dependency.
Saudi Arabia, by contrast, balances its status as a fossil fuel giant with an
ambition to lead regional green initiatives, presenting itself simultaneously as
a climate pioneer and an energy hegemon. Its rhetoric of visionary leadership
under the Crown Prince intertwines climate action with national pride and
sovereignty, masking the structural contradictions of continued hydrocarbon
dependence. Egypt, lacking the Gulf monarchies’ fiscal resources, compensates
with diplomatic visibility and moral claims, particularly as host of COP27. By
framing itself as a spokesperson for the Global South and climate justice, it
secures reputational capital abroad even while severely restricting civic space
at home. These variations underscore how securitisation adapts to distinct
political economies and geopolitical ambitions, yet all operate within the same
authoritarian logic of centralisation and controlled visibility.

At the regional level, these cases illustrate how climate discourse in the Middle
East functions as both a domestic legitimation strategy and a diplomatic resource.
Securitizing climate change allows regimes to claim urgency, mobilise financial flows,
and showcase alignment with international norms, while avoiding deeper reforms
that would empower civil society or challenge entrenched political economies. In
this sense, the regional trajectory of climate diplomacy reflects not merely policy
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choices but broader patterns of authoritarian governance: the state monopolises
environmental narratives, frames itself as the protector against existential risk,
and uses green diplomacy to buffer criticism over human rights or repression. The
result is a politics of selective compliance and reputational management (what
might be called a securitised green diplomacy) where climate urgency is leveraged
more for regime survival than for transformative environmental outcomes.

Theoretically, these findings refine and extend securitisation theory. They
show that in authoritarian contexts, the “audience” of securitisation is not a
deliberative public but rather a constellation of elites, international actors, and
controlled media spheres. Here, securitisation does not invite contestation but
instead enacts authority, legitimizing exceptional measures and foreclosing
alternative framings. The Middle Eastern cases highlight how securitisation loses
emancipatory potential when it is embedded in authoritarian environmentalism:
urgency becomes a tool of discipline, and existential framing justifies opaque,
exclusionary governance. These dynamics underscore the need to re-examine
the normative assumptions of securitisation theory and to consider how security
language functions under non-democratic conditions.

For policymakers and international organisations, these findings underscore
the importance of distinguishing genuine environmental reform from
performative climate diplomacy. Supporting transparency mechanisms, fostering
independent environmental research, and ensuring the participation of non-
state actors are crucial for countering greenwashing tendencies. International
cooperation in the region should move beyond financial or technological support
to establish stronger accountability frameworks and inclusive monitoring
mechanisms that prevent sustainability from being monopolised by state elites.

Ultimately, the discourse of climate security in the Middle East raises
profound questions about the future of both environmental governance
and authoritarian durability. While such narratives may generate short-
term legitimacy and international visibility, they risk entrenching structural
dependencies, marginalizing vulnerable communities, and undermining the
long-term resilience needed to address ecological crises. High-profile declarations
and green megaprojects mask continued fossil fuel dependence and limited
domestic reform, amounting to state-led greenwashing (Koch, 2024). What
appears as leadership on the global stage may amount domestically to state-
led greenwashing, where symbolic pledges mask limited reform. Addressing the
climate crisis in this region, therefore, requires not only technical or financial
innovation but also greater attention to questions of participation, justice,
and power. Future research should broaden the empirical scope to include
other MENA states, trace the role of transnational civil society, and compare
authoritarian and democratic securitisations of climate change. Such inquiries
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would deepen our understanding of how global norms are strategically adapted
and how security discourse can both stabilise and destabilise regimes. For now,
the cases of Egypt, the UAE, and Saudi Arabia show that climate securitisation
in the Middle East is less a pathway to transformative climate action than a
mechanism of green authoritarian legitimacy which is a strategy that manages
risks, maintains control, and projects leadership while leaving structural
inequalities unresolved. As the climate crisis deepens, urgent calls risk being co-
opted to entrench power under the guise of responsibility. Future research should
expand to other regional cases, integrate civil society perspectives, and compare
authoritarian and democratic securitisations to better understand how different
regimes engage with risk, legitimacy, and environmental futures. Rethinking
climate security will require not only policy innovation but also conceptual
frameworks that address power, exclusion, and ecological justice together.
Ultimately, engaging with climate governance in authoritarian contexts requires
not only empirical scrutiny but also normative reflection on how sustainability
can be advanced without reinforcing patterns of control.
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