
22

ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION IN DESTABILIZED AREAS 
AND FIELD MISSION ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY

Introduction

What is Environmental Pro-
tection (EP)?
The Concise Oxford English Dictio-
nary2 defines “the environment” 
as “the natural world, especial-
ly as affected by human activity”, 
identifying the fundamental re-
lation linking deeds by human-
kind with their effects on nature.
Human beings as individuals or 
members of a group may endan-
ger and attack the environment, 
but they may also play a positive 

role resulting in the prevention, mi-
tigation and the proactive contra-
sting of threats, violations, as well 
as damages and destruction. Two 
fundamental aspects can therefo-
re be considered in EP, namely the 
compliance, when abiding to rules 
and norms, and its contrary (i.e. the 
non-compliance), when violations, 
transgressions and crimes are 
committed. The latter perspective 
encompasses law enforcement and 
therefore it is also a NATO Stability 
Policing’s concern, both when rein-
forcing and/or temporary repla-
cing indigenous police forces (IPF).

Environmental Protection Global 
Players
The United Nation Environmental 
Programme (UNEP)3 is the most 
significant global initiative encom-
passing the United Nations Envi-

ronment Assembly and Governing 
Council, the world’s highest-level 
decision-making body on the en-
vironment scene4. Seven broad 
thematic areas include climate 
change, disasters and conflicts, 
ecosystem management, environ-
mental governance, chemicals and 
waste, resource efficiency, and en-
vironment under review; all topics 
abide to an overarching sustaina-
bility.5 UNEP also hosts the secre-
tariats of many critical multilateral 
environmental agreements and 
research bodies, bringing together 
nations and the environmental 
community to tackle some of the 
greatest challenges of our time.6 
Other active International Organi-
zations (IOs) include the European 
Union (EU), INTERPOL and NATO.
The EU has a significant body of 
EP initiatives, including Article 3 
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of the Treaty on the European 
Union7 and Articles 11 and 191-
193 of the Treaty on the Functio-
ning of the European Union.8 
Within the EU, key environment 
topics are related to actions.9

 The EU has a range of laws to im-
prove environmental standards for 
Europeans and protect their quali-
ty of life and it ensures that natio-
nal governments correctly imple-
ment these environmental laws.10

Another global player in EP is the 
International Criminal Police Or-
ganization (INTERPOL), which 
dedicates one of its remits exclu-
sively to combating environmental 
crimes.11  Its website 
proclaims that bor-
ders do not restrict 
environmental cri-
mes, which indeed 
range from ivory 
trafficking and over-
fishing of protected 
species, to illegal 
logging and the du-
mping of hazardous 
waste. Smuggling 
wildlife often follows 
routes used to traffi-
cking weapons, cul-
tural property, drugs 
and people, while 
environmental crime often occurs 
hand in hand with other offences. 
Unlike other illegally traded goods, 
natural resources are finite and 
cannot be replenished in a lab, 
hence there is a sense of urgency 
to combat environmental crime.12

Environmental Protection within 
NATO
The protection of the environment 
is primarily a responsibility of Na-
tions, often enshrined in their con-
stitution13, due to their function as 
overarching entity endowed with ri-
ghts and duties combining politics, 

population and territory. NATO, as 
a political and military organiza-
tion was established14 to defend its 
signatories and recognizes that cli-
mate change has a demonstrable 
impact on Allied security and sha-
pes the security conditions under 
which NATO and its adversaries 
operate. In 2014, NATO adopted 
the Green Defence framework, 
which aspires to reduce the envi-
ronmental footprint of its military 
operations and improve NATO’s 
resilience by investing in green 
technologies that reduce fuel con-
sumption, energy dependencies, 
mission footprints and long, vul-

nerable supply lines.15  In this re-
gard, NATO defines environment 
as “The surroundings in which an 
organization operates, including 
air, water, land, natural resources, 
flora, fauna, humans, and their 
interrelations.”16 Neither the Wa-
shington Treaty17 establishing the 
Alliance, nor the NATO Status of 
Forces Agreement (SOFA)18 or the 
Paris Protocol19 mention EP. But the 
Wales Summit Declaration men-
tions “Key environmental and re-
source constraints, including health 
risks, climate change, water scar-
city, and increasing energy needs 

will further shape the future securi-
ty environment in areas of concern 
to NATO and have the potential 
to significantly affect NATO plan-
ning and operations.“20 Moreover, 
NATO acknowledges the need to 
step up many environmental chal-
lenges and climate change. In 
particular, the Alliance is working 
to reduce the environmental ef-
fects of military activities and to re-
spond to security challenges ema-
nating from the environment.21

NATO’s current activities related 
to the natural environment include 
protecting the environment from 
damaging effects of military ope-

rations but also promoting envi-
ronmentally friendly management 
practices in training areas and 
during operations as well as adap-
ting military assets to a hostile phy-
sical environment. It encompasses 
preparing for and responding to 
natural and man-made disasters, 
addressing the impact of climate 
change, educating military officers 
on all aspects of environmental 
challenges as well as supporting 
partner countries in building lo-
cal capabilities, enhancing energy 
efficiency and fossil fuel indepen-
dence and finally building environ-

EU environment topics and actions

Air to improve air quality and reduce air pollution.
Chemicals to ensure chemicals are safe, for health and the environment.
Circular economy transition to a circular economy with a focus on green growth.
Industry to make industry more sustainable and reduce industrial emissions.
Marine and coastal environment to protect Europe’s coasts, seas and oceans.
Nature and biodiversity on environmental conservation and protection.
Noise to reduce environmental noise pollution.
Plastics on plastic production and pollution to contribute to a circular economy.
Soil and land for the sustainable use of soil and land.
Sustainable development commitment in Europe and worldwide.
Urban environment to promote the sustainability of European cities.
Waste and recycling on waste management, treatment and recycling.
Water on water issues, to protect water.
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Publication (AMEPP from 1 to 9).
NATO commanders and their staff 
should rely upon their LEGAD 
and environmental specialists to 
know the applicable environment 
protection laws and standards, to 
understand environmental issues, 
and recommend appropriate so-
lutions. In order to implement EP 
properly, it should be incorpora-
ted in the commander’s policy 
and guidance, planning and the 
actual conduct of an exercise of 
NA5CRO33. Disregarding EP may 
lead to unnecessary environmental 
damage that might impact civilian 
populations, create bad publicity 
(i.e. jeopardize the Alliance’s batt-
le of narrative) and lead to loss of 
public support of the mission.34

NATO Secretary General Stolten-
berg on the 17th of September 
of 2020 participated in a NATO 
seminar on security and the envi-
ronment jointly organized by the 
delegations of Italy and the United 
Kingdom linking climate chan-
ge and the security environment, 

NATO planning 
and operations. 
NATO Allies 
agree on the 
need to adapt 
to future thre-
ats and chal-
lenges over the 
next decade and 
beyond, issues 
that are part of 

the Secretary General’s NATO 
2030 reflection process.  Climate 
change is already addressed by 
the Alliance in its 2010 strategic 
concept, which highlights it as one 
of the factors that will “shape the 
future security environment in are-
as of concern to NATO and have 
the potential to significantly affect 
NATO planning and operations”.35 
Moreover, during his address at 

mentally friendly infrastructures. All 
these activities fall under two broad 
categories, namely Environmental 
protection, consisting in protecting 
the physical and natural environ-
ment from the harmful and detri-
mental impact of military activities 
on one side, and Environmental 
security, which addresses securi-
ty challenges emanating from the 
physical and na-
tural environment, 
on the other.22

Furthermore, the 
Military Committee 
established NATO’s 
military EP princi-
ples and policies 
in support of all 
NATO-led military 
activities.23 In parti-
cular, it defined the responsibilities 
of NATO Commanders, Comman-
ders of units from all participating 
NATO Nations and non-NATO 
Troop Contributing Nations, for 
EP during the preparation for and 
execution of military activities.24 In 
operations, the conundrum betwe-
en operational imperatives and EP 
principles will result in the primacy 
of the former25, while in exerci-

ses EP policies normally prevail.
EP standards may vary during 
missions and require an Environ-
mental Management System.26 
The minimum EP standard is to 
hand back areas used by NATO 
in no worse environmental con-
dition than they were received.27 
Further Allied EP publications co-
ver EP best practices and stan-

dards for military camps in NATO 
operations28, EP during NATO-led 
military activities29, NATO environ-
mental file during NATO-led acti-
vities30, environmental sampling 
protocols31 and best environmen-
tal protection practices for sustai-
nability of military training are-
as32. These land-oriented NATO 
standards are mirrored by Allied 
Maritime Environmental Protection 

“THE PROTECTION OF THE ENVIRONMENT IS PRI-
MARILY A RESPONSIBILITY OF NATIONS, OFTEN EN-
SHRINED IN THEIR CONSTITUTION, DUE TO THEIR 
FUNCTION AS OVERARCHING ENTITY ENDOWED 
WITH RIGHTS AND DUTIES COMBINING POLITICS, 
POPULATION AND TERRITORY.”

The Republic promotes the development of culture and of scientific and technical research. 
It safeguards natural landscape and the historical and artistic heritage of the Nation.”
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rary replacement by SP could be 
the only deployable solution until 
other actors from the International 
Community (IC) intervene and/
or take over as a follow-on force. 
A substitution45 mission is likely 
to co-exist with a Police Capaci-
ty Building (PCB) one, to allow a 
disengagement of forces external 
to the HN. Executive SP missions 
require a North Atlantic Coun-
cil (NAC) decision46 endowing SP 
assets with an executive policing 
mandate.47  In such a case, SP ele-
ments enforce international and 
applicable HN law to create effects 
on the adversary, conducting the 
so-called “legal targeting”. This 
may include the investigation or 
detention/arrest of irregular ac-
tors48 such as war, organized and 

transnational criminals, terrorists 
and insurgents. It could consist 
in limiting their mobility and re-
stricting their freedom of action, 

the Human Security conference 
held on 25 February 2020, he 
stated that NATO will continually 
update its standards to better re-
cognise the full range of threats 
and risks to populations, words 
that might equally be directed 
to dangers derived from or im-
pacting on the environment as the-
se directly influence populations.36

What is NATO Stability Policing?
Stability Policing (SP) is a concept 
developed within NATO37, but 
applied also by other Internatio-
nal Organizations38, responding 
to the policing-related needs of 
a Host Nation’s population, if no 
other HN or external actor (IPF, IO 
etc.) is present or can intervene 
timely and/or effectively39. Over-
coming a combat-only approach 
to crisis response, SP expands the 
reach of the military instrument 
into the policing remit40. Thereby 
it contributes in a comprehen-
sive approach to win the war 
while aiming at building peace. 
The “Allied Joint Doctrine for Sta-
bility Policing”41 defines SP as “Po-
lice related activities intended to 
reinforce or temporarily replace 
the indigenous police in order to 
contribute to the restoration and/
or upholding of the public order 
and security, rule of law, and the 
protection of human rights” and 
envisions two missions. The rein-
forcement42 of the IPF, consists 
in intervening on their capabili-

ties43 and capacity44 to raise ove-
rall performance. When the IPF 
are missing or unwilling to car-
ry out their duties, their tempo-

seizing their assets and financial 
means49 as well as dismantling 
their networks and structures.
SP can be performed in all three 
NATO core tasks (collective de-
fence, crisis management and 
cooperative security), within all 
operations themes (from peaceti-
me military engagement to war-
fighting) and before, during as 
well as after (armed) conflicts and 
manmade or natural disasters. It 
is normally encompassed within 
NATO stability operations and con-
sists of the performance of stability, 
enabling, defensive and offensive 
activities in the remit of policing.
Since irregular actors operate on 
land, sea and in the air, in cyber-
space as well as in the information 
environment, SP does likewise, 
but it is generally “land -heavy”.
A key, if not formalised, SP prin-
ciple proclaims, “Everybody can 
contribute to SP, but not everyone 
can do everything”.50  This allows 
the Alliance to select the best sui-
ting participants and to draw from 
a multitude of force providers from 
Allied Nations. SP actors include 
Gendarmerie-type forces, which 

Stability Policing definition
“Police related activities intended to reinforce or temporarily replace 
the indigenous police in order to contribute to the restoration and/or 
upholding of the public order and security, rule of law, and the pro-
tection of human rights.”
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capability/capacity building ini-
tiatives within the HN. Experience 
showed that planning, preparing, 
resourcing and executing PCB 
should as much as practicable re-
spond and abide to HN require-
ments and culture. Co-designing 
is likely to yield positive results by 
wedding the HN local knowledge 
and understanding with outside 
expertise and innovative solutions.
There is a host of evidence56 linking 
crimes against the environment to 
organized criminal groups. Also 
other irregular actors in fragile 
states may take advantage from 
the HN government’s reduced law 
enforcement action, capabilities 
and capacity, not only to expand 
their illegal activities, but also to 
spoil any stabilization, peace or 
development process. As such all 
these actors become adversaries 
for Stability Policing, which, when 
deployed, seeks to support stability 
before, during and after crises or 

Rule of Law (ROL)54, support a frail 
Justice Sector (Police, Judiciary 
and Corrections) and improve the 
HN governance by following a 
number of Lines of Operation55.
All executive law enforcement en-
deavours can and should be mir-
rored by suitable and HN-tailored 

are the first choice51, the Military 
Police and other military forces; 
under a comprehensive approach, 
also non-military actors including 
police forces with civilian status, 
IOs, NGOs, and contractors52. 
Any trained and equipped unit or 
asset can conduct basic SP activi-
ties and tasks, while higher-level 
standards must be applied when 
considerable policing experti-
se and experience are required, 
e.g. for investigating internatio-
nal crimes and terrorism or ad-
vising the senior HN leadership.
Policing is very different from sol-
diering, but urban challenges may 
progressively blur police and mili-
tary responsibilities; in fact, military 
operations in densely populated 
areas will require military person-
nel to have policing-like skills53.

NATO Stability Policing contribu-
tion to Environmental Protection
The SP contribution to EP may con-
sist in both the IPF reinforcement 
and/or temporary replacement 
in the specific remit. SP aspects 
concerning EP may contribute to 
an overall re-establishment of the 
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conflicts, to foster peace and con-
tribute to creating the conditions 
for social, cultural and economic 
improvements. This may take two 
avenues of approach, in accor-
dance with the SP missions, namely 
replacing and reinforcing the IPF.
In performing executive law en-
forcement in the field of EP, SP 
tasks may fall within five activities.
Within these broad remits, specific 
tasks are accomplished in support 
of EP. In fact, SP assets, may pa-
trol seeking to gather information 
about sites generating, stocking 
and treating waste, with a particu-
lar attention to hazardous or toxic 
materials. Surveillance of these 
locations might help developing 
an understanding of the modii 
operandi of criminal individuals, 
organized groups and networks. 
The analysis of such law enforce-
ment information generates law 
enforcement intelligence that can 
be used by the whole Allied for-
ce to acquire a better situational 
awareness and to 
improve its com-
mon operating pi-
cture. If significant 
criminal activity is 
suspected, an in-
telligence-led poli-
cing approach can 
determine where 
and how to act best. 
Placing a cordon 
might in fact ensu-
re the critical site 
security for a water 
purification plant 
or protect peo-
ple from coming in 
contact with pollu-
tants, toxic substan-
ces or radiations; it 
might also allow to 
conduct a search 
to seize evidence. 

If the presence of contaminants or 
poisons is documented, a crime 
scene investigation is conducted 
to determine the level of hazard 
for the surrounding populace. Im-
mediate dangers might determine 
an evacuation, an escort to a sa-
fer area and in general operate a 
control of movement of popula-
tions, refugees, and IDPs to keep 
them safe. SP assets furthermore 
collect and ensure the custody of 
evidence, while forensic activi-
ties at the spot or at a deployed 
laboratory can reveal further in-

formation about the culprits. Bio-
metrics can help uncloaking them 
from anonymity and lead to their 
detention/arrest also in support 
of war-crime tribunals and inter-
national courts. Trafficking waste, 
including toxic and radioactive, 
within countries but also across 

one or more national and even 
continental borders, can be vali-
dly contrasted by SP only through 
effective criminal investigations. 
Following and tracking the goods 
allows to identify the source, transit 
and destination areas or countries, 
but also means, ways and opera-
ting methods. Analysing the resul-
ting illicit monetary flows genera-
tes information about white-collar 
actors, corruption, money-launde-
ring and other related financial cri-
mes. It furthermore allows to sei-
ze this sources of illegal revenue, 

depriving criminal organizations 
of these resources, which in turn 
is conducive to their dismantling. 
Should criminals pose a severe 
threat, high risk arrests can be 
executed by robust, specialised SP 
assets. If irregular actors such as 
terrorists or insurgents utilise im-

Stability Policing non-executive activities (MGOTEAM)
Monitoring, Generating, Organizing, Training and Education, 
Enabling, Advising, Mentoring 
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provised explosive devices in com-
bination with biological, chemical 
or radiological agents, SP can 
support weapons intelligence te-
ams with their technical expertise 
and authority as law enforcement 
operators. Conducting interviews, 
questioning, interrogation and 
recording voluntary statements, 
SP can collect and document grie-
vances and testimonies. During 
traffic policing and implementing 
SP checkpoints, SP operators can 
control people and goods also 
to ascertain if and how dange-
rous materials, waste and pollu-
tants are moved and by whom. 
By controlling public establish-
ments, SP assets verify their safety 
and abidance to environmental 
parameters or may detect and 
tackle administrative violations.

In a non- executive mis-
sion. SP performs 7 activities. 
In practise, monitoring might im-
ply SP assets inspecting an IPF 
compound to verify their abiding 
to established emission levels (noi-
se in a shooting range), observe 
the actions of IPF personnel wi-
thin a training unit to acquire an 
understanding of their waste ma-
nagement or conducting a survey 
among EP inspectors to measure 
their professional background. In 
an interview, questions about EP 
policies may establish the current 
status of HN organizations, while 
audits may help identifying finan-
cial and budgeting perspectives 
also in relation to EP. Analysis and 
writing a report result in elabora-
ting and transmitting data for fur-
ther action. In generating forces, 

budgeting aspects should include 
the reduction of waste, recruiting 
could include EP specialists and 
experts and the selection of candi-
dates might enhance environmen-
tally sound individuals over EP-in-
different ones. The vetting process 
should include background checks 
for violations and crimes against 
the environment. In organizing, SP 
personnel might include EP subject 
matters in the analysis of training 
requirements and training needs, 
while designing and developing 
formation offers should include 
a general awareness about EP for 
all personnel and specific products 
for EP specialist and EP investiga-
tors. In the implementation and 
evaluation of trainings, EP-spe-
cific matters and courses need to 
be included in theory and practice, 
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at individual and collective level, 
including in exercises. Enabling 
the IPF and HN might include de-
veloping EP policies, doctrines as 
well as tactics, techniques and pro-
cedures, provide specific services 
such as internship programmes 
or personnel exchange, build, re-
build and maintain facilities and 
infrastructure abiding to EP norms 
and principles, but also EP-specific 
ones, such as including recycling 
areas. Managing equipment and 
material delivery and mainte-
nance should foster minimizing 
the production of waste and ma-
ximise the collection, reprocessing 
and reuse of resources. Sharing 
information about EP threats sup-
ports creating awareness, helps 
preventing wrong actions by HN 
personnel, but also protects them 
and the environment from hazards 

and dangers. Advising encom-
passes informing about EP best 
practises, but also recommending 
proper courses of actions and liai-
sing to ensure a correct flow of in-
formation. Mentoring could mean 
coaching a police station com-
mander to become more EP sensi-
tive, but also guide his superior in 
presenting the topic correctly to his 
subordinates enforcing corrective 
measures for transgressions but 
also rewarding useful initiatives 
and actions. Developing an inve-
stigator’s skill in updating his pro-
fessional knowledge in air or water 
sampling but also influencing his 
attitudes and views may foster sel-
f-improvement and enhance pro-
fessional abilities. In certain cases, 
supporting IPF operators or gover-
nance personnel through funding, 
transportation or secure commu-

nication can mean the difference 
between their success or failure.

NATO Stability Policing Environ-
mental Protection Teams
 Specialized SP EP teams (SPEPT) 
can be deployed as part of a NATO 
Stability Policing Unit (SPU), to pre-
vent and investigate the whole ran-
ge of EP-related violations, tran-
sgression and crimes, including 
war crimes and crimes against 
humanity. With an extensive back-
ground acquired in years of focu-
sed EP law enforcement in their own 
countries and abroad their exper-
tise and qualifications encompass 
international and national legal in-
struments and a “culture” of envi-
ronmental protection. SPEPT mem-
bers often possess further degrees 
in environmental and other scien-
ces such as geology, topography, 
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Disclaimer: this paper is a product of the 
NATO Stability Policing Centre of Excellen-
ce and its content does not reflect NATO 
policies or positions, nor represent NATO 
in any way, but only the NSPCoE or au-
thor(s) depending on the circumstances.

ecology, chemistry, zoology and 
social or atmospheric science.
Trained and equipped to identify, 
understand, locate (GIS verifica-
tion) and guarding Natural He-
ritage sites57 or sites of EP signifi-
cance, they may acquire EP and 
crime-related information to feed 
the intelligence cycle about envi-
ronmental hazards. These specia-
lists can contribute to the preven-
tion, deterrence and investigation 
of EP-related crimes, terrorist and 
insurgent attacks, and identify 
and seize illicit revenue from traf-
ficking waste or toxic materials. 
They may concurrently participate 
in EP-related capacity building of 
IPF and, if mandated, other ac-
tors within the HN. Creating an 
EP awareness is key and may in-
volve political actors at all levels, 
members of the HN governan-
ce but should also be conducted 
holistically in civilian and military 
education and training facilities.
  Showing children and te-
aching pupils correct behaviours 
and involving them in practical 
activities, including games may 
have extremely rewarding results. 
In different bilateral engagements, 
personnel of the Comando Cara-
binieri per la Tutela dell’Ambien-
te (Carabinieri Command for the 
Protection of the Environment)58 
conducted EP enforcement and ca-
pacity building endeavours. Some 
major successes were registered in 
Djibouti, where a police capacity 
building activity trained 12 gen-
darmes as EP specialists in a newly 
established unit. At the same time, 
lessons to local school children re-
sulted in the Minister of Educations’ 
interest and appreciation, leading 
to the introduction of a nation-wide 
monthly “day of the environment”. 
The Palestinian Authorities also 
required a similar training action. 

These activities were widely publi-
cized by social, local and national 
media59, contributing to the further 
dissemination of the EP message.

Conclusions and Key Takeaways
Current and future conflicts and 
crises may be caused by threats to 
and from the environment or affect 
the latter and require holistic appro-
aches, which cannot disregard the 
contribution by law enforcement. 
Stability Policing can be a flexible 
and adaptable instrument to ad-
dress capability and capacity gaps 
of HNs, particularly the IPF, but also 
the Judiciary and Corrections, as 
well as other institutions of gover-
nance including in the remit of EP.
Absence of or inadequacies in law 
enforcement may therefore be fil-
led by SP reinforcement and/or 
temporary replacement activities 
and tasks. These seek to identi-
fy, prevent and punish EP viola-
tions, transgressions and crimes 
by irregular actors, including by 
HN forces and foster a widespre-
ad culture of respect for limited 
natural resources and heritage.
The deployment of SP EP speciali-
sts may provide the crucial exper-
tise and experience necessary to 
defy threats and create HN capa-
bilities and capacity improving re-
silience and contributing to sustai-
nable and peaceful development.
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