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The Defence and Climate Observatory, launched in December 2016, is tasked with 
studying climate-related security and defence issue.  
 
The Observatory coordinated by IRIS under the contract carried out on behalf of Ministry for 
the Armed Forces’ Directorate General for International Relations and Strategy (DGRIS). The 
Observatory gathers a multidisciplinary and cross-disciplinary team of research fellows 
specialised in international relations, security, defence, migrations, energy, economics, 
climatology and health. It is led by two scientific coordinators: Julia Tasse and François 
Gemenne.  
 
The Observatory is strong of multiple partnerships with European partners (Netherlands, 
Luxembourg) and international partners (Australia, United States, India), international NGOs 
and national and international public bodies. Such initiatives enabled strengthening 
cooperation on climate issues and their security implications.  
 
The Defence and Climate Observatory produces reports and notes, organises restricted 
seminars and conferences open to the public, and hosts the podcast « Sur le front climatique 
».  
 
www.defenseclimat.fr/en 

The French Ministry for the Armed Forces regularly calls upon outsourced studies from 
private research institutes, according to a geographical or sectoral approach that 
complements its expertise. These contracts are part of the development of a defence 
foresighting approach, which, as the last White Paper on Defence and National Security 
underlines, enable armed forces to rely on independent, multidisciplinary and original 
strategic thinking, integrating university research as well as specialised institutes. Most of 
these studies are made public and available on the website of the Ministry for Armed Forces 
and the Observatory’s website.  

 

DISCLAIMER: The Directorate General of International Relations and Strategy or the 
organisation leading the study cannot be held responsible for the statements made in the 
studies and observatories, nor do they reflect an official position of the French Ministry for 
Armed Forces. 
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Over the past two decades, many analysts have pointed to a process of "climatisation" in 
international relations (Dahan, 2018), consisting of the emergence of a global awareness of 
climate change and a restructuring of international discussions around the climate issue. 
States can no longer ignore the issue as part of their strategies for influence1 and power2 , 
which must necessarily reconcile climate responsibility with national interest.  

The last two decades have also seen the rise of China as one of the world's major economic 
powers. This rise has been reflected in a sharp increase in its greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, 
which have led it to become the world's largest emitter, emitting 30 % of the planet's total 
GHGs3. By China's growing awareness of environmental issues - in particular, the 2012 
Constitution of the Chinese Communist Party introduced the concept of "ecological 
civilisation4 " - and by China's rise to prominence in international climate talks: at COP15 in 
Copenhagen, China was still perceived as a blocking force in the agreements5 , but at COP21 
it became a facilitating and indispensable player in the Paris Agreement (Gemenne, 2018). 

This shift in Chinese policies can be explained, at first glance, by several socio-environmental 
concerns. The explosion in China's greenhouse gas emissions has led to a deteriorating air 
quality in China, causing more than a million deaths a year, undermining the legitimacy of the 
Party as a provider of public health, and making the authorities more aware of the dangers of 
climate change (Maréchal, 2021). But this shift was also motivated by strategic reasons, which 
can be summed up in three imperatives: a diplomatic imperative, consisting of positioning 
itself as a responsible world leader on the international stage (I); an economic power 
imperative, consisting of positioning itself as a key economic power, providing climate funds 
to the most vulnerable countries, but also supplying green energy (II) ; and finally, the need 
for territorial and military power, by taking advantage of the climate vulnerability of certain 
regions to base and upgrade its armed forces for humanitarian aid and disaster relief 
operations (III).

 

 
1 A state's ability to assert its interests in a non-coercive manner, in particular through cultural outreach 
mechanisms. 
2 A state's ability to assert its interests coercively, in particular through economic and military mechanisms. 
3 Cf. International climate responsibility figures", Appendix 1. 
4 Included in the Chinese constitution since 2000, "ecological civilisation" is said to be a civilisation based on 
respect for the environment and planetary limits (Monjon et al., 2021). With this concept, China intends to 
position itself as a leader and model for a global ecological transition (Goron. C., 2018).  
5 Until 2005, China refused any form of reduction commitment, citing arguments such as low per capita emissions 
in China, the absence of historical Chinese responsibility for observed climate change and the lack of 
technological and financial resources needed to reduce greenhouse gas emissions (Bjørkum, 2005).  
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1. China: a respectable leader among the countries of the South in the face 
of Western "green protectionism” 

 

Strengthening China's discursive influence within global climate governance has become 
one of the main diplomatic priorities of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) (Qi & Dauvergne, 
2022). This influence is largely based on the principle of common but differentiated 
responsibility (PCDR)6 (Wu, 2013; Le Monde, 2021), which will direct the speeches of the 
Chinese authorities7 as well as of the media8, and will be included in the 2021 White Paper 
(The State Council Information Office of the People's Republic of China, 2021). The PCDR is at 
the heart of China's leadership strategy for developing countries, a strategy based on two 
pillars: highlighting the shortcomings of the West's handling of the climate problem and 
making China a "responsible great power" (Ibid.) among developing countries9 .   
 
As part of an informational battle against a world order dominated by the West, China is 
relaying criticism of developed countries’ "green protectionism10 " towards developing 
countries (Sikorsky, 2023, 20 June). In particular, it highlights the failure of developed 
countries to honour the pledges they made at COP15 in Copenhagen, such as the promise to 
transfer $100 billion a year to developing countries starting 202011. China is not only criticising 
the gap between the pledges made by developed countries and the funds actually invested, 
but also the gap between the ambitions formulated by developed countries in terms of 
mitigation and the much lower ambitions formulated in terms of adaptation - ambitions that 
are of primary interest to developing countries, which are the most vulnerable to climate 

 
6 The principle that the responsibility for reducing GHG emissions lies more with the major historical emitters 
than with developing countries. Thus, while China will dominate annual emissions in 2021, the United States and 
Europe will be responsible for 24% and 17% respectively of cumulative emissions over the period 1750-2021, 
compared with 14% for China (Cf. "Figures on climate responsibility on an international scale", Appendix 1). 
International climate responsibility figures", Appendix 1). This concept of historical climate responsibility that 
needs to be measured over the long term is supported by the lifetime of CO₂ (several thousand years).  
7 Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi told the 2019 Climate Action Summit that China would defend the principle 
of common but differentiated responsibility, and that global climate governance must respect the development 
needs of the poorest countries. The same position was defended by Chinese Premier Li Kequiang at the Global 
Commission on Adaptation in 2019 (Xinhua, 2019). 
8 For example, Chinese media representation of the Paris agreements emphasises shared responsibility, whereas 
Western media stress the urgency of action (Pan et al, 2019). 
9 China wishes to retain its status as a developing state, both for the legitimacy that this status gives it in the eyes 
of other developing states, and for the advantages it gives it within international organisations. In March 2023, 
following the adoption by the US House of Representatives of a bill aimed at withdrawing this status from China, 
the media outlet China Daily described the United States as "rogues" (Courrier International, 2023, 30 March).  
10 Green protectionism" is a critical term used by China to describe the global low-carbon transition advocated 
by developed countries. China sees it as a trade barrier and unfair competition under the guise of ecology 
(Embassy of the People's Republic of China in France, 2023). 
11 In fact, the OECD notes a gap of $16.7bn between the initial target and the 2020 result, i.e. a total sum of 
$83.3bn (OECD, 2022). 
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change. At international climate meetings, China strongly defends the need to support 
adaptation to climate change in vulnerable countries and to integrate this pillar into 
international climate governance (Qi & Dauvergne, 2022). The announcement by the United 
States to limit the scope of the loss and damage fund to only the most vulnerable countries, 
as opposed to all developing countries, allows China to reiterate the idea of the irresponsibility 
of developed countries (Reuters & Lo, 2023, 24 August).  
 
This promotion of adaptation is part of a Chinese strategy aimed at uniting developing 
countries within a bloc that is unaligned with Western interests. On the international stage, 
China sees itself as the spokesperson for developing countries and presents itself as a 
developing country - a status recognised by the OECD (Philippe, 2022). Its negotiating strategy 
consists of speaking on behalf of the G-77, the largest UN grouping of developing countries 
(Wu, 2013). Using the tactic of "reservation but compromise"12 , China manages to obtain as 
many concessions as possible from developed countries in the form of financial aid or 
technology transfer (Wunderlich, 2020).  However, it is making compromises in order to 
maintain the unity of the G-77 and preserve its influence within this group, which is driven 
by divergent interests, including those of the oil-exporting countries (Wu, 2013). This 
successful quest for climate leadership is strengthening China's position as a highly influential 
power in international negotiations, and has resulted in strategic cooperation alliances, 
notably with 53 African countries and the African Union Commission13, which should enable 
Beijing to establish itself as a diplomatic counter-power to the West.  
 
Faced with Western powers that are struggling to deal with the climate and environmental 
problems of developing countries, China wants to be seen as a responsible state that shows 
solidarity with developing countries. In its communications, it highlights the need for states 
to take political responsibility for climate change as a moral duty (Wunderlich, 2020). Thus, 
in September 2020, at the United Nations General Assembly, Xi Jinping announced that 
China's CO₂ emissions would peak in 2030 and that it intended to achieve carbon neutrality 
by 2060 - an objective that was incompatible with China's climate policy, but that did give it 
some publicity. Furthermore, in 2021, the Deputy Prime Minister of the State Council, Han 
Zheng, reiterated China's "sense of responsibility to promote the construction of a community 
with a shared future for humanity" (Embassy of the PRC in Belgium, 2021). Internationally, 
this responsibility has taken the form of the creation of environmental NGOs such as Friends 
of Nature to strengthen China's non-governmental presence at international summits (Klink, 
2008), as well as the denunciation of environmentally and legally controversial projects. For 

 
12 Reservation, but compromise. 
13The Declaration on China-Africa Cooperation published in 2021 reiterates the principle of common but 
differentiated responsibility (Forum on China-Africa Cooperation, 2023). 
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example, Japan's decision to discharge treated radioactive water from Fukushima into the 
Pacific Ocean was an opportunity for Beijing to join certain Pacific Island countries in 
denouncing this project, which China considers to be a violation of the international law of the 
sea (Pacific Islands Forum, 2023; PRC Embassy in Tonga, 2023)14. China has also established 
itself as a scientific power within the IPCC, with renowned climatologist Panmao Zhai co-
chairing the first working group alongside French palaeoclimatologist Valérie Masson-
Delmotte. 
 
 

2. Control, instrumentalisation of climate information and Chinese 
nationalism  

 

The questioning of climate change has long been relayed by Chinese diplomacy. Until 2010, 
Xie Zhenhua, chief negotiator for the Chinese delegations to the COPs, maintained that the 
anthropogenic nature of climate change had not been established (Chamberlain, 2010, 
January 24). Since Xi Jinping came to power in 2013, however, most climate scepticism has 
been censored and the official position has been refocused on Chinese initiatives at home 
and abroad to adapt to climate change. As the self-proclaimed spokesperson for emerging 
countries, Beijing accompanied the evolution of its official position with a change of narrative 
on its social networks in 2012: climate change has gone from being an invention of the West 
to constrain its development, to a scientific reality representing an opportunity for China to 
position itself as an ecological leader (Lab, 2023, 30 May). However, despite this growing 
awareness of climate change, Beijing shows little transparency on these issues at national 
level and censors opposition, whether it comes from activists on social networks or  
traditional media. In general, the CCP has very little tolerance for critics who might question 
it (Standaert, 2017; Genovese, 2022). For example, in 2015, journalist Chai Jing's documentary 
Under the Dome on China's pollution crisis, was quickly taken offline by the Chinese 
government, despite receiving extensive international coverage (Mufson, 2015; US-China 
Institute, 2016).  

Although climate change scepticism is no longer part of the Chinese Communist Party's 
communication strategy, it does tend to occupy the mediatic space in order to control the 
climate change narrative. Through the publication of hundreds of microblogs on the Weibo 
network, environmental authorities are fulfilling their objective of national discursive control 

 
14 However, this controversy is more geopolitical than environmental: the discharge of tritiated water into the 
oceans is commonplace in many nuclear countries, including China. By way of comparison, the Fuqing plant alone 
discharged 52 terabecquerels of tritiated water in 2020, while Tokyo plans to discharge 22 terabecquerels 
annually for Fukushima (Lewis, 2023; METI, 2020). This example illustrates how China can use environmental 
issues to gain influence.  



  

10 
 

 

                                                                                                                NOTE I September 2023 

 

(Goron & Bolsover, 2020). Initially created to improve e-governance, the mission of these 
microblogs is to 'positively guide' public opinion and praise the state's success in its adaptation 
projects under the presidency of Xi Jinping (Liu, 2018, 30 July). In other words, the ideal of a 
responsible and exemplary Chinese government in terms of environmental protection and 
the fight against climate change is, internally, imposed on the population by a constant 
stream of government discourse on social networks. The aim is in fact to disseminate the 
"correct ideas" in order to better communicate China's ecological philosophy and, according 
to the spokesperson for the Ministry of Ecology and the Environment, to "strengthen the 
comprehensive and strict management of the party's propaganda work" (Liu, 2018, 30 July). 
This strategy falls under a technique commonly known as flooding: censorship through the 
massive dissemination of propaganda (Roberts, 2018). In practical terms, this is manifested 
by attempts to prevent environmental mobilisation by identifying and punishing critical 
voices, thanks in particular to the presence of local environmental authority officials on these 
networks (Goron and Bolsover, 2020).  Indeed, demonstrations to denounce air and water 
pollution are frequent in both urban and rural areas (Deng and Yang, 2013; Liu, 2 January 
2013). 
 
In addition to preventing internal environmental criticism, the Chinese Communist Party 
also seeks to combat any criticism from the West, which is presented as unfounded and 
indicative of its malicious and dishonest nature. After calling on China to take responsibility 
for reducing its greenhouse gas emissions, Greta Thunberg was particularly targeted by 
Chinese networks. By criticising her for making false statements and distributing retouched 
and caricatured photographs of her, China discredited the message conveyed by the young 
activist, who was deemed manipulable by the nationalist Chinese newspaper Global Times 
(Global Times, 9 May 2020). Furthermore, in the face of criticism from the West about the 
poor quality of the "green" technologies proposed by China, the latter presents itself as a 
victim of the Western narrative. In 2011, developing countries like China had no choice but to 
source green technologies from developed countries. Now that China dominates the 
renewable energy value chains (see A quest for economic leadership), it is the target of several 
attacks aimed at discrediting the green technologies it produces on its soil: more than state 
criticism from the West, the negative treatment of 'Made in China' by the Western media 
allows Beijing to consolidate its victim narrative, but also poses a credibility problem for it 
(Iowa State University, 3 March 2016). On the example of green technologies, several proven 
or falsified cases of Chinese electric cars exploding have helped to tarnish China's image 
(Romero, Yin and Annie Lab, 2023, 30 May). These attacks help to reinvigorate Chinese 
nationalism (Romero, Yin and Annie Lab,g 2023, 30 May). Chinese media accounts based on 
Western opinion of China, which is often erroneous or caricatured, enable China to be 
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contrasted with the rest of the world in a discourse of differentiation: a China that is 
proactive in climate action, but not respected by the West (Ibid.). 

 

China: a power lacking in ecological credibility?  

While China's geopolitical influence is growing on every continent, its strategy for adapting to climate 
change and the methods used to implement it do not meet with consensus, even within the G-77 (Atlantic 
Council, May 2021; Sikorsky, 20 June 2023). The Prime Minister of Antigua and Barbuda recently 
denounced China's failure to finance the fight against climate change during a debate at the UN Security 
Council (Sikorsky, 20 June 2023). Internally, the post-COVID-19 period has called into question the 
credibility of China's climate strategy: limited financing capacity, social tensions and the relative autonomy 
of the administered provinces are jeopardising the carbon neutrality objectives. China is the country with 
the most "climate bombs", new hydrocarbon development projects that threaten climate stability 
(Courrier International, 2022, 4 September). Efforts to boost Chinese growth have focused on major 
infrastructure projects: China's economic ambitions and concerns have distanced it from its climate 
objectives (Lai, 2021). These same concerns have also contributed to slowing down the development of 
Xi Jinping's flagship project for international influence, the Belt and Road Initiative (Lu, 2023, February 
13). Such difficulties in establishing the Party's ecological credibility underline the importance of 
information control strategies in spreading its diplomatic influence on the international climate scene and 
in maintaining its legitimacy in the eyes of its population.   
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1. Economic capabilities as a means of political legitimisation 
 
Climate change represents an opportunity for China to develop its economic power by 
investing in the various stages of the renewable energy technology value chain. To support 
this ambition, Beijing is seeking to promote its transition policies on the international stage 
and to set itself up as an example, in particular through large-scale international projects that 
give it platforms from which to exert its influence. 

In its quest for power, China is seeking to reduce its dependence on fossil fuels by developing 
its low-carbon resources15 (Fouquet, 14 June 2021; Energy Foundation, 5 September 2022). 
It has thus positioned itself as a leader in the markets for critical metals, rare earths and 
green energies, which are essential to the energy transition. In 2022, the country was the 
leading refiner of critical metals (USDI & USGS, 2023; IEA, July 2022 a) and in 2023, it 
represented the largest reserve of rare earths metals (35 % of exploitable geological reserves 
identified by the United States Geological Survey (USGS, 2023)). As a key player in the "green" 
energy market, China also dominates exports of solar panels (Xu, 16 February 2023), wind 
turbines (Global Wind Energy Council, 2023) and lithium battery components (IEA, July 2022 
,b).  

To promote and legitimise the dissemination of its technologies, China is seeking to unite 
states around international projects. The Belt and Road Initiative16 (BRI), launched in 2013 
by President Xi Jinping, and the more specific "Global Energy Interconnection" project, which 
led to the creation of GEIDCO (Global Energy Interconnection Development and Cooperation 
Organization) in 2016, bear witness to this leadership. In both cases, China communicates on 
the ecological aspects of the projects to convey a virtuous image. Through the BRI, China is 
promoting investment in renewable energies by establishing favourable, non-binding financial 
mechanisms (Chen and Springer, 2021; Green Belt and Road Initiative Center, n.d.). On the 
other hand, the Global Energy Interconnection is part of an approach to mitigate climate 
change through energy efficiency, resulting from the interconnection of networks worldwide 
(Pèlegrin & Marciot, 2021). Adaptation, a central pillar of China's informational battle 
against the West, is also at the heart of a number of initiatives, such as the Climate Action 
Cooperation Centre, which aims to share China's experience of green, low-carbon 

 
15 At the same time, China is keeping the door open to the exploitation of fossil fuels - witness the exploration 
drilling that began in China in June (Le Parisien, 2023), the massive investments in natural gas (Stapczynski, 3 July 
2023; Bloomberg News, 2 July 2023) or in coal mines (Murtaugh, 7 July 2023).   
16 The project aims to create or strengthen certain trade routes between China and the rest of the world. It has 
a strong rail component (Lassere, Courmont and Mottet, 2023). For China, this has economic benefits - finding 
new markets, diversifying and securing its energy supplies - and political benefits - reducing instability at the 
country's borders and at home, extending its global influence (Nashidil, 2018; Pèlegrin and Marciot, 2021).   
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development and adaptation with Pacific island countries. Seminars on how to combat climate 
change have been organised, as have donations of green energy technologies (E3G, 2023).

 In 2015, China also set up the South-South Climate Cooperation Fund: a $3.1 billions fund 
dedicated to financing climate cooperation with the global South. However, at the end of 
2022, seven years after the fund was set up, only 10% of the promised sum, i.e. $286 millions, 
had been delivered (E3G, 2023). Beijing is also offering to help build adapted and resilient 
infrastructure, such as the Apii Nikao school in the Cook Islands and the Popua road in Tonga, 
which is said to be more climate-resistant.  

China is seeking to legitimise its projects by obtaining the support of international 
organisations and developing the image of a willing state in the fight against global warming, 
favourable to international cooperation. On the one hand, China explicitly refers to 
international climate agreements. For example, GEIDCO's ambition is not only to meet the 
targets set out in the Paris Agreement by reducing CO2 emissions, but also to support 
sustainable development more generally in line with the United Nations' 2030 agenda 
(GIEDCO, RCSD, n.d.; Armando, 2021). On the other hand, China is committed to 
multilateralism by declaring itself open to cooperation with the United States within the 
framework of the BRI (Askary, 4 March 2022) or the recurring meetings between special 
envoys for climate (Jiangtao, 2023). In the same context, China is also seeking international 
legitimacy through partnerships with UN agencies (Coenen et al., 2020).   
 

2. Establishing a dependency on China 
 

Since the end of the Cold War, China has extended its network of international influence 
and surpassed Western countries in terms of its capacity to influence several countries 
(Atlantic Council, 2021). Measured using data on trade, humanitarian aid, arms sales, the 
diplomatic network, partnerships within international bodies, free trade agreements and 
military alliances, the Chinese bilateral influence indicator highlights China's undeniable rise 
in power on the international stage.  

This dominant position on the world market gives China leverage for negotiation or 
economic coercion, as demonstrated by the disruption of the rare earths market due to new 
regulatory requirements as part of the technology war with Japan, the United States and the 
Netherlands in 2023 (BBC, 2023, 2 August). Macro-economically, China is exerting a major 
influence on prices with the merger of three state-owned rare earths companies (Futur Positif, 
7 June 2022). It has also engaged in limit pricing: freezing prices to prevent new entry into the 
market (Ferreira &
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Critelli, 2022). This Chinese attempt at monopoly makes variations in rare earth prices all 
the more sensitive to geopolitical events (Li, Meng, Zhang & al, 2023) and variations in 
demand (Jowitt, 2022). 

The dependence on China is all the greater because it controls critical infrastructure around 
the world, which can potentially be used to boost its own economy or put pressure on other 
countries. It  has also bought up major electricity distributors in Europe on several occasions, 
facilitated by IMF policies after the 2008 crisis (Mazzucchi, 2018, Marciot & Pèlegrin, 2021). 
These acquisitions, first in Portugal and then in Italy and Greece, have enabled it to steer 
critical sectors for European countries. In particular, the State Grid Corporation of China 
(SGCC) holds a 25% stake in Redes Energéticas Nacionais (REN), making it the majority 
shareholder (Armando, 2021). China's decision-making influence can also be seen in the case 
of infrastructure built by China abroad. For example, it retains ownership of a dam in 
Cambodia built by the company Sinohydro until 2050 (Urban, 2018). As a result, Beijing 
controls its technology, secures its access to the site and its influence over the state hosting 
the construction over several decades. Relying on the need for energy transitions in the face 
of climate change, the country has already begun to develop its economic power 
internationally. China is consolidating its influence abroad and establishing a dependence on 
both developed and developing countries. The spread of Chinese norms, standards and 
know-how is establishing this dependence on Beijing over the long term by facilitating 
economic, industrial and scientific cooperation with the country, increasing its influence on 
international ecological transitions. For example, on the scientific front, China set up the 
Global Energy Interconnection Research Institute Europe in Berlin in 2014, bringing Chinese 
researchers closer to European researchers (Mazzucchi, 2018). Standards are also passed on 
during the training courses it organises on climate action for its emerging partners (Qi & 
Dauvergne, 2022) or through technology transfers within the framework of the BRI (Urban, 
2018). This expansion of standards is leading to real competition with European standards in 
Europe and elsewhere, such as in Africa (China Magazine, 21 July 2023).  
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While emergency humanitarian aid was only briefly mentioned in the first Chinese white paper 
defining foreign aid in 201117 , the third white paper dating from 2021 devotes almost four 
pages to it (CFE-DM, 2021), underlining China's desire for greater operational involvement in 
humanitarian issues. Between 2004 and 2019, China ran more than 300 humanitarian aid 
programmes worldwide, at an annual growth rate of 29.4 % (Johnson, 2021). Since 2000, it 
has also been one of the top five providers of foreign humanitarian aid among non-OECD 
countries (CFE-DM, 2022). While Chinese humanitarian aid generally takes the form of 
monetary assistance via multilateral bodies, China also grants significant financial and 
military resources bilaterally to countries of strategic interest18 (Johnson, 2021). It also gives 
priority to humanitarian situations that are not politically sensitive, such as natural disasters, 
food crises and health crises (CFE-DM, 2022). 

 

1. Natural disasters and HADR operations: a tool for influence 
 

As its commitment to the international climate scene, China's humanitarian policy is based on 
a rhetoric that highlights its responsibility as a major country - particularly on the basis of its 
position as a permanent member of the UN Security Council (Johnson, 2021). China's growing 
interest in humanitarian action thus reflects a desire to appear, on the international stage, 
as a responsible world leader (Chen, Calabrese & Willitts-Kings, 2021; Johnson, 2021).    

From this point of view, the growing climate vulnerability of a number of countries, most 
notably the island developing countries19, represents a major opportunity for the expansion 
of Chinese soft power through humanitarian aid. The Pacific region, due to its geographical 
proximity and extreme natural vulnerability, is the focus of particular strategic expansion 
efforts through humanitarian aid, as demonstrated for example by the launch in December 
2021 of the Emergency Supplies Reserve between China and the Pacific island countries 
(Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People's Republic of China, 2022). Humanitarian aid has 
enabled China to consolidate its bilateral relations with Papua New Guinea, the Solomon 
Islands, Fiji and Micronesia, which were the first beneficiaries in 2020 (Lowy Institute, 2023). 
China's humanitarian influence can also be seen in other regions of the world, where the 
economy and politics are very fragile, and where there is a high degree of natural and/or 
climatic vulnerability. The positive perception of China's 'mask and vaccine diplomacy' during 
the Covid-19 pandemic by small island developing states in the Caribbean is a case in point 

 
17 China has published three white papers defining its approach to foreign aid: in 2011, 2014 and 2021. 
18 For example, China has provided humanitarian aid during the ongoing conflict in Yemen, not least to maintain 
good relations with Saudi Arabia.  
19 It is estimated that the Chinese government donated $1.9 million to small island developing states in response 
to COVID-19 (Moroney & Tidwell, 2021; Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2020).  
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(Constant, 2021). Of the five permanent members of the United Nations Security Council 
(UNSC), China was by far the first to send medical aid to the islands of the region, and was 
very favourably received, even by states that traditionally support Taiwan, such as Haiti20 . 
This highlighted its ability to "deploy an international assistance system" that was both 
responsible and supportive (Constant, 2021). More generally, this shows that the 
vulnerability of countries to natural disasters is a fundamental opportunity for the 
development of humanitarian influence, which will become an increasingly important 
vector of influence as climatic conditions worsen. This proactive approach to humanitarian 
aid and the Global Development Initiative (GDI)21, in which green development and climate 
change are among the main areas of action (PRC MOFA, 2022), are particularly well received 
in the Indo-Pacific and developing countries. China is capitalising on the resentment that some 
of these countries have towards the United States and Europe, which are seen as devoting too 
many resources to the war in Ukraine to the detriment of their development needs (Huang, 
2023). Conversely, China is positioning itself as a leading power in the humanitarian and 
development fields. 

 

2. Natural disasters and HADR operations: a tool of military power 
 

While the HADR (Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Response) missions22 , like the Belt 
and Road Initiative, are a vehicle for broadening and strengthening China's diplomatic 
relations, they are also a vehicle for extending its military power (CFE-DM, 2022). In fact, the 
management of aid, whether in terms of decision-making, coordination or logistics, is carried 
out at the level of the Chinese state and depends directly on its army: the People's Liberation 
Army (PLA). Since 2011, the PLA has expanded its network of HADR exchange partners, in 
particular by organising bilateral exercises with Australia, Cambodia, Germany, India, Malaysia 
and New Zealand (Johnson, 2021). Another example is the signing of a security agreement 
between China and the Solomon Islands, with HADR as one of the main areas of cooperation 
(Les Échos, 2022, 20 April). This agreement will enable the PLA to build up its capabilities 
through cooperation, as well as justifying its presence in the Solomon Islands by the 
possibility of its troops intervening in the event of a natural disaster.   
 

 
20 In the spring of 2020, Chinese aircraft were the first to land at Port-au-Prince airport to deliver emergency 
medical equipment, as well as experts in health crises (Constant, 2021). 
21 Announced by Xi Jinping at the United Nations General Assembly, the GDI aims to achieve the 17 sustainable 
development goals by 2030 through international cooperation. The following year, 32 concrete actions were 
presented and 68 countries joined the Group of Friends of the GDI at the UN, including the 10 countries that 
make up ASEAN (United nations, n.d.). 
22 Humanitarian aid and response to natural disasters. 
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Climate disasters can therefore be an opportunity for China to deploy its armed forces on 
foreign territories, test its operational skills, develop new capabilities in cooperation with 
other armies, conduct intelligence operations (Southerland, 2019), or even establish a 
physical presence on foreign territories. For example, since 2016, the PLA has been taking 
part in Indonesia's KOMODO military exercises, which focus on disaster relief and 
humanitarian operations and involve 35 countries working together (Zhen, 2023 ; Borneo 
News, 2016). In the future, such interventions could therefore represent an opportunity for 
China to enhance the skills of its armed forces, by systematically including them in training 
as well as in HADR operations. China's rise as a HADR power is also an opportunity to occupy 
claimed territories, such as Taiwan. The intensification of meteorological and climatic hazards 
on the territory, particularly typhoons, could eventually justify Chinese intervention, and 
enable it to reassert its claim to sovereignty over Taiwan - as it did in 1999 when it demanded 
that the UN and assisting countries obtain its permission before providing aid after the Chi Chi 
earthquake (CFE-CDM, 2021). Climate change thus presents a real opportunity for China's 
territorial claims, establishing itself as a humanitarian power of the first order, and being 
able to justify the deployment of its troops in claimed territories on the grounds of 
humanitarian aid and disaster relief.   
 
China can also hinder the intervention of other powers. In 2015, following the earthquake in 
Nepal, China refused to provide multilateral coordination through the Multinational Military 
Coordination Centre. The PLA also refused other foreign military actors access to its area of 
operations, effectively treating its area of operation as "sovereign territory" (Southerland, 
2019).  This strategy of humanitarian obstruction can be further illustrated by the delay of 
aid to Taiwan after the 1999 earthquake, or the vetoing of peacekeeping missions in 
Macedonia and Guatemala because of diplomatic relations with Taiwan, despite their critical 
need for humanitarian aid. More recently, during the RIMPAC exercise in 2014, China refused 
to participate in a Japanese-led HADR component of the exercise.  
 
In this sense, China's involvement in HADR missions is conditioned by its political and 
geostrategic interests, as it finds it difficult to dissociate humanitarian issues from 
geostrategic dynamics of influence and power. The prioritisation of these interests in the 
context of disaster relief can affect the effectiveness of HADR operations, the quality of the 
relief provided, and even hinder aid to populations in favour of interests of influence and/or 
power. In this context, climate change could lead to China increasingly exploiting the 
increasingly recurrent context of environmental emergencies.  
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