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Abstract:  

Armed conflicts always caused terrible 

effects on the environment. It is the major 

source of depletion of the natural resources. 

Environmental demolition has become an 

unavoidable result of modern warfare and 

military tactics. It leads to dislocation of 

thousands of people which causes intense 

pressure on the natural resources of their 

campsite. There had been many reflections in 

the past which are evident to show the harm 

caused on environment due to Armed 

Conflict. The World War I, Vietnam war etc 

had caused immense destruction to the 

Environment. During armed conflict, 

international humanitarian law tries to protect 

civilians and preserve their survival. As a 

result, it also aims to conserve the natural 

environment, which is essential for human 

survival. The environment is protected by 

IHL in two ways: through its general rules 

and some supplementary, particular 

requirements. The environment is covered by 

the general provisions on hostilities. Unless it 

has been transformed into a military target, 

the environment is normally civilian in nature 

and cannot be assaulted. Furthermore, while 

determining the proportionality of an attack 

on a military target, environmental harm 

must be considered. The employment of 

"methods and means of warfare that are 

intended, or may be expected, to cause 

widespread, long-term, and serious damage 

to the natural environment" has been 

specifically prohibited in Protocol I. 

Retaliatory attacks on the environment are 

likewise prohibited under the Protocol. Apart 

from it the ENMOD convention also played 

a significant role to prevent serious 

environmental harm. The International 

Committee of the Red Cross amended its 

1994 guidelines and incorporate changes in 

treaty and customary International 

Humanitarian Law. It issued updated 

guidelines in 2020 that provide crucial 

measures that parties to armed conflicts 

might use to limit the environmental impacts 

of armed conflicts. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Armed conflicts have always wreaked havoc 

on the environment. It is the major cause of 

depletion of natural resources. The violent 

conflict has also resulted in deforestation and 

a large-scale refugee exodus. War had bad 

consequences for a country. Deaths, bodily 

injuries, human relocation, and infrastructure 

destruction are among the negative results. 

Education and value systems were shattered 

as a result of the conflicts. It exacerbates 

mental discomfort and contributes to 

malnutrition. The depletion of natural 

resources causes epidemic disease outbreaks. 

Human nobility must be protected in all 

aspects of the conflict. As a result, the 

weaponry and ammunitions employed by 

combatants must be regulated in order to 

carry out these safeguards for human 

nobility. During such periods, law serves as a 

tool for regulating human behaviour both 

within a state’s borders and across 

international borders. 

 

The worldwide legal order for environmental 

protection during armed conflict is based on 

a combination of basic principles, treaty 

rules, regulations, and judicial decisions. It 

includes a number of different types of 
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international law, such as international law. 

International humanitarian law (IHL), 

international environmental law, 

international human rights law, and 

international criminal law are all examples of 

international law. 

 

This study focuses on the environmental 

effects of armed conflict and the role of 

international humanitarian law in protecting 

the environment during armed conflict. 

 

Armed Conflict and Its Impact on 

Environment 

The battle between man and nature is at the 

heart of warfare. Modern warfare and 

military tactics have made environmental 

destruction unavoidable. It causes thousands 

of people to be displaced, putting a strain on 

the natural resources of their settlement. All 

stages of armed conflict have a harmful 

influence on the environment, whether they 

are pre-armed conflict, armed combat, or 

post-armed conflict. The establishment and 

maintenance of military bases and 

installations consumes a significant amount 

of energy and resources. 

 

Impact of Military Training 

Military training takes place all year to ensure 

that combatants are appropriately prepared. 

Construction of defensive positions and 

obstacles is part of this type of training. 

Vehicles will be able to travel over turfs 

indefinitely. These turfs and barriers are 

constructed in the same way that battlefields 

are. 

                                                             
1 N.H. Rao, “Environmental Management: Relevance 

and Implications for Management of Defence 

Installations for sustainability”, 10th June 2005, 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/24110350 (Accessed 12th 

June 2021). 

The military training had ramifications such 

as vegetation destruction, soil compression, 

and erosion. The earth has been compressed 

and eroded, resulting in its deposition into 

water reserves by blowing winds. Chemical 

wastes such as lead, oil, and heavy metals are 

released during the maintenance of military 

vehicles and equipment. The effluents 

produced by military barracks and 

cantonment sites are similar to those 

produced by small city areas. The 

environmental interruptions will be 

determined by climatic conditions, training 

duration, and other meteorological 

circumstances.1 

 

Light infantry forces construct field 

fortifications, which change vegetation, 

drainage networks, and the migration 

patterns of wild animals and migrating birds. 

Topographical modifications and 

adjustments are also a result of military 

training and weapon trials. Training under 

real-life hostility situations resulted in 

significant crop devastation and 

contamination. As a result, the habitats of 

wild animals are disrupted. Regular military 

training on-site leads to the area's lasting 

degradation and contamination.2 

 

Impact of Weaponry on Environment 

Weaponry has improved as a result of 

technological breakthroughs. The 

environmental impact of new generation 

high-powered weaponry is greater. Their 

testing, storage, and use, as well as their 

training sites, all have the potential to cause 

considerable ecological harm. 

2 Michael J Lawrence, “The Effects of Modern War 

and Military Activities on Biodiversity and the 

Environment”, Environmental Reviews, 17th sept 
2015, https://cdnsciencepub.com/doi/full/10.1139/er-

2015-0039 (Accessed 12th June 2021).  
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 Chemical, biological, and nuclear weapons, 

as well as space militarization and armoured 

vehicles, are examples of technologically 

advanced armament. Massive amounts of 

harmful compounds are produced during the 

manufacture, maintenance, transit, storage, 

and disassembly of weapon systems and 

equipment.3 

 

 Biological Weapons 

Because the results of a biological weapon 

attack are not immediately evident, they are 

distinct from other types of strikes. The 

effects of the microbe are only visible after 

the incubation time has ended. Biological 

weapons' effects might last for a long time 

after they have been released. Secondary 

infections can continue a long time since they 

spread with the infected person's travel. 

Infections of this nature can spread far from 

their point of origin.4 Biological weapons 

have a number of flaws as well. Protecting 

personnel involved in the production, 

shipping, and loading of delivery systems is 

tough. Controlling the quality and quantity of 

agents harvested is tough. It is difficult to 

control a biological weapon once it has been 

discharged. 

For example, substantial quantities of non-

pathogenic aerolized Serratia Marcescens 

and Bacillusglobigil were discharged by US 

Navy ships in the San Francisco Bay area in 

1950. In that area, subsequent Serratia 

infections and deaths were investigated. 

 

 Chemical Weapons 

                                                             
3 Abeer Majeed, “The Impact of Militarism on the 

Environment”, Physician for Global Survival p.21, 

15th ed. 2004. 
4 Onyenekenwa Cyprian Ench, “Biological Weapons-

Agents for Life and Environment Destruction”, 
Research Journal of Environmental Toxicology, V.6, 

P.2, 

Chemical weapon compounds are commonly 

found on the battlefield, in testing and 

training sites, and in manufacturing plants. 

The manufacture of chemical weapons has 

wreaked havoc on the environment. 

Following World War II, numerous countries 

began developing more advanced chemical 

weapons, such as phosgene. Phosgene is a 

basic chemical that irritates the eyes and 

clogs the respiratory system.  

 

Hazards resulting from the discharge of a 

chemical or biological agent are determined 

by a variety of elements, including the 

amount of agent released, the mechanism of 

agent dissemination, and the agent's 

infectivity or malignity. Chemical or 

biological weapons have the ability to kill a 

significant number of people. Chronic illness, 

delayed impacts, new infectious diseases 

becoming endemic, and effects mediated by 

ecological changes are all long-term health 

effects produced by the release of biological 

or chemical agents. Biological and chemical 

agents, in addition to their power to cause 

bodily pain and illness, may also result in 

psychological warfare due to the horror and 

dread that they can engender.5 

 

 Nuclear Weapon 

Nuclear weapons have unrivalled destructive 

capability. The use of nuclear weapons 

against lawful targets can result in massive 

loss of human life and property. Nuclear 

weapons production, stockpiling, testing, and 

even dismantle are among of the most 

heinous examples of preparedness' 

https://scialert.net/fulltext/?doi=rjet.2012.65.87&org

=10#ref. (Accessed 12th June 2021). 
5 Broader Impacts of Armed Conflict, 

http://www.smallarmssurvey.org/armed-

violence/conflict-armed-violence/broader-impacts-of-
armed-conflict.htm (Accessed 13th June 2021). 
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environmental impact. The health of fighters 

and civilians has been seriously harmed as a 

result of nuclear weapons trials. Uranium is a 

critical raw ingredient for the production of 

nuclear weapons. The increased manufacture 

of nuclear weapons has hastened uranium 

mining. Nuclear weapons and weapon 

storage trials resulted in radioactive 

pollution. Every stage in the production of 

nuclear weapons poses a serious threat to the 

environment.6 

 

Nuclear power does not just harm the 

environment; it also endangers human health 

and the lives of those who work in nuclear 

power plants. Workers have developed 

serious occupational ailments as a result of 

nuclear exposure. Occupational diseases such 

as leukaemia were sought by many personnel 

in the nuclear sector. 

 

 Outer Space Weapons 

Weapons that can be put on or under the 

Earth's surface or in airspace yet have an 

operational effect in outer space are known as 

outer space weapons. These weapons are 

deployed in space or in the vicinity of the 

Earth. They primarily target space-launched 

satellites and communication systems.  

It also comprises a device that is stationed in 

orbit and is meant to attack a target in the 

Earth's atmosphere. ASAT tests (anti-

satellite weapons tests) produce harmful 

debris in space. An ASAT missile's 

explosions produce a huge amount of space 

debris in Earth's orbit. 

 

                                                             
6 Abeer Majeed “Impact of Militarism on the 

Environment”, Physician for Global Survival, 

pgs.ca/wp-content/uploads/2007/11/militarism-
environment.web.pdf, P.21 (Accessed 13th June 

2021). 

DESTRUCTION OF ENVIRONMENT 

REFLECTED IN DIFFERENT WARS 

World War I  

The first modern war in which powerful 

machine guns, chemical weapons, 

submarines, and tanks were deployed for the 

first time. Millions of people died, and towns, 

homes, and farmland were destroyed as a 

result. During this big conflict, new 

technologies and automation were 

developed. There is a lot of progress and 

improvement in terms of weapons and 

vehicles.7 

 

During this big conflict, new technologies 

and automation were developed. There is a 

lot of progress and improvement in terms of 

weapons and vehicles. For the first time, 

massive aerial bombardments were used. 

Aerial operations were initially carried out by 

light planes, which were gradually 

superseded by big planes equipped with the 

most up-to-date weaponry.  

 

The situation of combat has evolved 

considerably since World War I. Technology 

is being emphasised more. The use of 

aeroplanes, submarines, and tanks in armed 

warfare has increased as a result of this war. 

More than sixteen million people died as a 

result of the disaster. A generation of young 

men was extinguished. 

 

Warfare has always had a deleterious impact 

on animals and wildlife. The animal 

population has suffered as a result of rampant 

indiscriminate fighting. During World War I, 

the European Buffalo, sometimes known as 

7 S.M. Ensler, the impact of war on the environment 

and human health, 

https://www.lenntech.com/environmental-effects-
war.htm (Accessed 14th June 2021). 
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the wisent, was on the endangered species list 

and was reduced to minimal numbers. 

 

Vietnam War 

Because of the enormous environmental 

disturbances and calamities, the Vietnam 

War is often referred to as "Ecocide." The 

United States deployed highly contentious 

military means and procedures, resulting in 

significant and long-term environmental 

harm.8 

 

Agent Orange was sprayed on a large scale at 

vegetation cover. Food crops and vegetation 

cover were the focus of the first activities. 

This operation was conducted out in order to 

starve communities to death. Starvation was 

employed as a tactic to force the Viet Cong to 

move. Spraying activities were later 

conducted in jungle and dense woodland 

areas. These regions were chosen because 

they were used as Vietcong hideouts. During 

this conflict, the “Rome Ploughs” were 

utilised, causing tremendous environmental 

devastation. These specially modified 

armoured bulldozers had caused extensive 

deforestation, crop destruction, and 

infrastructural destruction.9 

 

Kargil India-Pakistan War in 1999 

During the Kargil war, local economies 

suffered greatly. In terms of casualties and 

wounds, both fighters and non-combatants 

suffered greatly. Housing and other 

infrastructure were severely damaged. 

Civilian property was destroyed, resulting in 

significant environmental damage. Housing 

                                                             
8 Arie Afriansyah, State Responsibility for 

Environmental protection during International Armed 

Conflict University of Otago, 2012, p.162, 

https://ourarchive.otago.ac.nz/handle/10523/4046 
(Accessed 14th June 2021). 
9 ibid. 

areas were all targeted at the same time, 

resulting in massive piles of building detritus. 

Soil compaction had impaired the soil 

productivity as a result of these reserves. The 

movement of heavy tanks, bulldozers, and 

soldiers caused the upper layer of earth to 

erode. Flora and fauna in the area were 

completely destroyed. 

 

PROTECTION OF ENVIRONMENT 

DURING ARMED CONFLICTS AND 

INTERNATIONAL HUMANITARIAN 

LAW 

The Geneva Convention's commentary by 

the International Committee of the Red Cross 

defines humanitarianism as "being concerned 

solely with the condition of man as a human 

being, regardless of his value as a military, 

political, professional, or other unit," and 

"unaffected by any political or military 

consideration.".10 

 

The International Humanitarian Law was 

created in the beginning to control and 

restrict belligerents' rights to inflict damage 

on the opposite side as well as third parties, 

most notably civilians. However, it also 

imposes a responsibility to conduct conflict 

in the least environmentally destructive 

manner possible. The environment has only 

lately been included in the scope of this 

corpus of international law's protection. 

Nature was not recognised as an individual 

protected interest until after the Vietnam 

War. However, even under "traditional" 

humanitarian law laws, the environment is 

provided certain "indirect" protection; for 

10 Frida Lindstrom, Asymmetric Warfare and 

Challenges for International Law, https://www.diva-

portal.org/smash/record2130.jsf?pid=diva2%3A5755

06&dswid (Accessed 15th June 2021) 
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example, the Hague Convention protects the 

environment as "the opponent's property."  

 

This legislative framework establishes 

standards to prevent environmental 

destruction. Techniques that have the 

potential to inflict widespread, long-term, 

and serious changes to nature are specifically 

prohibited. These rules, however, do not 

completely protect the environment. When 

military targets are assaulted, the 

environment frequently suffers as a result. 

The collateral environmental impacts of the 

destruction of military targets remain outside 

the purview of these International 

Humanitarian Law regulations. 

 

A number of treaty provisions dealing with 

environmental protection during armed 

conflict can be found in International 

Humanitarian Law. These provisions for 

environmental protection during a conflict 

can be classified as follows: First, those that 

directly address environmental protection; 

second, basic principles of international 

humanitarian law that apply to environmental 

protection; and third, provisions that 

indirectly address environmental protection. 

Different instruments regulating armed 

conflict and conflicts, however, give specific 

environmental safeguards. The following are 

examples of international legal instruments: 

 

 Protocol Additional to the Geneva 

Conventions of 1949, (Relating to 

the Protection of Victims of 

International Armed Conflicts) 

(Protocol I) 

Protocol I was the first treaty to provide only 

for environmental protection during armed 

conflict. The Geneva Convention of 1949, 

                                                             
11 Article 35, Additional Protocol I to the Geneva 

Convention (Appendix I). 

which governs interstate wars, is 

supplemented by Additional Protocol I of 

1977. In 1972, an expert committee 

concocted the notion of putting direct 

environmental protection in the treaty. The 

main goal of this ICRC-sponsored committee 

was to bring the laws governing hostilities up 

to date. The suggestion was made to include 

environmental safeguards in general, but the 

original proposed structure did not include 

any such specific safeguard. When numerous 

delegations raised this concern, the 

Conference Committee III formed an 

informal working group (the "Biotope") to 

evaluate the proposal to include 

environmental protection provisions. 

Following the Biotype's recommendations, 

two particular regulations relating to 

environmental protection were adopted.  

 

Environmental protection is particularly 

provided for during armed conflict in Article 

35(3) and Article 55(1) of the Additional 

Protocol I to the 1949 Geneva Conventions 

(1977). The question of civilian 

environmental awareness and environmental 

concerns during the adoption of military 

tactics were raised during the deliberations 

for the adoption of the protocols to the 

Geneva Conventions, based on the 

experience of various environmentally 

destructive wars such as the Vietnam War. 

As a result, two provisions, Article 35(3) and 

Article 55, were added to Additional Protocol 

I. 

 

Article 35 lays out the fundamentals of 

military strategy and tactics. It outlaws any 

type of combat that has the potential to 

degrade the environment in a large, long-

term, and significant way. 11 For the first 
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time, the natural environment is 

fundamentally protected in this article. 

 

Article 55 lays out the safety procedures that 

combatants must follow in order to protect 

the natural environment. 12  Articles 35 and 

55 both prohibit large, long-term, and serious 

damage to the natural environment. The triple 

cumulative test, which states that the damage 

must be broad, long-term, and severe, is 

required to qualify prohibition under Article 

55. 

 

 United Nations Convention on the 

Prohibition of Military or Any 

Other Use of Environmental 

Modification Techniques (1976)  

The United Nations Convention on the 

Prohibition of Military or Any Other Use of 

Environmental Modification Techniques 

(ENMOD Convention) is the final basic 

instrument pertaining to the environment in 

the jus in bello. Treaty clearly prohibits the 

use of environmental modification 

technique’s use in combat. International 

Humanitarian Law is divided into two 

branches: Hague Law and Geneva Law. 

 

The Hague Convention focuses on limiting 

the practises used by combatants in 

hostilities, but Geneva Law protects civilians 

and sick wounded people who are not directly 

involved in the conflict. In this way, the 

ENMOD might be classified as "Hague 

Law," as it restricts the strategies employed 

in armed conflict. Nature’s elements, 

according to ENMOD, cannot be utilised as a 

weapon. 

 

Similar triple cumulative characteristics in 

the ensuing harm must be present in order to 

                                                             
12 Article 55, Additional Protocol I to the Geneva 

Convention (Appendix I) 

prohibit environmental modification 

techniques under the 1976 ENMOD 

Convention, i.e., "widespread, long lasting, 

or severe." All methods of modifying the 

environment that have the potential to 

produce long-term and severe disruptions are 

prohibited.  

 

Signatory states are forbidden from assisting 

others in the use of these practises in any way. 

State parties shall not assist, aid, or abet 

anyone in choosing hostile environmental 

modification practises capable of causing 

serious environmental harm. 

 

 Convention on Prohibition or Restrictions 

on the Use of Certain Conventional 

Weapons Which May be Deemed to be 

Excessively Injurious or to Have 

Indiscriminate Effects (CCW), and its 

Protocol III on Prohibitions or 

Restrictions on the Use of Incendiary 

Weapons (1980)  

The Convention on the Prohibition or 

Restrictions on the Use of Certain 

Conventional Weapons, which May Be 

Deemed to Be Excessively Injurious or to 

Have Indiscriminate Effects (CCW), which is 

similar to the ENMOD, is likewise protected 

by Hague law. The Convention on Certain 

Conventional Weapons and the Convention 

on Inhumane Weapons are two names for the 

same document. It prohibits the use of 

weapons and procedures that are very 

destructive to nature, i.e., those that cause or 

threaten to cause "widespread, long-term, 

and severe damage." 

Article 2 (4) (III) of Protocol III protects the 

environment in particular. Weapons made of 

combustible materials are prohibited from 

being used against the landscape's green belt. 
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If forest covers are employed to shield 

fighters and military targets, they can be 

carefully targeted.13 

 

 Agreement governing the Activities of 

States on the Moon and Other Celestial 

Bodies (Moon Agreement), 1979  

The demilitarisation of the Moon and other 

celestial bodies is confirmed by the Treaty. 

All aggressive acts on the Moon, other space 

facilities, or man-made space objects are 

prohibited. On the Moon and other celestial 

bodies, an agreement is reached for the 

removal of offensive installations or means. 

On the surface of the moon and other celestial 

bodies, offensive acts are prohibited. All 

nonviolent operations that have the potential 

to change the earth's atmosphere are 

prohibited. The Moon and other celestial 

bodies are only used for benign purposes. 

Signatories are prohibited from using nuclear 

weapons against opponents in space. 

Weapons that are used indiscriminately are 

prohibited from being implanted on the 

surface. Military camps and training 

exercises are not permitted on the moon's 

surface. Experimenting with weapons on 

these bodies is definitely prohibited. Only 

scientific and peaceful purposes are 

permitted. 

 

RECENT DEVELOPMENTS 

“We often incorporated an environmental 

dimension into humanitarian response, such 

as in guaranteeing safe drinking water, waste 

management, or clearing explosive remnants 

of war,” the International Committee of the 

Red Cross said in a statement released in 

February 2021. Nonetheless, one of the main 

                                                             
13 Article 2 (4)(III) Protocol III (Appendix IV). 
14 The International Committee of Red Cross, 23rd 
February 2021, 

https://www.icrc.org/en/document/states-must-

sources of need, according to the individuals 

we deal with, is the changing climate and 

environment. As a result, we understood that 

in order to respond effectively, we needed to 

gain a greater understanding of how climate 

change is altering people's lives.”14 

 

“The natural environment is rarely spared in 

armed conflict,” it added. Attacks can 

contaminate water, soil, and land, as well as 

emit chemicals into the atmosphere. 

Environmental deterioration puts the health 

and survival of conflict-affected populations 

in jeopardy, and it can lead to large-scale 

population displacement, which can have a 

negative impact on the environment. In 2020, 

the International Committee of the Red Cross 

(ICRC) amended its Guidelines on the 

Protection of the Natural Environment in 

Armed Conflict to address these interlocking 

challenges.15 

 

The ICRC's rules are essentially the amended 

1994 Guidelines, which incorporate changes 

in treaty and customary International 

Humanitarian Law. The 2020 Guidelines 

serve as a guide for states, parties to armed 

conflicts, and other players who may be 

called upon to interpret and apply 

international humanitarian law. They are 

intended to make it easier to adopt tangible 

actions to improve respect for IHL norms that 

protect the environment, such as promoting 

these rules and incorporating them into 

military manuals, national policy, and legal 

frameworks. The 2020 Guidelines also 

provide crucial measures that parties to 

armed conflicts might use to limit the 

environmental impacts of armed conflicts, 

continue-ensure-respect-ihl-limit-environmental-

degradation-due-armed-conflict (Accessed 14th June 
2021). 
15 ibid. 
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such as the identification and designation of 

areas of environmental value or fragility as 

demilitarised zones, to aid implementation. 

 

 Part I of the recommendations covers 

International Humanitarian Law (IHL) 

regulations that give specific protection to the 

natural environment. 

 Part II of the IHL provides general 

environmental protection requirements. 

 Part III contains the restrictions for particular 

weapons that provide environmental 

protection.  

 Part IV contains IHL standards on 

environmental protection, including rules on 

respect, execution, and dissemination. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Armed conflicts have always posed a threat 

to the environment, and environmental 

deterioration has a negative impact on 

people's well-being, if not their existence. 

They can degrade and destroy the ecosystem, 

especially by contaminating land and soil, 

and their effects can often be felt across wide 

areas, including coastal and marine zones, as 

well as water supplies. Fight's ramifications 

can linger for years or decades after a conflict 

has ended. 

 

The environment is usually a victim of 

conflict, although the harm is generally 

unseen, and environmental destruction is 

rarely a top priority for warring parties. 

Armed warfare is bound to cause some 

environmental damage, but it cannot be 

limitless. IHL does not address all 

environmental repercussions of armed 

conflict, but it does contain regulations that 

safeguard the natural environment and strive 

to minimise damage. The 1994 Guidelines 

have been updated to reflect current treaty 

and customary IHL.  

The revised Guidelines represent a selection 

of existing IHL rules, with the goal of 

providing clarification on their interpretation 

and sources. To conclude, “it is not enough 

that essential IHL norms protecting the 

natural environment during armed conflict 

exist; they must be effectively disseminated, 

implemented, and enforced, as well as 

reaffirmed and clarified,” accordingly.  

 

Respect for IHL can, in the end, reduce the 

impact of armed conflict on the natural 

environment and climate change. 

“Humanitarian actors, such as the 

International Committee of the Red Cross 

(ICRC), must also discover ways to establish 

effective solutions that strengthen people's 

short- and long-term resilience. In this 

regard, the International Federation of Red 

Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) 

should take the lead in developing a climate 

and environment charter for the humanitarian 

sector. And finally, states must continue to 

uphold IHL in order to prevent 

environmental damage caused by armed 

conflict in the first place. 

 

***** 


