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Mr. President,  

Allow me first of all to welcome your choice to devote this session of the Conference on 

Disarmament to deterrence. We see it as an opportunity for us to engage in an exercise of 

transparency, exposing the elements that are at the heart of our doctrine of deterrence, as 

reflected in presidential speeches, defence White Papers, Military Planning Acts and the 

Strategic Reviews of Defence and National Security. 

Since 1960, nuclear deterrence has remained a pillar of France's defence strategy and "the 

time of the nuclear deterrent is not a thing of the past", as the former President of the 

Republic, François Hollande, pointed out in his Istres Speech of 15 February 2015. 

In my speech I will discuss the framework of deterrence, the objectives it pursues and the key 

concepts on which it is based. 

 

1/ First of all, a few words on the strategic context in which French deterrence is 

embedded today. 

 

The terms of the strategic equation have now changed significantly from the immediate post-

cold-war era.  

 



We are witnessing a deterioration in the international security environment, which all the 

evidence suggests is a lasting one. The 2017 Strategic Review of Defence and National 

Security outlined its main features: the resurgence of strategic competition and military 

confrontation between major powers, with fait accompli policies, the persistence of nuclear, 

chemical and biological proliferation crises, a broader spectrum of threats (conventional, 

cyber, space, etc.) and technological breakthroughs. 

 

As the Strategic Review pointed out, the fait nucléaire is reappearing in force. The nuclear 

landscape has diversified, new actors have emerged since the end of the Cold War. Besides, 

some states with nuclear capabilities have opted for opaque postures, breaking with the classic 

codes of nuclear deterrence, or for aggressive nuclear postures that include a blackmail 

dimension. France is therefore confronted with the emergence of a genuine military nuclear 

multipolarity and must continue adapting to this new reality. 

 

2/ Therefore, what are the objectives pursued by French nuclear deterrence? 

 

Our deterrence contributes to the two core objectives of the national defence policy: security 

and national independence. 

 

i) Security: deterrence aims to preserve the existence of the Nation 

 

Since its creation, and in the face of historical events, French nuclear deterrence has consisted 

primarily in guaranteeing the existence of the Nation, and first and foremost in guaranteeing 

the preservation of its territory and its population.  

 

The formula commonly used in doctrinal documents is as follows: "Nuclear deterrence aims 

at protecting our country from any aggression against our vital interests emanating from a 

state, wherever it may come from and whatever form it may take". 

This means two things: 

- on the one hand, that deterrence is "tous azimuts" and protects us from any foreign 

power. It is not directed at terrorist movements, but possibly at the states that support 

them. 



- on the other hand, deterrence defends our vital interests, which include the territory, 

the population and the free exercise of our sovereignty. This definition is not fixed; it 

is left to the constant discretion of the ultimate decision-maker, the Head of State
1
. 

These vital interests are not strictly limited to the national territory. I will come back 

to this later. 

Nuclear deterrence is only understood in the framework of a defensive strategy, which aims 

to coerce any opponent before he even considers attacking our interests. In French doctrine, 

the role of nuclear weapons is not to wage war but to prevent it. Nuclear weapons are not 

intended to gain any advantage in a conflict, nor to acquire military superiority in a field of 

operation. 

This means that the use of nuclear weapons would be conceivable only in extreme 

circumstances of legitimate self-defence, a right enshrined in the UN Charter. This is the 

reason why France has made strong commitments in terms of security assurances by granting 

them to more than a hundred States. 

 

ii) Independence: deterrence guarantees France's freedom of action and strategic 

autonomy. 

Nuclear deterrence allows France to preserve its freedom of action and decision in all 

circumstances. Why? Because it rules out any threat of blackmail emanating from states that 

might paralyze us. Besides, this function is more prevalent today than in the past.  

This is indispensable in the light of France's status as a permanent member of the United 

Nations Security Council, which confers responsibilities in the field of international security 

and non-proliferation. As the President of the Republic underlined in 2015: “Everyone knows 

that when France speaks, it can then take action.”. 

 

3/Now, with regard to the means:  

                                                           
1
 Allow me to digress here: I hear many criticisms about the ambiguity regarding the doctrines of deterrence. In 

the case of the French doctrine, some criticize this notion of vital interests: its absence of definition would be 

likely to create misunderstandings leading to escalation. On the contrary, we believe that this ambiguity is 

positive, because clearly defining the threshold of vital interests means exposing France to aggression just below 

that threshold. 



French deterrence is based on three key principles: 

i. Credibility: A potential adversary must consider our deterrence as credible. 

This credibility has three foundations: 

- technological credibility: to rely on effective and proven capabilities; 

- operational credibility: having the skills and command capabilities to implement the 

weapon; 

- and, above all, political credibility: determination to use the weapon. 

It is in connection with this last point that the concept of "ultimate warning", sometimes 

unknown in French doctrine, must be understood. This concept allows the President not to 

face all or nothing if an opponent misunderstands the nature of our vital interests. This nuclear 

strike can serve to restore deterrence by sending a clear signal that our vital interests are at 

stake and that we are determined to defend them. 

Nuclear deterrence must be credible, because this is the very paradox of deterrence: the more 

credible the threat is in the eyes of the adversary, the more effective deterrence is; and 

therefore the less likely is the actual use of the weapon. 

ii. Permanence: by definition, deterrence is permanent. The objective is to be able to 

adapt to the potential threat of a State. 

This permanence of deterrence is made possible by the complementarity of the two 

components of deterrence: 

- The seaborne component, which is based on four nuclear missile launchers 

submarines equipped with intercontinental ballistic missiles (M51), that are on duty at 

sea on a rotating basis throughout the year. The advantages of this component are 

discretion and long ballistic range. 

- The airborne component, it is based on 54 air-to-ground missiles of improved 

medium range usable by Mirage 2000-N and Rafale aircraft from national territory or 

by the aircraft carrier Charles de Gaulle. This component, which is voluntarily visible 

and precise, contributes to credibility by reflecting the political determination to act. 

 



iii. Strict sufficiency: France applies the principle of strict sufficiency by maintaining 

its arsenal at the minimum possible threshold compatible with the strategic 

context. 

It is this principle of strict sufficiency that underlies the organization of our deterrent force. 

France has been exemplary, in accordance with the principle of strict sufficiency. It has 

therefore reduced the total number of its weapons by half in recent years. It has reduced the 

airborne nuclear component by one third. It has given up ground-to-ground missile. Today the 

French arsenal consists of a ceiling of 300 weapons. This figure is in line with our analysis of 

the strategic context, so that unacceptable damage can be inflicted in all circumstances, 

regardless of who the opponent is. 

 

Mr. President,  

4/ Let me conclude by stressing that French deterrence also has a European dimension.   

France does not conceive its defence strategy in isolation, even in the nuclear area. We have 

repeatedly affirmed this approach with the United Kingdom, with which we have unparalleled 

cooperation. Beyond that, as the President of the Republic underlined in Istres: “By 

participating in the European project from its outset, France has, with its partners, built a 

community of destiny. The existence of a French nuclear deterrent has made a strong, 

essential contribution to Europe. (…)So who could believe that an aggression threatening 

Europe’s survival would have no consequence? (…)That is why our nuclear deterrence goes 

hand-in-hand with the constant strengthening of the Europe of Defence.” 

In addition, France contributes to the definition of the Atlantic Alliance's nuclear policy. 

Within the Atlantic Alliance, "the independent nuclear forces of the United Kingdom and 

France, which have a deterrent role of their own, contribute to the overall deterrence and 

security of the Allies", as recalled in NATO's Strategic Concept.  

 

Mr President,  

As multiple powers are developing their nuclear forces, and as some of them use these for 

power demonstration, intimidation, or even blackmailing purposes, maintaining our deterrent 



over the long term is essential. In the current strategic context, nuclear deterrence remains 

the ultimate guarantee of France's security and independence. 

This is without prejudice to our obligations under the Non-Proliferation Treaty, including 

Article VI. France continues to fully implement its nuclear disarmament obligations and I 

refer you to our national declarations on this point. 

Thank you./. 

 


