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Mr President, 

Ladies & Gentlemen, Members of Parliament, 

 

Pursuant to Article 35, Paragraph 2, of our Constitution, it is my duty to inform you of the 

decisions made concerning the intervention of our armed forces abroad. Given the importance 

of these operations, it was our wish that this information be followed by a debate at the 

National Assembly and the Senate. 

On 7 April, a series of chemical attacks was carried out on Douma, Syria, including against 

the town’s medical facilities. More than 45 people lost their lives and many others were 

wounded.  

In the early hours of 14 April, by order of the President of the Republic, the French air and 

naval forces, in close coordination with the US and UK armed forces, launched military 

strikes over Syria. The operation has been a success. We have destroyed the three target sites: 

a research centre in the suburb of Damascus, an assembly site and a chemical weapons 

storage facility. 

Without waiting for today’s debate, and in keeping with the spirit of our institutions, the 

Government has endeavoured to keep Parliament apprised of all of the situation’s 

developments: 

- The evening before our forces took action, I personally informed the presidents of the 

two assemblies of the decisions made by the President of the Republic. 

- Yesterday morning, I received the presidents of the assemblies along with the chairs of 

the committees involved and the parliamentary groups. 

- The talks were of a high quality and dignity – a quality and dignity, I believe, that the 

gravity of the situation required – and I would like to thank everyone involved. 

- This afternoon, we are to debate the situation in Syria and France’s response.  

 



 

I should like to begin by giving a reminder of the context in which our policy in Syria is being 

conducted. 

Let us start with our general objectives. These are clear. They have not changed. 

Our enemy is not Syria. We have not declared war on Syria or Bashar Al Assad’s regime. 

Our enemy is Isis. We are committed to defeating the terrorist movement which organised, on 

our soil, the fatal attacks that have affected so many French families first-hand and, beyond 

them, shocked all of us as a community.  

But our political or military action in this region would be completely in vain, our entire 

foreign policy without purpose, were a weapon of terror, banished by the international 

community for almost a century, to perpetrate barbaric acts against civilian populations, incite 

hatred, undermine any possibility of political settlement – in short: go against all the rules 

which we, as humans, have set ourselves.  

Finding a political solution to a conflict, working towards a peaceful outcome to war: such 

things are possible. But as long as the use of chemical weapons goes unpunished, no political 

solution will be found. Civilians are paying the price of inaction. Our own safety, in France 

and Europe, is at risk. 

 

This is why the President of the Republic had clearly drawn a red line right at the start of his 

term in office.  

Chemical weapons have been banned in warfare since 1925, so for almost a century now. 

Syria ratified this protocol in 1968, fifty years ago. 

France has always been at the forefront of the fight against chemical weapons, ever since the 

Second Battle of Ypres, back in 1915. After the Geneva Protocol of 1925, it was France that 

reopened negotiations, in 1989, on President François Mitterrand’s initiative. The Chemical 

Weapons Convention was finally signed, in Paris, in 1993. 192 States have now become 

parties to it, accepting its legal obligations. 

The community of States has agreed to ban chemical weapons, since they are systematically a 

means for committing war crimes. Whether in gas or liquid form, they spread beyond the 

combat zone, persist after the fighting is over and affect soldiers and civilians 

indiscriminately.  

What we are seeing here is no longer a dirty war, an unfair war, but apocalyptic scenes that 

the Syrian regime has unleashed once more. With chemical weapons, the very foundations of 

reason and civilisation are under threat. 

The use of chemical weapons says something about the perpetrator.  

Well, Ladies and Gentlemen, Members of Parliament, our response to this use says something 

about us. 

In May 2017, the President of the Republic drew this red line very clearly: a confirmed 

chemical attack, on the part of the Syrian armed forces and with fatal consequences, would 

result in immediate reprisals. This had been stated in no uncertain terms, in the presence of 



the Russian President incidentally, who had gone on to approve the President of the 

Republic’s wording. 

On 7 April, this red line was crossed.  

The intelligence gathered by France and its allies confirms the reality of this chemical attack, 

which the World Health Organization has also just confirmed. Collected by our services and 

our allies and analysed by our medical teams, this intelligence also lays bare the number of 

victims. It points to the Syrian armed forces’ responsibility in this operation. 

Unfortunately, the tactic launched on Douma is one that has already been tested before. It was 

conducted along similar lines to the attack in Aleppo, and the aim of the operational strategy 

is clear: sow terror among civilian populations and hasten the end of the conflict by 

dislodging the armed groups by any means. In other words, this is a deliberate and repeated 

terror strategy.  

This is not the first time the regime has used chemical weapons. In 2013 and 2017, France 

declassified intelligence documents showing the responsibility of Damascus in several 

confirmed chemical attacks. Following the Khan Shaykhun attack on 4 April 2017, we 

published a national assessment which concludes, with a high degree of confidence, that the 

regime was responsible. The international bodies, under the auspices of the United Nations 

and Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons (OPCW), have confirmed our 

findings on several occasions. In a report released on 6 September 2017, the UN Commission 

of Inquiry also held Syrian government forces accountable for the attacks on Khan Shaykhun. 

We took every possible diplomatic and political step to make Damascus see reason before 

resorting to force. 

France sets immense store by multilateralism because the collective route – history has 

convinced us of this – is the only way of sustaining peace. France and its partners have been 

working hard to roll out increasing diplomatic initiatives in recent years within the Security 

Council, the UN General Assembly, the Human Rights Council, and the OPCW.  

But France is committed to a multilateralism that bears fruit. And, in this instance, one State’s 

obstructive stance has not enabled this collective approach to move forward. Russia has 

wielded its veto power 12 times to block action regarding Syria. Six of those times concern 

chemical weapons – the most recent coming last Tuesday, when Russia vetoed a draft 

resolution to create a new independent investigative mechanism for identifying those 

responsible for the use of chemical weapons in Syria.  

In light of the regime’s repeated and multiple violations of international law and its own 

undertakings, the Security Council had already resolved to adopt coercive measures, military 

ones in particular, under Chapter VII of the Charter which authorises the use of armed force if 

necessary.  

I would particularly like to give a reminder of the terms of Resolution 2118, which was 

unanimously adopted on 27 September 2013 following the previous month’s chemical attacks 

in Syria: on this occasion the Security Council “Decides, in the event of non-compliance with 

this resolution, including unauthorized transfer of chemical weapons, or any use of chemical 

weapons by anyone in the Syrian Arab Republic, to impose measures under Chapter VII of the 

United Nations Charter.”  

 



We have therefore assumed our responsibilities; and, for the future, for the days, weeks and 

months ahead, we are clear on what our political stance will be, and it will not change. 

Our response was fully justified in its grounds. 

In its delivery, we took every care to ensure it was proportionate: its goals associated solely 

with the chemical weapons programme. Solely with Syria. It was targeted to avoid harming 

civilians and designed to prevent any escalation. 

In this way we have sent a firm message. A clear message. A strong message.  

We want to dissuade the regime from using chemical weapons, at a time when the fighting is 

continuing and the regime in place is showing no willingness to seek a political solution.  

We wish to make clear that no military victory won with chemical weapons will go 

unpunished. 

In coordination with our allies, our action aims at placing a prohibitive cost on the use of 

chemical weapons and degrading the Syrian regime’s ability to use them, by destroying their 

production, assembly and storage facilities. 

I should like to take this opportunity to pay tribute to our servicemen and women who 

demonstrated remarkable professionalism and coolheadedness in conducting this operation. 

By the strength and impact of these strikes, France has cemented its status as a political and 

military power. Our armies, along with our allies, responded swiftly and effectively, whilst 

ensuring the necessary guarantees for protecting civilian populations.  

That said, this intervention is not the prelude to a war. Our intention is not for the situation to 

escalate. Our strikes targeted the regime’s chemical capabilities, and not the regime’s allies, 

despite our differences in opinion – which are clear. The President of the Republic is 

continuing to hold talks with his counterparts as we have no intention of abandoning the only 

option that promises well of the future: a political solution.  

Our action has garnered widespread international backing, both from our allies, not least 

Germany who underscored its necessary and proportionate nature, and major international 

organisations. The European Union, NATO and the Gulf Cooperation Council very clearly 

expressed their full support via their representatives.  

Last Saturday, the Security Council overwhelmingly rejected, by a recorded vote of eight 

against with four abstentions, Russia’s proposal to condemn the intervention. The vast 

majority of Council members do not therefore subscribe to the claim that our action is in 

violation of international law. Moreover, it is a sign of our decision-making autonomy. 

Beyond this military operation, we are now going to push on with our efforts to make fresh 

progress in a settlement process which has reached an impasse today. 

The UN Security Council has laid down the framework in this regard, through three 

resolutions: 

In addition to Resolution 2118 which I have already mentioned, Resolution 2401, which was 

also adopted by Russia, provides for a cessation of hostilities without delay to enable 

humanitarian aid operations to resume. 13 million Syrians, including 6 million children, 

require urgent and vital assistance. More than half of the Syrian people have had to leave their 

homes. The President of the Republic is due to announce an initiative involving a scaling-up 



of French and European funding and the drafting of an overall plan under which all of the 

projects will come – in coordination with our main partners, the UN, UNHCR, ICRC and 

NGOs. 

Resolution 2254, meanwhile, provides for the adoption of a new constitution and free 

elections in Syria. We need to strengthen international consensus for an inclusive political 

solution. The five States who have met to discuss Syria – the United States, United Kingdom, 

Saudi Arabia, Jordan and France – must now open up talks with Iran, Russia and Turkey.  

Ladies and Gentlemen, Members of Parliament, 

Force is never an end unto itself. But History has taught us that, when it comes to the 

unacceptable, the time that delaying its use buys us is often only illusory, and we end paying a 

high price for doing so further down the line. 

The implications of resorting to force are grave. All those of you seated here who have had to 

make or assist in such decisions are well aware of this. There is an element of risk in such 

action. Such action has a cost. A human cost. A political cost. 

In this particular case, I would like to share with you the conviction that the risk and cost of 

doing nothing were greater still. Greater for our future, and greater for our conscience, for the 

way in which History will remember us and for the example that we will be setting for our 

children. 

Of course, the decision made by the President of the Republic, in good conscience, a difficult 

decision, a legitimate decision, a necessary decision, will be debated. Permitting such debate 

is one of the guiding principles of our democracy. 

I am fully aware of how complex the situation in this part of the world is. It requires tact, 

caution and reflection. But that does not mean we have to sit back and do nothing, powerless 

in the face of such a blatant violation of the principles forming the very bedrock of our 

community life. 

Doing something. Assuming our responsibilities. Upholding what France believes is right. 

Showing where our red lines lie. Using our armed forces if we must, when we must, to never 

stop saying what we are and what we believe in – without claiming to solve all the world’s 

problems on our own. 

But never, never turning a blind eye when we are in a position to make a contribution. 

That is the bottom line, Ladies and Gentlemen, Members of Parliament, and the logic behind 

the President of the Republic’s and the Government’s action. 

Thank you. 

 

 


