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Introduction
There is increasing unease today regarding the warming 
of the planet, the resulting sea-level rise (SLR) and its 
potential impact on populations of low-lying islands, 
coasts and communities globally. A probable consequence 
of extreme coastal water levels (ECWL) is a surge in mass 
migration of distressed peoples to higher elevations further 
inland in search of security and sustenance. Compounding 
these challenges is the warming of the oceans themselves. 
Due to trapped greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions in the 
atmosphere, higher temperatures are consistently creating 
the conditions for cyclone and hurricane seasons of greater 
intensity. This article will focus on the effects of continued 
SLR and what the future holds for populations of low-lying 
coastlines globally.

Under ECWL conditions, the fallout for regional 
governments from massive population displacement would 
be staggering. This is particularly true in South Asia and 
Southeast Asia, where population density in close proximity 
to the long low-lying coastline leaves the region extremely 
vulnerable to such events. Current research suggests that 
without curbing the present rate of GHG emissions, ECWL, 
with its destructive effects for coastal regions and its 
ensuing mass migrations, will likely become a far more 
common occurrence by 2050. It is highly likely that the 
international community, including its armed forces, will be 
called upon to respond to such humanitarian disasters. 

For the purposes of this discussion, it is important to note 
that the Government of Canada is known internationally for 
its frequent willingness and impressive capacity to respond 
to emergency situations both domestically and globally. 
Given the scenario outlined above, if Canada were 
approached by the international community to assist in 
mounting humanitarian assistance efforts, it is reasonable 
to suppose that Parliament would direct the Canadian 
Armed Forces (CAF) to collaborate with such an 
international relief effort—a probable CAF Joint Operation 
in support of their whole-of-government partners within an 
international coalition. 

Even more pertinent is where the CAF may be called 
upon to deploy globally in the decades ahead. In societies 
where religion is an identifiable aspect of everyday life, the 
ability to communicate effectively with local leadership is 
imperative. Held in high esteem by the people, religious 
leaders are among the more significant community/regional 
principals in an operational environment (OE). The Royal 

Canadian Chaplain Service (RCChS) is uniquely situated to 
assist the CAF in engaging religious leaders and their faith 
communities wherever OEs necessitate it. To that end, 
religious leader engagement (RLE) is a chaplain operational 
capability employed in expeditionary, domestic and, 
when necessary, humanitarian operations. This article will 
demonstrate the value of RLE in OEs where mass migration 
may occur.

A Snapshot of the Relevant Research
The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
functions within the framework of the United Nations, 
drawing on leading scientific minds from around the globe. 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change studies 
indicate that high confidence exists across all 
Representative Concentration Pathway (RCP)1 scenarios 
that by mid-century the mean and extreme sea levels in 
some locations will result in annual weather events of 
magnitudes rarely seen in past centuries.2 Those events are 
expected to be particularly perilous for intertropical 
low-lying coasts that currently experience storm surges only 
infrequently, regardless of any uncertainties about future 
global GHG emissions and melting Antarctic ice sheet (AIS) 
contributions to SLR. Unsurprisingly, research has shown 
that “A large portion of the twentieth-century rise, 
including most global mean sea-level (GMSL) rise over 
the past quarter of the twentieth century, is tied to 
anthropogenic warming.”3  Based on indicators across 
methodologies and RCP emission scenarios, median 
GMSLs are projected to rise 0.2–0.3 metres by 2050 and 
0.4–1.5 metres by 2100). With a high-emission scenario, 
estimated GSML is projected to be as much as 2.4 metres in 
2100.4 The scientific community concurs that a rise in GMSL 
of 2 metres by 2100 cannot be ruled out.5  Such a rise would 
result in permanent submergence of land by higher mean 
sea levels / high tides; more frequent or intense coastal 
flooding; increased coastal erosion; impacted ecosystems; 
and salinization of soils, groundwater and surface water.6  
Without significantly curbing GHG, compounding such 
events will be the gradual, yet continual, warming of the 
seas and oceans with greater frequency and severity of 
hurricanes and cyclones. 

Impacts on Canadian Coastlines
Although this discussion focuses primarily on the 
inherent dangers associated with SLR for low-lying 
coastal areas in developing nations, particularly South 
Asia and Southeast Asia, it must be acknowledged 
that Canadian coastal areas are also at risk.



CANADIAN ARMY JOURNAL 19.18

As Figure 1 indicates, water levels are predicted to rise 
along all Canadian coastlines in the coming decades. 
Accordingly, the threat of SLR rise to communities along 
the British Columbia coastline is being taken seriously. 
The provincial government has advised coastal communities 
to expect at least 1 metre of SLR by 2100, with prime 
agricultural land and infrastructure at risk. The City of 
Surrey, for instance, is investing $187 million over the next 
ten years in a Coastal Flood  Adaptation Strategy “to replace 
the aging sea dams, upgrade dikes, establish a riverfront 
park with natural flood-attenuating features, and more.”8

  
David Israelson writes in The Globe and Mail that adjusting 
to a warmer, wetter and windier world is the new normal 
as the earth’s oceans continue to heat up, contributing 
to cyclones and floods and putting at risk hundreds of 
millions of people living in coastal cities around the 
globe.9 He quotes Eddie Oldfield of Quality Urban Energy 
Systems of Tomorrow (QUEST), who states that about 
200 communities of all sizes across Canada “are working 

to become more resilient, adapting to climate change 
while at the same time reducing the greenhouse gases 
they emit.”10  One need not look to distant shores for 
areas of concern, as SLR is among the most grave. 

For Canada, SLR is compounded by the continued temperature 
rise in the Canadian Arctic—a rate double that recorded 
in other areas of the globe. Canada’s Changing Climate 
Report,11  published by the federal government in 2019, cites 
as contributing factors the loss of snow and sea ice, resulting 
in an increase in the absorption of solar radiation, causing a 
much larger surface warming than in other regions.12  A cogent 
example of climate change in the Arctic is the recent calving of 
Canada’s last intact ice shelf, the Milne Ice Shelf on Ellesmere 
Island in the northern territory of Nunavut. Footage of the 
event captured by the Copernicus Sentinel satellite on 30 and 
31 July 2020 shows that the shelf was reduced by 43 percent 
when an 80-km2 section collapsed into the water, broke in two 
and drifted out to sea. To put these figures in perspective, 
the island of Manhattan measures roughly 60 km2.13
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Carbon emissions remain the same, by 2100 sea-level rise 
will have a major impact in all coastal regions of Canada.
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Figure 1: Rising Sea Levels Raise Concerns on Canada’s Coasts7
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The Indigenous peoples in Canada’s North are particularly 
vulnerable to climate change. Having to cope with the 
unprecedented rates of summer sea-ice loss, the reduction 
in sea ice during winter, ocean acidification, temperature 
and sea-level rise, melting permafrost, extreme weather 
events and severe coastal erosion undermines the 
ability of the Indigenous peoples to thrive in their own 
environment. Due to a startling rise in temperature in 
the North, the Inuit are especially experiencing a strain 
on their existing infrastructure (i.e. the stability of their 
homes, roads and runways), all of which is having a major 
impact on Inuit culture and sovereignty, mental wellness 
and livelihoods.14 Their ability to cope is a matter of 
concern. How CAF chaplains may factor into assisting the 
Indigenous peoples will be explored in the closing section, 
Religious Leader Engagement Capability Outcomes. 

Populations Impacted
Recent IPCC continental- and global-scale coastal exposure 
studies underscore the human dynamics of growing 
coastal migration and coastal urbanization as a concern. 
A substantial rural exodus, tourism development and 
displacement or (re)settlement of some Indigenous 
communities are additional contributing factors. This trend 
projects a population increase in the Low Elevation Coastal 
Zone (LECZ), coastal areas that are less than 10 metres 
above sea level), estimated at 11 percent of the world’s 
population in 2010 and projected to expand by 85 to 239 
million people by 2100. There is reason for concern about 
the significant infrastructure and assets located in risk-
prone areas.15 According to IPCC research, the following 
countries—including both developed and developing 
nations—are among those with infrastructure concerns: 
Canada, China, Fiji, France, Israel, Kiribati, New Zealand 
and the United States.16 Without an ambitious increase in 
adaptive efforts, high to very high risks are expected in 
many coastal areas at the upper end of the RCP 8.5 likely 
range. Zones threatened are “resource-rich coastal 
cities, urban atoll islands, densely populated deltas, 
and Arctic communities.”17 

In its 2018 study, Groundswell: Preparing for Internal Climate 
Migration, The International Bank for Reconstruction 
and Development (World Bank Group) predicts that 
disasters resulting from rapid-onset events will continue 
to displace large numbers of people. The study forecasts 
tens of millions on the move as such occurrences 
become more frequent and severe due to climate 
change.18  It identifies two principal climate change 
factors driving migration: “(1) less viable areas with 
lower water availability and crop productivity and … (2) 
areas affected by rising sea-level and storm surges.”19  

In the Groundswell study, researchers examine three 
densely populated global regions: Sub-Saharan Africa, 
South Asia and Latin America, which together account 
for 55 percent of the developing world’s population. In 
more severe scenarios (higher RCPs), roughly 2.8 percent 
of the population in these three regions—143 million 
people—could be forced to relocate within their countries 
by 2050. Sea-level rise was of the greatest concern for 
South Asia, with some 40 million people potentially 
impacted. Bangladesh was found to be most at risk due to 
population density and low-lying urban and coastal areas. 

Of immediate concern are Small Island Developing 
States, which are already experiencing the effects of 
SLR. Continued sea-level rise is particularly worrying for 
Pacific islands, as the availability of higher ground for the 
populace is limited. It is noted that 57 percent of built 
infrastructure in Pacific island countries is located in risk-
prone coastal areas.20 Increases in the number of climate 
migrants are thus likely to exert additional pressures on 
land, natural resources, infrastructure and institutions.21 

C40 Cities is an international organization consisting of 
a network of the world’s megacities working together to 
address climate change through effective collaboration, 
sharing knowledge for the purpose of driving meaningful, 
measurable and sustainable action. By their calculations, 
2050 will see more than 570 low-lying cities facing projected 
SLR of at least 0.5 metres, which (according to the 
RCP 8.5 scenario) would put more than 800 million people 
at risk from impacts of SLR, storm severity and surges.22 
Current C40 research suggests that cities along the east 
coast of the United States and major cities in Asia are 
particularly at risk. Figure 2 offers a visual of the cities 
likely to be at risk globally.

By way of current example, international climate-change 
specialist Elliott Cappell examines the existential threat 
facing Jakarta,24 Indonesia. Drinking and washing water for 
the 30 million inhabitants of the greater metropolitan area 
is drawn from the aquifers beneath the city—a sprawling 
urban region that is literally sinking as the aquifers drain. 
Their level has dropped by 2.5 metres in the past ten years. 
In-migration from other parts of Indonesia is projected to 
bring the population to 35.6 million by 2030,25 which would 
make Jakarta the largest metropolitan region in the world. 
Alarmingly, at the present rate of SLR, it is projected that 
95 percent of northern metropolitan Jakarta will be 
underwater by 2050.26  

In late August 2019, Indonesian President 
Joko Widodo announced plans to move Jakarta’s 
seat of government further inland to East Kalimantan 
Province on Borneo Island—a location with far less 
exposure to climate-change hazards like those related to 
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SLR or natural disasters such as earthquakes—in 2024. 
The cost (US$33 billion) includes the building of offices 
and homes for 1.5 million civil servants who will move as 
well—a “managed retreat” by some accounts, in which, 
instead of confronting a climate-change hazard, the decision 
is made to pull back to safer ground.27  According to Cappell, 
that the idea is fundamentally flawed in that it “points to a 
dystopian future in which the world’s poor drown under 
a rising sea and the rich, powerful or connected jump 
from the sinking ship.”28

Sea-Level Rise, Mass Migration and Conflict
In the event of continued SLR, the spectre of more overt 
conflict may result from “disruptions from critical 
infrastructure, cultural ties to the coast, livelihoods, 
coastal economies, public health, well-being, security, 
identity and sovereignty of some low-lying island 
nations.”29 The scale of human displacement and 
migration may produce heightened security risks as 
difficult trade-offs are encountered between public 
and private interests and between short- and long-term 
concerns. In such instances, security and conservation 
goals may come into conflict with divergent problem 
framing, interests, values and ethical positions of 
stakeholder groups. The effects of SLR can compound 
sociopolitical stressors and challenge the efficacy of local 
legal processes, leading to an escalation in conflict.30

  
Understandably, SLR will impact poorer countries and 
communities disproportionately, as wealthier coastal 
nations enjoy greater means to either prepare properly 
or relocate to more secure areas. Compounding these 
challenges, millions of people may be reluctant or 
unable to leave such strained environments.
 

Small Island Developing States are particularly vulnerable 
because they will continue to lose entire swaths of land and 
associated livelihoods to SLR, having relatively few options 
due to a shrinking land mass.31

  
Governments endeavouring to mitigate the impact of SLR 
on coastal populations, with its associated human, material 
and livelihood losses, by relocating its citizens elsewhere 
must also consider the potential for conflict in receiving 
areas. Such deliberation is especially critical if mass 
displacement and relocation is reactive and takes place 
under stressful conditions. Based on his extensive research 
on mass migration and conflict, Rafael Reuveny enjoins 
authorities to pay close attention to environmental 
indicators that may contribute to the conditions for 
conflict, “associating expected environmental changes 
with topographical features, dependence on the 
environment for livelihood, weather patterns, resource 
availability, population density, order structures, 
and sociopolitical fault lines.”32 
   
Reuveny further articulates a process that cycles from 
migration to conflict, working through four distinct yet 
interrelated channels. Among these are competition, in 
which migrants burden the economic and resource base of 
the receiving area, promoting native–migrant competition 
for resources. Ethnic tension may also become a stressor 
when environmental migrants and residents belong to 
different ethnic groups. Long-standing disputes or attempts 
by migrants to reunite with those of the same ethnicity 
may be greeted with an aggressive response from local 
residents. Distrust may then emerge between the area 
of the migration’s origin and the host area if residents of 
the host area or country suspect that the area or country 
of origin is seeking to upset the ethnic balance of the host. 
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Figure 2: Cities at Risk from Sea-level Rise23
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Conflict may also follow existing socioeconomic fault lines, 
for example, pastoralists and resident farmers competing 
over land, or migrants and residents vying for jobs 
(notably when  migration is from rural to urban areas).33

  
There is broad agreement that climate change–induced 
migration will increasingly become a global phenomenon, 
in contrast to ordinary migration, whose flow is normally 
low and slow, allowing receiving areas the capacity 
to absorb the influx of migrants more smoothly and 
over a longer period of time, thereby lessening the 
likelihood of conflict. The potential scope and speed of 
climate-induced human movement are far greater in the 
immediate timeframe, due to severity of coastal storms 
and surges resulting from unrelenting SLR. Conflict 
between groups may ensue when such acute stressors are 
introduced to populations ill prepared to meet them and 
governments are inadequately resourced to respond. 

In light of the possible stressors that climate change may 
bring in the not-so-distant future, the role of the CAF may 
expand further into humanitarian response capabilities 
in support of distressed populations living in low-lying 
coastal areas impacted by the ravages of extreme coastal 
water-level rises. Mass migration of people coping with 
the strain of emergency relocation will necessitate open 
communication channels. Where ethno-religious groups 
make up the majority of those displaced, the process 
of establishing common ground with the people and 
favourable conditions with their leaders can be enhanced 
by engaging religious leaders who are trusted by the 
people. The chaplain operational capability known as 
‘‘Religious Leader Engagement’’ offers one such means 
of achieving successful dialogue—an asset to command 
and whole-of-government entities alike. The next 
section will offer a candid appraisal of the operational 
environment and the complexities it entails, as an 
appropriate segue to appreciating RLE in application.

The Complexities of the Operational Environment: 
Today and Tomorrow
From a baseline perspective, on the level of human and 
organizational interaction, few milieus present the complexities 
of today’s OE, which can be used as a lens through which to 
view complexity theory. The number of interacting elements 
is staggering: multinational militaries, the accompanying 
intergovernmental organizations and, in some instances, an 
influx of insurgents opposing them; stressed national, regional 
and local governments; and diverse populations making up a 
kaleidoscope of political, tribal, cultural and religious elements. 
Further compounding such complexity is the ubiquitous 
presence of international organizations, as well as faith-based 
and secular non-governmental organizations, both domestic and 
foreign. These and more complicating factors are known to 
contemporary OEs.34 

The projections for climate-induced human migration 
presented above are indicative of the magnitude of the 
challenges that may lie ahead for governments and their 
armed forces. In terms of complexity and of potential as 
a chaotic environment, the mass movement of peoples 
migrating away from SLR-impacted regions would not be 
dissimilar to what is described in the preceding paragraph. 
Additional dynamics stemming from political, tribal, cultural 
and religious domains could also be very much at play. 

If the goal of containing GHG emissions continues to elude 
the international community (e.g. the recidivist withdrawal 
of the United States from the Paris Agreement in June 2017),35  
the potential for humanitarian crises by 2050 and beyond, 
due to the effects of SLR and its knock-on impact on 
populations living in low-lying coastal areas, will be of 
great concern to world leaders. This will elicit from the 
international community a response of ever-increasing 
sophistication and ongoing adaptation. Integrated 
approaches inclusive of multiple different resources, 
capabilities and expertise will be essential to addressing 
need on such a large scale. From a complexity theory 
perspective, the chaplain operational capability of RLE 
presents as an “adjacent possible”—an impulse initially 
visible on an ad hoc basis that is emerging now as a defined 
capability in the midst of complexity’s interactive elements. 

Future OEs stand to further benefit from the increased 
preparedness of padres to engage religious leaders 
and their faith communities in areas of operations (AO), 
given the significant place that religion holds in the lives 
of the majority of the world’s citizens, a factor meriting 
reflection here. 

The Role of Religion in Non-Western Societies
The Age Gap in Religions Around the World, a 2018 report 
from the Pew Research Center in Washington, DC, cites that 
even though parts of the world are becoming more secular, 
it cannot be assumed that the world’s population overall is 
becoming less religious. The literature would suggest that, 
from a global perspective, regions that are more religious 
are experiencing the fastest population growth due to high 
fertility rates and relatively young populations. Researchers 
tracking these trends contend that countries experiencing 
high levels of religious affiliation will grow at a faster 
pace than other parts of the planet. The same holds true 
for levels of religious commitment. In fact, the greatest 
gains in population growth appear to be occurring in 
countries where, for the majority, religion is central to their 
day-to-day lives. Hence, the correlation between global 
population growth and the increase of religion’s influence 
among its peoples is rising and will continue to do so.36  
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Although South Asia and Southeast Asia are home to the 
world’s largest Hindu and Buddhist populations, Figure 3 
from the Pew Research Center study cited earlier, offers a 
striking overview of the Islamic world and, for the purposes 
of this article, of religion’s relevance in the everyday lives 
of Muslims. In many of the countries of South Asia and 
Southeast Asia, more than 90% of the Muslim population 
attest to the significance of their personal faith journey. 
These regions are highly religious and, according to climate 
change research, highly vulnerable.
 
For many nations in the Global North, the idea of according 
religion an elevated place within the public space is seen 
as anachronistic. In other parts of the world, however, 
religion frequently enjoys a strategic social space38 within 
civil society and, by extension, among its leaders. Thus, 
Western societal and cultural norms do not necessarily 
prepare deploying military personnel for societies where 
religion holds such a prominent place. An inherently 
secularist sensibility may make it difficult to appreciate 
the significance of local religious expression.39

  
In this regard, chaplains exercising RLE are a value-
added to Command in OEs where massive numbers 
of internally displaced persons are strongly religious. 
The RLE is especially beneficial when the chaplain is of 
the same faith tradition (e.g. a CAF imam establishing 
dialogue with religious leaders [RL] in a situation 
where migrant populations are primarily Muslim).40  

A Possible Scenario
To put the above in context, consider the following scenario. 
Southeast Asia is calculated to have 130,000 kilometres 
(81,250 miles) of coastline,41  much of which is low-lying 
and home to the majority of the region’s 670 million 
inhabitants.42 As mentioned earlier, it is among the world’s 

regions that are the most vulnerable to severe SLR by 2050 
if the rate of global warming continues unabated 
as presented in IPCC RCP 8.5. 

With such massive out-migration, the potential for unrest 
is substantial. Where populations are distressed due to the 
need for security and sustenance, it is not inconceivable for 
conflict to emerge due to competition, ethnic tension, distrust 
and socioeconomic fault lines, as illustrated by Reuveny.43 
Nations will soon be overwhelmed with the magnitude 
of such population displacement and will issue urgent 
requests for the international community to assist. Given a 
situation of such severity, it is not unreasonable to envision 
governments directing their armed forces to participate with 
an International Coalition / Joint Operational / Whole-of-
Government / Whole-of-Community emergency response. 
Coping with such staggering displacements will require the 
greatest possible asset availability. That is where RLE comes in.
 
Over the last decade, the RCChS has been preparing 
chaplains for an expanding strategic role in OEs. 
The following is a synopsis of how this training can aid 
Command in better comprehending the subtleties of the 
religious terrain and, when appropriate and under the 
Commander’s direction, engage religious leaders and their 
faith communities as a means of fulfilling mission mandates. 

Religious Leader Engagement as Planning: 
Religious Area Assessment
As religious leaders in uniform, chaplains increasingly 
possess the skills to conduct what is termed Religious Area 
Assessment (RAA)—a comprehensive planning methodology 
that collects and analyzes data, integrating it into the 
operations process. Key areas of research are as follows: 

•  Historical overview, religious demographics of all faith 
groups, and their histories, including how they 
currently interact (e.g. lingering animosities and/or 
instances of cooperation);

• Places of worship and prominent holy sites;

• Doctrines and essential religious observances;

• Religious polity;

• Religious views on social issues; 

•  Prominent religious leaders of all faith groups in the AO;

• Opportunities for engagement;

• External religious agencies; and

• Do’s and don’ts in the AO. 

Winter 1993: Visoko, Bosnia-Herzegovina (Op CAVALIER 92–93, 
2 RCR BG, on the outskirts of Sarajevo). Meeting with the Imam 
Association (IA) at their invitation. Imam Asim Asdahic, centre left, 
was the leader/President of the IA, responsible for 60 mosques in 
Southwest Sarajevo region. The author is at centre right, with Father 
Mari Eugino, Roman Catholic Padre, to his right and Warrant Officer 
Luc Belisle, Medical Assistant to his left. On the left, at the far end of 
the table, is our interpreter.
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In the event that a mission is mounted in response to a 
mass migration emergency, chaplains will be in a position 
to provide the chain of command (CoC) with an in-depth 
overview of the religious profile of the ethno-religious 
group(s) impacted, preferably during the pre-deployment 
phase. This may include the religious orientations of 
ethnicities in the receiving area if they are different from 
those of the in-migrants. As specialist officers, chaplains 
are prepared to provide briefings in Commander’s orders 
groups and/or give presentations at the company and 
platoon levels in theatre as a means of equipping the 
members with the most up-to-date information about 
the religious terrain of the AO. By grasping something 
of the meaning and reality of the local faith perspective, 
chaplains are more apt to appreciate how a given person 
or community’s grassroots belief system may colour their 
response to proposed mission initiatives, plans of action, 
troop movements, etc. Knowledge of what people do 
and why they do it with respect to the faith journey is 
especially beneficial when other cultures are encountered. 

In accordance with normal procedure, this analysis is 
treated as a living document to be updated and expanded 
as the deployed chaplain gains increased knowledge 
and situational awareness on the ground. Their capacity 
to liaise with humanitarian organizations in the AO 
is critical to gleaning information about the religious 
makeup of the migrant community and its leaders.

Mission Analysis and Religious Impact Assessment
Building on the RAA, chaplains further conduct mission 
analysis, a process that follows deployment and 
generally coincides with receipt of the operations plan. 
To facilitate this analysis, they employ the ASCOPE 
process—Areas, Structures, Capabilities, Organizations, 
inclusive of People and Events from the religious 
perspective. This tool aids in analyzing the human terrain, 
better enabling an examination of the OE through the 
eyes of the local population and helping the chaplain 
to categorize and collate pertinent information. 

Offering relevant input to mission initiatives is of strategic 
import. For this reason, chaplains are now familiarized 
with the Political, Military, Economic, Infrastructure and 
Information (PMESII) system44 on exercises (UNITED 
RESOLVE, MAPLE RESOLVE) as part of their pre-deployment 
training. Relevant information drawn from research, 
which is primarily related to the culture and religion of 
local populations in the AO, are placed in the appropriate 
PMESII categories.45 This information includes predominant 
religious beliefs, significant religious festivals and practices, 
principal regional and local religious figures and their 
ideological leanings, minority religious groups, and extreme 
religious factions should they be present. Given the level 
of sophistication of current approaches to research in their 
domain, chaplains are in a position to offer strategic guidance 
from a seat at the operational planning process table. 

Figure 3: The Importance of Muslim Faith37
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Among Muslims, religion most important in Africa, Middle East, South Asia
% of Muslims who say religion is very important in their lives

PEW RESEARCH CENTER – 2018
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If, due to the effects of ECWL, a mass out-migration to 
higher elevations inland were to occur, stressors for 
impacted populations would be significant, just as they 
would be for groups residing in regions receiving this 
mass in-migration. An added dynamic in this type of 
humanitarian emergency would stem from the religion or 
religions of those affected. An even greater challenge for 
military and international aid organizations is that, if the 
ethno-religious groups involved were of different faith 
persuasions, their differences could, depending on the 
groups’ histories and present associations, be a source of 
friction in an already stressfully fraught environment.

While a Commander may receive religious information 
from additional sources, through the processes of RAA, 
MA and Religious Impact Assessment (RIA), the chaplain 
offers strategic guidance relating to the religious 
context within the AO and the impact it may have. The 
RIA then builds on the work of the RAA and the MA, 
providing commanders with concise recommendations 
and courses of action pertinent to operational planning. 

Religious Leader Engagement: Boundary Spanners, 
Middle-Range Actors and Social Capital 
Bridging to Religious Figures as Community Leaders 
Chaplains and local/regional religious leaders alike know 
the meaning of social capital and the moral authority that 
it brings. Missions have been known to benefit from the 
respect and cooperation generated by the common ground 
that chaplains naturally share with local religious leaders. 
A second-order effect influenced by the context, 
this capacity to build bridges with the chaplains’ local 
counterparts aids in establishing relationships, which, in 
turn, enhances humanitarian interaction in the strategic 
social space of an AO. In this capacity, padres, who have 
been called “people of the book,” play a unique role as 
boundary spanners. 

Middle-Range Actors
Religious leaders are undoubtedly among the more 
dominant centres of gravity within Indigenous populations. 
They are middle-range actors, and the middle range is 
where, in non-Western societies, the lines of separation 
between faith and the public space are markedly less 
defined. They are often revered individuals at community 
and regional levels. Such esteem owes its origins to the 
almost seamless connection between religious communities 
and local culture and, at times, politics. 

Religious leaders enjoy the confidence of the grass roots 
while moving freely at the higher levels of leadership within 
their own communities. Their ease of movement affords 
them relationships that are professional, institutional and 
sometimes formal, while other ties are more a matter of 
friendship and acquaintance. Thus, they have a high degree 
of social capital within communities. More notable still, 
“middle-range actors tend to have pre-existing relationships 
with counterparts that cut across the lines of conflict within 
the setting ... a network of relationships that cut across the 
identity divisions within the society.” 46

In terms of their moral authority, these religious leaders 
often enjoy the respect and trust of their communities 
beyond the strictly religious realm. Where natural disasters 
strike, these same clerics live through the hardship alongside 
their people. An out-migration due to flooding or storm 
surges resulting from the effects of SLR would be a case in 
point. The respect religious leaders enjoy among the people 
is not simply because of their position; it is earned by virtue 
of a shared journey. Often they may not be highly educated, 
but they have more education than others in their locales. As 
such, they are often sought out as counsellors for advice or 
to aid in resolving family disputes. Religious leaders 

Padre Gabriel Legault (Roman Catholic priest, at rear table, to the 
right), Glamac, Croatia 2001, with Orthodox priests, a Croat Roman 
Catholic priest and two Imams, arriving at an agreement on fair 
distribution among the three ethnic groups of humanitarian 
assistance coming in through Canadian supply lines. 
The author is on the right at the rear table.

Spring 1993, Visoko. In the home of Imam Asim Asdahic and his wife 
(at left) with the Imam who led the Red Crescent (second from right), 
and our interpreter (far right). The author is in the middle.
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frequently sit on local/regional councils where the issues 
significant to community life are discussed and decisions are 
made. This mixture of community engagement, coupled with 
the role of spiritual leader, affords them much credibility in 
the eyes of the people, as well as moral authority that they 
can bring to bear with leadership. Religious leaders are 
major figures within the strategic social space.

For this reason, networking among religious communities 
in an AO is an integral aspect of RAA as chaplains engage 
local faith group leaders to better ascertain religious belief 
systems experienced locally. Syncretism may be an element 
in other parts of the world where tribal practices blend into 
religious expression. Engaging local religious leaders and 
their communities is essential in making such assessments. 
Religious leader engagement activities naturally flow out 
of the RAA conducted by chaplains. In this sense, one is 
built upon the other—both are necessary to the full scope 
of engagement among local religious communities.47 
 
When local religious leaders are engaged, the ensuing 
relationship building may engender trust. Such encounters 
become a safe space for these community leaders to share 
concerns and aspirations. However, it should be noted that 
engagement at this level is contextual in the sense that it is 
not always possible to further relations; security concerns 

and lack of opportunity may be limiting factors. That being 
said, there have been instances where a trusted environment 
(ministry of conciliation) has led to religious leaders sharing 
openly regarding community hardship, misunderstandings 
among local leadership or tensions with an adjacent group 
of a different ethnic/faith tradition. Deemed trusted friends, 
chaplains may partner with civil-military cooperation or 
whole-of-government entities to facilitate bringing 
programming to bear on identified needs, whether that 
involves physical resources or assistance in resolving 
outstanding issues—peacebuilding activities in an AO. 

Civic initiatives by local individuals and/or organizations, 
religious or otherwise, in an AO may address underlying 
concerns that are essentially political and social—
programming that often serves to reinforce the objectives 
of more moderate RLs and their faith communities. Whole-
of-government personnel are cognizant and supportive of 
such civic organizations, often providing funding for projects 
as a means of enabling local/regional initiatives. Religious 
communities, although well intentioned, may unnecessarily 
remain insular to humanitarian organizations from their own 
region, and thereby miss out on collaborative opportunities. 
Coalitions made up of humanitarian organizations and 
religious communities often experience greater results than 
each would acting alone—there is a synergistic effect. 

Chaplain Captain Glenn Davis sands and paints a wall with the help of a local child at the Centre Bayti in Casablanca, Morocco, 
during Operation PROJECTION West Africa on 6 April 2019.
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With whole-of-government support, chaplains are well 
positioned to facilitate linking these organizations with more 
progressive religious leaders and their communities, bringing 
them out of isolation and into productive relationships. 

Potential Religious Leader Engagement 
Capability Outcomes
At this juncture, a discussion of how RLE may be applied to 
the OE will be pertinent. The author recognizes that, as an 
operational capability, RLE stands apart from other lines of 
operation. Intriguing as it may seem to the CoC, how RLE 
functions, and to what benefit, are legitimate questions. 

Domestic Operations
Canada has had its share of emergency situations due to 
natural disasters. As the climate continues to warm, the 
trend will only intensify. Provincial governments often call 
upon the CAF for assistance when confronted with nature’s 
force. Operation LENTUS has mounted a number of relief 
endeavours to aid disaster-stricken regions, including 
the wildfires in British Columbia, Alberta and Saskatchewan; 
floods in the Red River region of Manitoba, Saguenay, 
Quebec, and High River, Alberta; the CAF assistance to 
southern and eastern Newfoundland and Labrador during 
Hurricane Igor; and, of course, the massive military response 
to the 1998 ice storm in southern Quebec and parts of 
eastern Ontario. Rising sea levels and their subsequent 
impact on communities along Canada’s coastlines will 
undoubtedly result in future emergencies. To help Canadian 
communities cope with the ensuing flooding, storm surges 
and, at times, population displacement, all assets will be 
needed, including those offered by the CAF.

Faith groups in Canada often enjoy a high profile in urban 
centres, especially among ethnic groups that maintain a strong 
sense of community. Religious leaders of all faiths practise 
civic engagement in the affairs of towns and cities across the 
nation. In emergency situations, these same faith groups 
work alongside other civic organizations to provide food, 
warm clothing, shelter, transportation and more. Churches, 
synagogues, temples and mosques all possess infrastructure 
that can be made available to a local population during a crisis. 

In domestic operations, chaplains deploy with their 
troops and are strategically positioned to facilitate 
dialogue with RLs when the need arises. Through 
their relationships with local/regional RLs, chaplains 
become a reliable and effective conduit through which 
to communicate with faith community leadership.48 

As indicated earlier, Canada’s Indigenous peoples are 
already experiencing the impacts of climate change. 
A chaplain’s capacity to effectively engage Indigenous 
elders should not be underestimated. Rising temperatures 
in the North continue to undermine Indigenous peoples’ 
way of life, which in future may result in the need for entire 
communities to relocate. As an RL, a chaplain can engage 
with elders to convey much-needed information and allay 
concerns that may be unnecessarily creating difficulties. 

Confrontations with Indigenous peoples must be avoided at 
all costs in Canada. That said, Indigenous people’s deeply 
felt ties to their traditional lands can at times border on the 
sacred. Such intensity can escalate to precarious standoffs 
when perceived rights are seemingly trampled underfoot by 
government or business interests. If the military were called 
upon to intervene in situations where hostilities threatened 
to escalate, having previously established relationships with 
the spiritual leaders of Indigenous communities would 
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Members of the Royal Canadian Air Force’s 436 Transport Squadron 
and Canadian Rangers evacuate residents of the Pikangikum 
First Nation community on board a CC-130J Hercules during 
Operation LENTUS, 9 July 2019.
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undoubtedly hold strategic merit. The calming influence 
on local/regional Elders who are standing on the opposite 
side of a barricade would be key to resolving conflict.
Encouragement from a chaplain they know could reassure 
an Indigenous spiritual leader and motivate them to 
continue with any tension-reducing conversations they 
may be having. Uppermost in the chaplain’s mind in any 
engagement of this nature is the well-being of the other. 
Resolving these types of standoffs peacefully is in 
everyone’s best interest.49  
  
Humanitarian Operations: Mass Migration
Religious and community leaders in the Global South often 
perceive Westerners as secularist and, consequently, a threat 
to their faith and way of life. Subsequently, the religious 
leaders tend to avoid engaging Westerners, whether military 
or civilian.50  Because chaplains are bona fide religious/faith 
group leaders and can more easily establish trust, they are 
often able to build bridges to such community leaders, 
paving the way for meaningful dialogue with other mission 
members—hence the term “boundary spanners.”

Open and ongoing communication with a migrant populace in 
the midst of a significant out-migration is a major component 
in achieving mission mandates. A multinational humanitarian 
endeavour will be preoccupied with aiding the movement of 
large numbers of people away from stricken coastlines to 
migrant camps further inland even as those camps are rapidly 
being built. Given the magnitude of the losses of home and 
livelihood incurred, the range of emotions among the people 
affected will be significant: anxiety, confusion, fear and 
anger, compounded by hunger, thirst, sickness and, 
undoubtedly, separated families. With the potential for 
tens of thousands on the move, identifying religious 
leaders present among the migrants would be invaluable 
in communicating with the people in ways that would have 
a calming effect. Depending on the dynamics at play, 
RLs may or may not self-identify. Chaplains of the same faith 
persuasion as the migrant population would be in a privileged 
position to make contact with embedded RLs where possible. 
Anyone with operational experience knows that interpreters 
normally come from the local environs and, as such, are often 
able to make first contact with key religious leaders, creating 
opportunities for personnel—in this case, chaplains. 
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Padre Imam Suleyman Demiray facilitating a Shura with the Ulema Council (made up of Mullahs, Islamic scholars who advise the Governor of 
Kandahar Province on matters pertaining to the interpretation of the Koran) at the Kandahar Provincial Reconstruction Team (PRT) in 2006. 
At the far left is the PRT Commander. Political Advisor Gavin Buchan is squatting in the foreground (on the left). Lieutenant-Colonel John 
Fletcher, Command Chaplain, is talking to the Senior Mullah. This was an example of chaplain / whole-of-government collaboration.
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Chaplains with this kind of access provide the CoC with an 
essential conduit for two-way communication—a hand on 
the pulse of how a migrant population is faring. As religious 
leaders in uniform (non-combatants), through their genuine 
concern for the other, chaplains gain trust and establish 
relationships with RLs who willingly share their concerns 
and the needs of their people, knowing that these matters 
will be conveyed to military and civilian leadership taken 
seriously, and addressed to the best of the Commander’s 
ability to do so. Chaplains are able to bring current 
assessments to the Commander’s briefings and deliver 
messages from the CoC to migrant populations as required. 

On operations, also attending the Commander’s orders 
groups are representatives from whole-of-government 
entities (interagency environment). Again, a chaplain’s 
briefing and the resulting sidebar conversations with IO 
and non-governmental organization principals, whether 
faith-based and/or secular, are essential to achieving 
mission objectives. As non-combatants, padres are also 
viewed as humanitarians by civilian agencies, which aids 
in diminishing pre-existing concerns with respect to 
neutrality that, unfortunately, have hampered 
collaboration with the military in the past. 

There is a maxim to live by when conducting operations 
in another culture: “Perception is very real in its 
consequences.” The capacity to communicate essential 
information to local populations is critical to mission 
objectives. A notification of a planned road move may 
prevent troops from unknowingly straying into a locale of 

sacred significance (e.g. holy sites or shrines), an action 
which could be perceived as Western arrogance. Such an 
oversight could be met with a vehement response, thereby 
damaging hard-won trust and established relationships. 

Cognizance of how festivals and holy days are observed 
by migrant populations is another factor worthy of 
consideration. Their situation of uprootedness may create 
difficulty in celebrating a given festival or ritual in the 
accustomed respectful way. A chaplain may be able to 
offer assistance in creating the necessary backdrop for a 
meaningful celebration that otherwise would have fallen 
short of the mark. A small, yet respectful, gesture of good 
will on the forces’ part will engender lasting gratitude from 
the RLs and their community. Actions such as these reap 
rewards when future cooperation is needed in other areas. 

For four years (2011–2014), it was this author’s 
privilege to serve as a member of the Directing Staff of 
the International Civil–Military Relations Course at the 
United Nations Training School Ireland, just outside Dublin. 
Religious leader engagement is integrated into the program 
as an aspect of cultural awareness training. On one occasion 
over lunch, a senior officer of the Armed Forces of Malta, 
after attending a lecture on RLE, related the following 
personal anecdote. For Malta, as a Mediterranean island 
nation, receiving refugees from North Africa was not 
uncommon. One particular assignment that fell to the 
officer was to oversee a large refugee camp on the island 
where several thousand people, mostly Muslim, were 
staying. The RLs within the refugee camp had declined to 

Padre Imam Suleyman Demiray at the Governor’s Palace with Shia mullahs (2007). A joint meeting with Shia and Sunni Mullahs bringing their 
mutual concerns to the Governor. There had been no Shia representation on the Ulema Council for several years due to religious leaders being 
assassinated by the Taliban. Demiray was instrumental in bringing them out of isolation and back onto the Council. This was another example 
of chaplain / whole-of-government collaboration.
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self-identify, yet were leading Friday prayer services in 
one of the tents. During a routine inspection of the camp, 
the officer noticed that the tent being used for the 
makeshift mosque was far too small to accommodate the 
number of worshippers attending. A much larger tent was 
made available, along with ablution stands. The several 
imams soon made themselves known to the officer, 
expressing their gratitude. The working relationship that 
was built with these respected community leaders enabled 
him to better communicate essential information, manage 
refugee disputes and distribute aid equitably among the 
refugees during his remaining time as Camp Commander. 
Establishing amiable relationships with RLs within migrant 
populations is vital to maintaining open communication and 
ongoing cooperation.

Conclusion
Scientific and academic communities are in agreement that 
if greenhouse gas emissions are not sufficiently curbed in 
the short term, the warming of the oceans and sea-level 
rise will combine to create climate conditions of increasing 
severity for populations of low-lying coastal regions 
around the globe. The cumulative effects of cyclones, 
continued land encroachment, storm surges and flooding in 
approaching decades will adversely impact these vulnerable 
communities that are home to hundreds of millions of the 
planet’s inhabitants. Accompanying such environmental 
events will be ever more frequent mass migration, causing 
a growing crisis for the international community as 
displaced and distressed populations relocate to higher 
elevations inland in search of security and sustenance. 
If this were to occur, it is reasonable to assume that 
governments would mandate their armed forces to 
contribute to multinational humanitarian efforts. 
Few organizations have such logistics and movement 
capability on a global scale.

This article has made a case for the strategic role of 
chaplains, who are religious leaders in their own right, 
in advising Command of the subtleties of the religious 
terrain of an AO and, concomitantly, facilitating greater 
access to and communication with impacted populations 
for their whole-of-government partners, in a process 
known as religious leader engagement. This is of particular 
note where ethno-religious groups make up the majority 
of the population, as is true in the Global South. Assisting 
distressed populations, as would be the case with mass 
migration due to the environmental factors presented 
above, would present deploying contingents with 
challenges outside the norm for Operations. The emerging 
chaplain capability of RLE offers Command a unique 
competency at operational and strategic levels. Another 
essential investment in CAF preparedness is scenario 
development. When analysts and operational planners are 
deliberating the impacts of mass migration for potential 

deployments, their efforts would be greatly enhanced by 
the input and perspective of chaplains trained in RLE, and 
that input would be particularly beneficial in cases where 
the impacted populations are highly religious.  
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