Nnited States Denate

WASHINGTON, DC 20510
March 11, 2025

The Honorable Peter Hegseth
Secretary of Defense
Department of Defense

1000 Defense Blvd
Washington, VA 20301

Dear Secretary Hegseth:

We write regarding our concerns that your threats to cut climate programs at the Department of
Defense (DoD) will jeopardize our national security, putting thousands of American lives and
billions of American taxpayer dollars at risk.

You recently suggested that the DoD will cut “climate programs,” implying that these programs
do not contribute to the “business of deterring and winning wars.”' But surely, as a Secretary of
Defense that claims to be “laser focused on warfighting,”* you are aware that military experts
have highlighted the security implications of climate change and the threat it poses to future
operations for years.

Since the 1990s, across Democratic and Republican administrations, including during President
Trump’s first administration, countless military officials, generals, and admirals have explained
the extent to which climate change affects the military’s operations and defense strategies.’ In
2007, a group of 11 retired three- and four-star generals released a report warning that:

The consequences of climate change can affect the organization, training,
equipping, and planning of the military services. The U.S. military has a clear
obligation to determine the potential impacts of climate change on its ability to
execute its missions in support of national security objectives. Climate change can
act as a threat multiplier for instability in some of the most volatile regions of the
world, and it presents significant national security challenges for the United
States.*

In 2017, the Republican-controlled Congress declared that “it is the sense of Congress that...
climate change is a direct threat to the national security of the United States...”” During the first
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Trump Administration, over 20 senior officials at the DoD also raised concerns about the
security implications of climate change, including Secretary of Defense James Mattis who
recognized that “the effects of a changing climate — such as increased maritime access to the
Arctic, rising sea levels, desertification, among others — impact our security situation.”® These
warnings are based on the very real and expensive impacts that climate change has already
caused.

Over the past decade, extreme weather exacerbated by climate change has caused billions of
dollars of damage to DoD installations’ and degraded operational readiness.® In 2018, hurricanes
caused over $8 billion in damage to Camp Lejune and Tyndall Air Force Base,’ while flooding at
Offutt Air Force Base in 2019 has cost over $1 billion and counting.'® The Air Force estimates
that rebuilding Andersen Air Force Base in Guam, which was struck by Typhoon Mawar in
2023, will cost nearly $9.7 billion."" These costs do not even account for the training time lost or
the man-hours expended by the DoD on recovery operations. Just last year, more than 6,500
National Guard members, 250 members of the Army Corps of Engineers, and 100 Marines
mobilized to recovery efforts after Hurricanes Helene and Milton devastated the Florida Gulf
Coast,'? while many more responded to fight fires in Oregon, Tennessee, West Virginia,
Massachusetts, Texas," and California.'*

In addition to threatening an estimated $387 billion worth of military infrastructure,'® failing to
mitigate climate impacts also risks the increasingly brittle'® defense industrial base.'” As the
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Government Accountability Office reported, “excluding climate change and extreme weather
considerations will limit DOD’s ability to anticipate and manage climate-related risks faced by
its contractors so as to build resilience into its [acquisition and supply] processes, and could
jeopardize its ability to carry out its missions.”"® Storms like Hurricane Katrina, which decimated
Ingalls Shipbuilding in Pascagoula," where Arleigh Burke-class (DDG 51) destroyers are
assembled, and Hurricane Matthew, which damaged Norfolk Naval Shipyard,® highlight the
precarious positions of many critical links in the defense industrial base.

Climate change poses significant operational risks as well. A recent RAND study on the effects
of climate change on operational risk in INDOPACOM found, “even mild degradation could
make a pronounced difference in warfighting outcomes.””' In the Western Pacific, climate
change is creating challenges for the United States’ efforts to project force and credibly deter
Chinese aggression. For example, critical locations in the Second Island Chain, such as
Kwajalein Atoll, home to the brand new billion dollar “Space Fence” surveillance system,* face
sea level rise and overwash that may render the atoll uninhabitable within 20 years.?
Simultaneously, the intensity of tropical cyclones like the one that struck Guam,* is growing.”
China is taking advantage of the economic strain that climate change is putting on Pacific Island
nations to claw away support for Taiwan, further eroding U.S. influence and operational
flexibility in the region.*

As Secretary of Defense, your first duty is to the United States and the Soldiers, Sailors, and
Airmen you now lead, not any political mission. As experts on our nation’s defense policy have
concluded, “it is vital for the joint force to be informed by the best available climate science
about the acute and chronic effects of climate change.”*” We urge you to listen to them, and to
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provide answers to the following questions on how you will address the threat that climate
change poses to the Department’s warfighting mission by no later than March 26, 2025:

1. How do investments in resilient infrastructure, energy independence, and operational
agility in changing climates make the U.S. armed forces less lethal?

2. The DoD Directive 4715.21, Climate Change Adaptation and Resilience, requires
mission planning and execution to include: (1) Identification, assessment, and monitoring
of the effects of climate change on the DoD mission, (2) Taking those effects into
consideration when developing plans and implementing procedures, (3) Anticipating and
managing any risks that develop as a result of climate change to build resilience.” How
will eliminating these requirements increase the DoD’s capacity to deter and win wars?

3. The DoD’s Climate Adaptation Plan lays out the DoD’s strategy to “ensure the DOD can
operate under changing climate conditions, preserving operational capability and
enhancing the natural and man-made systems essential to the Department’s success.
How will your cuts to these initiatives facilitate a lethal force?

4. How do you intend to enable an operationally relevant future force in the Western Pacific
without accurate climate assessments of the battlespace?

5. Bloomberg estimates that $387 billion worth of military infrastructure will be imperiled
by climate changes within the next 25 years.** How do you plan to:

a. Prevent the reduction of operational capacity associated with the loss of that
infrastructure?
b. Mitigate these losses?

6. Will the DoD support initiatives by partners in the defense industrial base to become
more climate-resilient?

7. Since 2015, how many members of the National Guard have been engaged in disaster

9929

relief operations?
Sincerely,
M T F ¢a
MmN A
Elizhbeth Warren Mazie K. Hirono
United States Senator United States Senator
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