
 
 

 

SUMMARY

HUMANITARIAN ASSISTANCE AND DISASTER RELIEF OPERATIONS IN 

RESPONSE TO CLIMATE-RELATED DISASTERS: WHAT ROLE AND 

CHALLENGES FOR FRENCH ARMED FORCES?

May 2024 

Synthèse 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© IRIS - All rights reserved 

 

The Defence and Climate Observatory, launched in December 2016, aims to study 

climate-related security and defence issues. 

It is coordinated by IRIS as part of the contract carried out on behalf of the French 

Ministry of Defence's Directorate General for International Relations and Strategy 

(DGRIS). The Observatory's multi-disciplinary team includes researchers 

specializing in international relations, security, defence, migration, energy, 

economics, climatology and health. It is directed by Julia Tasse and François 

Gemenne. 

The Observatory has initiated numerous collaborations with European partners 

(Netherlands, Luxembourg) and international partners (Australia, United States, 

India), international NGOs and national and international public bodies. These 

initiatives have strengthened cooperation on climate issues and their security 

implications. 

The Climate and Defence Observatory produces reports and notes, organises 

restricted seminars and conferences open to the public, and hosts the podcast 

"On the climate front". 

www.defenseclimat.fr/en    
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The Ministry of Defence regularly calls upon private research institutes for 

outsourced studies, using a geographical or sectoral approach to complement 

its external expertise. These contractual relationships are part of the 

development of the defence foresight approach, which, as emphasised in the 

latest White Paper on Defence and National Security, "must be able to draw on 

independent, multidisciplinary and original strategic thinking, integrating 

university research as well as specialised institutes". 

 

Many of these studies are made public and available on the Ministry of Defence 

website. In the case of a study published in part, the Directorate General for 

International Relations and Strategy may be contacted for further information. 

 

DISCLAIMER: The Directorate General for International Relations and Strategy 

or the organisation leading the study cannot be held responsible for the 

statements made in the studies and observatories, nor do they reflect an 

official position of the Ministry of Defence. 
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                                                                                                            NOTE  I  May 2024 

This note analyses climate change impacts on humanitarian assistance and disaster relief (HADR) 

operations carried out by the French armed forces in response to climate-related disasters. It is 

divided into three parts: climate change impacts on the evolution of HADR operations in France along 

with the operational and capability consequences for French armed forces (I), followed by an analysis 

of the use of HADR operations abroad as a lever for military influence and power by nations active in 

this field such as the United States, China, France, India and Australia (II). Finally, three foresight 

scenarios for 2050 are suggested along with recommendations for the Ministry of Armed forces (III).  

 

I. Climate change, natural disasters and emergency response (HADR) 

 

This first part sets out how extreme weather events are set to increase in frequency and intensity as a 

result of climate change, in France as in most countries around the world. French territories, both in 

mainland France and overseas, are facing an increasing number of extreme weather events such as 

floods, landslides, cyclones and forest fires. As these events multiply, risks spread to different regions 

of France that were previously not, or were less, exposed to such hazards. Increased local 

vulnerabilities represent a major challenge for emergency services, which must adapt to meet these 

new challenges. 

In France, in response to extreme weather events, civil protection and civil protection military units 

(ForMiSC) provide emergency assistance to disaster-stricken victims. Civil protection missions in 

response to climate disasters are marked by peaks in activity over the 2017-2024 period. The climate 

hazards to which the ForMiSC are called upon to respond are also becoming increasingly diverse. The 

number of HADR operations carried out by French armed forces in response to climate disasters has 

increased by 200% between 2007 and 2023, in response to requests from civil protection forces at 

local, departmental or zonal levels.  

The increased commitment of armed forces has led to operational and capability challenges, as well 

as a wider reflection on civil protection missions of armed forces. One of these challenges is the over-

solicitation of air capabilities, which are the primary resources mobilised in the event of climate-

related disasters. In addition, given the increasing vulnerability of French overseas territories to 

climate-related disasters, the lack of human and material resources, particularly airborne resources, 

of civil protection forces and armed forces pre-positioned in the French overseas territories, led, for 

example, to the use of forces from mainland France after hurricane Irma hit the Antilles in 2017. Finally, 

it is worth highlighting the significant lack of climate risk-related culture in mainland France. These 
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climate change adaptation gaps of civil protection units contribute to the risk of French armed forces 

losing their capacity to cope with the increase and intensification of climate disasters.  

 

II. HADR operations abroad in response to climate-related disasters: a 

growing lever of influence and power 

 

France participated in numerous HADR interventions, on all continents, and in response to all types of 

disasters. However, the United States (US) and China are the most active countries in this field, 

distinguishing themselves specifically by the geographical extent of their interventions. The Sino-

American rivalry is also evident in the field of HADR operations abroad, insofar as the Chinese People 

Liberation Army intervenes in response to climate-related disasters in areas considered by the US to 

be its “backyard”. In return, the US are investing in the Indo-Pacific, notably through a proactive policy 

of humanitarian aid, thanks, for example, to the mobilisation of the US army within at least fourteen 

HADR operations abroad since 2010.  

Many countries are involved in HADR operations abroad to support allied states, or to intervene on 

the territory of states that are part of influence projection strategies. In this context, the ability of 

states to deploy military means for HADR operations abroad becomes a structuring factor of soft 

power, with the aim of improving their reputation and influence within disaster-stricken populations 

and/or their governments. Some countries are therefore engaging in "disaster diplomacy", hoping 

their interventions will have the potential to improve relations on the international stage.  

Finally, military powers use HADR operations abroad as opportunities to deploy and project military 

means serving diplomatic and power objectives. Indeed, these interventions, and the exercises set 

up to prepare them, are an opportunity to encourage military cooperation, between allies or with new 

partners, to demonstrate national military capabilities, and to deploy forces on the territory of another 

state. The climate vulnerability of a state thus becomes an issue of sovereignty and strategy, insofar 

as a particularly exposed or vulnerable state will potentially have to accept help from other states on 

its territory. 
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III. Foresight and recommendations 

Foresight scenarii 

Scenario 
Critical factors and the geopolitical situation 

in the region 
Geopolitical consequences, consequences for 

France and impact on French armed forces 

Loss of influence in 
the Mediterranean. 

• In 2046, Egyptian coastal cities are 
gradually sinking, creating strong 
demographic pressure in urban areas. 

• Tensions around the Jordan River and 
between the European Union and China 

France, due to a lack of capabilities, lets China 
establish itself as a pillar of humanitarian aid 
in Egypt, which illustrates its military and 
technological superiority. It triggers risk of 
cyber-espionage for French armed forces. 

Humanitarian crisis 
in the South Pacific 

Despite the gradual marine submersion, 
French Polynesia lacks a climate-related risk 
culture in 2050, and local armed forces are 
insufficiently pre-positioned. 
The region is seeing a deterioration in the 
FRANZ alliance, while India has become the 
world's third largest power. 

France is in a situation of military capability 
breakdown, which leads to a position of 
capability dependence on India and Japan. 
Civil unrest is rising in addition to a disastrous 
humanitarian record, affecting France's role 
as a provider of humanitarian aid in the Indo-
Pacific. 

Operational dilemma 
in mainland France. 

In the Northern hemisphere in 2045, the risk 
of terrorism has increased, and nationalist 
and isolationist ideas have spread and 
strengthened. The rise of anti-Westernism is 
gaining ground in the Southern hemisphere. 

The resources of the French and European 
armed forces are outstripped when it comes 
to fighting forest fires. 
France and its European partners are losing 
influence as for HADR operations abroad, to 
the benefit of Eastern European countries 
that maintain close relations with Russia. 

 

 

Recommendations 

These recommendations have been drawn up in order of importance, considering several factors: the 

strategic interest for armed forces, along with the capabilities, role and priorities of the Ministry of 

Armed forces in relation to civil protection missions. 

1 
Anticipate the increase in requests, from civil protection forces, of armed forces to 

conduct HADR operations abroad in response to climate-related disasters. 

2 
Ensure redundancy of the most critical military capabilities on national territory to 

guarantee greater autonomy for French overseas territories. 

3 Strengthen international cooperation in the field of HADR operations abroad. 

4 
Ensure the resilience of defence systems in the event of climate-related disasters, to 

maintain emergency response capabilities. 

5 
Contribute to the development of a risk culture within the French population, adapted to 

climate risks of each territory. 
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Appendix 1. Map: France's foreign HADR operations in response to climate-related disasters (2010-2023)1 
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