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Abstract: This article reviews roles of military forces in Europe in support of civilian 

authorities in crises caused by natural or manmade incidents and disasters. These roles 

are shaped by five trends – some in effect since the end of the Cold war, others more 

recent. These are: transition from civil defence to civil protection; expanding non-

combat roles of the armed forces; cooperation with an increasing number of actors; re-

spective proliferation of modes of contribution; and searching ways to contribute to the 

resilience of both states and local communities. The authors elaborate and provide ex-

amples for these five trends and conclude by highlighting some enduring characteris-

tics of the military contributions.  
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Introduction 

The effective preparation for and responding to natural or man-made disasters re-

quires involvement of a variety of stakeholders. Often the military is expected to and 

in fact contributes response efforts, and in some cases is at the forefront of response 

and relief operations.  

This study reviews this portion of the so-called ‘internal roles of the armed forces’ 

that relates to crisis situations emerging as a result of natural or man-made disasters. 

It addresses the evolution of policies and legal frameworks for providing valuable 

support of armed forces to civilian authorities in such crises. 

The term ‘support to civilian authorities’ (SCA) refers to normative requirements of 

the national armed forces to contribute to the civil protection against natural and oth-

er disasters, as well as to the process by which local authorities can request military 

assistance from the central government in times of emergency. It also relates to the 

regulations and procedures for sending the country’s military personnel abroad to 

provide emergency support in cases of natural or other disasters. 
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The countries subject of our study 1 represent variety of historical traditions, constitu-

tional arrangements and/or legal provisions that determine mechanisms of using 

armed forces’ personnel and equipment for emergency response, rescue and relief. In 

this diversity some countries continue to view all military functions within the con-

cept of the ‘total defence,’ while others have moved more quickly towards separation 

of civil protection from national defence. 

The common characteristic throughout the cases studied is that countries tend to ex-

pand the functions beyond mere defence in an attempt to make the national military 

more relevant to the widening spectrum of security threats and the citizens’ demands. 

Most countries, and especially the members of NATO, EU, and other European 

countries, have determined three basic roles of the armed forces: (1) defence (collec-

tive/national), (2) contribution to international peace and stability and (3) support to 

the civil authorities and the population in cases of emergencies. 

For the relevant understanding of the third role, it is important to underline that it is 

as important as the other two, but the core military capabilities are usually built 

around the first and, to some extent, to the second role. In most cases the military is 

seen as ‘the last resort’ with a supporting role to civilian authorities for responding to 

crises of natural or technogenic origin. 

The practice, however, very much depends on additional factors such as maturity of 

the civil society (level of volunteerism), decentralisation of the state power, size of 

the country and the military, and most of all, on the frequency, scope and destruc-

tiveness of the natural and man-made disasters. 

The international contribution by military personnel and assets in providing emer-

gency support is also on the increase. Efforts within EU and NATO have an inspiring 

effect on national preparations in three main dimensions: strengthening regional co-

operation (cross-border missions), increasing the distance of engagement from the 

national territory (across Europe and beyond), and strengthening military-specific 

niche capabilities for rapid response, rescue and recovery operations (the latter are 

examined in the follow-up article by the authors in this volume). 

Policy of Using Military for Domestic Disaster Response and Relief 

The authentic idea 2 of having ‘armed power’ in the hands of the ruler involved a dual 

purpose, i.e. to protect the ruler from both external and internal threats. One of the 

remarkable Indian philosophers – Chanakya (under the pseudonym Kautilya) in his 

work “Arthashastra – the Science of Polity” explained about 2 300 years ago this as-

pect of governance in the following way: 
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The king and the kingdom are the primary elements of the state. The troubles of 

the king might be either external or internal. Internal troubles are more serious 

than external troubles, which are like a danger arising from lurking snake.3 

Some authors see that “…in the public mind, there is an association between disaster 

relief and military involvement; indeed, there is often an expectation that military 

units will assist the civilian population in the immediate aftermath of large-scale 

emergencies” and find earliest recorded cases in the times of Alexander the Great.4 

The term “support to civilian authorities” belongs to the modern times, but is not re-

ally new in defence policy analysis. It is related to the time of splitting security of the 

state on external and internal and the relevant separation of the armed powers into 

‘military’ and ‘police.’ To provide support to civilian authorities usually means to re-

spond to their request to use military force for law enforcement purposes when the 

capacity of local police or militia have not been sufficient to maintain the political 

status quo. In this context, the regimes “made distinction between using the army for 

internal and external security duties.”5 

Post-World War II Europe adopted what was conceivably most wide-ranging use of 

the military in civil affairs. It is important to recognise the influence this had both on 

military doctrines of civil involvement and on development of the international relief 

system and the approaches that relief agencies have used since then. While the in-

volvement of the military in relief operations has some impressive examples, such as 

the 1948-49 Berlin airlift, a specific military function between the ‘war time’ and 

‘peace time’ has been established in both NATO and Warsaw Pact countries – the 

‘civil defence.’ On one hand, this has been the mechanism to engage the huge capaci-

ty of the armed forces in support of civil authorities and local population in any 

emergency. The term ‘defence’ in this case is more related to ‘protection’ and ‘sup-

port’ than to the wartime defence of the nation. 

On the other hand, ‘civil defence’ has been seen as an instrument to dilute the bound-

ary between long peace life and the potentially rapid transition to war in public psy-

chological and organisational aspects. Despite the formal differences between the 

Cold War communist states and the Western nations, in both the defence against mil-

itary aggression has been seen as ‘traditional’ role of the armed forces, while all other 

roles have been qualified as ‘non-traditional’ or ‘supporting’ roles.6 

Since the end of the Cold War, the wider application of the concept of ‘comprehen-

sive security’ has led to expansion of the non-traditional roles in both the external 

and internal domain. At the international arena, these are the variety of peace opera-

tions, some of them at the brink of a real war (the so called peace-making), military 

humanitarian missions including for post-conflict, natural disasters and pandemics 

support, as well as different forms of military partnerships and confidence and securi-
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ty building measures. Later, to the list was added the fight against international ter-

rorism and related military interventions, along with engagements under the policy of 

‘responsibility to protect.’7 

Internally, there is a trend of expanding the non-military roles of the national armed 

forces. A DCAF-sponsored study underlines that “Governments and societies have 

been contemplating the appropriateness of newly defined or previously mainly sec-

ondary purposes for their armed forces, which extend beyond their core role of na-

tional defence.”8 The authors of that study identify the following groups of internal 

military roles: 

• Law enforcement‐related tasks: Public order; Counterterrorism; Border con-

trol; Drug enforcement; Law enforcement; Crime investigation; Support for 

major public events; Building and personnel security; Cyber operations; In-

telligence gathering; 

• Disaster assistance‐related tasks: Domestic catastrophe response; Disaster 

relief; 

• Environmental assistance‐related tasks: Environmental protection; 

• Cross‐over tasks: Search and rescue; Training; Monitoring; Equipment and 

facility provision; Miscellaneous maritime activities; Scientific research; 

• Miscellaneous community assistance: Examples include colour guard for 

parades; harvest support. 

If one takes the disaster assistance role in focus, then again two general cases are 

identified. The use of military forces, or personnel and assets for international aid in 

cases of natural or man-made disasters is expanding in scope and form. In the first 

case, the engagement of military is necessary to provide security and vital service 

support to traditional humanitarian actors, for example the provision of transporta-

tion, theatre communications, air-evacuation, etc. In the second case, the militaries 

have been assigned a major role in extremely dangerous humanitarian situations, 

such as the case of Ebola pandemics in Western Africa. The primary objective of 

humanitarian support and aid is to save lives, alleviate suffering, and maintain human 

dignity. 

The trend of expanding military roles in international disaster response, relief and 

humanitarian operations is not supported unanimously. According to Charles-

Antoine Hofmann and Laura Hudson from the British Red Cross: 

Humanitarian actors view these developments with a wary eye. In the US, the 

NGO consortium InterAction has raised concerns about the newly established US 

Command for Africa (AFRICOM), whose tasks include supporting humanitarian 

assistance. Growing interest within the European Union in deploying civil defence 
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and military assets outside EU territory has prompted similar concerns. Critics of 

the military’s involvement in relief claim that it is inefficient, inappropriate, inad-

equate and expensive, contrary to humanitarian principles and driven by political 

imperatives rather than humanitarian need.9 

As a result of such concerns, the international aspect of the military activities and the 

related impact on civil-military relations is fairly well studied and codified in terms 

of case-specific codes of conduct and field manuals.10 

The use of military for internal emergency response is the less controversial com-

pared to all other forms of internal use of military as it meets the highest public de-

mands about ‘the role of the state in cases of people in trouble’ and has indisputable 

political value. There is no country that explicitly restricts the use of armed forces in 

domestic emergencies. Just the opposite, as a rule, support to civil authorities is de-

fined as one of the core doctrinal roles of the national military. Obviously, the coun-

tries within the scope of this study avoid the formula of ‘civil defence’ (the dominant 

idea of which is during the peacetime to make the population better prepared for war) 

towards ‘civil protection’ (with focus on the protection of the life and health of the 

people and their property as their constitutional citizen right). 

‘Civil protection’ is defined as an effort at all levels of government and private actors 

to protect people, infrastructure, the functioning of central and local administration 

from hazards of a natural and man-made character. The determination of the respec-

tive military roles depends largely on a country’s specific traditions, available emer-

gency response capacities, national culture on volunteering and securing life and 

property, political-administrative organisation of the state, etc. 

Despite the recent development, one principle is clearly followed in Europe: the 

country’s system of civil protection is civilian-based and dominated while the mili-

tary has only a supporting role. The military could be neither the key factor for pre-

vention and resilience, nor are they completely able to restore damaged technical and 

social infrastructure. Armed forces have a supportive role set in law, policy, and 

practice. The responsibility for response and for command in an emergency is for the 

civil authorities. Based on the international experience, the conceptual construct of 

the military involvement in civil protection may include: 

• Legally defined rules of military operations at home; 

• Military support provided upon the request of a civil authority, for concrete 

aims/ operation (there might be a few exceptions to this rule); 

• The military provide what is required and what is possible; 

• They operate under civil direction and management, remaining within their 

military chain of command; 
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• Military engagement is limited in time and should not lead towards building 

civil dependence on the military presence; 

• All military operations are funded or reimbursed by the state budget or other 

sources. 

However, even these principles of military involvement are under pressure. The first 

reason is the growing number of large and extremely dangerous disasters in which 

the military capabilities are used as first response. A second reason is the expanding 

list of new issues recently seen as threatening the civil domain, e.g. threats to cyber 

security, vulnerabilities of critical infrastructures, potential terrorist use of chemical, 

biological, or radiological agents, massive illegal immigration, etc. And third, there 

are various ‘institutional’ factors driving the growing interest of the military in re-

sponding to disasters: assisting relief efforts can improve the military’s image and 

provide training opportunities, and may also be a way for the military to diversify 

their role at a time when armed forces throughout the European countries are experi-

encing budget cuts. With an increase in the incidence of natural disasters, national 

militaries can be expected to play a bigger role – particularly in large-scale disasters, 

where the capacity of civil authorities may be stretched. 

From the military point of view, in the nations covered by the study, the conceptuali-

sation of their ‘new’ roles, also in cases of emergency, is dominantly politically driv-

en. Theoretically, even pacifists would probably admit that no one can respond as 

quickly and efficiently to a major disaster at home as the military. The proliferation 

of roles, different and distanced from those related to ‘national defence’ (deterrence, 

defence, offence), is related to doctrinal changes, additional equipment (not always 

relevant to the classical military roles), and new training (including in case-specific 

rules of engagement). When all these developments are well funded and gradually 

applied, the military experience the change as relevant to their culture and working 

style. When the addition of new military roles is limited to the approval of a doctrinal 

text, then the military face significant challenges with regard to motivation, legal ar-

rangements of their activity and, most of all, the development of relevant capabilities. 

Another important conceptual issue is generated by the fact that the engagement of 

(the European) military in emergencies at home is much more common, compared to 

their use in military combat operations at home or on European soil. The peacetime 

military air policing, maritime patrolling, combat training, etc. are not so ‘visible’ as 

is their support to civil authorities is. This tendency is building a sense of politically 

and publicly driven rearrangement of the doctrinal military roles, despite that very 

rarely they are prioritised as ‘first,’ ‘second,’ ‘third’ role/mission, etc. Such thinking 

may affect the development of military capabilities (for example, obtaining special-

ised, emergency-relevant equipment instead of equipment required for combat roles), 
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operations planning (any major disaster response requires deliberate planning and 

relevant training), ability to communicate and work with local authorities in cases 

when they are under existential threats and stress. The recent military engagements in 

emergency response operations (including ground, urban, air, and maritime search 

and rescue) already require country-specific land, naval and air capabilities, planning 

and training. 

At the same time, any serious military preparations to support the civil authorities in 

emergencies raise scepticism whether this signals a ‘creeping militarism’11 into the 

civilian culture and erodes the traditional civil democratic presumption that prevents 

authorities from using the military in home affairs in a manner, that makes society 

dependent on them. However, such discussions only demonstrate how important is 

the nation-specific, so-called disaster sub-culture and tradition. It represents the his-

torical adaptations that societies made in order to cope with disasters. Those nations, 

that have developed within society self-sufficient capacity to survive in major disas-

ters (including wars) are more prone to rely on civilian-based disaster management 

than on distanced state agencies; they see the military support as valuable, but mostly 

in cases of specific incidents (as CBRN threats 12) and in providing immediate and 

large-scale logistic support (sheltering, transportation, water supply, etc.). 

Nations that have less consolidated civilian capacity and have experienced failure in 

coping with severe disasters usually tend to follow more agency-based approach to 

disaster management; they view the military as a real asset that have been built on 

public expenditures and, consequently, have to be used to the maximum of their ca-

pacity. Although broadly applying international best practices in building a modern 

disaster management system, such nations tend to compensate internal civilian defi-

cits by improvising with additional military roles. Therefore, it needs to be empha-

sised that successful implementation of best practices requires not only gathering 

comprehensive information for the formal side of other nations’ experience, but also 

understanding the respective organisational culture. 

Obviously, the concepts and policies of using armed forces for civil protection in dis-

asters and manmade incidents vary within the framework presented above, and they 

have been rapidly evolving since the end of the Cold war. Reflecting this tendency, a 

2008 Venice Commission report underlines that, in the case of disaster response and 

relief operations, there are constitutions that explicitly regulate the use of the mili-

tary, as those of Germany, Switzerland, and others. In other states, such as Denmark, 

even in the absence of specific constitutional provisions delineating the military’s 

role in domestic crisis situations, the Minister of Defence is authorised to instruct the 

armed forces to provide humanitarian assistance at home. Other legal systems author-

ise armed forces to take part in mitigating the effects of natural disasters and extraor-
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dinary threats to the environment, and to participate in search and rescue missions. 

Poland, Italy and Spain are among the countries with such legal acts. In the United 

Kingdom, the armed forces have the same powers and obligations as any citizen, to 

provide support when the civil power requires assistance in battling a disaster. Final-

ly, some states, such as Spain, have special units within the armed forces to perform 

these assistance tasks.13 

As a general trend, the modern national security concepts, part of which is disaster 

management, are expanding not only in scope. There is an obvious tendency of mix-

ing the traditional focus on the attributes of the state (sovereignty, independence, ter-

ritorial integrity) with securing the functions that are vital to the society. Achieving a 

consolidated goal of providing “safety of population, security of society, sovereignty 

of state,”14 requires a set of innovative decisions, including redrafting institutional 

roles (including those of the military), building a new framework for reinforcing the 

local authorities by the state, achieving a higher level of interagency collaboration, 

planning and multiagency operations, implementation of the concept of resilience, 

and systematic efforts to develop relevant civil security culture. 

Legal Framework of Using Armed Forces for Domestic Disaster 

Response and Relief 

Provision of support to civilian authorities in natural and manmade disasters is a non-

armed mission for the national military. From a societal point view, such support is 

vital and it should be provided in any case of any need. From a legal point of view, 

the domestic use of armed forces may raise constitutional concerns and debates, de-

pending on the country-specific constitutional paradigm, security culture, and histori-

cal experience.15 

The core issues at stake are the principle of non-domestic use of armed forces and the 

delimitation of jurisdiction among various governmental agencies. By definition, any 

use of armed forces for domestic civil protection should respect the protection of the 

democratic fundamental values and political liberties. In practice, the policy of secur-

ing society can easily harm the freedom of citizens; likewise, the priority of liberal 

democratic traditions can crate obstacles to undertaking effective security measures. 

In order to overcome these obstacles, some nations have decided to introduce specific 

texts in basic laws and thus to establish the chain of responsibilities and command in 

exceptional circumstances, other than war. Other countries have introduced specific 

parliamentary acts to provide a framework, mandate and decision-making procedures 

on domestic use of armed forces and the respective operations. Usually, these are 

emergency management laws, or laws about the status of the national military or, in 

some cases, the police. In some countries included in the study, such decisions are 

mandated to the executive power under parliamentary control. No matter what the 
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case is, the norms on using armed forces respect relevant international norms or 

standards, in particular the principle of democratic control over domestic operations 

of the military. 

International Norms and Standards 

There are no international regulations addressing specifically the roles of armed forc-

es. Nevertheless, several intergovernmental organisations have adopted documents, 

which include provisions for or limitations on the role of armed forces in terms of 

permissible and non-permissible operations. 

The most widely recognised source of detailed international norms on missions and 

roles of armed forces is the OSCE’s Code of Conduct on Politico-Military Aspects of 

Security.16 The Code stipulates that while each State is free to choose its own security 

arrangements, they must be in accordance with international law and OSCE Com-

mitments (Art. 10). With regard to the internal security, the armed forces missions 

need to be in conformity with constitutional procedures, under the effective control 

of constitutional authorities and subject to the rule of law (Art. 36). 

In 2005, the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe adopted Recommen-

dation 1713/2005 that called upon Council of Europe Member States to adhere to the 

principles of democratic oversight of the security sector, including intelligence ser-

vices, police, border guards and the armed forces. With regard to the armed forces, 

the Recommendation stipulates that, “National security is the armed forces’ main du-

ty. This essential function must not be diluted by assigning auxiliary tasks to the 

armed forces, save in exceptional circumstances.”17 

Solidarity is one of the normative, institutional, and psychological pillars of the Eu-

ropean Union. In accordance with the Solidarity Clause of the Treaty of Lisbon 

(2009, Title VII),18 the Union and its Member States act jointly in the spirit of soli-

darity if another Member State is a subject of a terrorist attack or a victim of a natural 

or manmade disaster and, as a result, requests assistance (Art. 188R). First, the Union 

shall mobilise all the instruments at its disposal, including the military resources 

made available by the member states. Secondly, the other member states shall pro-

vide assistance upon the request of the political authorities of a Member State. Thus, 

the obligation for mutual assistance is one of the engines of the collective security 

within the Union and its Common Foreign and Security Policy. In accordance with 

this obligation, any member country not only has the opportunity to receive aid and 

assistance in case of a serious security threat or emergency, but also should take obli-

gations to establish capabilities to provide and receive assistance. The EU’s Crisis 

Co-ordination Arrangements (CCA) have been designed for situations in which a cri-

sis is so far-reaching or politically significant that, to manage it, the co-ordination of 
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EU measures is required and the regular decision-making procedures of the Council 

cannot be employed, for example due to time pressure.19 The CCA guarantee the 

EU’s joint situational picture and determine how the EU bodies and Member States 

co-operate in a situation where two or more Member States face a disaster or an 

emergency situation (including terrorism-related situations). The presidency of the 

EU activates the coordination mechanisms after negotiating with the Member 

State(s) involved. Being the contact point for the Crisis Co-ordination Arrangements, 

concrete measures are taken by the Situation Centre (SitCen) of the Council.20 

NATO has established procedures for Cooperation for Disaster Assistance in Peace-

time since 1953, but it has been applicable only between the member countries.21 In 

December 1992, the North Atlantic Council agreed that, upon a request to provide 

disaster assistance by a relevant international organisation, NATO should be ready to 

employ these procedures also in case of a disaster outside NATO’s boundaries. Con-

sequently, the NATO Policy on Disaster Assistance in Peacetime was revised, and 

the following modalities for assistance to NATO-member countries have been 

agreed:22 

• If a country outside the Alliance requires assistance, arrangements normally 

would be a matter between the assisting member country and the stricken 

country. However, the assisting member country, having obtained infor-

mation on the requirements of the stricken country, should communicate 

this information and information on the assistance given to the member 

countries and the Secretary General through the Alliance-wide communica-

tions systems; and 

• Similarly, an international organisation acting with the consent of a stricken 

country outside the Alliance may contact the Secretary General requesting 

assistance. In such cases the Secretary General will activate the necessary 

elements of the International Staff to take steps to urgently promote the nec-

essary assistance. The Civil Emergency Planning (CEP) of NATO also aims 

to support the core functions of the Alliance. 

In addition to the Oslo Guidelines, the United Nations Office for the Coordination of 

Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) provides an extensive reference guide for members of 

UNDAC teams before and during a mission to a disaster or emergency that presents, 

inter alia, principles and mechanisms of coordination of military and civilian as-

sets.23 

Constitutionally Determined Disaster Response and Relief Missions  
of the Military 

Throughout the countries under review, there are different forms of constitutional ar-

rangements of military engagements in domestic disaster response. Some—Germany, 
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Italy, Poland, The Netherlands, Austria and others—regulate the overall internal se-

curity and protection roles of the military. 

However, the examples bellow illustrate that other constitutions directly prescribe 

some supporting disaster management roles to the military and even determine the 

types and scale of disasters in the response to which they might be engaged. In some 

cases, the constitutional courts (or relevant institutions) have made decisions that ex-

pand or clarify the range on military domestic arrangements. 

The following examples support this statement. 

The Constitution (The Basic Law) of Germany and its interpretations in the last dec-

ade are illustrative of the recent trend towards expansion of the domestic roles of the 

military. It provides regulations on how assistance during disasters shall be provided 

to the local authorities. Article 35 (2) stipulates that “in order to respond to a grave 

accident or a natural disaster, a Land may call for the assistance of Police Forces of 

other Länder or of personnel and facilities of other administrative authorities, of the 

Armed Forces, or of the Federal Border Police.” The same article, paragraph (3) is 

even more concrete, determining that “If the natural disaster or accident endangers 

the territory of more than one Land, the Federal Government, insofar as is necessary 

to combat the danger, may instruct the Land governments to place police forces at the 

disposal of other Länder, and may deploy units of the Federal Border Police or the 

Armed Forces to support the police. In this context, the measures taken by the Feder-

al Government shall be rescinded at any time at the demand of the Bundesrat, and in 

any event as soon as the danger is removed.”24 The further interpretation of this arti-

cle and its overall paradigm illustrates the observation made earlier in this report that 

under the pressure of the on-going expansion of unexpected threats and growing 

number of disasters of natural and manmade origin the nations and their judiciary 

elites are willing to emancipate from the Twentieth century legal frameworks and 

expand the use of national military. According to Justus Leicht, in 2012, six years af-

ter ruling that the use of the military for domestic purposes was unconstitutional, the 

Supreme Court has allowed the use of weapons during army deployments inside 

Germany. The court interpreted Art. 35 (quoted above) to permit the armed forces to 

intervene in any case involving “damage of catastrophic dimensions.”25 

In Poland, the Constitution determines the role of the armed forces in a ‘conserva-

tive’ manner: “The Armed Forces of the Republic of Poland shall safeguard the inde-

pendence and territorial integrity of the State, and shall ensure the security and invio-

lability of its borders” (Art. 26, 1).26 However, the Constitutional Court (Trybunal 

Konstytucyjiny) in 2000 has decided that such definition does not exclude that the 

armed forces may have important role for the internal security, “although their in-

volvement here might turn out to be of an auxiliary character.”27 Article 3(1a) of the 
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Defence Act, added in 1997, stipulates that the armed forces may take part in com-

batting the effects of natural disasters and extraordinary threats to the environment, 

and in search and rescue missions.28 Further, the Statute on the Deployment of Polish 

Armed Forces Abroad permits the forces to take part in rescue, search and humani-

tarian missions.29 

Italy follows a policy of comprehensive use of armed forces and Carabinieri for do-

mestic security and protection purposes, the basic law stipulates just, “The defence of 

the country is a sacred duty for every citizen.”30 The armed forces are expected to 

guarantee their support to the national civil protection service in all emergencies. The 

military is ready to intervene in cases of disaster, always under military command, 

but under the overall responsibility and coordination of the civilian authority in 

charge of the rescue operations. For that reason, a number of military personnel are 

permanently deployed within the Department of Civil Protection. They are responsi-

ble for planning and operations in specific fields such as air operations in case of for-

est fires and maritime operations in case of emergencies at sea. 

As in Poland and Italy, the Constitution of The Netherlands defines the armed forces 

roles so broadly that the text hardly places any limitations on the use of the military: 

Article 97 declares that “1. There shall be armed forces for the defence and protec-

tion of the interests of the Kingdom, and in order to maintain and promote the inter-

national legal order.”31 Based on this legal set-up, it is the Minister of Defence who, 

elaborating the constitutional text, sets out the main tasks of the Dutch armed forces 

in the following way:32 

• Protecting Dutch and Allied territory, including the Caribbean parts of the 

Kingdom; 

• Promoting stability and the international rule of law; 

• Supporting civil authorities in upholding the law and providing disaster re-

lief and humanitarian assistance, both nationally and internationally. 

According to the Defence Doctrine “this list is not hierarchical: the tasks are equal 

and must be executable at all times. The likelihood that a certain task will need to be 

executed may vary considerably over time.”33 Within such a legal framework, the 

Dutch armed forces have a comprehensive role in the national civil protection policy 

and operations in cases of shortfalls in the capacities of civil organisations. The core 

military domestic operations include emergency relief, search and rescue, along with 

security and enforcement of public order. The Defence Doctrine explains that “In do-

ing so, the armed forces have developed into a structural security partner to the po-

lice, fire service and medical services in accidents and disasters. In principle, the 

whole of the armed forces is available for this third main task, which also includes a 

number of routine activities, such as explosive ordnance disposal, coastguard opera-
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tions in the North Sea, ...” (Art. 3.4.3). The core principle in providing military assis-

tance to the civilian authorities in cases of natural and manmade disasters is that it 

always has to be a civil authority’s request for support (usually, by the chairman of 

the security region), addressed to the key horizontal emergency co-ordinator – the 

Minister of Security and Justice, who will then investigate the way the support shall 

be provided. If there is no other civil agency available and capable to provide the re-

quired support, then it could be addressed to the Minister of Defence and the CHOD 

can then act on the Minister’s behalf in deciding whether to provide military assis-

tance (Art. 3.5.2). 

The Austrian Federal Constitution subscribes to the concept of “universal national 

defence. Its task is to preserve the Federal territory’s outside independence as well as 

its inviolability and its unity, especially as regards the maintenance and defence of 

permanent neutrality.”34 The military defence of Austria is conducted on the princi-

ples of a militia system, while in addition to the typical defence mission the federal 

military are obliged “to render assistance in the case of natural catastrophes and dis-

asters of exceptional magnitude.”35 The same article, paragraph 5, provides oppor-

tunity for the military, acting on a decision the Minister of Defence (as determined in 

the Defence Law), to undertake interventions on its own initiative for the purposes of 

civil protection against natural and other disasters and catastrophes. Such interven-

tions are “… admissible only if circumstances outside their control have put it be-

yond capacity of the competent officials to effect intervention by the military and ir-

reparable damage the community at large would arise from a further wait…” (Art. 

79, para. 5).36 Under these constitutional arrangements of the internal tasks, the Aus-

trian Armed Forces furthermore have to: 

• Protect the constitutionally established institutions and the democratic free-

doms of the population; 

• Maintain order and security inside the country; 

• Render assistance in the case of natural catastrophes and disasters of excep-

tional magnitude.37 

It can be inferred from these legal arrangements, that the legislator has left the deter-

mination of what means ‘exceptional magnitude’ to the executive decision-maker. 

From a legal point of view, experts like G. Nolte, H. Krieger, H. Prantl, and R. Gaier 

assume that such lack of clarity may lead to irrelevant use of the armed forces for 

domestic purposes.38 However, from the point of view of civil protection policy, such 

‘freedom’ provides options for more relevant decisions as the assessment of ‘excep-

tional magnitude’ is set in a local context: in one area, ‘exceptional’ could be an 

event with much smaller magnitude than that of another area, but the danger for the 

people could be similar. 
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The Constitution of Croatia provides legal ground for domestic disaster response 

mission of the armed forces: “In the circumstances provided by Articles 17 and 100 

of the Constitution, the armed forces may, if the nature of jeopardy demands so, be 

used as assistance to police and other governmental bodies.”39 According to the same 

article “The armed forces of the Republic of Croatia may also be deployed to assist 

fire fighting and rescue operations and surveillance and protection of the rights of the 

Republic of Croatia at sea.”40 The other related key Croatian legal acts on military 

roles in cases of disaster response and relief—the Protection and Rescue Act and the 

Law on Defence—provide the legal framework reflecting the principle that the mili-

tary participates in protection and rescue activities if called upon by competent au-

thorities, in cases where the available civilian protection and rescue resources are not 

sufficient. The capacity of the armed forces is seen as supporting and their operations 

in protection and rescue should be coordinated with the Ministry of Internal Affairs 

and Administration.41 

Domestic Military Missions Defined by Laws and Other Acts 

In almost all countries subject of this review, the armed forces provide support to the 

civilian authorities and the population in response to a range of natural and manmade 

disasters. The arrangements are either expressly permitting (through constitutional 

provisions, statutes or governmental acts) or not explicitly prohibiting performance 

of these tasks by the military. The focus of the legal acts is usually on manmade and 

natural disasters, including biological disasters. The type of activities of the armed 

forces in case of disasters can be relief operations in cases of natural disaster and 

humanitarian catastrophes, or assistance in case of biological disasters. 

From a legal point of view, the armed forces are part of the executive structures of 

the state. Respectively, the roles of armed forces in safeguarding national security 

and defence are decided either through constitutional arrangements, by specific laws 

(commonly laws on defence, on the armed forces, or on emergency management/ 

disaster protection) or by executive decisions. 

In most of the countries under review, the constitutional arrangements on deploying 

the armed forces are relatively frugal. In practice, such arrangements actually provide 

a wide range of opportunities to the members of parliaments to regulate the domestic 

use of armed forces for everything they view as important and relevant. These regu-

lations could be in the form of specific defence or emergency laws, parliamentary 

decisions, or approval of executive documents such as security strategy, military 

strategy, crisis management concept, or defence (military) doctrine. Any parliamen-

tary decision should be in line with the constitution and, obviously, not be challenged 

by the Constitutional Court. As the legal experts Nolte and Krieger explain, in such 

legal environment it is less clear weather any law or another Parliamentary act is in 
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accordance with the constitutions and provokes “significant and very diverse debate” 

on the limits of employing the of military, militarisation of societies, the spirit of the 

constitution, respect of democratic freedoms, etc.42 

A number of examples of evolving roles of the armed forces in the domestic affairs 

and emergencies: 

In France, no pertinent constitutional or parliamentary act determines the role of the 

national military in domestic affairs. However, the Defence White Paper (issued by 

the President in 2013) declares, “the engagement of the armed forces to support 

homeland security and civil security in the event of a major crisis could involve up to 

10,000 personnel from the land forces, together with appropriate resources provided 

by the navy and the air force.”43 The White Paper also determines the National Gen-

darmerie, as an armed force under the operational control of the Ministry of Interior, 

to be able to “… respond rapidly to crisis situations or natural disasters, and it can 

therefore be deployed alongside the armed forces.”44 As a recent development in 

France, the national-level of domestic crisis management is consolidated in the Gen-

eral Secretariat for Defence and National Security and the Inter-ministerial Crisis 

Centre (under the leadership of the Prime-Minister). Providing thus civilian and po-

litical control, the armed forces will act in a crisis situation at the request of the civil-

ian authority, under military command, to support or supplement the internal security 

forces (police and gendarmerie, fire brigade and civilian security organisations).45 

In Denmark, there are no specific constitutional provisions to delineate the military’s 

role in domestic crisis situations. Article 7 of the Defence Act, however, stipulates 

that “the Defence Forces, according to the specified decision of the Minister of De-

fence and after negotiations with other ministers involved, be allowed to undertake 

other tasks.”46 Thus, the military can support the Police and the Danish Emergency 

Management Agency if a serious accident or a catastrophe should strike Denmark.47 

This article introduces the interpretation that despite the existence of particularly ex-

plained tasks,48 the armed forces under direct executive decision may take action 

within the domestic civil protection domain. The Danish concept of ‘total defence’ 

actually means collective emergency preparedness with the aim “to ensure an effi-

cient and coordinated effort by its combined resources in connection with crises, ca-

tastrophes, or other major incidents. The purpose is to maintain vital public functions 

and to protect the lives and properties of the population.”49 This means that the Min-

ister of Defence is authorised to develop and use military capabilities in order to re-

duce the civil society’s vulnerability and to increase its robustness so that society is 

able better to resist potential new challenges and risks. The capacities for emergency 

management, including those of the Defence Forces, are expected therefore to be 

continuously adjusted in keeping up with societal developments. This allows the 
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Minister of Defence to determine tasks of the Ministry of Defence, in addition to the 

once defined by Law, as the following: 

• Monitoring of maritime traffic and maritime environment; 

• Rescue services and handling of pollution at sea; 

• Assistance to the police; 

• Fire and rescue services in regard at both national and municipal levels.50 

Likewise, in Belgium no constitutional or other legal prescriptions exist in relation to 

the provision of military support to civil authorities in domestic emergencies, but the 

armed forces might be used in exceptional cases when civilian capacity is not suffi-

cient. According to the Ministerial Circular NPU-1 of 26 October 2006, whenever 

civilian means are exhausted, military support can be considered and requested 

through the competent authority. In case of a municipal level of emergency, an 

agreement by the governor is compulsory.51 

The language of Spain’s Constitution of 197852 clearly distinguishes the armed forces 

from the forces of public order, i.e. the Civil Guard and the Police, which had been 

treated as part of the armed forces under the applicable organic law of the Franco re-

gime. Article 8 of the democratic constitution states that “1. The Armed Forces, con-

sisting of the army, the navy, and the air force, have as their mission the guarantee of 

the sovereignty and independence of Spain, the defence of its territorial integrity, and 

the constitutional order.”53 Article 30 provides ground for co-operation between the 

military and the civil protection system in cases of natural and manmade disasters. It 

stipulates that citizens have the right and the duty to ‘defend Spain’ through a mili-

tary or civilian service, and further that the “duties of citizens in the event of serious 

risk, catastrophe or public calamity may be regulated by law.”54 In response to the 

new constitutional requirements, the 1980 Organic Act on National Defence stipulat-

ed that the Government shall arrange the contribution of whatever kind of resource 

that is necessary (human, material, etc., public or private), defined the concept of civ-

il defence, and stated that the Armed Forces will cooperate at the request of civil au-

thorities. An amendment of the same act in 1984 introduced the concept of civil pro-

tection and thus integrated the wartime civil defence with the peacetime civil protec-

tion functions. In this line of developments, a Royal Decree of 1996 established a 

new structure of the Ministry of Defence and defined the functions of the Defence 

Policy Directorate in relation to civil preparedness, civil emergency planning and the 

armed forces contribution to disaster relief operations. As a result, the role of the 

Spanish military for the civil protection has grown significantly not only from legal, 

but also from operational point of view. The establishment of special military for-

mation (see Chapter 3.2) for provision of support to the civilian authorities in cases 

of emergencies has been the next step in the same direction. However, since 1984 le-
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gal regulations have been introduced to place decision making on domestic emergen-

cies under full civilian control and to make the military only an operational body. 

In the Swedish Constitution, the national military is treated as “an instrument of the 

Government”55 serving the purpose of “the defence of the Kingdom” and states that 

“The Government may deploy the armed forces of the Realm in accordance with in-

ternational law to meet an armed attack against the Realm or to prevent a violation of 

its territory.”56 However, as this statement relates more to the “external defence” and 

is linked to the Art. 51 of the UN Charter, an important role for determining the in-

ternal mission of the armed forces in support to the civil authorities in cases of emer-

gencies is provided by the Ordinance on Logistic and Material Support of the Armed 

Forces to Civil Authorities.57 

Finland’s Ministry of Defence and the Armed Forces role in disaster response and re-

lief has been legally designated as the function of “supporting the other authorities.” 

According to the Government’s 2010 Security Strategy for Society, “these functions 

comprise executive assistance, participation in disaster response and support to an 

authority in providing assistance to another state.”58 The Strategy requires the armed 

forces to develop and maintain readiness to provide support to the civilian authorities 

with the following key capabilities: 

• “Area surveillance capability; 

• Field communication systems; 

• Search and oil spill recovery readiness on land and at sea; 

• Intelligence, analysis and decontamination of CBRNE; 

• Fire fighting; 

• Rescue and clearing; 

• Clearing of explosives; 

• Building of temporary bridges and roads; 

• First aid and evacuation; 

• Land, sea and air transports; 

• SAR by helicopters; 

• Guarding duties; 

• Accommodation and maintenance services; and 

• Expert assistance.”
59

 

In the UK, the military tasking is determined at the doctrinal level 60 under the fol-

lowing four generic headings: “Standing Home Commitments,” “Standing Strategic,” 

“Standing Overseas Commitments,” and “Contingent Operations Overseas.” The 
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Standing Home Commitments tasks encompass the inter-department efforts to pro-

vide security and sovereignty at home. The military role in these efforts encompasses 

four military tasks, including “MT 2.1: Military Aid to Civil Authorities”: 

Military Aid to Civil Authorities (MACA) covers the provision of military support 

to the civil power, OGDs (Other Government Departments) and the community at 

large. This support is provided on an emergency basis and fielded from irreducible 

spare capacity. Specialist capabilities are provided when requested by OGDs, in-

cluding routine Explosive Ordnance Disposal (EOD), partially funded by the 

Home Office, and a major contribution to the Search and Rescue (SAR) cover for 

the UK. It also includes support to the maintenance of Government in times of cri-

sis and conflict.61 

Defence contributes to the UK resilience through the provision of a number of guar-

anteed niche capabilities and a process of augmenting civil authorities and structures 

when civilian capacity is overwhelmed. The Ministry of Defence augments the ca-

pacity of civilian agencies responding to specific requests for a planned response or 

to a crisis. This means that augmentation by the military is not guaranteed and de-

pends on the complex assessment of a concrete situation. MACA is subdivided into 

Military Aid to the Civil Community, Military Aid to the Civil Power and Military 

Aid to other Government Departments. In practice, military capabilities, generated 

for the implementation of other domestic military tasks as Integrity of UK Waters and 

Integrity of UK Space are routinely employed in support of the local civil authorities. 

The Irish Defence Forces have the role of aiding the Civil Power, which in practice 

means to assist, when requested, An Garda Síochána [the police force of Ireland], 

who have primary responsibility for maintaining law and order, including the protec-

tion of the internal security of the State.62 They also participate in multinational 

peace support, crisis management and humanitarian relief operations in support of 

the United Nations. From time to time, the Irish Defence Forces may be tasked to 

conduct search and rescue; air ambulance service; assistance on the occasion of natu-

ral or other disasters; assistance in connection with the maintenance of essential ser-

vices; assistance in combating oil pollution at sea.63 For example, in response to the 

2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami, from January till March 2005 the Defence Forces de-

ployed a team of specialist logistic officers to the United Nations Joint Logistics Cen-

tre in Sri Lanka and performed tasks in relation to road and transport assessments, 

gathering, compiling and disseminating information for all UN Agencies, foreign 

military and international non-governmental organisations.64 

The Kingdom of Norway’s Constitution does not specify internal roles of the armed 

forces. According to Article 25 of the Constitution, the control of the armed forces is 

among the King’s prerogatives, in principle meaning that the Parliament (Stortinget) 
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may not give directions as to how this authority shall be exercised. This power is in 

practice exercised by the Government and, within the Government, by the Minister 

of Defence. However, since the introduction of the principle of parliamentarism in 

1884 (implying that the Government is depending on the continuing support of the 

Parliament), the Defence Minister is constitutionally and politically responsible to the 

Parliament for all activities carried out by the Ministry, by the armed forces as a 

whole and by other subordinated departments. Furthermore, the Government needs 

the authorisation of the Parliament to pass any new acts regarding the armed forces, 

as well as for the defence budget. The loose formulation of the purpose of the armed 

forces to defend Norwegian territory, people and interests provides a room for flexi-

ble interpretation.65 Consequently, the main principle for crisis management is the 

principle of responsibility, which states that each ministry and government agency 

has a responsibility for internal security within its own field. In order to prevent un-

healthy competition or gaps in assigned responsibility, the Ministry of Justice and 

Police provides horizontal co-ordination through the Directorate of Civil Protection 

and Emergency Planning. Norway’s core emergency management organisation – the 

Civil Defence—is subordinated to the Ministry of Justice and the Police. Its current 

purpose is mainly to provide support activities in civil emergencies during peacetime, 

whereas previously its most important task was to protect against the dangers of war. 

Norway has no paramilitary or internal security forces. However, the Civil Defence 

personnel are uniformed and under the protection of relevant Geneva Conventions. 

The core tasks of the Norwegian military are to provide military defence and contrib-

ute to international peacekeeping missions. One of the nine tasks of the military, 

elaborated in the long-term defence plan,66 is to “contribute to the safeguarding of 

public safety and other central social tasks.”67 The long-term defence plan also re-

quires “the size and equipment of individual elements shall take into account the re-

quirement to provide support to the civil community.”68 In this context, an extensive 

civil-military cooperation has been established between the Ministry of Defence and 

the Directorate of Civil Protection and Emergency Planning within the Ministry of 

Justice and the Police. 

The Romanian Armed Forces’ mission is “to guarantee the state sovereignty, inde-

pendence and unity, territorial integrity and constitutional democracy.”69 Their con-

tribution to the national disaster response and relief preparations is based on deliber-

ate and contingency plans that are co-ordinated by the civil emergency management 

authorities (under the control of the Minister of the Interior). The implementation of 

those plans and all necessary rapid reaction measures is organised and commanded 

by the Chief of the General Staff under the leadership of the Minister of Defence. All 

direct military engagements are co-ordinated with the Governmental Commission for 

Disaster Relief. 
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Like in the Romanian case, the Constitution of Bulgaria determines a ‘classical’ role 

of the armed forces: “The armed forces shall guarantee the sovereignty, security and 

independence of the country and shall defend its territorial integrity.”70 The Law on 

Defence and Armed Forces adds to defence and defence preparedness activities “… 

9. Maintaining and using armed forces in disasters; 10. Participation in containing 

and/or mitigating the consequences of disasters.”71 The White Paper of Defence of 

2010, as well as previous versions, elaborates a third mission of the armed forces 

“Contribution to the national security in peacetime,” that includes “maintaining ca-

pabilities of early warning for potential risks and threats; activities for control of the 

air and maritime space; operations for containing and neutralising terrorist, extremist 

and crime groups; protection of strategic sites; protection and support to the popula-

tion in natural disasters, accidents, and environmental catastrophes; neutralising un-

exploded ordnance; provision of humanitarian assistance; contribution to migration 

control; rescue and evacuation activities; assistance, when necessary, to other state 

bodies, organisations, and local authorities, for preventing and overcoming the con-

sequences of terrorist attacks, natural disasters, ecological and industrial catastro-

phes, and dangerous dissemination of infectious diseases.”72 From policy point of 

view, the involvement of military capabilities and assets is formally seen as last re-

sort, only in cases when the available civilian capacity is overwhelmed. In practice, 

however, the military are called to support disaster response fairly often, e.g. for aeri-

al surveillance and reconnaissance, search and rescue from the air, provision of 

heavy transport vehicles in snow storms and heavy icing, etc. 

According to the Armed Forces Law (2002), the Slovak military may be tasked to 

provide support to civilian authorities in emergency situations and in cases of intro-

duction of state of emergency, to perform air search and rescue operations, and to 

provide air medical transport.73 

Although the system of protection against natural and other disasters in Slovenia is 

separated from the defence system and is non-military in nature, the Slovenian armed 

forces can also participate in protection, rescue and relief tasks in cases, where avail-

able civilian forces and resources are insufficient. Among the examples is the partici-

pation of the airborne unit with helicopters in mountain rescue operations and the 

contribution to fighting forest fires. The participation of the armed forces has to be 

approved by the Minister of Defence on the initiative of the Civil Protection Com-

mander of the Republic of Slovenia.74 

The Constitution of the Czech Republic stipulates that the government shall decide 

on dispatching Czech military forces outside the territory of the Czech Republic for 

“… c) participation in rescue operations in case of natural, industrial and ecological 

disasters,”75 but does not regulate the internal use of the armed forces for similar pur-
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poses. However, since the basic law does not constrain the use of the military in such 

cases, the Military Strategy of the Czech Republic (2012) determines the mission of 

the military in support of the civil authorities in emergency situations in the follow-

ing manner: “The Armed Forces of the Czech Republic may support national civilian 

authorities on the state’s territory in the framework of the Integrated Rescue System 

(IRS), particularly in the consequence management of large-scale natural disasters 

and industrial or environmental incidents. In cases when the internal security and se-

curity of citizens are under serious threat, the Ministry of Defence may assign forces 

and assets in order to support and reinforce the Police of the Czech Republic (PCR). 

To that effect, forces are assigned to the extent necessary and subject to their availa-

bility. In principle, the entirety of the Armed Forces of the Czech Republic, including 

the Armed Forces’ Active Reserve Force, may be used in support of the IRS and 

PCR.” 76 

In Estonia, the Estonian Defence Forces Organisation Act (2009) determines the 

function of the Defence Forces as “… 4) participation in the resolution of a state of 

emergency and an emergency situation and in ensuring the security on the basis of 

and pursuant to the procedure provided by law.”77 The Law also explicitly states that 

such assistance could be provided only if the police forces are not able to operate or 

their capacity is insufficient. The internal military mission of support should be per-

formed without using direct coercion in any form.78 

The legal arrangements on the domestic use of the armed forces of Latvia are defined 

by the National Armed Forces Law (1999).79 Accordingly, the national Armed Forc-

es should provide support to “[…] 2) the system of civil protection – in preventive 

and reactive measures, in measures for the elimination of consequences caused by 

emergency situations, as well as rescue and search operations.”80 Another article of 

the Law provides details on the military ‘measures’ that might be undertaken by the 

armed forces in the following way: “[…] 3) destroy explosive devices; 4) perform 

coast guard functions, co-ordinate and perform human search and rescue operations 

at sea, eliminate the effects of accidents occurred at sea, participate in ecological sur-

veillance and control of the navigation regime.”81 And at the ‘highest’ level, one of 

fundamental tasks of the armed forces is determined as “the participation in the pre-

vention of situations that constitute a threat to the State in accordance with the proce-

dures specified in regulatory enactments.”82 Paragraph 2 of the same article makes an 

open statement that “[…] the units (sub-units) of the National Armed Forces may be-

come involved in the performance of other tasks not provided for in this Law by an 

order of the Cabinet.”83 

In Lithuania, the Law on the Organisation of the National Defence System and Mili-

tary Service stipulates that “1. The principal tasks of the Army in peacetime shall be: 



 Armed Forces in Domestic Disaster Response: Policy and Legal Frameworks 158 

[…] in the cases specified by the law, to provide assistance to other state and munici-

pal institutions.”84 In the elaboration of functions of the paramilitary volunteer force, 

the Law determines one other function as, “training of volunteer servicemen, prepa-

ration of elements of the Volunteer Forces for defence within their own territory and 

for the performance of joint defence tasks, protection of the defence infrastructure 

and strategic objects, assistance in the event of natural disasters and calamities.”85 

In Portugal, the key civil protection role is dedicated to the National Republican 

Guard (NRG) – a formation with military status and organisation (similar to Carabi-

nieri and Gendarmerie), which operates under the Minister of Interior’s control in 

any situation except war or military crisis. Among others, one of the NRG’s principal 

missions is to “aid and protect the citizens as well as defend and preserve the goods 

which are found to be in a dangerous situation, due to causes originating from human 

actions or acts of nature.”86 Performing this mission, civilian organisations and the 

military cooperate in the following areas: 

• Forest fire-related activities (prevention, fire-fighting support and post-fire 

activities); 

• Reinforcement of civil personnel in health and medical emergencies; 

• Search and rescue; 

• Logistical support for operations; 

• Infrastructure rehabilitation; 

• Terrestrial, aerial and maritime reconnaissance activities.87 

In terms of organisation, the NRG is built into three hierarchical levels, with 20 dis-

trict commands, 128 detachments and 534 units. It has also a reserve unit, organised 

and prepared, among others, for K-9 intervention,88 search and rescue, and explosive 

ordnance disposal and underground security.89 The NRG has a total staff of 24 736 

military and 1 111 civilians, who carry out their missions throughout 94 percent of 

the national territory accounting for 53,8 percent of the population.90 

Greece and Turkey are between the few countries covered by the study assigning a 

lesser role of the armed forces in disaster response and relief, as prescribed in legisla-

tion. In practice, the military contribution in both countries is essential in a variety of 

cases, but respective decisions are made ad-hoc, via legal or governmental acts. In 

the aftermath of the August 1999 earthquake, the Turkish Armed Forces made the 

decision to form a battalion-size search and rescue unit subordinate to Special Forces 

Command with the intent to better cope with large-scale natural disasters. The special 

unit is called ‘Natural Disasters Search and Rescue Battalion’ (see Chapter Error! 

Reference source not found. below). Logistics support in crises is provided through 

a number of sources, including private logistics providers, non-governmental 
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logistics providers and military logistics support. The Turkish Armed Forces, for 

example, maintain logistics support coordination centres to ensure timely response in 

the event of emergencies. During the Lake Van earthquake in 2011, military aircrafts 

were made available for delivering SAR forces and other rescue workers, equipment 

and aid (e.g., blankets, tents, etc.). Military support is anticipated in all provincial 

plans for all emergency situations, as foreseen in the relevant regulations. 

In Israel, the Home Front Command operates in various emergency situations, spe-

cialising in civilian protection to save lives. In emergencies, this Command operates 

to its fullest capabilities, using all its resources in order to instruct the civilian popu-

lation on how to cope with the threats facing Israel. The Home Front Command op-

erates search and rescue missions in Israel and around the world, aiding in rescue and 

recovery from incidents such as terror attacks, floods, conflagrations, etc.91 

Conclusion: Impact on Civil-Military Relations 

This review indicates a tendency to expand not so much the ‘domestic roles’ of the 

national military, but the ways in which the armed forces contribute to immediate 

disaster response, rescue and relief operations. The provision of military support to 

civil authorities and the people takes place in a specific context of the civil-military 

relations. As the UK Disaster Relief Operations Doctrine 92 explains, natural and 

manmade disasters and catastrophes are source of humanitarian crises: if not ad-

dressed rapidly and effectively, they can deteriorate quickly and bring significant and 

comprehensive political, social, economic and security effects. 

The studies of Katzenstein (1996) 93 and Hofstede (2010)94 argue that democratic na-

tions, that have developed a culture of securing people’s life and property, have a 

better capacity to survive an emergency with less damage; they are socially more co-

herent and politically stable. These studies plead that nations least able to withstand 

the effects of natural disaster, or at greatest risk to manmade disaster, are also prone 

to political instability, civil disorder and unrest. 

From this standpoint, the use of military in domestic emergency operations should be 

timely and effective. However, any military engagement should stay within the 

framework of the established principles of the democratic civil-military relations95 

and should not challenge the human rights and citizen freedoms. The following 

points might be considered: 

• Decisions concerning armed forces always remain in civilian hands and, if 

force is used, it is commensurate with the concrete disaster response and re-

lief needs. The application of this principle guarantees that the use of mili-

tary is a component of the (civilian) government’s crisis management poli-

cy, and not on a military initiative. 
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• Any military engagement is based on political guidance and follows the re-

quirements of transparency and accountability. The Minister of Defence is 

the principle agent on behalf of the Government, who has full command au-

thority over the military contingent and its operations. The minister is 

obliged to provide timely and detailed information on the character of mili-

tary engagement and the results. He/she is responsible for the performance 

of the military both politically (to the public and the Parliament) and legally 

(for the issued executive orders). 

• The operational chain of command is led by a civilian authority. Govern-

ments build national crisis management systems that are headed by a politi-

cal body and are supported by a civilian permanent administration. The 

principle of civilian leadership is spread throughout all levels of the systems 

(national, regional and local). Civilians determine the tasks and character of 

any military operation within the affected area, while the militaries maintain 

their internal chain of command. 

• The role of military in domestic emergency operations is defined under the 

principles of subsidiarity and proportionality. This principle has different 

meaning, depending on the design of the national crisis management system. 

When the military have special units for disaster response, search and res-

cue, and relief they receive concrete and, in some cases, primary role, de-

pending on the nature of the emergency. When the military provide general 

support or assets, then their role is strictly supportive and proportional. 

• The operational chain of command is led by a civilian authority. Govern-

ments build national crisis management systems that are headed by a polit-

ical body and are supported by a civilian permanent administration. The 

principle of civilian leadership is spread throughout all levels of the systems 

(national, regional and local). Civilians determine the tasks and character of 

any military operation within the affected area, while the militaries maintain 

their internal chain of command. 

• The role of military in domestic emergency operations is defined under the 

principles of subsidiarity and proportionality. This principle has different 

meaning, depending on the design of the national crisis management system. 

When the military have special units for disaster response, search and res-

cue, and relief they receive concrete and, in some cases, primary role, de-

pending on the nature of the emergency. When the military provide general 

support or assets, then their role is strictly supportive and proportional. 

• Any military engagement is seen as temporary. The highest value of the mil-

itary is their high readiness and rapid reaction, but their core role is defence 
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and military security. The governments avoid challenging this role with pro-

longed engagement in disaster relief operations. 

• The military role and operations are professionally prepared and the 

equipment they use is relevant to the missions. Generally, the governments' 

position is that major disasters cannot be handled successfully without ade-

quate preparation. In most of the cases under study that includes: case spe-

cific legal arrangements; equipment, relevant to the role; military specific 

and inter-agency training; co-ordinated planning; integrated alert system; 

and joint reporting mechanism. The military leadership is responsible to de-

termine which military formation should be prepared and engaged in a dis-

aster response mission and what are the relevant operational requirements 

(as the practice confirms, the military engagements are costly as the military 

equipment is often much more expensive than any civilian equipment). 
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