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Executive Summary

This report analyses the discussions of a series of
closed workshops, hosted by the Royal United
Services Institute’s Maritime Studies Programme,
held in the spring of 2009. The workshops were
attended by representatives of RUSI, the Royal Navy,
the Ministry of Defence (MoD), other government
departments and both Houses of Parliament; and
by political researchers, industrialists from the naval
ship building and commercial maritime sectors,
specialist defence press, and analysts and academics.
The workshops were supported by the Royal Navy,
and were sponsored by Thales. The workshops
focused on: the evolving role of sea power in the
twenty-first century; the role of the Future Surface
Combatant (FSC) in supporting British defence and
security interests; the maritime contribution to
UK national security; and the maritime strategy
required to support international security.

The aim of the report is to draw out the key findings
of the workshop series, and to determine the
significanceorotherwiseofthemaritimecontribution
to joint military operations, to UK defence strategy
and policy requirements and to wider national and
international security and stability. The UK is an
island nation which relies on the use of the sea. The
report examines this assumption in the context of
the evolving UK National Security Strategy (NSS),
and current Government thinking on the principles
and drivers relating to a Future Defence Review
(FDR).

The report argues that:

e Facing a watershed in UK defence and security
history, the UK defence community currently is
fixed in the eye of a perfect politico-strategic
storm, caused byacombinationof:animpending
general election and a change in government;
the likely considerable impact of the current
financial crisis upon a defence budget which
is already shrinking year-on-year in value; an
imminent FDR; and strategic paralysis in defence
thinking caused by operational overstretch,
a lack of resources and a political imperative
to focus almost exclusively on short-term
operational issues.

Britainisanisland nation with along-established
history of operating at sea around the world,
andis reliant on the use of the sea for its security
and prosperity. However, its ability to protect its
global interests is severely challenged.

There is a current political awareness of
maritime security issues, but ensuring the
secure use of the sea for the safe passage of
trade will remain a strategic matter of critical
national and international concern.

Although the world has moved on since the
Cold War, traditional challenges endure and
significant new risks have emerged in a multi-
polar world which is highly unstable and
unpredictable. While there are no evident,
direct, state-led threats to UK territory, major
states can still affect each other’s interests.
Military competition between major states
exists in several different ways other than just
direct conflict. Thus, understanding of and
mitigation against the risk of state-led threats
remains important. All major states are also
building up their naval forces.

The UKArmed Forces are operating on a wartime
footing, but one supported by a peacetime
mentality and budget.

Defining the military contribution to national
security — in particular how government and
society view the use of the military instrument
—is an essential element of a security strategy.
Thus, as the NSS is refreshed, defence will need
a more clearly defined and substantial profile in
the NSS process.

The UK faces neither permanent threats nor
permanent enemies, but does have permanent
interests. Making the case for defending
interests, rather than defending against threats
and enemies, is difficult.

The UK has a series of critical national interests,
including: defence of the realm; relations with
theUS, otherpartnersandallianceorganisations;
maintaining the international status quo;
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retaining ‘top table’ political influence; securing
international trade and critical resources; and
national betterment and well-being.

If some emerging actors choose not to follow
the established norms which currently guide
acceptable behaviour within the international
system, should maintaining a rules-based
approach to international security continue to
be a critical national interest for UK?

The UK should consider to what extent nations
should seek international solutions to security
problems, and whether there are issues to
which only national solutions can apply.

Like Iraq, Afghanistan remains a war of political
choice whose direct relationship to UK security
interests is not clear. Current operations in
Afghanistan dominate the political agenda.
Forces based at sea make a critical strategic
contribution to such operations, but this
contribution is undervalued at best and
unnoticed at worst. The Afghanistan scenario
is not a sound basis for long-term conceptual
and force development, and the UK cannot
allow itself to slip into wider strategic paralysis
because of the pressing political needs of the
Afghanistan campaign.

Even prior to the current economic crisis,
defence was not an area of government priority,
and is not regarded by the government as a
long term investment option to help rebuild
the UK’s financial strength.

In the context of any FDR, fresh thinking is
needed about how to identify and address UK
strategic priorities, and how to resource and
match capabilities to such priorities.

The UK requires a better understanding of the
needto possess arange of diplomatic, economic
and military tools which can be adapted to be
fit for purpose.

The UK'’s two ‘current’ operations — Afghanistan

and, until very recently, Iraq — have proved to
be so unpopularin political and public positions
that questions about the future of a liberal
interventionist approach increase the appeal
of using forces based at sea to support the UK’s
global interests.

Political leaders traditionally have understood
the role navies have played in international
rule-making. Today, it can be argued that an
increased role for the existential presence of
legitimate force, such asthat provided by navies,
is useful in making and supporting such rules —
and particularly in deterring long-term threats,
either specific or systemic. In such a context,
the security of the use of the sea is a matter of
national and international obligation.

There is a range of potential circumstances in
which the UK might need to rely on the free
use of the sea, and on the role a navy plays in
securing that free use. The risk is that the UK’s
reliance upon the use of the sea is so significant
that the emergence of any threat to such free
use will have serious strategic consequences.

The UK no longer has enough naval ships to
meet critical national strategic requirements.
The assumptions in stated UK Military Tasks
should be reviewed in order to consider
including emerging strategic roles, such as
maritime security. Classifying such roles more
clearly as a Military Task would enable the UK
to more properly address the issue of funding
force structures and capabilities to support
them.

The UK has spent £14 billion to date on
operations in lIrag and Afghanistan. The
Government plans to spend, at the last count,
£14 billion on naval ships in the next ten
to fifteen years. This raises the question of
whether the UK is striking the right balance
of investment between supporting current
operations and investing in a force structure
which will support UK interests in the longer
term.
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The report concludes that:

The UK has yet to address the question of
how much it is prepared to pay to support the
commitments it requires and the influences it
desires.

At a time of enduring global commitments and
increasing instability, there is a lack of national
strategic vision inthe UK which, compounded by
the mismatch between increasing commitments
and reducing resources, challenges the
Government to balance the inevitable focus
on short-term policy and operations with
understanding of and investment in the future.

The current financial circumstances should not
be allowed to force the UK into inappropriate
strategic or military capability choices. In making

future strategic choices, the UK should consider
options which optimise political and military
flexibility for the minimum cost. If government
spending is incapacitated, building a large part
of the UK defence and security framework
around a versatile, flexible force based at sea is
a strategic option which may deliver larger and
more appropriate levels of political and military
influence than other strategic alternatives.

Focusing on assets and policies which can
reduce the risk of conflict in the first place
offers preferable political solutions to using
military force to pre-empt or terminate military
confrontation. In delivering cost-effectiveness
in support of policy, especially in preventing
rather than fighting wars, maritime forces have
a case — providing cost-effective choice at a
time of strategic necessity.
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Introduction

The United Kingdom defence community currently
is fixed in the eye of a perfect storm. This politico-
strategic storm has been created by a number of
factors. These include the certainty of a general
election, with the attendant changesin government
appointments; and the likelihood of a shift in
political focus and priorities as a consequence;
the certainty of significant spending restrictions
following the disastrous national economic
implications of the worst financial crisis the UK has
faced since the end of the Second World War and
the retreat from Empire. Finally, the impending
defence review ushers in further uncertainty as to
when it will happen and what it will conclude.

The situation has all the makings of a watershed for
defence and security in the UK’s strategic history.
Sir Michael Howard has argued that ‘strategy is a
matter of priorities’.? The UK'’s ability to protect
its global interests is severely challenged. This
paper considers the roles that Britain’s maritime
forces — and, in particular, the Royal Navy — can
play in protecting the immediate and longer-term
interests of an island nation, one with a long-
established history of operating at sea around the
world and one which is reliant on the use of the
sea for its security and prosperity.

Strategic Instability, ‘Strategic Decay’ and
Economic Incapacitation: The Current and
Future Strategic Environment?

As a result of the economic downturn and
consequent government measures to shore up the
economy, the national debt is now so significant
that a shortfall estimated to be as large as £45
billion in the government’s budgets will severely
restrict the spending power of the current and
future administrations.®> The economic crisis could
dominate the UK'’s strategic direction for years to
come. The most optimistic estimates predict that
the UK faces at least ‘two Parliaments of pain’, in
which spending cuts and tax rises will be inevitable
in the medium term as a consequence of financial
collapse and the government’s short-term fiscal
stimuli.* The UK relies on the use of the sea for the
transport of the bulk of its trade, with critical UK
resources transported in the floating warehouses

and mobile pipelines which are the commercial
shipping industry. The value of maritime trade
to the UK has habitually found itself behind the
tourismand finance sectorsinterms of its economic
importance to the UK. However, the meltdown
of the global banking system and the loss of the
resources generated for the UK by its financial
sector means that protecting the UK’s ‘just in time’
reliance upon the use of the sea to support the
bulk of its national trade is more significant now in
economic terms.

The UK is also embroiled in one (and, until
very recently, two) major wars within a global
strategic environment which is highly unstable and
unpredictable. The world has moved away from
the mutual deterrence framework which defined
relations between great powers in the Cold War.
No deterrent framework (either direct or by proxy)
exists to bring such conflicts to a swift conclusion.
The UK Armed Forces are required to operate on
a war footing. Yet the UK continues to conduct
such operations on a peacetime budget and with a
peacetime mindset.

It is, apparently, not part of the government’s
recovery plan to invest in defence as part of its
effort to re-build the country’s economy. Indeed,
on the contrary, it seems likely that the defence
budget will take a significant hit. If this is so, how
much of a hit could UK defence reasonably absorb
and what are the implications and options to result
from such a hit?

The current period of significant global instability
— which could be inflamed in the short term by
the international financial predicament and in
the longer term by the impact of climate change
— could incapacitate UK government spending. In
light of this, focusing a large part of the defence
and security capability and effect around a
versatile, flexible force that employs sea basingis a
strategic option for the UK — one which may deliver
larger and more appropriate levels of political and
military influence than other strategic alternatives.
Any government should seriously consider the
strategic cost effectiveness of a navy and its
capacity to deliver a range of political, economic,
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military and wider social effects. It can exercise
hard and soft power across the globe by virtue of
the access afforded by the free use of the sea.’

The National Security Strategy

To respond to the growing global instability with
a co-ordinated, inter-departmental approach,
the government produced the UK’s first National
Security Strategy (NSS) in 2008: The National
Security Strategy of the United Kingdom: Security
in an Interdependent World.* This approach is a
significant step forward in strategic thinking, and
helps to define a more coherent policy and strategy
framework.

The NSS and its formulation have raised several
guestions. Its focus, which is largely on counter-
terrorism issues, makes little or no reference to
the contribution of defence to security. Also, for
an island nation, it is surprising that the word
‘maritime’ receives just a single mention.” Defining
the military contribution to national security — in
particular how government and society view the use
of the military instrument — is an essential element
of a security strategy. The current government has
committed itself to refresh the NSS annually. A
second version is due to be published later in 2009.
If this updated version is to provide a framework on
which to construct defence policy, defence will need
a more clearly defined and substantial profile in
the NSS process. The second version is expected to
have more of a focus on the UK’s maritime security
context.® It should address the contribution of,
and priorities within, the maritime component in
contributing to UK security.® This shift in perspective
reflects a current political awareness of maritime
security issues provoked by political and economic
concerns relating to organised crime and terrorism
at sea; energy security; and piracy off the coast of
Somalia.

The intention of the NSS review process as a whole
is to take a risk-based approach to UK security
strategy, providing a taxonomy of risks against which
likely threats can be measured. The new version
should take a broader and longer-term perspective
on the UK’s security context and of emerging
potential threats to UK interests. Promoting greater

levels of national and international integration and
co-operation, it should underscore the importance
of defence capability by linking the core principles
of the first edition (including the role of global
interconnectedness and the significance of the core
interests of the UK citizen) to emerging threats.

The NSS focus is on systemic trends and risks, rather
than on specifics, and on monitoring these trends
and adapting approaches as appropriate. These
trends are grouped into six principal areas:

1. State-led threats — Great powers (those who
have the political, economic and military ability
to threaten UK territory and interests directly and
indirectly) and smaller states, as well as the role of
states of different sizes in supporting the activities
of non-state actors

2. Counter-terrorism — this includes an increasing
focus on potential terrorist threats in the maritime
environment. The attacks on the tanker MV
Limburg in the Gulf of Aden in 2002, on the US
Arleigh Burke-class destroyer USS Cole (DDG-67)
in the port of Aden in 2003, and on Mumbai in
2008 highlight clearly the terrorist threat at and
from the sea to commerce, military forces and
populations

3. Counter-proliferation — particularly in relation
to weapons of mass destruction. There is an
appropriate balance to be struck between
proliferation, deterrence and disarmament.
Too much disarmament by certain states at the
wrong time may reduce the potential impact
of deterrence while increasing incentives for
proliferation

4. Wider global instability — including the strategic
impact of state failure

5. Civil emergencies

6. Serious organised crime — the UK’s Armed
Forces have a variety of roles in dealing with
serious organised crime, for example in building
an intelligence picture and in targeting specific
activities. Significantly, the Royal Navy can
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support the work of organisations like the Serious
Organised Crime Agency (SOCA). By carrying out
its day-to-day job at sea, the Royal Navy can build
up a strategic intelligence picture which it can
share with other agencies. For specific issues such
as counter-narcotics operations, it has a critical
role to play because the majority of drugs arriving
in the UK travel at some point by sea.?

Other critical strategic drivers being considered by
the NSS include:

e Environmental protection - including the
protection of critical natural resources such as
fish stocks, the protection of people, and the
impact of climate change

e Energy and other critical resource scarcity and
competition — some analysis suggests that the
non-arrival of just one Liquid Natural Gas tanker
at the Milford Haven terminal will see the lights
going out in UK homes and factories within a
week

e Global economic trends.

If the NSS is to be successful in the longer term
approach, it must balance commitments with
resources to address each of these risks effectively. A
crucial balance is between prevention and response.

State-on-State Threats

It is widely assumed that there is currently no direct
state-led threat to the UK. For example, the original
iteration of the NSS stated that ‘[t]here is a very
low risk of military attack on the United Kingdom
in the foreseeable future/** However, as Secretary
of State for Defence John Hutton remarked recently,
‘this does not mean we can afford to ignore this
danger altogether’.? The interconnected nature of
today’s world means that — particularly for a state
with global interests to support — a crisis involving
two other states can have a direct effect on UK
interests. Furthermore, there is a need to prevent
the re-emergence of state-led threats (and to deter
the consequences of any such re-emergence) by
retention and development of adequate military
capability for conventional deterrence.

The Russian invasion of Georgia, while not affecting
UK territory directly, showed clearly how wider UK
interests can be affected by such actions. Events
in Georgia highlighted the extent to which large
states retain a significant capacity to influence the
interests of other large states.® Notwithstanding
the international condemnation and consternation
sparked by Russia’s actions and despite assessments
thatthe West mightbeenteringa period of worsening
relations with Russia, the Russian resurgence does
not appear to have impacted upon UK government
thinking about the potential contribution of the
maritime component and of the Royal Navy to UK
defence and security.’* Russia has the ability to
influence several major issues of Western strategic
focus, such as operations in Afghanistan, Iran’s
nuclear programme, and energy competition.

Military competition between major states exists
in several different ways other than just direct
conflict. The US acknowledges the continued risk
of state-on-state conflict. It continues to list war
between major states as a higher risk than other
states do.”® Of course, the strategic situation of the
US is different in some respects from the UK. For
example, it has the prospect of an emerging peer
competitor. China tends to dominate assessments
of this particular issue, but the US may face several
regional peer competitors rather than one global
peer competitor.’®

Some analysis suggests that the West may be in an
‘inter-war’ period with Russia following the Cold
War. For example, climate change is opening up
access to Arctic sea ways and resources. The risk
of conflict in the region involving NATO states is
significant. All the states bordering the Arctic Ocean
are NATO members with the exception of Russia.
Others argue that the US, Israel and other allies
are already in a pre-conflict phase of a state-on-
state confrontation with Iran, over Tehran’s alleged
sponsoring of operations in Afghanistan, Iraq and
the Lebanon and the growing storm over the Iranian
nuclear programme. In any case, prudence suggests
that deterring state-on-state war should remain a
benchmark against which major states should gauge
their requirements for retaining or reconstituting
military capability, either individually or collectively.
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Furthermore, developing other methods of
conflict prevention, for example through building
deterrence capacity for each of the Armed Forces
and for defence as a whole, will help to reduce the
risk of conflict in the first place.

The UK’s Critical National Interests

A significant variable here is the future political
direction of the US. The US faces similar challenges
to the UK of coping with the economic downturn
while trying to continue to operate with a
degree of normality on the world stage. Will the
positive, constructive global approach of the
Obama Administration be sustainable through
the economic crisis? In defence terms, President
Barack Obama’s first term will be defined both by
Afghanistan and the extent to which the defence
budget will be affected by financial constraints.

Supporting Alliances and Alliance Interests

The UKiscommittedinthe longtermto membership
of key international alliances and institutions,
notably NATO and the EU, but also in a wider
global context with membership, for example, of
the Five Power Defence Arrangement (FPDA). The
NSS highlights the importance of international
institutions and alliances to the UK in preventing
the re-emergence of state-led threats, and in
deterring such threats if they do re-emerge."’

Questions such as the appropriate level of any UK
political or military contribution to such alliances,
and the proportion of risks and burdens (for
example in delivering maritime security) that the
UK should bear alone or in partnership with allies,
are critical at a time of overstretch and economic
downturn. For example, the UK takes a leading
political and military role within both NATO and the
EU. The UK needs to understand how it can best
influence the policy agendas of these institutions
to ensure that UK interests are taken into account.
It must also decide upon a capacity for military
contribution that will ensure on the one hand that
UK views are influential and on the other that the UK
contribution can be reasonable and affordable. This
difficult judgement raises the question of whether
the UK should consider strategic role specialisation
within a trans-Atlantic and European context. Some

specialisation as a leading expeditionary power has
happened by default. Could further refinement of
the UK’s role deliver capability and influence more
affordably?

Maintaining the Status Quo in a Rules-Based
International System

Of fundamental importance to the current global
security construct is a rules-based international
system. The financial crisis has shown not only how
vulnerable this system can be, but also the need
for clearer definition and regulation of the global
financial framework. Recent strategic challenges,
such as the upsurge of piracy in East African
waters and the Russian invasion of Georgia, have
highlighted the extent to which questions remain
about the durability of a rules-based system
— especially in terms of the apparently limited
political options available to the international
community to respond in situations where states
or actors choose not to adhere to the rules. Thus,
the UK may face threats in the future from actors
who do not appear to acknowledge the existence
of international rules.

It is arguable that what Professor Sir Lawrence
Freedman defines as ‘norm-based’ deterrence —the
deterrent effect of the strength of the rules-based
international system which reinforces ‘certain
values to the point where it is well understood that
they must not be violated’ — is itself in jeopardy.®
With such risks in mind, should maintaining a rules-
based approach to international security continue
to be a critical national interest for UK?

Top Table Leverage

Whether as a principal ally of the US, alead member
of NATO and the EU, a Permanent Member of
the UN Security Council, or a member of the G8,
maintaining an eminent position — a top table seat
—in each of these contexts has the potential to give
the UK political leverage to protect its interests.
Part of the UK’s perception of its own position is its
profile as a proactive, global ‘force for good’. Only
three countries, the US, the UK and France, can
claim an enduring role on the world stage.”
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However, retaining such a seat comes at a price.
Doing so requires a degree of capacity to perform
certain political, fiscal and military tasks — and,
thus, the possession and commitment of certain
resources. Whatever the UK’s aspirations, can
it afford to maintain a global military profile?
Importantly, what global role does the British public
wish the UK to have in this respect? Bearing in mind
national disquiet over the 2003 invasion of Iraq and
uncertainty among the public as to purpose and
prospects in Afghanistan, the nation may no longer
have the appetite to continue with a policy of liberal
intervention and the global role that it is intended
to reinforce. It would not, however, be a simple
matter to walk away from global commitments. For
example, the UK’s dependence on global resources
and trade will continue. Thus, this context prompts
the discussion of what military options provide best
value for money in terms of the range of political,
economic and military effects they can generate.

International Trade and Critical Resource Security
As noted above, the UK is an island nation with
considerable strategic reliance on the sea. It
depends on international trade in the global system
to secure a large proportion of the resources it
requires. Its dependence is very much greater than
comparator Western powers. Ensuring the secure
use of the sea for the safe passage of trade will
remain a strategic matter of critical national and
international concern.

National Betterment and Well-Being

This national priority includes ensuring prosperity,
influence and stability for the UK people.
Maintenance of the free flow of trade into and out
of the UK is a crucial factor in securing this.

Current Operations

Afghanistan is likely to be a dominant military issue
for the next Parliament and into the medium term.
The extent to which maritime forces contribute
to operations there is an important matter for
this paper. The Afghanistan campaign began as
an essentially maritime intervention, enabled by
carrier and submarine strike operations, because
of the lack of land access into theatre and the need
for rapid military effect. Maritime forces continue

to play a vital role today, through the deployment
of Royal Marines and Naval Air Squadrons, and
significant numbers of specialists in headquarters
and support operations. However, the conduct of
operations in, and the regularity of deployment to,
Afghanistan means that the specialist operational
and tactical capabilities of such units often are
underemployed in theatre and degraded by a lack
of training opportunity at home.

The sea is also the strategic conduit for logistics
support, 95 per cent of which is delivered to
theatre by sea into the Pakistani port of Karachi.
Thus, force protection at sea remains a critical
strategic capability for the effective execution of
the campaign. The maritime component could also
provide further capabilities if needed, for example
air defence coverage.

The Afghanistan campaign is the dominant
military problem at present in terms of resources.
Its relationship to direct UK security interests is
not clear. In any event, a solution to the Afghan
problem would not remove the UK’s principal
security challenges. For this reason the Afghanistan
scenario is not a sound basis for conceptual and
force development.

The instability of Pakistan, a nuclear power, has
significant implications specifically for the UK in
relation to home grown and imported terrorism.
Both the US and the UK are significantly increasing
financial support for Pakistan, but there is no
indication at this stage that this will have any
early effect on a deteriorating security situation.
Any British military engagement in Pakistan could
be problematic because of the social relationship
between the two nations; this would also certainly
be a major impediment to gaining public assent to
a campaign in Pakistan. Balancing this constraint
against the need to maintain the US relationship
and sustain UK international influence will be
challenging for a government of any political
position. An available option in this case is to take
advantage of the stabilising capabilities offered
by forward-deployed sea-based forces, which can
reduce the risk of crisis and conflict in the first place.
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The challenge for the current government is,
of course, to support current operations while
investing in the future. Afghanistan is the war
of today, but there will be other wars tomorrow.
Michael Codner argues that ‘the nation’s strategic
vision for the longer term must not be clouded
by arguments that [UK] forces should be tailored
for garrison commitments to global counter-
insurgency forever.’?® Whether or not the current
strategic situation in Afghanistan will be improved
by US reinforcements, the UK cannot afford to slip
into a state of wider strategic paralysis because of
it. It should be borne in mind too that, ultimately,
Afghanistan — like Iraq — is a war of choice: the
UK government took a political choice to return
to Afghanistan in 2006 at a greatly increased
level. Future wars may invoke obligations on the
UK government. There is of course the matter of
reputation. An international perception of the UK’s
strategic defeat in Afghanistan would seriously
undermine its international influence and prestige.

The General Election and a Future Defence
Review

One might conclude from the first iteration of
the NSS that there is a lack of national strategic
vision relating to the importance of defence to UK
security. There is clearly a mismatch between UK
strategic commitments and the size of its defence
budget. The highest levels of government do not
seem to view defence as a priority for attention,
although the commitment to Afghanistan is to
a major war by any definition, even if in practical
terms the UK is only contributing forces to support
a medium-scale operation. The Ministry of Defence
(MoD) is in a state of planning blight with a stalled
financial Planning Round process. There is a general
perception of a government system in strategic
decay, to use Paul Cornish and Andrew Dorman’s
label.”* There was a crisis in the defence budget
before the economic downturn. The Treasury will
see even the bottom line for British defence in its
current manifestation as unaffordable.

The Secretary of State for Defence, John Hutton,
is trying to reduce defence expenditure to a
more manageable level, to re-invigorate both the
conceptual and capability framework within which

the UK Armed Forces operate, and to eradicate
the Single Service in-fighting which is both as
fierce as it has ever been and inevitable given
the lack of money and planning blight. However,
the difficult situation in Afghanistan has stalled
any effort to address critical defence issues root
and branch. There is growing Service, industrial
and independent clamour for the government to
undertake an early defence review and to take
fundamental decisions on acquisition processes
and programmes. Yet, with a General Election now
less than twelve months away at most, no major
decisions will be likely until next summer at the
earliest. Even then, major equipment decisions will
only be taken once the defence review process is
complete in whatever form that review takes. The
Conservative Party has committed itself to a defence
review if and when it next enters into government.
The Labour Government will undertake some form
of substantial review process, and preparations are
underway in the MoD for this likelihood.

Any review will be saddled with a legacy policy
matrix of ongoing operations, treaty obligations
and other commitments and capabilities. Against
this backdrop, some fresh thinking is needed about
how to identify and address UK strategic priorities.
Formulating an appropriate and effective defence
strategy begins with forging security policy, and
must also be coherent with foreign policy. The
NSS should provide the cross-government strategic
framework within which to shape the core principles
for any Future Defence Review (FDR). This will be
the first time that a defence review will have been
conducted in the context of a government-wide
NSS.

An FDR will provide an opportunity for the
government, the MoD and other government
departments and agencies to ask the right questions
relating to the importance of defence and security
to the UK at a national level, and the role of the
Armed Forces as a whole therein. The problem the
UK will continue to face, however, is the possibility
that the Review will conclude that the UK continues
to have global strategic interests which it must
support, but that it will have neither the desire nor
the ability to protect and support these interests
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properly in policy and financial terms. Critical UK
strategic interests must be determined up front.
It will then be possible to identify how these
should be protected and supported and what
the priorities should be. Anything else will just be
what Professor John Baylis terms ‘serial, disjointed,
incrementalism’.

The context and content of FDR will be affected by
a range of issues, including:

e The changing strategic circumstances, including
perhaps a new range of issues and a new range

of actors

e Systemic risks to the established rules-based
international order

e The rise of particular groups of actors: major
state actors, such as China, India and Iran, as
well as the re-emergence of others, such as
Russia; the emergence of a diverse set of non-
state actors. Such states may offer direct and
indirect threats to UK interests

* The impact of the Obama Administration

e The impact of current operations

e The rise of various forms of fundamentalism

* The continued risk of major state conflict

e The changing context and nature of deterrence

e Increasing nuclear proliferation

e Balancing military and civil contributions to
security and defence

e Climate change
e Global resource competition

e Thecredit crunch and possible fatal weaknesses
in the principles of globalisation.

An FDR process should include an assessment of
the affordability of policy and military choices.
However, there is a strong argument that the
current financial circumstances should not be
allowed to force the UK into inappropriate strategic
or military capability choices.

The Defence Budget

The government has argued that it has shown
significant commitment to defence with a steady
year-on-year increase in the defence budget.
However, since SDR there has always existed a
mismatch between policy and plans on the one
hand and budgets on the other. Defence inflation
continuestoincrease at a greater rate thaninflation,
with future equipment programmes taking too long
to bring into service. Current operations on a scale
not foreseen in SDR eat into the budget, chewing
up current equipment at a faster rate than even a
budget topped up with contributions from central
funds can keep pace with. As a result, the net value
of the budget has been decreasing for some time. It
is most unlikely that any future defence budget will
compensate for this decrease, with a reduction in
the budget itself being the distinct probability.

The Maritime Contribution to UK Defence and
Security

In the development of FDR, the three Services need
to engage jointly in discussing the contribution of
defence and of the Armed Forces as a whole to
addressing the UK’s security priorities. Each Service
also will need to define its contribution to joint
operations and wider defence and security policy.
The FDR debate has come at a difficult time for the
Royal Navy, in some senses. At a time of re-alignment
of priorities and re-structuring of budgets, the Royal
Navy has several large equipment programmes
underway. The Royal Navy has been somewhat
marginalised in defence and wider politico-strategic
debates because Afghanistan is seen as a land
operation, with the maritime contribution often
unrecognised. Yet, for an island nation with global
strategic interests, the use of the sea remains
vital to the UK. Whatever the case, if an FDR is to
be effective, all strategic and military options —
including a maritime-focused choice for any future
expeditionary strategy — will need to be considered.
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The sea is the great connector of the world. It
is, in many ways, a physical manifestation of
both globalisation and the World Wide Web. Its
ungoverned, free and international nature ensures
that most nations rely on its use for security and
prosperity. Policy-makers are acutely aware of the
potential for both incremental and sudden change
in the strategic environment. Better understanding
is required, however, of the need to possess a range
of diplomatic, economic and military tools which
can be adapted to be fit for purpose. The use of the
sea can act as a stabilising force in times of change,
connecting what happens at sea with events on land.
In this context, navies can be effective instruments
of diplomacy through their presence and through
more robust forms of inducement.

Political leaders traditionally have understood the
role navies have played in international rule-making,
using the sea to enable the delivery of effect in
support of policy both at sea and ashore. Today,
there are arguments that an increased role for the
existential presence of legitimate force, such as
that provided by navies, is useful in making and
supporting such rules. Naval diplomacy in particular
can be an important contributor to a rules-based
international system. In essence, the unique role of
navies is their contribution to conflict prevention and
to shaping the strategic environment. The freedom
of use of the high seas means that this effect can be
achieved at the place and time of political choice in
a way that cannot be replicated in all circumstances
with the use of air and land forces. Moreover, at a
time of enduring global commitments, increasing
instability and decreasing funding, the UK would do
well to consider options which offer the optimum
political and military flexibility for the minimum cost
in making its future strategic choices. A navy, with
the flexibility to operate in a sovereign capacity from
international waters on land and in the air, as well as
under, on and above the sea, has a case that bears
careful consideration.

In this context, the Royal Navy does not necessarily
need to argue its strategic utility solely in terms of
its role in current counter-insurgency operations. It
should instead base its case on its role in support
of wider national and international interests, both

now and in the future. Yet it is very difficult to make
the case for the strategic importance of delivering
soft effects, in particular, at some indeterminate
point in the future when public and politicians
alike are focused on the hard, operational issues
of a current war, and when spending imperatives
are based around the delivery of hard, tangible
outputs. However, the UK’s two ‘current’ operations
— Afghanistan and, until very recently, Iraq — have
proved to be so unpopular in political and public
spheres that questions about the future of a liberal
interventionist approach increase the appeal of
using forces based at sea.

Expeditionary Approach

For an island nation with global interests to support,
an expeditionary approach is likely to be an
important aspect of military strategy. In the grand
strategic sense, an ‘expeditionary strategy’ and
‘maritime strategy’ are almost synonymous for an
island nation, with maritime forces able to deploy
at distance to deliver sustainable military access
and capability into theatre. This both provides direct
combat capability and supports other key strategic
roles such as naval diplomacy and maritime security.*
Historically, in supporting such an expeditionary
approach, maritime forces minimise the strategic
risk and burden of a long-term commitment on land.

Ground forces can take and hold ground in a way that
neither maritime nor air forces can do. However, as
shown clearly by Afghanistan and Iraq, there are
risks involved in deploying troops ashore: where
the intervening state(s) find themselves taking
responsibility for providing security infrastructure,
the initial commitment shifts to an enduring,
garrison one. It is important, therefore, that the land
component of a truly expeditionary force has the
agile specialist characteristics that imply short-term
engagement i.e. withdrawal perceived as a normal
and expected function, rather than as a situation
implying failure.

Flexibility and Risk

Michael Codner argues that, when faced with a
choice of defining the UK as either a continental or
maritime power, the UK clearly would be the latter
where maritime power is:?
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[effect] delivered from a relatively secure island base
across the seas, rapidly by air but predominantly by sea,
selectively, proactively as necessary, and with long term
factors in mind. These considerations include sustained
alliances, friendships and co-operative relationships,
deterrence, and benign influence in helping to shape
the world security environment though diplomatic and
military competence.

The assumption that a navy can provide flexibility to
offset a wide variety of risks raises the questions of
the type of naval force structure that is needed, and
how much of such a structure can be shared across
allies. The risk of major state conflict prescribes, for
a principal maritime nation, a sovereign approach to
the maintenance of some high-end warfighting naval
capability. In particular, it must retain and develop
the capability that smaller nations or those without a
maritime geostrategicfocus willnotbe ableto provide.
These capabilities include the provision of command
and control for coalition maritime operations, sea
basing which could include amphibious shipping and
aircraft carriers, and the nuclear submarine element
of sea control and land attack. For tasks at the lower
end of the spectrum in which there is communal
international interest, a multinational approach is
an option for procuring assets required to support
such tasks. Yet this option can risk denuding at a
national level the naval contribution to diplomacy,
as habitually exercised through presence, coercion
and latent and active uses of maritime forces for
supportive inducement.* It can also reduce the
ability of a navy both to disperse maritime capability
geographically in support of these purposes and to
lead in the military contributions to maritime security.

The UK is economically dependent upon the use of
the sea. The risk is that the UK’s reliance upon the use
of the sea is so significant that the emergence of any
such threat to its free use will have serious strategic
consequences for the UK. An important conclusion
in the multinational alliance context is that the naval
contribution of a nation with high dependency on the
sea should be large and significant in comparison to
others, so the nation is on the one hand discharging
the duties of alliance appropriately, and on the
other retaining control of a critical grand strategic
vulnerability.

Inthe current strategic context, where there is a focus
on countering irregular operations and counter-
terrorism in particular, there is a significant need for
capabilities delivered at and from the sea. Irregulars
and terrorists see the sea as a means of moving
people and materials, as a base from which to launch
attacks and as a target environment itself.”> Where
the political agenda does not support the overt
deployment of troops ashore, special forces and
specialist infantry may require support from the sea
for covertinsertioninto hostile territory (for instance,
by submarine) or maritime back-up (for example, by
aircraft or Tomahawk cruise missile strikes) in order
to carry out counter-insurgency operations. Forward-
deployed, able to use international waters to move
to the place and time of choice — especially in the
absence of access to a foothold ashore — and with
the ability (in the case of submarines) to act covertly,
naval forces can provide both the early and unique
effect which is often required by circumstances and
political leaders alike.

At a state level, all the major global powers —
including China, India and Russia — are building
up their maritime forces. At the opposite end of
the operational spectrum from major combat
operations, broad maritime security challenges
— including general trends such as transnational
criminal activity at sea, and specific instances
such as Somali piracy and the opening up of the
Arctic sea ways — mandate a maritime response,
as an important part of an inter-agency approach.
Whether such issues are dealt with at a national
or international level, navies are typically the only
forces that can conduct constabulary operations
outside territorial seas of coastal nations.

Presence: A Positive Maritime Contribution

When North Korea tested a nuclear weapon in
October 2006, Admiral Sir Jonathon Band (the
First Sea Lord and Chief of the Naval Staff) was
asked at a lecture at the International Institute for
Strategic Studies if the Royal Navy would be able to
respond to a government request to send a ship to
show presence in the region. The First Sea Lord’s
response was both intriguing and illuminating.
He argued that of course he would send a ship if
asked by the government because it was his job to
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support government tasks. He added that it would
be the government’s responsibility, however, to
decide which other standing task it would decide
to gap in order to make a ship available. He then
went on to add, almost as an afterthought, that
HMS Kent had pulled in to Pusan, South Korea,
that very morning.?® Clearly, having sufficient
ships and submarines to do what the Royal Navy
does around the world every day — and that is to
go to sea — generates a persistent and consistent
presence. The relevance of such presence to UK
national security will be self-evident to many, but
will depend on the grand strategic choices that an
FDR will make with respect to the nation’s global
status and effect. It would have no place in a ‘Little
Britain’ grand strategic choice that was secure and
perimeter-focused.

Much of the focus on and analysis of the
contribution of armed forces to defence and
security tends to concentrate on kinetic effects.
This is understandable as such ‘hard’ effects are
the defining feature of the military. Success is also
easier to measure than ‘soft’ power and deterrent
effect in particular. Yet deterring long-term threats,
either specific or systemic, requires a significant
degree of credible presence, itself generating
confidence that the UK can commit to be where it
needs to be.

Maritime Capability and Force Levels

Sea-based capabilities such as amphibious infantry,
long-range strike and the mobile airfields that
are aircraft carriers provide what John Hutton
refers to as ‘battle winning capabilities’.?” During
an FDR, it is likely that the future aircraft carrier
(CVF) programme will again be a principal issue
for two reasons. First, the relevance of carrier-
based aircraft to current operations, for example
in Afghanistan, will be questioned. Secondly,
there is the affordability of the £3.9 billion bill for
two new carriers in the context of the pressure to
invest in land capabilities to support operations in
Afghanistan, and the state of the defence budget
and wider government finances as a whole.

These arguments against the CVF programme
can be challenged. With regard to relevance to

current operations, the Afghanistan campaign
was launched in 2001 from the decks of aircraft
carriers.?® The need to act quickly at the place and
time of choosing, but with no access to land bases,
made carrier-based air power the only available
modus operandi. Moreover, even today, large-deck
American Nimitz-class aircraft carriers (the kind of
which the UK will possess with the delivery of HMS
Queen Elizabeth and HMS Prince of Wales, under the
CVF programme) are currently rotating through the
Gulf in support of operations in Afghanistan. Their
aircraft are spending a large amount of ‘time on
target’ providing close air support not just to US but
also to coalition troops on the ground — including
British infantry units in Helmand province. In cost
terms, £3.9 billion represents a significant level
of capital investment, but the real issue is placing
a value on the political and military opportunities
gained by the presence of a flexible, large-deck
carrier over the estimated fifty years of service life.
The decisive factor in FDR should be the strategic
option that is taken. However, it is worth bearing
in mind that the carriers are now on contract with
industry.

Cost is always going to be a significant political issue.
As the UK looks to develop core future programmes,
it needs to develop maritime capabilities that are
sufficiently robust, modular, and flexible to adapt
to meet changing front line requirements. They
also must be affordable. Neither the MoD, the
Royal Navy nor industry can afford to repeat the
experience of the Type 45 Daring-class destroyer,
where the full price of £6 billion provided the navy
with only six out of the originally-planned twelve
ships. Versatility comes at a premium. One of several
possible capability approaches is to develop a basic
fit to enable a ship to be brought into service quickly,
but with the potential for equipment upgrades
through modularity and incremental acquisition.
The capability can then be upgraded and adapted as
and when circumstances require and budgets allow.

The Future Surface Combatant

The UK’s next generation surface warship, the
Future Surface Combatant (FSC), is a family of ships
composed of different sized vessels with different
capabilities and roles, but with a design basis aimed
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at improving capability commonality and flexibility
while driving down cost. FSC is an essential new
programme for the Royal Navy, for any expeditionary
strategic option, and for UK defence and security as
a whole. It will discharge a range of core tasks, and is
at the heart of the recapitalisation of the navy in ship
numbers, capability and manpower. In the process
of rationalising the UK’s surface flotilla in numbers
of ship types, the programme still faces some major
procurement hurdles. Despite the fact that there
is an approved, de-risked baseline design and cost
model, these procurement hurdles include how
many ships will be procured, of what type and with
what capability, what options exist for international
collaboration, what capability must be developed
nationally to retain a degree of sovereign capability
— and whether the approved plan can continue to
survive ongoing planning and political wrangles.?

The concept for the new ships maximises their
modular flexibility with a view to drawing on and
harnessing technological advances quickly as they
become available. It will enable different types
of ship to be fitted and re-fitted with a variety of
capability packages depending on the mission
requirements.®*® The MoD will be able to use the
Type 45 destroyer, which is now coming into service,
as a test bed for developing concepts and capabilities
for FSC. In this way, the delivery of FSC capability will
be both revolutionary and evolutionary. Evolution of
capability will persist throughout the development
of successive ships in the new class, so the last ship
will be very different from the first. However, this
new approach is conditional on significant change
in the procurement process, improved efficiency
in budget management, and a clear articulation
of the strategic relevance of the ship. Important
acquisition issues such as capability requirement
capture, design, cost framework, a sustainable
drumbeat, retention of technological expertise and
key skills sets, and financial and programme risk are
factors which will all need to be rigorously controlled
if this major capital project will deliver to time, cost
and requirement.3! A co-operative but appropriate
partnership with industry will be essential, and this
is well under way with the development of a Terms
of Business Arrangement (ToBA) contract which the
MoD will sign with its industry partners to commit

to a process for delivering the programme. The
programme — one of the MoD’s two novel Pathfinder
programmes — appears to have started well.*> This
common sense approach to FSC could be a good
test case for other major MoD programmes. The
programme will need to remain nimble to adjust to
political and strategic change in the future.

High-end capability costs money, and lower-end
capability requires numbers which cost money.
The Royal Navy is expected at present to acquire
a range of transformational capabilities, with CVF,
the Astute-class submarines and FSC. The MoD
needs, however, to have acquisition practices
which provide increased flexibility in capability,
reduced cost, and a resultant increase in numbers
which achieve the right balance between high-end
capability and numbers of ships. It no longer can
afford to pay £1.1 billion for a surface ship — no
matter how much world class capability that ship
may have.

It bears mention that delaying programmes to save
money can increase costs further down the line. For
example, it has been suggested the government’s
decision to delay the CVF programme by two years
to make a saving of £400 million in the early years
will be offset by an additional £600 million bill in
later years. The arrival into service of CVF is central
to the Royal Navy’s capability plans for the future,
as well as for the ability of industry to continue with
the FSC programme itself. However, assuming the
continuity of an expeditionary strategy, there is a
need to ensure a balanced fleet based on a task
force concept of carriers, submarines, amphibious
forces and surface ships.

There are two factors affecting the number of
surface ships. The first is the requirement to
secure the free and open use of the sea, including
ensuring force protection of assets operating at sea
including major strategic units such as carrier and
expeditionary task groups. Second is the need to
meet other tasks specified by any FDR conclusions.
At present, there are twenty-one standing strategic
tasks for surface forces, and only around twenty-
one surface ships available to meet them. It is
already acknowledged that there are insufficient
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platforms to meet the number of standing strategic
tasks. When the Prime Minister commits the UK
to provide a warship to intercept illegal weapons
shipments into the Gaza strip, the Royal Navy
would of course oblige. However, it would need to
gap its commitment to one of the standing strategic
tasks. It also bears mention that other UK agencies
do not include the Royal Navy’s key capabilities in
their planning, for example, to support counter-
narcotics operations, because it is assumed that a
diminishing navy will not have assets available.>?

The strategic need for security at sea — whether
for national purposes or for the wider benefit of
the international system — would be judged by an
informed electorate to be a matter of obligation
for a maritime nation. Yet the published standing
and contingent UK Military Tasks on which force
planningandfundingare based contain noreference
to naval presence, coercion and wider forms of
inducement, protection of commercial shipping
or wider maritime security.®* The Royal Navy’s
contribution to meeting national and international
maritime security requirements is growing larger.
There is a strong argument therefore for adjusting
UK Standing Military Tasks to incorporate a
contribution to maritime security.*

There is as yet no cross-government process for
ensuring that defence capability requirements
are integrated into wider national security
requirements and are funded accordingly. Naval
capabilities can support a broad range of national
security interests on a global scale. At a time of
financial constraint, the political and military
flexibility of naval platforms should be considered
in the wider security context alongside other
military capabilities. Indeed, the cost of a robust
and effective navy may not in relative terms be so
large in the greater scheme of things, particularly
when employed as a preventive tool.

It has been estimated that the UK has spent £14
billion on military operations in Afghanistan
and lIraq to date.’® The previous Secretary of
State for Defence, Des Browne, stated last year
that the government was committing to spend
‘approximately £14 billion on naval equipment in

the next 10 to 15 years’.’” This comparison raises
the question of the relative value for money of UK
investments in defence. The UK has committed itself
to an enduring operation of choice in Afghanistan,
even though its connection to the security of the
nation is not wholly clear to the electorate. Yet the
Afghanistan commitment costs the same amount
of money in the short term as the UK is investing
in the Royal Navy’s prevention and deterrent
capabilities that will support UK national interests
for the next fifty years.

Conclusion

The independent strategic nuclear deterrence
posture is the only current example of the realisation
of a grand strategic approach by the UK government.
The NSS and FDR offer an opportunity for some new
thinking in extending a ‘national security’ approach
to defence more comprehensively. Identification of
critical national interests will be the first stage in this
process. It remains to be seen whether the outcome
willbeasimilarrange ofglobalsecurity responsibilities
that the UK currently expects to undertake. The risk
in any defence review is that answers to particular
questions may be uncomfortable. In particular, there
is the issue of what the nation is prepared to pay
on the one hand and the cost of protecting critical
security interestsonthe other—insum, how muchthe
UK is prepared to pay to support the commitments
it requires and the influences it desires. The role of
international influence in delivering security and its
affordability is a related issue. The UK is at present a
global power whose commitments require specific
and large-scale military capabilities. The consequent
mismatch between national defence requirement
and capability will endure at least until the UK
tackles the twin issues of the strategic necessity
and affordability of its global commitments and the
importance of defence as a national security and
financial priority.

Michael Codner has argued that ‘uncertainty as to
the longer term continues, and that the best choices
for the United Kingdom’s security will be those that
address the widest range of futures’.*® Navies are as
important in deterring wars as they are in fighting
them. The UK is debating the scale and nature of its
future counter-insurgency operations in Afghanistan.
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However, while Afghanistan is the current war,
the UK also needs to prepare for a future war — a
conflict in which it could better use the conventional
deterrent effect of a navy to prevent unnecessary
embroilment. Yet focusing on the future does not
appear to be a policy priority. In delivering cost-
effectiveness in support of policy in the wider
context of national security, maritime forces have a
case. The existential deterrence provided by forward
presence, when coupled with their inherent ability to
shift smoothly between soft and hard power, means
that maritime forces can provide a cost-effective
strategic choice — providing maximum power and
versatility at minimum cost — at a time of strategic
necessity.

Paul Cornish and Andrew Dorman sum up, succinctly,
the political position facing the MoD and government
as a whole in formulating a future defence review.
Defence policy-makers ‘can never expect the luxury

of a tabula rosa [sic.] but must instead function in
an environment invariably constrained by a system
of values, by a web of international commitments
and by domestic and bureaucratic pressures that
tend towards inertia, exerting a certain drag on any
attempt to change policy.”* Defence is about politics,
but politics is not about defence. Nevertheless, the
currentand nextgovernment must take responsibility
for hard decisions on policy, operations and
capabilities, and must not use the opportunities of
the political cycle and of the political circumstances
to absolve themselves from doing so. The military
does not have this responsibility. Without strategic
leadership there remains significant risk that
enduring strategic priorities, inadequate budgets,
lack of understanding of defence and security issues
and strategic indecision will see the UK once again
do little more than patch itself through this period of
operations, strategies, elections and reviews.
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TO THE JOINT CAMPAIGN AND THE NATIONAL SECURITY STRATEGY

By Lee Willett

This report analyses the discussions of a series of closed workshops, hosted by the Royal
United Services Institute’s Maritime Studies Programme, held in the spring of 2009. The
workshops were attended by representatives of RUSI, the Royal Navy, the Ministry of
Defence, other government departments and both Houses of Parliament; and by political
researchers, industrialists from the naval ship building and commercial maritime sectors,
specialist defence press, and analysts and academics. The workshops focused on: the
evolving role of sea power in the twenty-first century; the role of the Future Surface
Combatant in supporting British defence and security interests; the maritime contribution
to UK national security; and the maritime strategy required to support international
security.

The aim of the report is to draw out the key findings of the workshop series, and to
determine the significance or otherwise of the maritime contribution to joint military
operations, to UK defence strategy and policy requirements, and to wider national and
international security and stability. The UK is an island nation which relies to a great extent
on the use of the sea. The report examines this assumption in the context of the evolving
UK National Security Strategy, and current government thinking on the principles and
drivers relating to a Future Defence Review.

Occasional Papers

Offering maximum flexibility of breadth and depth of analysis, RUSI’s occasional papers
draw mainly from conferences, roundtable discussions or commissioned research.




