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The occurrence of natural, technological and man-made disasters tends to increase in 
frequency and intensity, which could result in national and international security 
issues. This paper analyses how continental Europe has tools at its disposal which 
could benefit from a coordinated approach to face upcoming challenges. The unique 
set of characteristics of the military is reviewed as a possible added value in disaster 
management.  
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The spectrum of future threats is highly volatile and in a lot of 

instances disruptive in nature: pandemics and other health risks are more 

than sanitary problems as they could be source for future conflict. This is just 

one example amongst others like demography, migration, urbanisation, 

growing energy demand (as a consequence of which sources and supply 

routes are strained), climate change (desertification, water shortages, crop 

failures and floods), and the related future societal shifts. These examples 

may be experienced as stressors in our future security landscape. The 2008 

Belgian Ministry of Defence Policy (De Crem, 2008 & 2012) stressed that the 

role of the military extends beyond its role as hard security supplier: the 

evolving security landscape will force the military to be adaptive and focus 

on new security issues before they become disruptive in nature: amongst 

those listed, natural and technological emergencies could have major 

consequences in case of disaster as was exemplified by the Hurricane Katrina 

in south-east America and the Fukushima-Dai-ichi incident in Japan. NATO’s 

new strategic concept highlighted the importance of this new environment 

for future tasks in the alliance as “key environmental and resource 

constraints, including health risk, climate change, water scarcity and 

increasing needs will further shape the future security environment in areas 

of concern to NATO and have the potential to significantly affect NATO 

planning and operations.” (NATO, 2010). 

 The military dimension of disaster relief is part of new security 

challenges. Alternative use of the military in other roles than the exertion of 

hard power is an issue for major powers today (Brzoska, 2012): 

“Russia and China are the largest military powers after the United 

States, so the perception of the issue in these two countries is of particular 

concern for future international security. To thoroughly understand the 

current and future state of climate change affairs in the militaries in these four 

countries, four core issues can be compared: reductions of greenhouse gas 

emissions by armed forces; dangers that climate change poses to military 

installations, primarily through raised sea levels; potential conflict in the 

Introduction 
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Arctic; and military operations in crisis situations, including wars and 

disaster relief”. 

This paper, as an extension of a study paper on disaster management 

(Smedts, 2012), will concentrate on the disaster relief part of military 

involvement, rather than on the security implications of climate change. It 

would be interesting to compare the potential of aforementioned countries 

and to broach an image of possible new pathways for the use of military 

assets in a new role against the backdrop of reduced economic freedom. Our 

approach will therefore focus on the European and occasionally on the 

Belgian case. The Chief of Belgian Defence endorsed the importance of 

disaster management in a supranational context as an additional task of 

Defence in which partnerships will become more important (Delcour, 2010).  

 Coordination between various actors will be paramount for proper 

disaster management in the future and due to its unique characteristics, the 

military may become an actor of importance in disaster management and 

disaster relief. Not only could it be equally stricken as its infrastructure and 

weapon systems could be hit by natural or man-made disasters, but military 

assets could also play a key role to increase resilience. For both preventive 

and curative measures, there could be an increased role to play by the 

military. This study aims to shed light on these aspects. First, the strategic 

framework and the medium-term expectations will be outlined: as will be 

noticed, the traditional threat perception is distorted and impacts on the 

strategy and decision-making in the context of natural and man-made 

disasters on the European continent. A second part of the paper will focus on 

the institutional context: actors and resources operating and interacting with 

the constraint of disaster management in a new security environment will be 

briefly reviewed. The principle of disaster planning in the supranational 

framework with national responsibilities will pave the way for the 

examination of military implications and consequences for the benefit of 

improved planning and implementation of assistance. An additional role 

description of military activities will be highlighted and possible new tasks 

will be reviewed in order to find how the military, within the proposed 

framework and against the backdrop of the assessed threat environment, can 

achieve an added value. We will see that specific capabilities are essential and 
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enable for disaster planning. From the start of this exercise it must be 

understood that additional assignments not belonging to the actual “core 

business” of the military are incompatible with budget cuts. Might decision-

makers consider an increased role for the military in disaster management to 

be one of the priorities in the future, one has equally to think about freeing 

additional resources in the budgetary and staffing envelope: resilience and 

security have their prices. 
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Different trends and scenarios leading to the emergence of more 

frequent technological or natural disasters on the medium and long term for 

Europe. Each one of these scenarios results in specific risks, hence safety 

implications: military forces experience consequences in their preparedness 

against the backdrop of the revised security environment. As a consequence 

of climate change, natural disasters on the European continent are expected 

to be more and more frequent. The increase of global temperatures will result 

in sea-level rise, ocean acidification, and possible change in thermohaline 

circulation, increased atmospheric instability and changes in rainfall pattern 

(Christensen, Alcamo, Gupta et al. 2007). The geographical spread of 

consequences on the European continent are given in figure 1: especially the 

reduced income for southern countries (in yellow on the figure) due to 

changed conditions (resulting in for example reduced crop yield or reduced 

tourism) could deteriorate the consequences of the economic and financial 

crisis. 

The European situation requires specific means to deal with conflicting 

phenomena like drought in the south of the continent and storms or floods in 

the north. Respective means to improve agricultural exploitation (stronger 

species and better irrigation) and flood containment measures (dikes and 

retaining walls) will be paramount. Global phenomena however, cannot be 

held back by adaptive measures: in that respect, disaster management will 

only gain in importance in the future. 

1. Disaster trends and costs 
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Figure 1: Geographical spread of consequences in Europe (Alcamo et al., 

2007). 

 
  

Additionally, technological disasters are high on the agendas since 

they can be the consequences of natural phenomena beyond normality, i.e. 

exactly what climate change is expected to exacerbate. A major uncertainty 

resides in the intensity of these phenomena, while the frequency of extreme 

events is expected to increase: the dynamics of these events point towards 

greater instability while kinetics are yet unknown and vary upon the 

mathematical model under consideration. An additional parameter under 

consideration is the geographical spread of extreme circumstances: 

northwestern Europe will more likely be subject to floods and storms 

influencing the quality of the marine ecosystem, while the south of Europe 

will be strained by drought, salinisation and heat waves. In anticipation of 

more detailed and quantified data, a dynamic trend is available upon which 

policy choices have to be made which will determine the environment of the 

next generations. Short-term policy founded on the motivation of the short-
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term reward of re-election is not desirable in this case. A long-term vision 

only allows for measures to produce tangible results in the form of human, 

economic, social and even political resilience. 

The cost of disaster as compared to income gives an idea on a 

country’s resilience. Costs generated in a context of disaster management are 

manifold. Drawing up an exhaustive inventory of them is impossible since 

not all players are equally stricken, all have different needs and show 

different resilience in short-term decision-making and adaptability. In 

addition to the direct damage caused by disaster1 in terms of human life, loss 

of resources, assets and inventories, a series of indirect consequences in terms 

of economic, social and political setbacks should be taken into consideration 

when evaluating total cost: it appears not to be an easy task and therefore 

scholars are quite divided about the approach of such an evaluation. A 

qualitative comparison is given in figure 2. It lists the disaster impacts for 

main geographical areas as compared to GDP in logarithmic scale: Western 

Europe and North America experience less impact, hence are expected to 

demonstrate the best resilience as compared to Africa or Latin America. 

Important for Europe as can be noticed, is the difference between the west of 

the continent on the one hand and Central and Eastern Europe on the other 

hand which shows more damage cost. 

                                                 
1 A disaster as defined by the Emergency Events Database consists of one or more of the following 
criteria: 10 or more people are reported killed; 100 people or more are reported affected; a state of 
emergency is declared; a call for international assistance is issued (EM-DAT, 2012). Alternatively a 
definition of disaster more prone to interpretation is described in the NGO code of conduct as a 
calamitous event resulting in the loss of life, great human suffering and distress, and large scale 
material damage (The Sphere Project, 2011). It is noteworthy that the United Nations Office for the 
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) does not define disaster in own terms. 
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Figure 2: Damage cost as percentage of GDP per region (Cavallo, 2010). 

 

As far as the World Bank is concerned, it considers the damages of the 

last thirty years to have cost 70 billion USD in Europe and Central Asia. On 

average, the expected annual costs are estimated at 2 billion USD. The highest 

cost generated by disaster is estimated in Armenia, Romania, Poland, Russia 

and Turkey. The more the percentage of GDP is snatched by a disaster, the 

poorer the country’s economic, social and political resilience. Figure 3 shows 

a comparison of the economic cost with the percentage of the GDP per 

country. It is important to remind that these figures include cost of storms 

and floods but exclude the cost generated by drought or bush fire. It is 

expected that the high share represented by the upper left part of figure 2 

cannot be carried by one single country alone: it is therefore expected that, as 

conditions worsen, a financial solidarity mechanism should be put in 

operation.  
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Figure 3: Disaster cost in million USD (2004) and as percentage GDP (Pollner 

et al., 2010). 

 

For Western Europe, figures encompassing the cost of natural disasters 

and insurance are consistent with the regional distribution of flooding (Kron, 

2005; EM-DAT International disaster database, 2011). It appears from these 

that the real cost exceeds the insured damage and in many instances even the 

coverage of disaster relief funds endangering rapid and efficient, private and 

collective recovery. Funding for preventive and adaptive measures is the only 

viable alternative to reduce disaster cost: any reserve to bear the cost of a 

disaster after it has stricken will be shortcoming as compared to the real 

expenses, endangering resilience: storms and flooding accounts for 60% of the 

cumulative cost of all disasters in Europe until 2004. While disaster management 

is a necessity, it bears also a self-generating additional cost due to prevention 

and adaptation cost: enhancing the reliability, efficiency of utilities and 

services will be a breaking point in the decision-making process as well as in 

cost reduction. Additionally, the large scale of consequences and the 

geographically unconstrained area open perspectives for the creation of a 

solidarity cost since consequences for common causes are unequally spread. 
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The choice to contribute or not to prevention, rehabilitation costs or solidarity 

is a political decision. Investments generated in an adaptation phase are 

aimed at reducing the impact of climate change. Preventive measures on the 

other hand will have more profound consequences in the long run but are 

often disputed as huge investments are needed for a return that will not even 

be visible when the investment is proven to be effective. Yet, little additional 

funds are sometimes sufficient to generate an important improvement to 

enhance disaster management. A new approach or the development of a 

long-term vision and the improvement of the organisational framework can 

make the difference. Military means can for example be of important added 

value in non-military scenarios. 

A both preventive and curative role is laid aside for armed forces in 

the aforementioned scenario, let alone in a context of conflict prevention and 

stabilisation. Armed forces will also experience changes in the strategic 

landscape due to climatic changes or technological disasters which can  

directly impact on deployed or home-stationed forces: weapon systems may 

for example become exposed to conditions they have not be designed for. 

This will enforce changes in maintenance patterns generating additional 

costs. Alternatively relocation of forces for the same reasons may be another 

option which may enlarge intervention distances imposing the need for 

robust and flexible (air) transport, a vital asset for the flexible use of 

operational forces. Beyond direct impact on weapon systems and 

infrastructure or execution of operations due to climate change consequences, 

the mentioned change in the geostrategic landscape will generate adaptation 

in the tasks and operations traditionally attributed to military forces.  
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For the United Nations (UN), the European Union (EU), the North 

Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) and at national level, actors with 

different and sometimes overlapping responsibilities can be identified in the 

organisation of disaster management. To name but a few, the Office for the 

Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) aims for the coordination of 

available civil and military assets (CMCoord) at UN level; for the EU, the 

Directorate General for Humanitarian Aid and Civil Protection (DG ECHO) 

coordinates mainly financial (and humanitarian) aid while the employment 

of assets should be coordinated by the European External Action Service 

(EEAS); at NATO level, the main body for the disaster management is the 

Senior Civil Emergency Planning Committee (SCEPC) and its operational 

body, the Euro-Atlantic Disaster Response Coordination Centre (EADRCC).  

All organisations endorse the principle allowing for the main 

coordination to be executed at UN level. During the execution phase, 

resources are applied that traditionally lie under the jurisdiction of UN 

coordination. In many cases these supranational efforts are supplemented by 

bilateral interventions. Continental Europe is not only concerned because of 

the fact that the continent itself will be stricken by disaster as well, but also 

because it wants to position itself as an actor of importance in disaster 

management and for the delivery of disaster relief aid. Efficiency in these 

however implies coordination and avoidance of duplication. The current state 

of affairs does not preclude duplication of efforts: although coordination is in 

principle executed under a central UN umbrella, we must acknowledge that 

both national and supranational initiatives are often overlapping. The final 

choice of the effort is often decided upon on an ad hoc basis and is for example 

within the EU limited in time: the final phase of disaster management and 

relief is often a time limit and not an end state as it should be. Ad hoc 

decisions above structural organisation result in situations wherein one 

cannot tell today if in any given circumstances help will be made available, 

by whom it will be made available and under which form. The time limit 

imposed a priori results in an exit strategy rather than proper organisation of 

2. Actors and framework 
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disaster management let alone proper goal identification. As for the UN 

efforts are evenly limited in time: the significance of NGO efforts is therefore 

underestimated. In many instances they are at the epicentre of disaster relief 

long before the first officials, let alone UN or EU intervention. Also the 

physical presence of NGOs often exceeds that of any other organisation. 

Another important actor/tool for disaster management is the military: 

as first responder it is just one more actor in the row, but with unequalled 

means at its disposal (promptitude, readiness, reliability, efficiency, 

robustness, all weather, projection capacity…). In addition, organisational 

skills are inherent to the role of the military, resulting in an inherent potential 

for added value in the organisation of disaster management and disaster 

relief. The military actor of importance on the European continent remains 

NATO and while it is not part of the core business of the alliance, it provides 

aid in natural or technological emergencies. While the coordination of means 

rests with the UN, specific military means always remain under military 

command. The fundamental difference observed between the EU and the 

NATO approach stems from the origins of each organisation: NATO was 

founded on a military architecture under centralised command while the EU 

is a pure civilian organisation originally based on commercial cooperation. 

The national filling-in of the EU not being lined up by a common policy or 

strategy might explain the difference with the alliance approach and the 

difficult decision-making at EU level. In all cases, a fundamental 

responsibility lies with the national authorities: whether the support is 

originating from civil or military organisations, the overall manager role on-

site will be national, even when the stricken area goes beyond national 

boundaries. The efficient organisation of assistance, but also the coordination 

of information for the application of appropriate external resources that are 

missing at the national level will rest with the authority of the affected 

nation(s). The disaster of the Fukushima nuclear power plants has 

demonstrated its importance in a dramatic way: an inaccurate estimation of 

the causes of the disaster and of the authority responsible for relief 

organisation and communication can exacerbate the catastrophic scale of the 

event, putting additional lives at risk.  
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Even in Belgium, responsibility for disaster planning and disaster 

management is scattered across a range of actors belonging to as many 

departments. This affects not only the efficient organisation of the aid, but 

also the coordination of information for the availability of appropriate 

external resources that could supplement national resources. A correct 

estimation of disaster impact is a responsibility of the affected nation. 

Awaiting real integration and cooperation at EU level, bi- or multilateral 

arrangements may provide the momentum for tangible results in cooperation 

efforts: existing and functioning nuclei of collaboration are therefore 

privileged above new theoretical ones. We come to the conclusion that both 

actors and framework for an adequate disaster management exist, but 

optimisation and avoidance of duplication should prevail: for this occurrence, 

an adaptation of the international institutional framework to the reality seems 

an essential step to be taken. Above the duplication of supranational 

initiatives, the limited consensus in the European decision-making process 

may also find an alternative in the aforementioned cooperation on a smaller 

scale. A successful operational collaboration at Benelux level for example, 

could allow for an extensive cooperation on a larger scale. Moreover, this 

method allows for the procurement of highly specialised equipment and the 

optimal use of scarce resources. 

Military resources can provide an additional capacity when civil 

remedies fall short. It is therefore recommended to plan for additional 

(foreign) military capacity a priori: a roadmap for this is certainly not 

superfluous and allows for defence assets to become a bridge between the 

civilian and the military, a possibility which we will examine in the next 

paragraph. 
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With regard to emergency management and planning, attention 

should be given to both preventive and curative measures. Among these 

belong structural adjustments (e.g. adaptation of infrastructure) and military 

capacity. Different approaches are adopted on each side of the Atlantic to 

determine the level of ambition and the use of military capacity. In 

continental Europe, the use of military resources as a supportive measure in 

disaster management, contingency planning and emergency response is 

considered to be a last resort in accordance with the reference guidelines with 

regard to the use of military capacity in natural or technological disasters 

(Oslo Guidelines) or in complex emergencies (Military and Civil Defence 

Assets Directive). While another directive describes the use of armed escorts 

to humanitarian convoys as a form of “force protection”, the execution is not 

as obvious as one might think: as a standard rule, OCHA considers military 

humanitarian relief operations to be unarmed. Field workers however 

(especially NGOs) often want to underscore their neutrality, hence their 

reticence to request assistance even of unarmed military personnel: to be seen 

in contact with the military might give rise to speculation about their goals 

and put neutrality into question. While this form of protection seems obvious 

in some regions, the official retention of the last resort as main theme for the 

use of military capability enforces the continuation of an ad hoc approach of 

each and every situation. Although “force protection” during a humanitarian 

mission would in principle be rejected by the UN framework as well as by the 

actors, security issues are a non-negligible parameter. Moreover, the affected 

country used to guarantee safety and coordination of resources. Qualities like 

flexibility and rapid deployment are incentives to use military resources more 

often than the last resort principle would suggest. The update of the current 

UN guidelines in accordance with reality might improve disaster 

management for stricken nations and for actors in the sense that everyone 

concerned might a priori know the role that will be assigned in the relief 

process. 

While differences with national approaches to military assistance exist, 

there are also common elements at the basis of deployment of military 

3. Role of the military 
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resources: the nature of a disaster and the intensity of its impact will be 

critical in the decision-making process. Despite the negative impact of the 

financial and economic crisis, needed capacity can still be achieved in a 

cooperative (interdepartmental?) framework. However, the EU platform 

being the proverbial brake to advancement in an efficient multilateral 

approach, a bottom-up approach to of complementary requirements might 

allow for timely acquisition and renewal of capacity that may fulfil a role in 

disaster relief on the European continent. By the same token, national plans 

for the implementation of measures in the framework of disaster 

management and disaster response could be adapted: the extent of a disaster, 

exceeding the local response capacity, requires outside assistance. Specific 

capacity, available nationally could be augmented with additional capacity, 

possibly geographically spread over the continent. Operational procedures in 

that context of cross-border partnership could be tested in advance and 

personnel involved could be trained, the aim being the optimisation of the 

command and control chain first, in order to deliver in the field as required. 

Next to the projection of humanitarian help, the organisation of proper 

reception should be planned: up to now, for example, no adequate 

procedures or checklists have been available in Belgium for the optimal 

employment of foreign military help. Each European country should be able 

to organise that form of help when needed. Not all scenarios are that easy to 

implement or perhaps disruptive scenarios have even not been thought about 

and in either case should not be limited to humanitarian disasters: 

technological disasters or irregular threats could give rise to equal 

commitment. Therefore a possible new approach could focus on securing 

known weaknesses instead of specific scenarios, not as an alternative but 

complementary to traditional risk analysis. 

Military expenditure data, as defined by the World Bank, encompass 

military aid as military expenditures of the donor but do not reflect the 

military capacity shared with disaster relief or disaster management. 

Therefore expenditure data are no reliable source for the reflection of military 

disaster relief and management efforts. A major lesson that was drawn after 

Hurricane Katrina was that “military and the coast guard proved to be the 

only federal entities capable of turning the president’s orders into prompt 

action on the ground” (Manion, 2006)… leading to the conclusion that it 



23 
 

could be appropriate for the Defense Department to take a bigger share in the 

federal response. While this conclusion was drawn in the United States, after 

the reform of state departments as a consequence of the 9/11 attacks, one 

should acknowledge in Europe the importance of a more prominent role of 

the military both nationally and internationally (in disaster cooperation 

agreements for example).   

Disaster relief cooperation in Belgium relies on a bilateral framework 

with its neighbours, based upon existing law –with the Netherlands (Law of 

20 March 1987), with Luxembourg (Act of 31 January 1978) with Germany 

(Law of 17 January 1984) and with France (Law of 9 December 1983). The use 

of military means in case of disruption of civil capacity should be checked 

upon standardisation of procedures with neighbours, as prescribed by the 

UN itself (UN-OCHA, 2007, pt. 60). In this context, an additional response 

capacity could be generated from existing capacity and operational 

procedures that were already tested on Benelux scale. Specific tasks can be 

carried out by military capacity, namely Search and Rescue (SAR) excluding 

dog assisted search and recovery under debris after earthquakes, logistic 

support, strategic airlift for relief supplies, medical evacuation (Medevac) per 

land, air and sea routes depending on the accessibility of the affected area, 

field hospitals, military engineering for opening of access roads, construction 

of canals, residences, sanitation, temporary supply, etc. Existing capacity 

available for this purpose includes:  

• Information gathering by imaging techniques for the benefit of 

assessing the size and evolution of a disaster: visual images, 

radar information and infrared images or other information 

available from carriers (B-Hunter UAV, F-16, A-310 Sea-King or 

NH-90 from operational deployment); 

• Search and Rescue (by Sea-King and NH-90 from the operational 

deployment); 

• Logistics airlift (C-130, A-400M from the operational 

deployments and limited NH-90) and air policing (Quick 

Reaction Alert-QRA); 

• Medical airlift (C-130, A-310, Sea-King, NH-90); 

• Maritime transport (logistics or medical) and maritime policing; 
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• Fire-fighting aircraft, helicopters and ships; 

• Logistic support (transport of equipment, personnel, (re-)supply 

of food, potable water, fuel...); 

• CBRN (E)-capacity sampling, detection and identification of 

CBRN agents and explosives; 

• Communication and Information Systems (CIS) to support the 

traditional communication networks or in case of disruption 

thereof; 

• Engineering (damage assessment, road construction, camp 

building…); 

• Command and control (C²) of the military and liaison teams for 

coordination between military and civilian actors.  

It is clear that such capacity should be available for national support, 

but also for external aid, maybe limited in time and with the known 

constraint that NGOs do not like the (visible) military approach to disaster 

relief efforts. Endorsing the humanitarian charter and the protection 

principles translating the legal issues of the charter into strategies holds the 

reconciliation of access to impartial assistance with the protection of people 

from physical and psychological harm (The Sphere Project; pp.28-47): for 

NGOs this translates into the absence of any visible connection with uniforms 

or military capacity. Research has demonstrated that military aid is 

preferably accepted indirectly, without uniform show-off that could be linked 

to the presence of NGOs. By way of example, a military airlift of goods would 

be acceptable if it would be limited to transport towards a nearby airport, 

while the distribution of the goods would be organised by NGOs. This 

observation leads us to the conclusion that two distinct prerequisites are 

needed for the use of military assets: first a common approach in which 

cooperation between neighbouring countries exists and operational 

procedures are standardised and second an adaptive “supportive” approach 

in which the military back up NGOs and other organisations which might not 

like to be linked for reasons of impartiality. Both approaches require training 

and interoperability in order to generate the best possible partnerships 

between civilian and military partners. A form of qualification for 

deployment would certainly not be superfluous. Furthermore, the existence 

of guidelines as mentioned earlier is not sufficient but constitutes a 
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precondition for the use of military capacity. The challenge is to convert these 

into agreed useful "Standard Operating Procedures" (SOPs). Clear 

agreements should be made in advance among all actors on responsibilities 

and areas of operation, duration of the intervention and most importantly, 

the end state to be reached. It should be understood that the use of military 

assets in this framework rests on existing capacity emphasising the fact that 

the deployment of military assets for disaster management will by no means 

occur automatically. 

Next to natural and technological disasters, among the man-induced 

catastrophic events, the use of the military could add value in case of 

unconventional consequences of terrorist attacks (e.g. in CBRN conditions), 

the interruption of the ICT infrastructure, scarcity of raw materials, organised 

crime, whether or not occurring simultaneously with disruptive 

consequences. The basis of the help given to the nation remains the principle 

of support when all other means are insufficient or/and inefficient. Disaster 

management should in that framework encompass the development of the 

legal and operational framework for operations on and beyond national 

territory: more than just a summary of the available resources, prior planning 

and clear agreements on responsibilities and tasks is required. Besides the 

realisation of detailed plans this approach allows to avoid organisational 

chaos in crisis. Beyond the supportive role, security tasks can be 

accomplished with the help of the military: France, for example, has a specific 

plan for the securitisation of public transport in case of imminent or ongoing 

terrorist activity. This is not the case for all countries in Europe. Here again a 

plan for the protection of critical infrastructure on common standards, for 

example as defined by the European Programme for Critical Infrastructure 

Protection (EPCIP) in which responsibilities and readiness of all actors are 

involved, could be detailed. In such a plan, special attention could be given to 

sectorial vulnerabilities and interdependencies and the differential role that 

could be played by the military: this implies a common understanding of the 

operational differences of the use of military assets in urban or rural areas. 

Multidisciplinary and interdepartmental exercise and training would benefit 

personnel involved as well as stricken population. 
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Besides the fact that disaster management holds implications for 

continental Europe, one must pay attention to the causes, amongst which 

climate change and infrastructure. Where the consequences of the former are 

visible beyond the continent, the latter is in the majority of cases limited to 

local issues. As a consequence of disaster management preparedness, one 

must consider safety risks outside Europe, which also result in new 

assignments for expeditionary capacity in the future.  

The geographical area under consideration has shown an increased 

incidence of natural disasters due to climate change (in combination with a 

lack of preventive and adaptive measures). In the coming years, natural 

disasters in Europe will particularly manifest themselves in storms, floods 

and drought. The geographical distribution of various phenomena ranges 

from expected floods and storms in north-western Europe while the south is 

expected to be more exposed to drought conditions. Indirectly, cascading 

effects could lead to technological disasters, notwithstanding the fact that 

these could be man-made. Not only the frequency but even the intensity of 

disasters is expected to increase, often impeding fluent policy making around 

prevention and adaptation: the results of policy choices in either case have 

long lag times before noticeable results can be delivered whereby these 

choices in an age of economic austerity are extremely difficult. The impact of 

the mentioned phenomena is too large to be ignored. It may not only generate 

material, but also human, economic, social and political consequences. 

Disaster management should therefore hold both, the consequences of 

aforementioned phenomena as well as the cost of preventive control. The 

cross-border nature of effects asks for a more profound cooperation and 

solidarity within Europe.  

Next to economic, social and political sources of power, the military 

will equally be stricken: it may evenly experience both direct and indirect 

consequences as a result of increased disaster impact. As an example of the 

former, infrastructure and weapon systems could be hit, while the latter 

4. Conclusions 
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could be the source of commitment dilemmas. During both the prevention 

and the adaptation phase, there is room for the use of military means. Next to 

support to the nation and the regular use of specific niche capacity for daily 

tasks, there may even be an international aspect to the use of defence assets in 

the frame of disaster management. A change in the geostrategic landscape as 

a consequence of climate change may even exacerbate the use of the military 

both nationally and internationally. In this eventuality, existing military 

resources would be surpassed by additional tasks, requiring additional 

budgetary resources and personnel.  

Beside national actors, the UN, NATO and the EU bear responsibilities 

in the organisation and coordination of emergency planning and disaster 

management: all actors, including NGOs, therefore endorse the principles 

agreed upon by the UN. The use of military resources being based on the last 

resort principle appears to be inconsistent with reality, which should be 

reflected in the UN guidelines. This supranational framework is often 

overlapped by bilateral initiatives. Allowing for duplication avoidance, the 

supranational framework is in many instances bypassed by parallel tracks as 

a result of which the optimisation of effort is not reached in disaster 

management as it is the case in other disciplines. Even the existence of new 

structures, like the European External Action Service (EEAS), and legal 

framework, like article 21 of the consolidated Treaty of the European Union, 

does not allow for consistency between the financing of projects (under 

responsibility of DG ECHO) and the coordination of operational support 

intervention in case of natural and human disasters. Even in the bosom of this 

organisation, military resources are too often associated with armed 

deployment. The practice shows that humanitarian assistance is often distant 

from the basic principles optimising coordination and cooperation. At the 

source of this observation is the absence of structured approach in favour of 

an ad hoc decision-making process: as a point of contact in Europe, the EU has 

not only an essential role to play for the benefit of its member states, but for 

the whole continent including its border areas. There is a fundamentally 

different approach between NATO on the one hand and the EU on the other: 

a possible explanation could lie in the original military organisational 

structure of NATO, which is not applicable within the EU. What simplifies 

deployment under the auspices of the former organisation even in an 
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interactive context of civil-military cooperation, hardens similar operations 

under the latter. Ad hoc decision-making in the EU results in the fact that 

today nobody knows if help will be made available in any form and by 

whom. If so desired, the resources made available will be committed with a 

predetermined end date without defined end state. The end date of both the 

UN and the EU hampers the development of a clear strategy and underscores 

the importance of actors experiencing less time restriction: NGOs in the 

civilian context and NATO in the military framework. 

National military means may provide an additional capacity in case of 

disruption or insufficient capacity of comparable civilian assets. It is therefore 

important to plan for the use of (external) military means if needed: a 

roadmap for this eventuality is a must. Both in a national and international 

framework, defence assets can play a crucial role. Supranational 

organisations endorse the UN principles allowing the use of military assets in 

disaster relief operations as a last resort. In practice however, military 

assistance is often triggered sooner because of the promptitude, readiness, 

reliability and efficiency of the military instrument. On the other hand, NGOs 

are reluctant to be associated in any way with the military for reasons of 

impartiality: when cooperation with the military becomes inevitable, this is 

often rendered invisible and sub-optimised by limiting the military 

involvement to a supporting role. Furthermore, prior coordination between 

all actors could allow for increased efficiency and duplication avoidance but 

experience teaches us that this does not always occur. This study concludes 

that continental Europe has the necessary tools to allow for proper disaster 

management. Coordination between various actors can be improved and the 

military can play a more important role due to its unique characteristics. 

Possible improvements are suggested in the recommendations: according to 

one of them, the challenging consensus building in a European context could 

be compensated by effective and efficient cooperation on a smaller scale. 

Successful cooperation at a BENELUX level for example could be the driver 

for more extensive collaboration on a larger scale in the future: by analogy 

with the existing Benelux Memorandum of Understanding on Cyber Security, 

partnership between government, industry and science in the field of disaster 

management would benefit from the existence of a formalised cooperation 

network. Moreover, this approach would improve the curtailment of 
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duplication in strategic goals or tactical assets between the public and private 

sector. Taking into account the identified trend with regard to the impact and 

frequency of disasters, additional responsibilities, which are presently not 

part of the “core business” of the Belgian Defence, could become priorities in 

the future. Should additional responsibilities become the preferred option to 

improve national and international disaster management, then additional 

resources should be granted. 

Causes for climate change have to be addressed today in order to 

reduce the impact on future generations. This will influence our thinking 

about security, widening the horizon beyond national borders as threats from 

climate change cannot be treated locally, hence should be dealt with on 

international platforms with the same dedication as other security threats. 

Disaster management is only one, albeit small, portion of possible revised 

applications of military capacity. Within the next decade even greater 

security issues are expected beyond the scope of disaster management as 

additional consequences of climate change, appealing for increased 

interdepartmental cooperation for other issues in the future.  
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