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This is the third of a series of reflections on UK foreign policy. The first questioned the fixation 
of successive UK governments on the ‘rules-based international system’ and argued that this 
had led to a misunderstanding of how the international system works, and thus how best to 
pursue national interests and values within it.1 The second argued that, in a post-Brexit world, 
there was now an opportunity for the UK to adopt a foreign policy more clearly aligned with the 
national interest.2 

This paper builds on these arguments by looking at the government’s Integrated Review of 
Security, Defence, Development and Foreign Policy (IR), released in March 2021. The IR has 
accepted several of the key arguments made in the author’s previous papers. But more needs to 
be done to develop a coherent narrative on the UK’s role in the world. As the first major cross-
government review that includes an extended discussion of foreign policy, the IR has made 
significant progress in this direction. However, it remains reluctant to acknowledge the extent 
of the challenges the UK faces, and references to the country’s ‘superpower’ and ‘leading’ roles 
underplay the hard choices which, as a strong but vulnerable middle power, it needs to make. 
This paper analyses some of those key choices.

The author would like to thank Michael Clarke, Beatrice Heuser and the RUSI Publications team 
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Executive Summary

THE INTEGRATED REVIEW of Security, Defence, Development and Foreign Policy (IR) marks 
an implicit recognition that the UK is a middle power, albeit a reluctant one. 

This more realist approach to foreign policy is reflected in the IR’s move away from the idea 
that defence of the so-called ‘rules-based international system’ should be a central organising 
principle of foreign policy – a central theme of the 2010 and 2015 Reviews.

In relation to China, it will be hard to reconcile the UK’s toughened stance on security relations 
with its commitment to rapid growth in commercial ties with the Indo-Pacific. 

It is in the interests of the UK to have a united West. Yet continuing tension with the EU could 
heighten the sense of the UK as a place apart from its continental allies. 

The £4-billion increase in the defence budget for 2021/22, taken alongside the £4-billion 
cut in the aid budget for the same year, is the most striking reflection of the government’s 
new priorities.

The UK’s defence posture is set to remain firmly rooted in its Euro-Atlantic neighbourhood. An 
intensification of US–China military competition, if it takes place, could further deepen this trend.

The commitment to a strong military role for the UK in the Middle East and Africa is significant, 
and second only to NATO commitments in the demands it will place on the armed forces.

If Russian missile defences are improving at a pace that means that more nuclear warheads are 
needed by the mid-2020s, as the IR implies, more investment may be needed to maintain the 
longer-term credibility of the nuclear force.

Now that the 0.7% official development assistance norm has been broken, the next four 
years could see further reductions in the aid budget, perhaps back to 0.4% or even 0.3% of 
national income. 

The IR has marked a welcome widening of the focus of past reviews. Next time, the government 
should go one step further and conduct a full-scope Review of National Strategy.





Introduction 

WHEN THE GOVERNMENT announced a new Integrated Review in February 2020, it 
promised that it would be ‘the biggest review of our foreign, defence, security and 
development policies since the end of the Cold War’.1 It has largely delivered on that 

pledge, especially in relation to foreign policy. 

Foreign and security policy evolves over time in response to events outside national control, 
and the next five years will be no different. But periodic reviews still play a key role in 
crystallising policy shifts in an authoritative document, agreed internally and promulgated 
internationally. The Integrated Review of Security, Defence, Development and Foreign Policy (IR) 
is especially important, given the circumstances created by Brexit and a worsening international 
security environment. 

In marking a radical new direction, this review can be compared to Labour’s Strategic Defence 
Review in 1998, published near the start of its 13-year period in office.2 More than two 
decades ago, globalisation was seen as both inevitable and, for the most part, desirable. The 
UK economy was several years into one of the most extended periods of economic growth in 
national history. Since the end of the Cold War, major power competition was in abeyance. 
Boris Yeltsin was president of the Russian Federation, and the prospect of China becoming an 
all-round superpower was still very distant.

“ There is an implicit recognition that the UK is a ‘middle 
power’ rather than a superpower 

Today’s review faces a tougher reality, at home and abroad. Russia is now described as an 
‘acute threat’.3 China has become a ‘systemic competitor’,4 whose power and assertiveness 
poses a challenge to Western dominance of the international system greater than anything 
seen since the Industrial Revolution. Donald Trump’s term as US president, and his narrow re-
election defeat, demonstrated the strength of domestic support for an ‘America First’ foreign 
policy that has left the UK and its European allies deeply concerned about the US’s 70-years-
long commitment to collective security. The coronavirus pandemic has upended many of the 

1. Hansard, House of Commons, ‘Integrated Review of Security, Defence, Development and Foreign 
Policy’, Written Statements, Prime Minister, 26 February 2020.

2. Ministry of Defence (MoD), The Strategic Defence Review, Cm 3999 (London: The Stationery 
Office, 1998). 

3. HM Government, Global Britain in a Competitive Age: The Integrated Review of Security, Defence, 
Development and Foreign Policy, CP 403 (London: The Stationery Office, 2021), p. 18. 

4. Ibid., p. 26.
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old assumptions underlying foreign and security policy. Further deepening of globalisation no 
longer seems inevitable, with concerns over supply chain resilience, as well as resistance to 
further trade liberalisation, growing rapidly.

The UK’s Role in the World – A Middle Power with Special 
Characteristics?
In much of the practical analysis and recommendations in the IR, there is an implicit recognition 
that the UK is a ‘middle power’ rather than a superpower. It describes the UK as a ‘problem-
solving and burden-sharing nation’.5 On page 7, it suggests that ‘our diplomatic service, armed 
forces and security and intelligence agencies will be the most innovative and effective for their 
size in the world’.6 On page 19, the IR points to the importance of specialising in areas of national 
comparative advantage:

The UK will not be able to achieve these objectives working alone: collective action and co-creation 
with our allies and partners will be vitally important in the decade ahead – leading by example where 
we have unique or significant strengths (such as in areas of medical science, green technologies and 
aspects of data and AI) and identifying where we are better placed to support others in leading the 
advance towards our shared goals.7

Similarly, on page 27, it points to the ‘geopolitical importance of middle powers’ and suggests 
that ‘increasing great power competition is unlikely to mean a return to Cold War-style blocs. 
Instead, the influence of middle powers is likely to grow in the 2020s, particularly when they 
act together’.8

The clear implication is that the UK is one of these powers. 

Yet there remains a political reluctance to talk openly of the UK as a middle power for fear 
of being seen as ‘declinist’. And the drafters of the IR could not entirely resist the temptation 
for some morale-raising boosterism, describing the UK as a ‘soft power superpower’9 which is 
‘renowned for (its) leadership in security, diplomacy and development, conflict resolution and 
poverty reduction’,10 and is ‘a beacon of democratic sovereignty and one of the most influential 
countries in the world’.11 Moreover, it suggests, the UK is already ‘the 3rd most powerful cyber 

5. Ibid., p. 6.
6. Ibid., p. 7. Emphasis added.
7. Ibid., p. 19. Emphasis in original.
8. Ibid., p. 27. 
9. Ibid., p. 9.
10. Ibid., p. 7.
11. Ibid., p. 6.
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nation in the world, ranking top in defence, intelligence, norms and offensive capabilities’,12 and 
is committed to ‘securing (its) status as a Science and Tech Superpower by 2030’.13

Such claims may play well with some domestic audiences. But they raise concerns that 
those responsible for national policy have not sufficiently reflected on how the UK is 
regarded internationally. As former Foreign Secretary Philip Hammond recently remarked in 
relation to the Review:

It is very important that, when talking about Global Britain, we have absolutely to see ourselves 
as others see us. Sometimes we are slightly seeing the world through rose-tinted spectacles.14

The UK’s middle power status is not a new phenomenon. It has been a geopolitical reality since 
the early post-war period, by which time UK power had already been dwarfed by that of both 
the US and the Soviet Union. 

The UK is not a ‘middle power’ in the sense of coming in at around 100th place in the ‘league 
table’ of 200 or so sovereign states. That would be absurd. It remains in the top 10 of almost 
all indicators of international power, with the exception of population size (where it is 21st).15 

Yet, frequent references to the UK being fifth or sixth in international league tables – in relation 
to GDP, exports or military power – are misleading as this underplays the difference between 
UK capabilities and those who place second or third. The UK defence budget, for example, is 
currently 8% of that of the US, roughly where it has been since the 1960s.16 Its exports of goods 
and services are a third of those of China.17 Its GDP is equal to around 18% of the EU’s.18 

It is more useful to think of the UK sitting in a group of ‘middle powers’, well below the 
superpowers in aggregate measures of capability but more powerful than most other states. 
For the UK, the closest Western comparators in terms of overall capability are France, Germany, 
Japan and, in some respects, Italy. The UK might also usefully be compared with Canada, a close 

12. Ibid., p. 9.
13. Ibid., p. 4.
14. parliamentlive.tv, ‘National Security Strategy Committee’, 22 March 2021, 17:04:31,  

<https://parliamentlive.tv/event/index/dd414860-7757-4ce3-8746-b7b8e010ec9a>, accessed  
28 March 2021.

15. World Population Review, ‘Total Population by Country 2021’, <https://worldpopulationreview.
com/countries>, accessed 28 March 2021.

16. NATO, ‘Defence Expenditures of NATO Countries (2013–2020)’, press release, last updated 19 
March 2021, <https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_182242.htm>, accessed 28 March 2021.

17. World Bank, ‘Exports of Goods and Services (BoP, Current US$)’, <https://data.worldbank.org/
indicator/BX.GSR.GNFS.CD?most_recent_value_desc=true>, accessed 28 March 2021.

18. World Bank, ‘GDP (Current US$) – European Union, United Kingdom’, <https://data.worldbank.org/
indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.CD?locations=EU-GB&most_recent_value_desc=true>, accessed 28 March 
2021.

https://worldpopulationreview.com/countries
https://worldpopulationreview.com/countries
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_182242.htm
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/BX.GSR.GNFS.CD?most_recent_value_desc=true
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/BX.GSR.GNFS.CD?most_recent_value_desc=true
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.CD?locations=EU-GB&most_recent_value_desc=true
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.CD?locations=EU-GB&most_recent_value_desc=true
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fit in terms of objectives, values and geopolitical situation, not least in facing the dilemma of 
how to relate to a powerful, albeit generally friendly, neighbour. 

Comparisons with middle powers outside the G7 community of Western liberal democracies are 
more problematic. But UK foreign policy will be increasingly shaped and constrained by what 
they do. India, Brazil, Saudi Arabia, Iran, Turkey, Indonesia and others are all capable of exerting 
significant power in their own regions, often reducing the influence of extra-regional powers 
in the process. Any UK ambitions to project power – economic or military – into their regions, 
therefore, are likely to be constrained to either working closely with these powers or devoting 
significant resources to opposing them. Long-range power projection, as a result, is becoming 
more difficult over time. 

The UK can hold its own in the club of Western middle powers, and the IR identifies some areas 
in which the UK excels, while acknowledging those in which others are more influential.19 It also 
points to a potential advantage of Brexit in this regard: 

The ability to move swiftly and with greater agility, amplifying our strong, independent voice by working 
with others, will be the determining characteristic of the UK’s foreign policy following our departure 
from the EU … We must be prepared to find new ways to cooperate through creative diplomacy and 
multilateralism. 

… 

Preserving our freedom of action will enable us to adapt to circumstances as they change.20

Strengths and Weaknesses
A common feature of all middle powers is that, with more limited capabilities than the two 
superpowers, they have to make more hard choices on national priorities, based on an objective 
examination of national circumstances, comparative advantages and relative weaknesses. 

The IR talks about the UK’s relative strengths in science (though not in levels of R&D), exports of 
services (though not exports of goods), development (provided the recent cut in aid spending is 
temporary) and ‘soft power’ (according to studies conducted by the British Council).21 

Yet the UK is also subject to some unique national vulnerabilities. Brexit is one of these, given 
continuing uncertainty over whether the relationship with the EU could deteriorate in coming 
years, to the detriment of both parties. Second, the UK’s recent record of productivity growth 
and investment is among the worst of the G7 states and has been accompanied by a persistent 

19. HM Government, Global Britain in a Competitive Age, p. 19.
20. Ibid., p. 17.
21. Ibid., p. 49.
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current account deficit.22 Both these phenomena reduce the government’s room for policy 
manoeuvre and increase the economy’s dependence on inflows of foreign capital.

“ One of the most striking features of the IR is that it places 
so much emphasis on the Union

Not least, the UK faces the very real prospect of the Union breaking up within the next decade, 
a risk that has been heightened – in relation to both Northern Ireland and Scotland – by Brexit. 
One of the most striking features of the IR is that it places so much emphasis on the Union. On 
the very first page, the prime minister declares that ‘The Union between England, Scotland, 
Wales and Northern Ireland has proved its worth time and again, including in this pandemic. It 
is our greatest source of strength at home and abroad’.23

The Defence Command Paper devotes a whole section to the Union, dedicated to showing that 
‘Defence embodies the mutual benefits and shared dependencies that bring the UK together so 
successfully across the Union’.24 

The government is right to emphasise the importance of the Union for its foreign and security 
policy, even if, in doing so, it highlights a potential vulnerability. This is linked to the broader 
problem of exceptionally high levels of regional inequality in income and productivity within 
England, compared to the UK’s Western peers. One of the purposes of foreign policy should be to 
help to address these domestic weaknesses. For, unless these are tackled, the UK’s ability through 
either soft or hard power to pursue its interests effectively will be progressively undermined.

22. Martin Wolf, ‘Why Once Successful Countries Like the UK Get Left Behind’, Financial Times, 21 February 2021.
23. Ibid., p. 3.
24. MoD, Defence in a Competitive Age, CP 411 (London: The Stationery Office, 2021), pp. 58–60.





I. Foreign Policy for a Middle 
Power 

Rogues and Rules
At the start of Tony Blair’s government, almost a quarter of a century ago, it was still possible 
to see authoritarian governments as ‘rogue states’, likely to be swept away by the democratic 
tides of history. Now, in contrast, Foreign Secretary Dominic Raab has warned that, within a 
decade, ‘the combined GDP of autocratic regimes is expected to exceed the combined GDP of 
the world’s democracies’,25 including some of those with the most rapidly growing markets. 
The UK government must consequently be prepared, he argued, to trade with many countries 
whose human rights records do not match the standards of the European Convention 
on Human Rights.26

This more ‘realist’ (and perhaps less hypocritical, depending on one’s viewpoint) approach to 
foreign policy is also reflected in the IR’s explicit move away from the idea – which provided a 
central theme of both the 2010 and 2015 Strategic Defence and Security Reviews – that defence 
of the so-called ‘rules-based international system’27 should be a central organising principle of 
UK foreign policy: 

The Integrated Review also signals a change of approach. Over the last decade, UK policy has been 
focused on preserving the post-Cold War ‘rules-based international system’ which has greatly benefited 
the UK and other nations. Today, however, the international order is more fragmented, characterised by 
intensifying competition between states over interests, norms and values. A defence of the status quo 
is no longer sufficient for the decade ahead.28

Values and Interests
Although the resource allocations underpinning the IR suggest a more nationally focused 
approach to foreign and security policy, it maintains a strong narrative of the UK as a committed 
believer in international cooperation. 

25. Dominic Raab, ‘A Force for Good: Global Britain in a Competitive Age’, speech, 17 March 2021, 
<https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/a-force-for-good-in-a-competitive-age-foreign-
secretary-speech-at-the-aspen-security-conference>, accessed 28 March 2021.

26. Patrick Wintour and Aubrey Allegretti, ‘Civil Servants Rebuked for Leak of Raab Remarks on Trade 
and Human Rights’, The Guardian, 17 March 2021.

27. Malcolm Chalmers, ‘Which Rules? Why There Is No Single “Rules-Based International System”’, 
RUSI Occasional Papers (April 2019). 

28. HM Government, Global Britain in a Competitive Age, p. 11. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/a-force-for-good-in-a-competitive-age-foreign-secretary-speech-at-the-aspen-security-conference
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/a-force-for-good-in-a-competitive-age-foreign-secretary-speech-at-the-aspen-security-conference


8 The Integrated Review: The UK as a Reluctant Middle Power?

It is right that it has done so. Most of the security challenges the UK faces – climate change 
and pandemics, developing new technologies and recovering from the coronavirus recession, 
defeating terrorism and deterring hostile states – can only be met through collective action.

But there is also a more subtle reason. Foreign policy is not only about changing how external 
actors behave, or about doing deals with other countries in the UK’s mutual interest. It is also 
shaped by our sense of who we are as a country. Patriotism is, in part, about being proud of 
one’s country and its achievements, even while wanting it to do much better. There is no neat 
separation between domestic and international values. The pride which British citizens attach 
to the social and economic gains of the last two centuries – the abolition of slavery, universal 
suffrage, the welfare state, advancing equal rights, decent living standards for workers – exists 
alongside a respect for similar achievements by others, and a desire to share these benefits with 
those who do not yet have them.

“ Continuing tension with the EU could heighten the sense 
of the UK as a place apart from the continent 

That is why the UK’s commitment to human rights worldwide is an important part of national 
identity. The significance of this commitment cannot be gauged only by asking whether particular 
statements make a difference. In practice, support for human rights in other countries must 
be weighed alongside the need to co-exist with other states, most of which are not liberal 
democracies. But foreign policy cannot fail to reflect the values of the society for which it speaks.

The UK is not exceptional on this. A common commitment to human rights and democracy is at 
the core of the partnership of values that underpins the Western security community. Where 
this domestic commitment comes under question, it erodes mutual trust and solidarity. 

That sense of solidarity is especially important in relation to NATO. The commitment to mutual 
security guarantees, through Article Five of the North Atlantic Treaty, is at the heart of the 
Alliance. The security community with like-minded states that NATO embodies, and its strong 
emotional resonance with the UK body politic, has become even more important today. There 
is a risk that continuing tension with the EU could heighten the sense of the UK as a place 
apart from the continent, in turn loosening the automaticity of their commitment to each other. 
UK ambiguity on its security commitments in Europe has been a cause of conflict in the past, 
playing a role in the origins of both world wars. One of the central tasks of UK foreign policy in 
the years ahead will be to convince NATO partners that no such ambiguity exists today. 

The China Question
One of the main differences between the 2015 Strategic Defence and Security Review (SDSR) 
and the IR is the latter’s focus on China. At the time of its publication in November 2015, Prime 
Minister David Cameron still saw China primarily as a means for enhancing economic prosperity, 
symbolised by the ‘Golden Age’ of UK–China relations announced during President Xi Jinping’s 
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visit to London in October 2015. The UK government was proud of being in the vanguard of 
Europe in terms of developing closer economic ties with Beijing, including playing a leading role 
in setting up the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank.29

Policymakers in London in 2015 were aware of the level of repression within China, together 
with its assertive stand in multiple territorial disputes with its neighbours. But the assumption 
among political elites was that economic interdependence could, over time, contain – and 
perhaps ameliorate – these concerns.

Economic concerns were a primary driver of the government’s determination to head off calls 
– especially from some of its own backbenchers – for a tougher stance against China, and to 
reaffirm that the UK derives considerable benefits from bilateral trade and investment.30 The IR 
also emphasises that, even as it has become a ‘systemic competitor’, China is a key partner in 
responding to transnational challenges, especially ‘climate change and biodiversity loss’.31  

However, as tension has grown, the deepening economic links between China and the UK have 
come to be seen in a different light. The IR now describes China as a ‘systemic competitor’, 
warning of the need to protect against ‘practices that have an adverse effect on prosperity 
and security’.32 Policymakers have seen the political interference and economic sanctions that 
other countries, such as Australia, have experienced when they have become too dependent 
on China. As a result, the pressure to contain, and in some sectors greatly reduce, exposure to 
China as an economic actor seems likely to grow.

Even as these pressures increase, further growth in commercial ties with China – soon to be the 
world’s largest economy – remains central to aspirations for diversifying UK trade away from 
Europe. Taken together, China and Hong Kong accounted for some £50 billion of UK exports in 
2019, comparable with total UK exports to Germany.33 Other Asian countries, by contrast, have 
much smaller shares. In 2019, for instance, India was only the UK’s 18th-largest export market, 
with annual exports amounting to £8.5 billion, comparable with those to Turkey or Sweden.34 

The ‘China question’ that the IR poses, therefore, is whether the UK’s toughened stance on 
security relations can be reconciled with its commitment to rapid growth in commercial ties – 

29. HM Government, National Security Strategy and Strategic Defence and Security Review 2015:  
A Secure and Prosperous United Kingdom, Cm 9161 (London: The Stationery Office, 2015), pp. 58, 71.

30. Ibid., p. 62.
31. Ibid., p. 26. 
32. HM Government, Global Britain in a Competitive Age, p. 26.
33. Department for International Trade, ‘Trade and Investment Core Statistics Book’, p. 18, last 

updated 22 March 2021, <https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/
uploads/attachment_data/file/971455/trade-and-investment-core-statistics-book-2021-03-22.
pdf>, accessed 19 February 2021.

34. Ibid.

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/971455/trade-and-investment-core-statistics-book-2021-03-22.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/971455/trade-and-investment-core-statistics-book-2021-03-22.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/971455/trade-and-investment-core-statistics-book-2021-03-22.pdf
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trade and investment – with the Indo-Pacific.35 The success of this balancing act will depend on 
whether new rules for the economic relationship can be developed that isolate it from wider 
political and security concerns – for example, by limiting Chinese investment in key sectors 
without moving to a wider presumption against any involvement of Chinese businesses. This will, 
in turn, be shaped in large part by how the US and other allies – in most cases more dependent 
than the UK on trade with, and investment from, China – decide to manage this balance.36 The 
resolution of the Huawei dispute illustrated the limits on the UK’s room for manoeuvre when 
faced with US sanctions.37 The UK therefore has a strong interest in cooperating closely with 
allies on economic resilience, and developing shared regulatory approaches to counter the risk 
that China will dominate control of critical new technologies. 

The Europe-Sized Gap in the Integrated Review 
The IR says little on the UK’s future foreign and security policy relationship with the EU, in keeping 
with its refusal to include this relationship in the negotiation of the Trade and Cooperation 
Agreement. The absence of a more substantive discussion in this area is itself a clear message 
that the UK intends to be less willing to see foreign policy cooperation with its EU allies as the 
default working assumption than had supposedly been the case in the past.

“The resolution of the Huawei dispute illustrated the 
limits on the UK’s room for manoeuvre when faced 
with US sanctions

Indeed, the IR says more about the modest UK ‘tilt’ towards the Indo-Pacific than it does 
about relations with its closest trading and security partner in its own neighbourhood. Yet, the 
security challenges posed by Brexit are considerable and will grow if unresolved. The Trade and 
Cooperation Agreement remains in a transition phase, but initial trends suggest that a sharp 
reduction in the volume of cross-Channel trade can be expected.38 The prospects for a revival 
of violent sectarian conflict in Northern Ireland are growing as a direct result of both Brexit and 
the nature of the Northern Ireland Protocol. Tensions between the UK and the EU threaten the 
wider ability of the West to come together on many key international security issues. While the 
IR provides no answers to these questions, it does at least leave the door open to doing so: ‘We 
recognise the important role played by the EU in the peace and prosperity of Europe and will 
find new ways of working with it on shared challenges’.39

35. See Robert Shrimsley, ‘UK’s Policy Towards China Is Built on Contradictions’, Financial Times,  
10 March 2021. 

36. James Rogers et al., ‘Breaking the China Supply Chain: How the “Five Eyes” Can Decouple from 
Strategic Dependency’, Henry Jackson Society, May 2020, p. 22.

37. Conrad Prince and James Sullivan, ‘The UK’s New Way on Huawei’, RUSI Commentary, 14 July 2020.
38. Jill Rutter, ‘How is Brexit for you?’, Prospect, 27 February 2021.
39. HM Government, Global Britain in a Competitive Age, p. 60. 
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One place to start could be the Euro-Atlantic Quad, which fell into a state of limbo when President 
Trump gained power. Now that its utility has revived, the UK could play a key role in developing 
it as a mechanism for enhancing cooperation with its European neighbours, alongside the E3. 

Moves in this direction are likely to be supported with enthusiasm by the Joe Biden administration. 
It is in the interests of both the US and the UK to have a united West – not one divided into Five 
Eyes versus the rest, or Asia versus Europe, or the UK versus the EU. Such divisions are all too 
resonant of Donald Rumsfeld’s division of European allies into ‘Old Europe’ and ‘New Europe’ 
on the eve of the 2003 invasion of Iraq.40 This has no place if the West is to unite to confront 
the multiple challenges it faces.41 

Given the febrile state of current UK political discourse over Europe, some Brexiteers still 
see every sign of economic or political failure within the EU as one more reason to distance 
the UK from the continent. If the UK wants to maximise its manoeuvrability and influence in 
international affairs, however, it makes sense to have a diversity of relationships, picking and 
choosing depending on its own interests. No other country in the world is an entirely reliable 
partner because no other country will put the interests of the UK on a par with those of its 
own. This means that it is firmly in the UK’s interests to have strong strategic relationships with 
both the US and its European neighbours, as it has done since 1945. It also makes sense for 
the UK to deepen cooperation with key middle powers other than those in Europe. The joint 
statement between the UK, Australia and Canada, together with New Zealand and the US, on 
China’s breach of the Basic Law on Hong Kong was a good example of this.42 

The UK’s ability to influence developments in Europe remains considerable, especially on foreign 
and security policy, precisely because the EU is not a monolithic actor. The IR could have said 
more on the potential for the E3 to enhance foreign policy cooperation with France and Germany. 
The UK can also help to mitigate the risks that smaller European states face when confronted by 
Franco-German (or German) dominance of collective discussions. The opportunities for the UK 
to build such partnerships will vary over time and by issue. But European security and stability 
are fundamental to the security of the British Isles. All the armed services, in different ways, can 
contribute to maintaining strong defence and security relationships with UK partners across the 
NATO Alliance, as well as with Sweden and Finland. 

Since 1990, the UK has been lucky to be in the safest corner of a relatively safe continent. Long 
may it remain so. But prudence suggests the need to maintain some hedge against the possibility 
that the circumstances and institutions that have made this stability possible might wilt over 

40. John Hooper and Ian Black, ‘Anger at Rumsfeld Attack on “Old Europe”’, The Guardian, 24 January 
2003.

41. Malcolm Chalmers, ‘Getting the Band Back Together: The UK and the 2021 G7 Summit’, RUSI 
Commentary, 3 February 2021.

42. Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office and Dominic Raab, ‘Hong Kong Joint Statement: 
November 2020’, press release, 18 November 2020, <https://www.gov.uk/government/news/joint-
statement-on-hong-kong-november-2020>, accessed 28 March 2021.

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/joint-statement-on-hong-kong-november-2020
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/joint-statement-on-hong-kong-november-2020


12 The Integrated Review: The UK as a Reluctant Middle Power?

time, bringing new dangers in their wake. As Trump became more vocal in his denunciations 
of NATO, there was an intensive discussion, admittedly largely private, of what US withdrawal 
might mean. In a Europe without a US security guarantee, Russia would once more become (as 
it was after 1815) one of several medium powers on the continent. It would be weaker than the 
others economically, but the most powerful in military terms and the most ruthless in pursuit 
of ‘grey-zone’ advantage. A Europe without US protection would also become more vulnerable 
to China and others who sought to deal separately with each European state in pursuit of their 
own advantage. 



II. Defence for a Middle Power

THE £4-BILLION INCREASE in the defence budget for 2021/22, taken alongside the £4-billion 
cut in the aid budget for the same year, is the most striking reflection of the government’s 
new priorities.43 The overall defence budget will benefit substantially, with guaranteed 

budgets for four years ahead and an annual growth rate of around 1.8% in real terms.44 Only the 
budgets for the NHS and schools benefited from comparably generous treatment in the 2020 
Spending Review, and then only for shorter periods.45 

“ MoD capital spending is due to rise by some 50% 
over the next two years, the most rapid increase 
since the Korean War

This increase for defence was driven in part by a worsening threat picture, but more immediately 
by the need to fix the massive overcommitment in the Ministry of Defence’s (MoD) equipment 
programme. If the government had stuck to its election manifesto, and increased defence 
spending by only 0.5% in real terms, it would now be facing the need to make drastic cuts 
to its previous equipment plans, even as its wider prospectus called for an increased focus 
on science and technology, and on ‘levelling up’ those regions where much of the country’s 
defence industry is concentrated. 

Instead, MoD capital spending is due to rise by some 50% over the next two years, the most rapid 
increase since the Korean War and probably the steepest ever such increase in peacetime.46 
Most of this increase has been funded by the extra £16 billion over four years, over and above 
the Conservative election manifesto promise, to which the Treasury agreed in the Spending 
Review.47 But it has also been made possible by the freeze in the level of running costs (resource 

43. Malcolm Chalmers, ‘A New Direction for the Ministry of Defence’s Budget? Implications of the 
November Spending Review’, RUSI Policy Brief, January 2021; HM Treasury, Spending Review 2020, 
CP 330 (London: The Stationery Office, 30 March 2021).

44. HM Treasury, Spending Review 2020, p. 7.
45. Ibid., p. 5.
46. Chalmers, ‘A New Direction for the Ministry of Defence’s Budget?’; HM Treasury, Spending Review 2020.
47. The manifesto promised to increase the defence budget ‘by at least 0.5% above inflation every 

year of the new parliament’. See Conservatives, ‘Get Brexit Done and Unleash Britain’s Potential’,  
November 2019, p. 53, <https://www.conservatives.com/our-plan/get-brexit-done-and-unleash-
britains-potential>, accessed 30 March 2021. The Spending Review provided an additional £16.5 
billion, over four years on top of this commitment. See MoD, ‘Defence Secures Largest Investment 
Since the Cold War’, press release, 19 November 2020, <https://www.gov.uk/government/news/
defence-secures-largest-investment-since-the-cold-war>, accessed 28 March 2020.
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departmental expenditure limits, or RDEL) at £31.5 billion annually in cash terms. At expected 
levels of general inflation, this is equivalent to a fall of some 1.7% in real terms between 
2019/20 and 2024/25.48 

While much of the publicity preceding the IR was focused on new investments in offensive 
cyber, AI, drones and space, the bulk of conventional equipment spending over the next decade 
will be devoted to new generations of warfighting platforms – aircraft, ships and armoured 
vehicles – along with the weapons and communications with which they are fitted. 

“ Tempest spending is due to rise rapidly, likely to reach 
several billion pounds per year by the late 2020s

The Royal Navy is a major beneficiary of these investments, with the Defence Command Paper 
reporting that ‘overall shipbuilding investment will double over the life of this Parliament 
rising to over £1.7bn a year’.49 Admiral Tony Radakin, the First Sea Lord, has predicted that 
between 2015 and 2030 the Royal Navy’s tonnage will grow by 50%, with seven new classes of 
submarines and ships.50 The Tempest combat air programme, which is set to replace the RAF’s 
Typhoon jets, has been allocated £2 billion over the next four years, and spending is due to rise 
rapidly thereafter, likely to reach several billion pounds per year by the late 2020s.51 The biggest 
promised transformation will be in the Army, whose investment programme includes new 
vehicles (Ajax, Boxer and Challenger III), new medium-lift helicopters, modernised long-range 
rocket systems and artillery, new air defences, tactical surveillance drones, and new electronic 
warfare and cyberspace capabilities.52 

In order to help pay for it, this modernisation has had to be balanced by an accelerated retirement 
of older equipment, along with a reduction in frontline numbers. There will be significant cuts in 
the fleets of combat and support aircraft, as well as in numbers of armoured vehicles. The target 
for Army trained personnel will be cut from 82,000 to 72,500.53 

48. For projected inflation rates, see HM Treasury, ‘GDP Deflators at Market Prices, and Money GDP 
March 2021 (Budget)’, 3 March 2021, <https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/gdp-deflators-
at-market-prices-and-money-gdp-march-2021-budget>, accessed 28 March 2021.

49. MoD, Defence in a Competitive Age, p. 50.
50. The Economist, ‘Defence Cuts Make Britain’s Armed Forces Leaner But Not Meaner’, 27 March 

2021.
51. MoD, Defence in a Competitive Age, p. 55; Malcolm Chalmers, ‘A Reckoning Postponed? The 
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52. MoD, Defence in a Competitive Age, p. 51. 
53. Ibid.; Larisa Brown, ‘Army Numbers Shrink in Hi-Tech Defence Overhaul’, The Times, 22 March 

2021; Justin Bronk, ‘On Fewer Wings and a Prayer for the Future: The RAF and the Defence 
Command Paper’, RUSI Defence Systems, 23 March 2021.
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These and other savings will not be easy to achieve in ways that maintain combat capability, 
especially if the procurement timetables for replacement platforms slip, as some of them 
inevitably will. The MoD is determined to avoid its experience after the 2015 SDSR, when 
assumed ‘efficiency savings’ proved to be elusive, resulting in repeated annual budget crises. 
With the squeeze on RDEL budgets more severe than it was after the 2015 SDSR,54 and with no 
capacity to recycle savings from investment spending, it will require eternal MoD vigilance to 
avoid slipping back into old patterns of budgetary overcommitment. 

“ Spending on the nuclear deterrent amounted to 25% of 
the total Equipment Plan ... and this proportion is set to 
increase further.

Yet, despite this caveat, it is encouraging that the MoD has at last been prepared to make the 
choices necessary to put its plans on a sustainable basis, and to do so in a way that privileges 
modernisation.55 Observers will need to await future reports by the National Audit Office to 
see if the MoD’s current claims of long-term budgetary balance are justified.56 History suggests 
caution is necessary before prematurely declaring victory, but the very substantial new 
investment that is being made is a striking reflection of the priority which defence now enjoys, 
especially at a time when most of the government (outside the NHS) is facing years of real-
terms reductions.57 

A Nuclear Force for a Medium Power
Even before last year’s decision to go ahead with the development of a new warhead, projected 
equipment spending on the nuclear deterrent (including submarines) amounted to some £47 billion 
over 10 years, 25% of the total Defence Equipment Plan.58 This proportion is now set to increase 
further, both because of the costs of the new warhead (which could reach more than £15 billion over 
the next 20 years)59 and because of the IR’s decision to increase the planned warhead stockpile for 
the mid-2020s from 180 to 260.60 

The nuclear programme is an exception to the general trend, evident across the conventional 
forces of all three services, for frontline numbers to decline over time. After some initial 

54. Chalmers, ‘A New Direction for the Ministry of Defence’s Budget?’.
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confusion, Defence Secretary Ben Wallace has made clear that the primary driver for the 
increase in numbers was Russia’s deployment of new capabilities for defence against ballistic 
missiles.61 This reflects the government’s determination to maintain the ‘capability required to 
impose costs on an adversary that would far outweigh the benefits they could hope to achieve 
should they threaten our, or our Allies’, security’.62

This is a crucial step for many reasons and was rightly one of the elements of the IR that 
attracted the greatest attention. At a political level, it demonstrated the Johnson government’s 
willingness to move away from the post-1990 cross-party consensus. Under both Labour and 
Conservative governments, this involved strong support for a minimum nuclear deterrent, 
and for its modernisation when necessary. But it also involved a strong and demonstrable 
commitment to disarmament, including a higher level of transparency, and a noticeably smaller 
arsenal, than the other recognised nuclear states. Like the decision to move away from the 
0.7% aid target, it marks a willingness to depart from what had been a symbol of cross-party 
consensus as part of ‘a shift to a more robust position on security and deterrence’.63

Insofar as the decision was driven primarily by operational (rather than political) considerations, 
it may also be a foretaste of the broader impact that the deployment of new technologies by 
Russia and China (as well as the US) could have on the credibility of the relatively small nuclear 
forces held by medium powers. 

While planned investments should keep its conventional forces equipped with technological 
capabilities that are among the best in the world, the UK can only afford to deploy them in 
limited numbers. As a result, the working assumption is that the UK would only operate against 
Russia or China as part of a broader coalition of Western allies. 

The UK’s nuclear force, in contrast, is designed to meet the ‘Moscow criterion’, defined as the 
capability of the UK, acting on its own, to inflict unacceptable damage on the assets to which 
a potential enemy attaches the greatest importance. If Russian missile defences are already 
improving at a pace which erodes the credibility of the UK’s force to such an extent that more 
warheads are needed in the mid-2020s – and the IR implies that this is the case – this raises a 
serious question about how much more investment will be needed to maintain that credibility 
by the 2030s and 2040s. Alternatively, it will raise the question of whether the Moscow criterion 
remains appropriate given these escalating costs, or whether different assumptions should 
be considered. Seeking an answer to these questions will be at the heart of the difficult and 
expensive dilemmas that the designers of the new nuclear warhead now face, including the 
question of how many more warheads will be required to maintain current assumptions of what 
constitutes a ‘minimum, assured, credible deterrent’.64

61. Helen Warrell and Sylvia Pfeifer, ‘UK Nuclear Warhead Increase Prompted by Russia’s Missile 
Defence Capability’, Financial Times, 21 March 2021. 

62. HM Government, Global Britain in a Competitive Age, p. 76.
63. Ibid., p. 14.
64. Ibid., p. 76.
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‘All Corners of the Globe’
The IR has confirmed that NATO will be the UK’s top geographical priority for the armed forces. 
As Wallace stated when presenting the Defence Command Paper to the House of Commons:

our defence priority No. 1 is our commitment to membership of NATO, because that coalition and that 
part of the world–western Europe and the Atlantic–is key to our own security. That comes first, as does 
… our nuclear deterrent as our guarantor for security from aggressive states.65

The government has ensured that much publicity has been given to the impending visit of HMS 
Queen Elizabeth to the Indian and Pacific oceans later this year, accompanied by a flotilla of UK 
and allied vessels. The IR also announced that an offshore patrol vessel will be permanently 
stationed ‘East of Suez in the Indo-Pacific region’.66 But the bulk of the Royal Navy’s capability 
will remain geographically flexible – there will be no repeat of the UK’s former commitment 
to the region.67 

“ The IR has confirmed that NATO will be the UK’s top 
geographical priority for the armed forces

By occasionally deploying major surface ships to the region, the UK will send a clear signal of its 
commitment to uphold the principle of freedom of navigation for military vessels through the 
South China Sea and other contested waters. But it will avoid being drawn into an integrated 
alliance framework for the deterrence of China, comparable to NATO’s integrated command 
during the Cold War. Provided that its commitment is limited in this way, the UK’s Asia-Pacific 
role will not be qualitatively different from that of France, which has been deploying major 
vessels (including its aircraft carrier and SSNs) to the region for a number of years. Even Germany, 
traditionally much more Euro-centric in its military outlook, is planning to deploy a frigate to the 
region later this year.68 

The UK’s defence posture, therefore, seems set to remain firmly rooted in its Euro-Atlantic 
neighbourhood. An intensification of US–China military competition, if it takes place, could 
further deepen this trend. If the US does move some of its forces – especially maritime forces 
– from Europe to Asia, this will increase pressure on the UK to help fill the gap. And if China, as 

65. Hansard, House of Commons, ‘Integrated Review: Defence Command Paper’, Volume 691, 22 March 2021, 
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part of such a competition, seeks to extend its own military presence westwards (for example, 
into the Gulf or Mediterranean), this will also increase pressure on the UK to maintain its 
commitments to NATO. As the recent report of NATO’s Reflection Group stated:

While China does not pose an immediate military threat to the Euro-Atlantic area on the scale of Russia, 
it is expanding its military reach into the Atlantic, Mediterranean, and Arctic, deepening defence ties 
with Russia, and developing [capabilities] with global reach, extensive space-based capabilities, and a 
larger nuclear arsenal.69

The Continuing Pull of the ‘Forever Wars’
The UK’s leaders share President Biden’s desire to move beyond the ‘forever wars’ in Afghanistan 
and Iraq,70 where the forces of both countries have been continuously engaged for two decades 
now (three if you include the no-fly zone over Iraq in the 1990s). Yet, these are not ‘forever 
wars’ because of the presence of Western troops. The catastrophic ongoing conflicts in Yemen 
and Libya, together with western parts of Syria, show this all too clearly.

With a new administration in power in Washington, there is renewed talk of whether, and how, 
to complete Trump’s efforts to withdraw from any presence on the ground in Iraq, Syria and 
Afghanistan. If the US were to do so, the UK would certainly follow, reliant as it is on the US for so 
many critical enablers. But such withdrawals, if they are attempted, are fraught with difficulties, 
risking a perception of strategic defeat as powerful as in 1975 (when the US evacuated its 
embassy by helicopter as the North Vietnamese Army entered Saigon). Complete withdrawal 
from Afghanistan would likely usher in a brutal struggle for control of major cities, along with a 
large-scale exodus of refugees. 

The US cannot win the wars in either Afghanistan or Iraq, at least if this is defined in terms of 
defeating the Taliban or removing Iranian influence in Iraq. But withdrawal would probably 
make things much worse, and quickly. Faced with such a prospect, it still seems likely that the 
US – along with the UK – will decide to stay the course in both countries. The long-awaited pivot 
away from the Middle East, for the UK as well as the US, may not come any time soon.

“ Complete withdrawal from Afghanistan would likely 
usher in a brutal struggle for control of major cities 

This is not a new phenomenon. For several decades, successive US administrations have 
periodically set out ambitious plans to ‘pivot’ towards East Asia, in response to its economic 
promise and chronic security risks.71 But events elsewhere have always intervened to dilute 
this commitment. This is because East Asia has, in recent decades, been a relatively peaceful 

69. NATO, ‘NATO 2030’, p. 27.
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71. Catherine Putz and Shannon Tiezi, ‘Did Hillary Clinton’s Pivot To Asia Work?’, The Diplomat, 15 April 2016.
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place. During the last 30 years, the bulk of the world’s armed conflicts have taken place in 
the Middle East, Africa and South-Central Asia (especially Pakistan and Afghanistan).72 Many of 
these conflicts have involved at least one of the world’s major powers directly. In contrast, and 
with the notable exception of Myanmar’s ethnic conflicts, East Asia has been free of large-scale 
armed conflict for more than three decades. Apart from North Korea, defence spending has not 
risen more rapidly than national income. Taiwan, for example, still spends less than 2% of its 
GDP on national defence.73 This reflects both an assessment of the low probability of major war 
and the comfort provided by US security guarantees. 

Operating Globally on a Persistent Basis
One of the strongest messages in the Defence Command Paper is that it marks a transition to 
a more active global posture: ‘As part of the major development to the UK’s defence policy … 
the UK’s military will increase its defence of Britain’s interests across multiple domains and in 
all corners of the globe’.74 It also suggests that the military will be ‘evolving from a force that is 
primarily designed for the contingency of a major conflict and warfighting, to one that is also 
designed for permanent and persistent global engagement’.75

This latter commitment is particularly relevant to the Army and is reflected in the high priority 
which it has given to capabilities that enable it to ‘operate globally on a persistent basis’.76 This 
includes a new Ranger Regiment designed to take on roles previously done by Special Forces, 
as well as increased investment in Security Force Assistance units. Jack Watling has argued that 
this increased investment in global capability, designed primarily for working with partners in 
local conflicts, will be at the expense of enhancing divisional-level combat power, at least in the 
short and medium term.77 

The Army’s increasing commitment to power projection outside the NATO area, including its 
commitment to an ‘increased forward presence’,78 raises the question of where such operational 
deployments would take place. Neither Latin America nor the Indo-Pacific are likely candidates. 
Instead, the main focus seems to be the wider Middle East, defined as the long ribbon of 
conflict-prone territories stretching from sub-Saharan Africa through the Middle East over to 
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Central Asia. This is reflected in the new investments announced in the IR, including in Cyprus, 
Oman and Kenya.79 

This commitment to a strong military role for the UK in the wider Middle East is considerable, 
and second only to NATO commitments in the demands it will place on the military. Yet, the IR 
has also reduced the Army’s numerical strength, and thus its capability for personnel-intensive 
occupation missions, such as those in Basra and Helmand in the recent past. Instead, there is a 
strong emphasis on supporting local allies on the ground. The success of recent UK operations in 
support of the Iraqi Army in its fight against the Islamic State is a model for how this might work.80

Yet it takes time and effort to build effective partnerships with other military forces, given 
the importance of building local confidence and capacity as well as UK understanding of local 
conditions. Despite the detailed discussion of the new capabilities being acquired for this role, 
however, the IR is reticent on where these might be deployed. There is no indication of whether 
there has been any significant discussion of new deployments with potential host governments 
(for example, in Kenya) before the announcement. 

There are not many obvious candidates where there is both a clear UK national interest and a 
local demand for UK forces to be deployed. There is a risk that either the Army’s commitment to 
a global footprint lacks credibility, or that an increased forward presence in unstable countries 
could increase the risk of entanglement in conflicts without the resources to resolve them. 

Increased deployments to Afghanistan and Iraq might be possible, although the former (in 
particular) is likely to be politically controversial. In cases where there is no recent history of 
UK military deployments, however, it would be a big step for governments to now accept the 
presence of UK military forces on a persistent basis. Until this geographical question is answered, 
this still looks like a capability looking for a role. 

As in other parts of the IR, therefore, the government is avoiding hard choices by claiming that 
the Army can do more than ever – making a more credible commitment to NATO’s armoured 
forces in Europe, even as it retools for increasing global deployments. It remains to be seen 
whether this approach is credible to either the UK’s allies or its adversaries. 

79. Ibid., pp. 14–15. 
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III. Prosperity for a Middle Power

Prospering in a Tough World 
The IR marks a new emphasis on national interest in UK foreign policy, alongside a clearer 
connection between domestic prosperity and international policy. It states that ‘the distinction 
between economic and national security is increasingly redundant’.81

The prime minister stated on the day the Review was published: 

The objective of ‘Global Britain’ is not to swagger or strike attitudes on the world stage. It is to use the 
full spectrum of our abilities, now amplified by record spending on both defence and science, to engage 
with and help the rest of the world. That is how we serve the British interest, and I mean the economic 
interest of people up and down the country.82 

The government believes that this vision is encapsulated in commitments for the UK to become 
a ‘Science and Tech Superpower’ and a ‘global services, digital and data hub’.83 Yet, the 
government’s R&D ‘roadmap’, to which the IR refers, makes clear that the UK spends less than 
its main competitors as a percentage of GDP, with business investment concentrated in a few 
sectors in the ‘Golden Triangle’ of London, the south-east of England and eastern England.84 
Recent statistics show the UK ranks only seventh in the world in total R&D, and is well below the 
OECD average as a proportion of GDP.85 

“ The UK ranks only seventh in the world in total R&D, and 
is well below the OECD average as a proportion of GDP

The government has committed to increasing economy-wide R&D to the current OECD average 
by 2027.86 But it remains unclear whether the next Spending Review will deliver a comparable 
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increase in publicly-funded R&D, and questions remain about how the UK’s participation in the 
EU’s Horizon Europe programme will be funded now that it is no longer a member.87 

The government has committed to spending ‘at least’ £6.6 billion on defence R&D over the next 
four years.88 Since defence R&D in 2018/19 amounted to £1.647 million, however, this is no 
more than a commitment to maintain existing levels in cash terms. In the context of a significant 
increase in total defence spending, this is less generous than it may have initially appeared.89

There is also business concern at the government’s decision to abandon its previous commitment 
to industrial strategy, encapsulated in the disbandment of the Industrial Strategy Council 
after less than three years of its existence.90 As Andy Haldane has pointed out, this seems an 
unfortunate departure from ‘a model that over the last year has had a truly transformative 
impact in the UK: its Covid vaccine programme’, and goes in the opposite direction from the 
trend in most other industrialised economies.91 

The abandonment of industrial strategy is especially worrying because one of the central strands 
of economic policy – increasing access to export markets – is now under severe challenge. The 
commitment to ‘Global Britain’ has been sold, in large part, as being about opening up the new 
economic opportunities that Brexit makes possible. Yet, the UK’s exit from the single market, 
and the consequent introduction of new administrative barriers, is already reducing the volume 
of trade with the EU, with exports due to fall by as much as 36% over 10 years according to one 
study.92 Unless this is replaced by rapid growth in trade with other partners, it will threaten the 
UK’s position as the world’s fifth-largest exporter, a place which the prime minister signalled as 
a sign of the country’s success when presenting the IR to the House of Commons.93 

There is an additional dimension. The Office for Budget Responsibility, in line with most 
conventional economic models, projects that Brexit will lead to a long-run reduction in 
productivity of around 4%, of which some two-fifths has already been felt.94 But such projections 
are disputed by government ministers. David Frost, for example, has observed that:

87. Clive Cookson and Andrew Jack, ‘Research Cuts Put UK’s Reputation at Risk, Say Academics’, 
Financial Times, 28 March 2021.

88. HM Government, Global Britain in a Competitive Age, p. 38.
89. MoD, Annual Report and Accounts 2019–20 (London: The Stationery Office, 2020), p. 58. 
90. Helen Thomas, ‘Wanted: A Long Term Strategy for UK Business’, Financial Times, 9 March 2021.
91. Andy Haldane, ‘UK Industrial Strategy Is Dead, Long May It Live’, Financial Times, 23 March 2021.
92. The Economist, ‘Counting the Cost of Brexit’s Impact on Trade’, 24 February 2021; Thomas 

Sampson, ‘Brexit and UK Trade: What Next?’, in UK in a Changing Europe, ‘Brexit and Beyond’, 
2021, p. 105.

93. Boris Johnson, ‘PM Statement to the House of Commons on the Integrated Review’, speech, 
16 March 2021, <https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/pm-statement-to-the-house-of-
commons-on-the-integrated-review-16-march-2021>, accessed 28 March 2021.

94. Office for Budget Responsibility, Economic and Fiscal Outlook, CP 387 (London: The Stationery 
Office, March 2021), p. 34. 
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The claims that trade drives productivity are often in fact based on the very specific experience of 
emerging countries opening up to world markets … the relevance of such experiences … for the UK, a 
high-income economy which has been extremely open for over a century, seems highly limited to me. 

… 

Modern advanced economies are hugely complex and adaptive systems, capable of responding in ways 
which we do not foresee, and finding solutions which we did not expect.95

Frost has a point, although it goes against prevailing Treasury orthodoxy. Both in relation to 
trade and immigration, the change in trading conditions with Europe might have positive effects, 
most notably through increasing real wages for lower-paid workers, thereby incentivising more 
investment in labour-saving productivity improvements. To the extent that there are such 
effects, voters may see these trends as providing one of the most visible benefits of Brexit.

Yet, the IR pays little attention to the potential for economic benefits from Brexit, or to approaches 
– such as a more activist industrial policy or new regulatory regimes – that could help facilitate 
the import substitution which Brexit is likely to force during the next years. Instead, its primary 
focus is on the ways in which the UK can compensate for reductions in EU trade by exploiting 
new opportunities elsewhere. Yet, while several new trade deals have been concluded, none of 
those agreed to date will generate large increases in exports. Furthermore, the prospects for 
new deals with the world’s two largest economies – the US and China – remain remote. 

It is still early days. But the key to future UK prosperity lies – as it always has – at home, in the 
ability of public and private sectors to work together to achieve a step change in productivity 
levels, especially outside the country’s relatively productive south-east. The IR has rightly 
emphasised the importance of examining economic security as part of national security. It is 
therefore a missed opportunity that a document that claims to have placed economic interests 
at its heart has failed to make a coherent case for how the UK can derive maximum benefits, 
and minimise the costs, that result from its withdrawal from the EU. It is even more worrying 
that such an economic strategy appears to be missing from other government documents. By 
including foreign policy and key aspects of science and technology policy in its purview, the IR 
has marked a welcome widening of the focus of past reviews. Next time the government should 
go one step further and conduct a full-scope Review of National Strategy that fully recognises 
the close interconnection between economic security and national security. 

95. Prime Minister’s Office, ‘David Frost Lecture: Reflections on the Revolutions in Europe’, 17 
February 2020, <https://no10media.blog.gov.uk/2020/02/17/david-frost-lecture-reflections-on-
the-revolutions-in-europe/>, accessed 28 March 2021.
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Less for Aid
The IR ambition for the UK to remain a ‘soft power superpower’ is hard to reconcile with the 
decision to reduce official development assistance (ODA) from 0.7% of GNI to 0.5% in 2021,96 
which amounts to a cut of around 30% from 2019 levels.97 

The prime minister’s introduction to the IR claims that ‘we will return to our commitment to 
spend 0.7% of gross national income on development when the fiscal situation allows’.98 The 
Review contains examples of where past UK ODA spending has enhanced UK influence and 
protected the world’s poorest people. But there is no discussion of where, and on what basis, 
the cuts will fall. The damage to the credibility of UK aid is likely to be especially severe given 
the short notice period involved. 

Because the 0.5% commitment refers to the calendar year 2021 rather than the fiscal year 
2021/22, the Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO) is now scrambling to 
make economies wherever it can. Credible reports indicate that ambassadors have been told to 
plan for cuts in aid to Somalia of 60% and South Sudan of 59%, with total bilateral humanitarian 
assistance being cut from £1.5 billion to £900 million.99 This is not a good start for the newly 
merged FCDO and its hopes for a more joined-up approach to foreign and development policy.

The IR does point out, correctly, that UK aid, as a proportion of national income, will still remain 
‘well above’100 the OECD average, which amounted to 0.3% in 2019.101 It would not be surprising, 
therefore, if the Treasury asked the FCDO to make a further cut in the ODA budget as part of the 
wider post-pandemic savings that are likely to be needed across much of Whitehall.102 

On the basis of the last Spending Review, it is not clear that the FCDO will win this battle. The 
coronavirus pandemic, the most serious security emergency of our time, has necessitated a 
massive injection of resources into healthcare, business support and social security. The impact 
on government spending priorities seems certain to be long term, with spending as a proportion 
of GDP due to rise to levels not seen since the late 1960s. While it remains an open question 
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as to how far the government is willing to raise personal taxes to pay for increased spending 
on health and social care, it is already clear that these commitments to domestic security are 
narrowing the scope for investments in global public goods. It is, therefore, entirely possible 
that, now that the 0.7% norm has been broken, the next four years could see further reductions 
in the aid budget, perhaps back to 0.4% or even 0.3%. 





Conclusions

THE INTEGRATED REVIEW accepts that UK foreign policy needs to be based not only on 
permanent institutions and alliances but also on flexible issue-based coalitions more 
suited to a multipolar world. It also acknowledges the importance of integrating economic 

security and prosperity into a strategy for national security. 

Yet it fails to fully acknowledge the depths of the challenges – economic, political and military 
– that will face the UK in the coming years or the necessity of making difficult choices in the 
allocation of scarce resources. In comparison to its predecessor reviews in 2015 and 2010, 
the Review is a marked step forward, and provides an articulate contribution to the national 
conversation. But there is much more to be said, and disputed, in the years to come. 
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