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BASIC is a small but influential think tank with one very large idea: we want
a world free from the threat of nuclear weapons. A growing number of
politicians, government officials and other decision-makers share our vision.
We work constructively with them - and with others who are not yet
convinced - to achieve our goals of nuclear disarmament and non-
proliferation. We leverage our reputation as a respected, trusted and
independent source of information, ideas and perspectives to inform debate
and foster creative solutions.

BASIC is the only peace and security non-governmental organization that is
British-American in composition and focus. We work on both sides of the
Atlantic to encourage sustainable transatlantic security policies and to
develop the strategies that can achieve them. We partner with other
international NGOs that share our goals and we promote public
understanding of the danger of growing nuclear arsenals.

For more information please visit our website: www.basicint.org

This report represents an agreed consensus of the members of the
Commission, and does not reflect the views of the British American Security
Information Council, its staff, or of the funders. BASIC assisted
Commissioners drafting it and we stand resolutely by its publication as a
valuable contribution to the debate in this country at this crucial moment in
the renewal cycle. We hope that readers and commentators will not skim
through it trying to find snippets in support of their existing views, or find
fault on the basis of disagreement. Rather, we expect it to stimulate a deeper
level of debate within the national security frame that is highly relevant to
national decision-makers. We believe that even within this particular frame
there are important considerations often underplayed. 
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Foreword from the Commission Co-Chairs

Purpose of the Commission
This report arises from a review of Britain’s current nuclear
weapons policy at this most critical of moments,
conducted by eminent members of the British political,
security, diplomatic and scientific community. It represents
an agreed consensus of the members of the Commission,
and does not reflect the views of the British American
Security Information Council, its staff, or of the funders.

There has been a strong case, in the national and
international contexts, for conducting a fundamental
review of UK nuclear weapons policy. We are living
through a period of dramatic change in international affairs
with new powers emerging, stubborn nuclear proliferation
risks both within the community of states and potentially
amongst terrorist groups, renewed commitments to
multilateral nuclear arms control and disarmament, and
growing financial pressure on defence budgets. 

The last Labour Government committed itself in 2006-7
to renewing Britain’s nuclear deterrent. The current
coalition government re-committed to this decision in
principle in its October 2010 Strategic Defence and
Security Review (SDSR), but also decided to delay the
timetable for the construction of the replacement
submarines until after the next election, which must take
place by May 2015. This has created a window of
opportunity for further deliberation. Launched on 9
February 2011, the BASIC Trident Commission was
convened to make the most of this opportunity by
facilitating, hosting and delivering a credible cross-party
expert examination of this issue in depth.

In contrast to previous international commissions that have
focused on issues of global security and the need to develop
multilateral steps towards nuclear disarmament, this
Commission approaches the issue from the perspective of
British national security and related national interests.
Whilst it is certainly in Britain’s interests to promote global
security and stability, the limits to Britain’s abilities to
influence global outcomes, combined with the primary
responsibility of the British government to defend its
citizens against a variety of threats, have led  this
Commission to focus upon British rather than global
security. Of course, the two are closely linked because
successive British governments have recognised the special
responsibility Britain holds as a global player and the
formal and informal alliance relationships it enjoys with
other states.

The debate in Britain over its relationship to nuclear
weapons has a long pedigree, and owes much to individuals
of all persuasions who have devoted much passion to it.
Former Ministry of Defence (MOD) Permanent Secretary,
Sir Kevin Tebbit, recently described Britain as having
‘always been a reluctant nuclear power’, and it is in this
context that the Commission has been deliberating.1 We
acknowledge that the particular way we approach national
security affects the conclusions that are drawn. Some may
feel disappointed at the approach of the Commission in
identifying threats and considering how relevant nuclear
deterrence may be to them. We have tried to be
comprehensive in doing this, knowing that ultimately there
are no objective measures of threat and risk, but believing
that being explicit about our assumptions gives people
more of a chance to engage with us and to recognise their
own.

It should also be noted that whilst the Commission has
benefited greatly from the experience and access its
members have, and from the contributions of all who
provided background papers and evidence, it has not had
the benefit of classified briefings and has relied on
information in the public realm.

Members
BASIC Trident Commission co-chairs:

Lord Browne of Ladyton, former Labour Secretary of
State for Defence;

Sir Malcolm Rifkind, former Conservative Defence and
Foreign Secretary; and, 

Sir Menzies Campbell, former leader of the Liberal
Democrats and Shadow Foreign Secretary. 

Other members of the Commission: 

Professor Alyson Bailes, Former Head of FCO Security
Policy Department and member of the WMD
Commission; 

Sir Jeremy Greenstock, former UK Ambassador to the
United Nations; 

Lord Guthrie of Craigiebank, former Chief of the
Defence Staff; 

Professor Lord Hennessy of Nympsfield, Queen Mary,
University of London; and,

Lord Rees of Ludlow, Astronomer Royal and recent
President of the Royal Society.
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Working method
The work of the Commission has been divided into
different phases, each involving a mix of Commission
meetings, research, written submissions of evidence,2
specialist roundtables and larger public events.3
Commissioners met regularly during the past two years to
analyse evidence submitted, discuss options and elaborate
policy recommendations. BASIC serviced and assisted the
Commission throughout the process. 

The Commission focused on three questions in particular,
namely:

Should the United Kingdom continue to be a nuclear
weapons state?

If so, is Trident the only or best option for delivering the
deterrent?

What more can and should the United Kingdom do to
facilitate faster progress on global nuclear
disarmament?

Impact Objectives
Through events, the dissemination of publications, and
media coverage, the BASIC Trident Commission has
already stimulated informed discussion about the United
Kingdom’s nuclear posture, its role in the world, and the
domestic consequences of taking various decisions around
renewal of Britain’s nuclear weapons system. Subsequent to
the decision to hold the Commission, the government
announced its own review of the nuclear weapons options
available to it. This review was published in July 2013. It is
hoped that the process around the Trident Commission
and this final report will inform and stimulate further
exploration of these issues, broaden the debates, and lead to
a more inclusive and sustainable decision over Trident
renewal.

Whatever the outcome of that decision, the United
Kingdom will continue to have a role to play on nuclear
disarmament and non-proliferation issues, and will
continue to be impacted by global developments. It is
hoped that the contributions of the Commission will prove
useful for policymakers and opinion-shapers long after the
final decision on renewal is made.

Follow-up plans
This report is the culmination of this stage of the BASIC
Trident Commission’s work, but is not the end of the
matter. Commissioners will be sharing their perspectives
and the results of their deliberations in the media, at public
meetings and in future parliamentary debate. The
Commission also plans to revisit the issue and update its
findings later on in 2014, prior to the next General
Election.

Thanks and Acknowledgements
Authors and Research Assistance

The Commission benefited from a number of expert
reports produced specifically to examine developments that
affect the decisions around Trident renewal. These reports
were published in the name of the author, rather than in
the name of the Commission as a whole.  

Dr Ian Kearns reviewed the nuclear postures of other
countries in Beyond the UK: Trends in the Other Nuclear
Armed States;

Professor Keith Hartley evaluated the economic
consequences of decisions to be made on Trident in
Defence-Industrial Issues: Employment, Skills, Technology
and Regional Impacts; 

Dr Bruno Tertrais explored the nuclear relationship
between France and the United Kingdom in Entente
Nucléaire; and, 

Professor John Simpson examined the nuclear relationship
between France and the United Kingdom in Deterrence,
Disarmament, Non-Proliferation and UK Trident.4

BASIC Executive Director Paul Ingram led on drafting this
report and the servicing of the Commission with the able
assistance of Rachel Staley and other BASIC staff and
interns. Early drafts of this report were written with the
assistance of Ian Kearns, Matthew Cavanagh, Ian Davis,
Simon Heuberger, Tim Street, Philip Kirby, Emily Gade,
Ben Thomas, Chris Lindborg, Maria Rivas and Antti-Ville
Suni. The Commissioners and BASIC are grateful to all of
them for their valuable input. The Commissioners take
final responsibility for the content of this report.

The Commission would also like to thank Sir John
Holmes, Director of the Ditchley Foundation, for his
assistance in facilitating one of our crucial away-day
meetings in 2013.

Funders
The BASIC Trident Commission is grateful to many trusts
and foundations that have provided financial support. 

Joseph Rowntree Charitable Trust
Ploughshares Fund
Polden Puckham Charitable Foundation
The Mulberry Trust
The Marmot Charitable Trust
The Network Foundation for Social Change
The Allan and Nesta Ferguson Charitable Trust
Nuclear Education Trust
The Westcroft Trust
The W.F. Southall Trust
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None of the funders had any influence whatsoever on the
plans or operations of the Commission, nor on any content
within this final report. Responsibility for the report rests
solely with the members of the Commission.

Outline of the report structure
The report structure follows the three questions we
originally set out to ask, followed by a fourth question
about what responsibilities Britain has to the international
community and in the effort to stem and turn back nuclear
proliferation.

Chapter One offers a critical examination of the case for
continuing to rely on nuclear weapons for UK national
security, and thereby attempts to answer the first question.
It includes reflections on the strategic case, relevant
financial considerations and technical and industrial
factors. The Commission also assesses the importance of
Britain’s procurement decisions on its influence on the
broader global security environment, which in turn has a
direct impact upon national security. It concludes with the
Commission’s judgment on whether the UK should
continue to rely on nuclear deterrence as a pillar of its
national security. 

Chapter Two addresses the second question over whether
Trident is the best option for delivering the deterrent. It
suggests criteria for the size, shape and posture of the
United Kingdom’s nuclear force, reviews alternative
options, and looks at possible new ways of burden-sharing
with France and/or the United States. It also notes the
option of the United Kingdom moving to the status of a
nuclear ‘threshold state.’

Chapter Three addresses the third question, one of the
most important of all – how can Britain best square the
circle and promote nuclear non-proliferation and the
moves towards a nuclear weapon-free world, if choosing to
renew its own nuclear weapon systems?

Elements of this question will already have been considered
in the first two questions, but this chapter pulls together
proposals that might form a strategy for the UK. We
consider the UK’s nuclear role in the wider security order,
and assess how the UK can act to improve its security
through strengthening the global regimes that back it up,
especially in the field of weapons of mass destruction. We
discuss here Britain’s responsibilities to the international
community, and opportunities that exist to work with
partners to build a collective global non-proliferation
system that is practical and verifiable, and in which there
are sufficient disincentives to cheat.

We have brought together the Summary Conclusions of
our analysis at the beginning of this report, with
recommendations on the future of the UK nuclear force.
We have resisted the temptation to summarise these with
top line conclusions; the issues are too complex, and our
purpose in any case is to stimulate informed debate rather
than simply highlight positions.

We are simultaneously publishing alongside this final
report a number of background briefings written by
separate authors that helped inform the Commission’s
thinking but that should not be seen as representing its
views. Nevertheless, they do include some of the analysis
that backs up our conclusions: 

1) Global strategic security trends and their impacts
on UK security

2) The relevance of deterrence
3) Measuring the financial costs
4) Threshold status as a step towards nuclear zero
5) Alternative delivery systems and their platforms

Malcolm Rifkind             Ming Campbell                    Des Browne

Endnotes for the Foreword

1  Sir Kevin Tebbit, Royal United Services
Institute seminar, September 2009,
quoted by Lord Hennessy, in the
inaugural Michael Quinlan Lecture with
the Mile End Group, delivered 2
February 2011.

2  Submissions to the Commission are
available online:
http://www.basicint.org/tridentcommiss
ion/evidencereceived

3  For more information on BASIC Trident
Commission events, please visit:
http://www.basicint.org/tridentcommiss
ion/events

4  These reports are available online:
http://www.basicint.org/tridentcommiss
ion/reports
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Summary Conclusions

The balance of consideration
National security and the threat environment
We believe that the crucial consideration for the British
government in deciding upon the renewal of its nuclear
deterrent is national security. This does not, of itself, imply
a predisposition to acquiring each and every capability to
repel aggressors and potential invaders, but it does mean
that we need to pay close attention to the relevance of
possible emerging threats and to our national capacity to
meet them in an effective manner. If there is more than a
negligible chance that the possession of nuclear weapons
might play a decisive future role in the defence of the
United Kingdom and its allies, in preventing nuclear
blackmail, or in affecting the wider security context within
which the UK sits, then they should be retained. The
impact of the UK’s falling victim to on-going strategic
blackmail or nuclear attack is so significant that, even if the
chances appear slim today, there is sufficient uncertainty
surrounding the prospect that it would be imprudent to
abandon systems that have a high capacity to counter such
threats. 

We judge nuclear deterrence to be relevant to only a narrow
band of potential strategic threats involving the threat or
use of nuclear weapons by a state against the UK or its
allies that could emerge in future. There is a possibility that
we could witness a return to overt power politics, with new
rivalries emerging or older rivalries re-emerging. Growing
populations and increasing consumption of energy and
resources, the effects of climate change and major damage
to fragile ecosystems upon which we depend could all
exacerbate pressures towards conflict, pressures likely to be
intense in certain pivotal regions. Such a deterioration in
the political environment is not inevitable, of course, and
the goal of policy should be to avoid it, but there are a
number of reasons to approach the future with caution.

Yet it is incumbent upon all states with nuclear weapons to
exercise extreme care when considering the type of threats
for which they may judge a nuclear deterrent relevant.
Applying it to too many possible threats or being too
ambiguous over its application weakens its credibility and
risks increasing the motivation for other states to acquire
nuclear weapons. 

The Commission rejects the case for retaining a military
nuclear capability as a general insurance against an
uncertain future. We have to beware of the temptation to
hint at ambiguous deterrent threats against circumstances
for which we do not have alternative clear responses. To be
credible, the threats that we make have to be realistic,
which means they must be proportionate and we must be
prepared to carry them out and accept the consequences.
We also need to pay attention to the rule of law, which
confines the act of threatening to use nuclear weapons to
those circumstances where the very survival of the state is at
stake. 

Three relevant scenarios
Most new and emerging strategic threats do not lend
themselves to nuclear deterrence relationships between
states. Considering all the predictable threats that could
confront the UK, the Commission has concluded that
there are only three credible possibilities for which the
deterrent effect of an independent British nuclear
capability might become decisive, though there were
significant differences between our members over the
relative probability of these threats arising and over the
precise relevance of a British nuclear deterrent to each one. 

The first is a re-emergence of a nuclear threat from a state
with a significant nuclear arsenal and overwhelming
conventional capabilities, and with an aggressive posture.
The only current example of this possibility is Russia.
NATO allies are currently reassessing their posture and
capabilities, and there is uncertainty over whether and how
an independent British nuclear deterrent could become
relevant to the NATO-Russia relationship in future. 

The second possibility is an existing or emerging nuclear-
armed state that attains global reach and enters into direct
strategic competition with the UK.

The third is the emergence of a future massive
overwhelming threat involving bio-weapons or other
comparable mass destruction technologies still unknown in
which a state might consider the explicit use or threat of
use against the UK, but be deterred by the UK’s possession
of nuclear weapons. It is theoretically possible that a future
state-based bio threat could pose an existential threat to the
UK, but we are a long way from that today.
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The Alliance
Much of the UK’s domestic discussion has been in terms of
independent national security, but the UK sits in a nuclear
Alliance, enjoying its benefits and taking on its
responsibilities. The UK has an on-going responsibility to
NATO, and its nuclear weapons contribution remains a
pillar of NATO’s capabilities. We cannot expect the United
States to shoulder indefinitely the awesome responsibilities
that lie in providing extended nuclear deterrence to Europe,
particularly if the United Kingdom were to abandon its
own nuclear force. Though there is no cause for alarm
today over the health of NATO and other close defence
relationships, it may be risky to assume that these alliances
will be as strong in the mid-21st century.

Based upon the two key specific considerations, namely
national security concerns and responsibility towards the
Alliance, the Commission has come to the unanimous
conclusion that the UK should retain and deploy a nuclear
arsenal, with a number of caveats expressed below. Most
notably, it remains crucial that the UK show keen regard
for its position within the international community and for
the shared responsibility to achieve progress in global
nuclear disarmament. 

Industrial and local economic concerns
There are a number of reasons often given for retaining
nuclear weapons that we would consider irrelevant or
unconvincing. Industrial and local economic impacts are
important for the communities concerned, but cannot play
a key role in determining whether the UK continues to
deploy a nuclear deterrent. If a decision were taken that
British possession of nuclear weapons were no longer
necessary, investments could be made in alternative
activities that could equally stimulate economic activity,
though undoubtedly a few industrial communities would
suffer.

Cost
We are conscious that our conclusion—that the UK should
retain and renew its nuclear deterrent—must be weighed
against the considerable cost of renewing and operating
Trident, a cost that is a rising proportion of the defence
budget (as capital spending on the project increases and as
spending on other defence capabilities reduces). Over the
life of the project, it can be expected that capital, running,
and decommissioning costs associated with the nuclear
weapons project account for roughly 9-10% of the overall
defence budget, though into the 2020s we will experience a
higher spend, and after that a smaller amount. However, we
believe that cost must be of secondary importance to the
judgment over whether forsaking the UK’s nuclear
deterrent capability could open the country to future
strategic risk.

Status
British interests are heavily involved in global outcomes.
However, the Commission does not think that the UK’s
status in the world is a compelling reason to retain its
arsenal. If such reasoning was made explicit and shared by
others, it would weaken international resolve in tackling
nuclear proliferation. Indeed, British representatives should
continue to downplay any linkage between status and
possession, and consider ways to back this up. Whilst some
may postulate that possession of nuclear weapons can
provide the necessary confidence for military intervention,
we have come to the view that it does not and should not
enter into such calculations.

In terms of international diplomatic or strategic influence,
the UK’s continued possession of nuclear weapons would
only be relevant to the specific objective of maintaining a
seat at the nuclear disarmament negotiating table amongst
nuclear weapon states. Though possession is not legally
required for nuclear weapon status under the NPT
(defined in historical terms), it is doubtful that the UK
would retain continuing influence on the thinking or
process of nuclear negotiations if it ceased all its nuclear
weapon activities.

Importance of global disarmament
to national security
The level of strategic threat to the UK depends upon the
health of the global security environment more generally,
over which the UK and its allies have a degree of influence.
Over the coming decades this will involve the evolution of
our important bilateral and multilateral relationships with
China, France, Russia and the United States. Strategic
deterrence continues to play a stabilizing role in
international relations, but we have a responsibility to look
for ways to further the gradual and controlled movement in
the international community away from relying upon the
threat of nuclear annihilation for such stability.

Acting in concert with others (such as in the ‘P5 process’
and most importantly within the NPT process), the UK
could significantly affect perceptions in these key states by
providing an element of leadership in taking the steps
towards multilateral disarmament, and by working
collaboratively to strengthen international stability and
nuclear non-proliferation. We consider these issues in
further detail below.
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The need for disarmament 
As a nuclear weapon state, the UK has a grave
responsibility to maintain its arsenal safely and securely,
and to be at the forefront of the multilateral disarmament
process. Some fear that if the UK were to decide on a full
like-for-like Trident renewal, giving the UK the same or
better capabilities (with technological improvements) than
those associated with the Vanguard submarines, and
stretching out into the 2060s, we would risk transmitting
the message that we are not serious about moving, with
other nuclear weapon states, on the glide-path towards the
elimination of nuclear weapons. 

A world with fewer nuclear weapons and fewer states that
possess them is not only a safer world if achieved in a stable
and controlled manner, it would also be a very large gain
directly for global security. A world with no nuclear
weapons would be a bigger gain still. There are therefore
direct advantages to be had in encouraging fellow nuclear
weapon states to take concrete and transparent steps down
the nuclear ladder together, keeping in mind the legal NPT
obligations to achieve such steps. The UK should consider
what further steps it can itself take down the ladder, and we
would encourage the government to consider whether there
are steps that could be taken now without additional risk to
the security of the UK, assess the conditions that would
enable the UK to take further steps beyond these, and
develop proactive strategies that would support the
emergence of these conditions. In the light of these
conclusions, we outline below a number of our additional
findings.

Minimum deterrence
Since the end of the Cold War, successive British
governments have judged it possible and desirable to reduce
the complexity, scope, size and targeting of our nuclear
weapons based upon their assessment of national security
and interests, and any possible challenges to those interests.
They have withdrawn all classes of tactical nuclear
weapons, including free-fall bombs, so that those warheads
assigned to the Trident ballistic missile submarines are the
only nuclear weapons left in the arsenal.  They are in the
process of reducing the overall operational arsenal to 120
warheads and have lowered the operational readiness with
the requirement that patrolling submarines be ready to fire
within days of receiving notice. They have also given clearer
security guarantees to non-nuclear weapon states in
compliance with their NPT obligations. They have
recognised that we have an on-going interest in reducing
the level of tension with possible adversaries so that they
too have a greater motive and comfort to reduce.

They have also acknowledged that we have a major, many-
layered international obligation to contribute to the general
cause of arms control and disarmament, alongside our
efforts to prevent nuclear proliferation. Nevertheless, they
have not considered it prudent to disarm the UK’s nuclear
arsenal given the nuclear danger that could yet resurface,
and given the limited benefit to reducing global nuclear
dangers such a step would have. We agree. 

The number of warheads in the stockpile and deployed on
submarines has come under regular review, and each time
there has been a downward shift in the definition of
minimum deterrent, on the basis of changed circumstances
and evolving policies. The last time this was done was in
the Strategic Defence and Security Review of 2010, and the
reductions decided upon are still being followed through.
We believe there would be a case for reviewing these
numbers again at the point of the next SDSR in 2015, and
for reassessing the targeting criteria that underpins the
number of warheads, though we lack the technical
information ourselves to reach our own conclusions. With
the further development of warhead re-entry technology,
the Moscow criterion – that the UK should have sufficient
numbers of missiles and warheads to reliably penetrate the
missile defences around Moscow – may no longer require
larger numbers of warheads, and yet it continues to
influence planning and posture.

Alternative platforms and delivery systems
The government’s Trident Alternatives Review considered
the technical case for alternative platforms and delivery
systems, concluding that at present there were no benefits
to be had from choosing a different nature of system at this
stage. The Trident SSBN (Ballistic Missile Submarines)
system meets the criteria of credibility, scale, survivability,
reach and readiness. Whilst the Commission is not in a
position to interrogate in depth the information and
assumptions underpinning the Review, we are opposed to
proposals to develop alternative platforms and delivery
systems, with new warheads, simply on the basis of possible
but speculative cost savings. The choice of system and
posture must be credible when considering national
security and alliance relationships, and must embrace the
UK’s responsibilities to stability and the wider
international community. Whilst dual-use systems have the
benefit of adaptability to circumstances, we have serious
concerns about their capacity to increase strategic
ambiguity, which would both complicate arms control and
cause confusion in crises.

The glide path towards disarmament
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Declaratory policy
We believe that declaratory policy should flow out of
decisions about the appropriate military posture for British
security, and not the other way around. Nevertheless, the
government itself recognizes that each responsible nuclear
weapon state needs to act in such a way as to encourage the
conditions for nuclear disarmament and to build
transparency, trust and confidence between nuclear and
non-nuclear weapon states.1

The SDSR 2010 explicitly identified declaratory policy,
and specifically negative security assurances to non-nuclear
weapon states parties to the NPT, as a means to achieve
this.   A tight declaratory policy is also seen by many non-
nuclear weapon states as an obligation for all nuclear-armed
states, who receive special, though temporary, recognition
of their possession under the NPT. The UK could consider
strengthening its negative security assurances to all states
that we have no intention of threatening with UK nuclear
weapons – in particular states that do not themselves
possess nuclear weapons. The UK could give a less
ambiguous assurance that it would not use nuclear weapons
in response to chemical or biological attack, but adding
that this would be subject to reconsideration were
circumstances to change in regard to the biological weapon
threat to the UK. The UK could also consider proposing
an explicit mutual assurance amongst the nuclear weapon
states that the only legitimate purpose for the possession of
nuclear weapons is to deter the use or threat of nuclear
weapons. Commissioners are sceptical of the credibility of a
unilateral no-first use declaration, and concerned that there
may yet be future scenarios that could emerge in which a
state could threaten to overwhelm British defences or those
of its allies. Nevertheless, we are interested in the possibility
of the UK introducing such a no-first use discussion for
multilateral dialogue amongst the nuclear weapon states
within the P5 process.

Relaxing the requirement for continuous at
sea deterrence (CASD)
Some see a CASD posture as essential to any credible sea-
borne nuclear deterrent that would meet the UK’s needs
into the foreseeable future. As a Commission looking ahead
into a rapidly-changing world picture, we believe there are
further steps that could be considered between the current
posture and full disarmament, when the strategic
conditions allow, with relaxed CASD as one of those steps.
We are, however, divided over whether the UK could take
this step independently, or only multilaterally with other
nuclear weapon states. 

Some of us believe that CASD should be maintained for
the foreseeable future and that we must wait for
improvement in the security environment, specifically a
reversal of the current trends in the modernisation of
nuclear arsenals elsewhere and stronger indications of a
matching intent to disarm. Some of us believe that the
strategic environment today, which does not involve a
current or near foreseeable strategic military threat to the
UK and its vital interests, enables us to drop continuous
patrolling and retain instead the capacity to increase patrols
should crisis threaten.

There is in any case an opportunity to initiate a full
conversation with the United States and France on the
conditions that could allow the allied nuclear weapon states
to consider closer coordination of their continuous
patrolling posture.

The timetable for replacement
A number of advantages could flow – in cost, technology
and diplomatic terms – from further delay in the renewal
programme, if this were possible today or in the future
without significantly endangering national security and the
credibility of the UK’s nuclear deterrent. We recommend
the government assess the key influencing factors, and the
costs and benefits of related options, and publicly report
their technical assessment in advance of the Main Gate
decision currently planned for 2016, to the degree this is
possible without harming national security.

Further steps down the nuclear ladder
The Commission would recommend that the Ministry of
Defence study the steps down the nuclear ladder more
thoroughly, to give greater confidence to the international
community that we are considering such steps seriously in
preparation for multilateral disarmament negotiations.
Such steps might not only be further reductions in
warheads or changes in posture and declaratory policy, but
could also include further transparency and verification
measures, treaty-based commitments to control and reduce
stocks of fissile materials and their means of production,
and refraining from certain forms of development or
modernisation. This will require a more explicit
articulation of the conditions necessary for the UK to have
the confidence to take such steps, and of national and
collaborative actions that could bring these about. The UK
has  adopted a stance of greater transparency since the end
of the Cold War, with successive declarations of aggregate
holdings of fissile material, warheads and platform
postures. 
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Renewed British diplomatic engagement
The UK has a good comparative record when it comes
both to reducing its nuclear arsenal to a minimum and to
initiating diplomatic moves to encourage discussion of
nuclear disarmament. Nevertheless, we need to redouble
our efforts with the nuclear weapon states, encouraging
them not only to speed up the process of multilateral
disarmament amongst themselves within the ‘P5 process’
but also to open this dialogue into a broader conversation
around nuclear-related cooperation on safety, security, good
governance, broad transparency, safeguards and other non-
proliferation measures. Such a dialogue on the broader
agenda has its own benefits, but will also facilitate progress
on disarmament.

There has recently been a renewed interest amongst non-
nuclear weapon states in the impact of the use of nuclear
weapons, and in the responsibilities of those states that
possess them. These have led to two major
intergovernmental conferences in Norway and Mexico,
with a third planned in Austria in mid-December 2014.
States deploying nuclear weapons, including the UK, would
do well to engage in this process and to use it as an
opportunity to build a broader international understanding
of the role of nuclear deterrence in the 21st century and of
the need for further progressive global multilateral
disarmament. This line of approach could form the basis
for broader engagement with the rest of the international
community, especially those outside the NPT who possess
nuclear weapons, in developing the necessary regimes,
procedures and norms to ensure strong global security
based upon non-proliferation and nuclear disarmament.
There are also important opportunities to establish
minimum standards when it comes to important nuclear
stewardship practice. 

Reducing nuclear dangers through global diplomacy is in
the direct security interests of the UK and our allies, and
needs to remain a top priority in foreign and defence
policy. Every nuclear-armed state must account for its
explicit treaty commitments and its obligations to the
international community when considering its national
security posture, and its possession of nuclear weapon
systems.

It may be time now to raise confidence in the UK’s
commitment to a multilateral process by making a
voluntary declaration, by taking part in many of the tagging
and inspection procedures related to the bilateral US-
Russian New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START),
and by inviting France and China to do so too. The Foreign
Office could also work closely with the Ministry of
Defence to explore with other nuclear weapon states within
the existing ‘P5 process’ how to develop credible
disarmament steps beyond the initial confidence-building
measures they are presently discussing.

Alignment with the United States and France
Decisions over future deployments and the degree of
operational independence and posture are sovereign UK
ones, but the relationship with the United States is critical
to the maintenance of our nuclear programme and to the
broader credibility of the UK’s security and place in the
world. The discussion about US attitudes towards the UK’s
nuclear posture is under-developed, and assumptions are all
too easily made about reactions from Washington to
possible decisions in London. We would recommend
extensive open consultation with the Americans. This year’s
renewal of the Mutual Defence Agreement is an ideal
opportunity to discuss this in advance of the next Strategic
Defence and Security Review scheduled for 2015. Though
there are many obstacles, there is also scope for discussions
with the French about greater collaboration in future, not
just in sharing nuclear research facilities. There are major
sovereignty challenges to sharing operational control or
patrolling, but both states should consider deeper strategic
nuclear cooperation in future on the basis of shared values,
strategic environment, and responsibilities to European and
global security. Our confidence in the strategic relationship
with the United States and France is a crucial variable in
our consideration of further steps down the ladder.

Endnotes for Summary Conclusions

1  ‘Securing Britain in an Age of Uncertainty: The Strategic
Defence and Security Review,’ HM Government, CM 7948,
2010, pp.37-38, paragraph 3.6,
http://www.direct.gov.uk/prod_consum_dg/groups/dg_digita
lassets/@dg/@en/documents/digitalasset/dg_191634.pdf
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Chapter 1
Should the UK continue to 
possess a nuclear deterrent?

Introduction
The first question the Commission addressed was whether
the UK should continue to deploy nuclear weapons. This
chapter outlines the principal considerations the
Commission considered appropriate. Every government’s
first duty is to protect its citizens and territory, and it is
with that in mind that this chapter examines the choices
facing the country, though it is equally important for it to
consider the indirect impact of UK decisions upon global
security.  

Historical legacy
Early decisions to develop and deploy British nuclear
weapons in the Cold War were driven by both the Soviet
military and emerging nuclear threats to Western Europe
and an impulse to be ready for the day when the UK might
again be standing alone in the face of an overwhelming
aggressor. The UK’s approach was also heavily influenced
by a sense of global status, by the need to be treated
seriously by the Americans and by a desire to re-establish
the war-time working relationship with them, which had
been abruptly curtailed by the 1946 US ‘McMahon’
Atomic Energy Act. 

Several key decision-points during the UK’s Cold War
history and afterwards have determined where the country
sits today.1

1) The first involved the British decision to join with the
Americans during the Second World War in leading the
race for the atom bomb. It was this collaboration that
gave the British Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, some
involvement in the decision in July 1945 to use nuclear
weapons against Japan. 

2) The second was the decision by the Attlee government to
develop an independent British nuclear bomb, a decision
made to ensure that the UK would be taken seriously by
the United States. Churchill would later describe it as
“the price we have to pay to sit at the top table”. 

3) The third set of decisions arose from moves to re-
establish the close working relationship with the United
States, in the Mutual Defence Agreement of 1958, the
Nassau Agreement of December 1962 and the Polaris
Sales Agreement of 1963. This last still governs the
relationship today over the sharing of Trident missiles.

4) The fourth involved the decisions, considered first by
Prime Minister James Callaghan and then taken by his
successor Margaret Thatcher in the early 1980s, to
purchase the new Trident system from the Americans and
to host US cruise missiles at Greenham Common and
Molesworth. (The cruise missiles were subsequently
withdrawn after the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces
(INF) Treaty was agreed with the Soviets.)

5) The fifth set of decisions occurred soon after the end of
the Cold War, when tactical and legacy systems were
withdrawn. Sir Malcolm Rifkind, then Secretary of State
for Defence, announced in October 1993 the withdrawal
of the WE177 free-fall bomb, and one of his successors,
John Reid, announced the early completion of this
withdrawal in March 1998, and as a result the UK
became the sole nuclear weapon state to deploy only a
single type of platform. This was based on a fleet of four
domestically produced Vanguard-class ballistic missile
submarines, containing US-supplied Trident ballistic
missiles of intercontinental range carrying multiple
independently targetable nuclear warheads manufactured
at Aldermaston and Burghfield. 

The British government today faces decisions on the
renewal of this system. Rational decision-making must take
significant account of capabilities established over the last
seven decades. However, the past is a poor guide to the
future strategic challenges that will face the UK over the
next half century. The late Sir Michael Quinlan, former
Permanent Secretary at the Ministry of Defence and
widely-viewed as one of the principal architects of British
government thinking around nuclear weapons in the 1980s
and 1990s, explained the tendency to develop ‘a set of
rationales to clothe that gut decision’ behind British
nuclear weapons.2 Future requirements demand a clean
assessment of the changed strategic context.
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Official explanation 
of relevant threats
Nuclear weapons possession has been explained as a
deterrent against specific threats. Both the 2006 White
Paper and the 2010 Strategic Defence and Security Review
(SDSR) divided these into four categories, namely:

•  Deterrence of aggression by major powers with large
nuclear arsenals: ‘currently no state has both the intent to
threaten our vital interests and the capability to do so with
nuclear weapons’. However, the 2006 White Paper also
stated: ‘there are risks that, over the next 20 to 50 years, a
major direct nuclear threat to the UK or our NATO Allies
might re-emerge’.3 The 2010 SDSR argued in a chapter on
the future of the UK deterrent that ‘a state’s intent in
relation to the use or threat of use of its capabilities could
change relatively quickly, and while we will continue to
work internationally to enhance mutual trust and security,
we cannot rule out a major shift in the international
security situation which would put us under grave threat.’4

•  Deterrence of aggression from an emerging
nuclear/rogue state: The 2010 SDSR noted the success
of the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear
Weapons (NPT) in limiting the number of states with
nuclear weapons, but stated, ‘we cannot discount the
possibility that the number of states armed with nuclear
weapons might increase’.5 Again, this echoed the
sentiments of the 2006 White Paper, which stated ‘over
the next 20 to 50 years, one or more states could also
emerge that possess a more limited nuclear capability, but
one that poses a grave threat to our vital interests.’6

•  Deterrence of state-sponsored acts of nuclear
terrorism: The 2010 SDSR stated ‘there is a risk that
some countries might in future seek to sponsor nuclear
terrorism. We must not allow such states to threaten our
national security.’7 In doing so, it supported, albeit by
implication, the line of reasoning set out in the 2006
White Paper, which stated: ‘while our nuclear deterrent is
not designed to deter non-state actors, it should influence
the decision-making of any state that might consider
transferring nuclear weapons or nuclear technology to
terrorists… Any state that we can hold responsible for
assisting a nuclear attack on our vital interests can expect
that this would lead to a proportionate response.’8

•  A more general deterrent to preserve the UK’s defence
capabilities in an uncertain world:9 This more general
deterrent beyond those above is captured in the Prime
Minister and Deputy Prime Minister’s Foreword to the
2010 SDSR in the following formulation: ‘We will retain
and renew our independent nuclear deterrent - the United
Kingdom’s ultimate insurance policy in this age of
uncertainty’.10

As a result of these four categories of relevant threat, the
government’s official position is that:

‘As long as large arsenals of nuclear weapons remain and
the risk of nuclear proliferation continues… only a credible
nuclear capability can provide the necessary ultimate
guarantee to our national security.’ 11

As well as being a core strategic capability for the UK, the
UK’s nuclear forces are also dedicated to the North
Atlantic Alliance, which was an original requirement for
the Polaris Sales Agreement with the Americans. 

Also, in the forward to the 2006 White Paper, former
Prime Minister Tony Blair argued that the UK must have
nuclear weapons to ensure ‘that our capacity to act would
not be constrained by nuclear blackmail by others’.12

‘The UK’s continued possession of a nuclear deterrent
provides an assurance that we cannot be subjected in future
to nuclear blackmail or a level of threat which would put at
risk our vital interests or fundamentally constrain our
foreign and security policy options.’ 13

Similarly, the 2010 SDSR argued that no other nuclear
armed state or sponsor of nuclear terrorism should be
allowed to threaten the UK, nor to ‘deter us and the
international community from taking the action required
to maintain regional and global security’.14

Our analysis of the global
strategic threat environment
The Commission considered the range of future strategic
environments and concurs with the government’s belief
that we face considerable uncertainty. The Commission
would also agree that ‘currently no state has both the intent
to threaten our vital interests and the capability to do so
with nuclear weapons’.15

Though the global numbers of nuclear warheads have
reduced in the last two decades and the significance of
nuclear weapons has been declining in western security
postures, states in possession of them show no signs of
giving up their attachment to them.  

Both the United States and Russia possess large nuclear
weapon arsenals, numbering around 1500-1800 deployed
strategic warheads and a great deal more in storage, and are
engaged in expensive modernisation programmes. Russia
also possesses around 2000 tactical nuclear weapons. 
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Both states remain attached to at least maintaining parity
with the other in numbers, though the US arsenal is more
capable, particularly when considered alongside its
development of missile defence, prompt global strike and
other emerging conventional systems. Russian leaders see
the nuclear arsenal as a means to make up for the nation’s
weak conventional forces in relation to NATO and to
China, after their sharp decline after the end of the Cold
War. How these forces might develop or deteriorate in the
distant future remains uncertain.

Sitting outside this bipolar confrontation, China has a
limited arsenal with only a handful of intercontinental
ballistic missiles and a low-readiness posture. This could
change with its modernisation programme. 

Whilst there are considerably fewer nuclear weapons in the
world than there were at the end of the Cold War, those
states that have since acquired them are less stable and sit in
more turbulent regions. Some do not have well-established
or predictable command and control systems.
In Asia nuclear weapons are becoming more, not less,
relevant to the defence postures of key states, and the
possibility of a nuclear exchange remains potent. India and
Pakistan exist with China in a complex and dangerous
nuclear triangle, one that already has elements of instability
and could deteriorate. This is widely seen as the most
unstable of the nuclear balances in the world, where some
decision-makers appear to be ready to use nuclear weapons
in a serious war-fighting capacity. The consequences of a
nuclear exchange in South Asia on global security would be
far-reaching. 

Pakistan presents a particularly acute threat to international
stability, because there are credible and serious doubts as to
the efficacy of its nuclear governance. The military in
charge of the arsenal is insulated from political supervision.
And yet there remain questions over Pakistan’s nuclear
security, command and control, in the context of a country
where control over territory, particularly on the border
with Afghanistan, is unclear. If there were a release of a
nuclear device within or from Pakistan and a breaking of
the nuclear taboo, the implications for global security and
stability would be enormous, with highly unpredictable
outcomes.

North Korea has presented a particular and peculiar
challenge to the international community. Originally a full
member of the NPT and therefore bound by its
stipulations, North Korea demonstrated the importance
and the difficulty of verification and enforcement by
cheating on the treaty and developing a nuclear weapon
capability under the cover of a civil nuclear programme.

Whilst today its nuclear weapon capabilities are limited
and constrained, its march forward technically continues
despite sanctions and isolation, and any success in rolling
back its programme appears to have been elusive.

This last decade, attention has focused on Iran’s nuclear
programme. Though the election of President Rouhani in
2013 and the Joint Programme of Action agreed in
November 2013 have been causes for hope, in the longer
term there remains a debate within strategic circles as to
whether the international community will eventually adjust
to a traditional nuclear deterrence relationship with the
Iranians were they to develop an arsenal. This would alter
the balance of geo-strategic power in the region, and
neighbouring states, particularly Saudi Arabia, might
choose to respond in a manner that could threaten a
destabilising nuclear arms race.16

There remains the possibility of the emergence of threats
from states that develop a nuclear capability with global
reach, that reject established norms of nuclear deterrent
behaviour, and that could see some advantage to using
those capabilities in unpredictable ways.  

In addition, North Korea has been a source for other states’
acquisition of technologies relevant to strategic capabilities
– nuclear, missile and others – a situation likely to be
exacerbated by the more acute economic pressures on the
country. The proliferation of such technologies presents a
particularly chronic threat to control within normal
international exchanges, particularly when combined with
hostile or suspicious postures from countries on the
margins of the international community.

Stability is also undermined by international terrorism,
particularly from Al Qaeda and other affiliates inspired by
it. It is probable that future UK and allied governments will
want to intervene abroad, particularly in North Africa and
the Middle East, to tackle the drivers of this terrorist
activity. The threat of terrorist attacks using some form of
chemical, biological, radiological or (less likely) nuclear
weapon in the coming decades is assessed as significant.17

Chemical weapons have recently come to public attention
through their use in Syria; and though they have not yet
been used in quantities that cause mass casualties, they have
significant local impact. While the biological field remains
under-developed up to now and is beyond the scope of this
report, the possibility of a major threat from biological
agents emerging is real. The potential strategic and casualty
impact from deliberate release of certain biological
organisms could be devastating, on a similar scale to a
limited nuclear war. This is all the more worrying for the
fact that the rapid development of biochemistry and related
technologies brings such a capability into much wider
reach. 
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There is also increasing concern about the future of cyber
attack, which could in the longer term have devastating
strategic impacts on national viability, though we are some
way away from the possibility of an emergence of a cyber
threat that could result in mass casualties of any similar
proportion to those threatened by nuclear weapons use. 

The relevance of these threats 
to UK nuclear deterrence
This section looks at the strategic threats raised in the
previous section and judges the effectiveness and relevance
of a nuclear deterrent in responding to them. Nuclear
weapons are claimed to be a general insurance policy
against an uncertain world. While this holds instinctive
appeal, there are significant conceptual challenges in
practice to maintaining a general capability to inflict
massive punishment when the threats are unspecific. The
Commission believes that every effort should be made to
specify exactly what possible types of threat could arise for
which an independent UK nuclear deterrent would be
relevant; and upon careful consideration, we have
concluded that the range of such threats is narrow.

The Commissioners have carefully assessed the range of
potential threats, possible future alliance relationships, the
evolution in the salience of nuclear deterrence, and changes
to global governance, and have concluded that on balance,
in conditions of great uncertainty and despite the costs, the
UK should retain its nuclear deterrent. But a British
nuclear deterrent is not relevant to all strategic threats, and
we believe it important to be clear about which are relevant
and which are not. 

Nuclear deterrence is only relevant to strategic threats that
emanate directly from a state with significant military
capabilities and unpredictable intent that is capable of
being deterred from, and then desisting from, carrying out
that threat against the UK.

For deterrence to work, the state or states concerned must
receive, and understand, a clear and credible message about
the UK’s capability and intent to use its own nuclear
weapons in the appropriate circumstances

The threat of use of nuclear weapons needs to be credible,
and thus both proportional to the threats that it seeks to
deter and supported by statements and actions prior to any
crisis in which the nuclear deterrent may become
relevant.18

Re-emergence of a past nuclear threat
The United Kingdom and NATO have in the past been in
strategic competition with the Soviet Union; and Russia, as
its principal successor state, still wields an overwhelming
nuclear arsenal. 

Russia’s military actions in Georgia in 2008, and
particularly when it annexed part of Ukraine in 2014 (the
territorial integrity of which Russia had made an explicit
commitment in 1994 to uphold), demonstrate that it
presents a threat to order and security in that part of
Europe. In response to Russian actions in Ukraine, the UK
Government and its European and NATO allies have
indicated that a comprehensive reassessment of their
assumptions about Russian intentions will be necessary.
Russia under its present administration has shown a
willingness to use the threat of military force to preserve
its perceived strategic buffer zone around the Russian
Federation, and to shape the internal affairs of a sovereign
country to conform with its desires. It may yet be true that
Russian elites will come to see their longer-term interests in
terms of partnership and integration with Europe and the
rest of the international community, or that their ambitions
will otherwise be contained. However, recent events
strengthen the case for the NATO allies to maintain their
capacity to deter Russia from considering nuclear blackmail
in pursuit of its political objectives. 

New emerging state nuclear threats
Though it clearly has global interests, the UK no longer
possesses the major strategic presence it once had in many
parts of the world, particularly in Asia and Africa. This
means that strategic confrontation with China or other
Asian states is highly unlikely, though it cannot be entirely
discounted. The UK could conceivably be drawn into
conflict with China alongside the Americans, but even then
it is not clear what role British nuclear weapons could have.
India will not directly threaten the UK with its nuclear
capability, and neither will Pakistan. Pakistani nuclear
weapons could conceivably be delivered onto the UK by a
third party, but this scenario is considered in the category
of state-sponsored terrorism below. Israel’s nuclear arsenal
does present a major challenge to regional arms control in
the Middle East and to the universalisation of the NPT,
and as such is a difficult and critical obstacle to realising the
essential global non-proliferation agenda. But it is no direct
threat to the UK.

Whilst London is almost as close to North Korea as Seattle
is, the United Kingdom plays little role in the tension there
and has a low strategic footprint in the region, so that
North Korea is also not considered a major threat relevant
to the choices over deployment of a British nuclear
deterrent. 
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Iran is a regional power with a regional security focus, and
it is unlikely that its leaders have the global ambition to
threaten a massive attack against Europe or the UK, unless
perhaps it were to deter a strategic threat to themselves. If
any active Iranian nuclear missile threat were to emerge to
Europe specifically, it could be contained by a combination
of European conventional capabilities, some form of missile
defence and US extended nuclear deterrence, supplemented
by the UK and France. Only in those circumstances could a
UK nuclear deterrent possibly be relevant. The more likely
threat from an Iranian bomb would be to regional strategic
balances within the Middle East. The UK does not have an
extended nuclear deterrence role within the region, and
there is very low probability of one developing. We
conclude therefore that any further development of a
nuclear programme in Iran, were the current developments
to take a turn for the worse, is not a reason on its own for
Britain to retain a nuclear deterrent.

Nuclear terrorism, chemical 
and biological weapons
Though it was deemed a potential relevant threat in the
2006 Defence White Paper, Commissioners consider it
unlikely that UK nuclear deterrence would be credible as
an element of defence against nuclear terrorism, in any
realistic scenario, unless it were clear that a state were
deliberately enabling a non-state actor to deploy nuclear
weapons. The level of proof required, not only in sourcing
the nuclear material but in showing clear intent from the
sponsoring state, would need to be extremely high to justify
a nuclear retaliatory response.19 It stretches the credibility
of nuclear deterrence beyond its limit to threaten another
state with nuclear reprisals for actions over which it does
not have direct control.

Many of the same challenges apply to chemical and
biological weapons. Chemical attacks could never achieve a
similar scale of impact to justify a response with nuclear
weapons and are therefore not directly relevant to nuclear
deterrence. The level of proof required for attribution for
biological attacks is likely to be extremely challenging (it is
highly unlikely that the method of delivery would be by
conventional military means), and nuclear deterrence could
not be used to force other states to tighten up their
procedures. We are not, however, in a position to
definitively discount the future emergence of a biological
threat that could be deterred by the UK’s possession of
nuclear weapons, not least because of the widespread
impact such weapons could have in future.20

Chemical, biological and cyber threats also raise the issue of
resilience as perhaps a more critical response to rising threat
levels. Spending on effective preparations to respond
rapidly to such attacks could both reduce casualties and
other impacts, and make them less appealing to would-be
aggressors.

Deterrence and global 
governance in the 21st century
We have reviewed in detail the likely international security
environment that policy-makers may have to deal with into
the future: major power shifts, huge population pressures,
climate change, persistent and visible problems of poverty
and inequality, terrorism and transnational crime, conflict
and state failure, in the context of complex and vulnerable
physical and virtual infrastructures, increased power in the
hands of non-state actors, new domains of conflict and new
types of weaponry. Effective measures to reduce
competition and conflict arising from such an environment
require cooperative international approaches and strong
international institutions that address the specific character
of the issues. 

The military capability of any one state is not likely to
provide a general reassurance for all circumstances, and we
should be cautious about apportioning too much
theoretical stabilising power to our own nuclear
deterrent.21 A national strategy that prioritises a self-
sufficient approach over a multilateral agenda could
dangerously hasten the demise of international institutions
upon which our security depends. Unilateral approaches,
either to further develop advanced military capabilities
without sufficient regard to their impact on global
relationships, or to abandon strategic relations on the basis
of maintaining some sort of purity or isolation, should be
viewed with suspicion. 

It has been argued that the UK’s nuclear deterrent backs up
our ability to intervene abroad. Whilst the Commission
strongly supports an active engagement in the world, we
felt uncomfortable with the description of nuclear weapons
as a shield behind which the UK could engage in military
operations abroad. Those with experience of these
decisions as ministers did not recognise the UK’s nuclear
weapons as playing such an assurance role in practical
terms, nor did they play any part in key decisions on
whether to intervene. If the UK explicitly were to
acknowledge such a role for its nuclear arsenal it could
encourage proliferation in other countries. As a result, the
Commission does not support this justification for the
UK’s possession of nuclear weapons.
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There remains no legal or practical connection between the
permanent membership of the Security Council and those
states recognised by the NPT as nuclear weapon states. In
respect of the NPT, recognised Nuclear Weapon States are
defined as those (five) states that had tested a nuclear
device prior to 1st January 1967. Consequently, any nuclear
weapon state that ceased to deploy a nuclear arsenal in the
future would still retain its status. There are therefore no
strong arguments for nuclear weapon possession arising out
of questions of global status.

We cannot ignore the established international order based
upon strategic deterrence relationships. In moving towards
nuclear disarmament we will have to tread very carefully in
order to minimise the dangers of pulling the fragile
foundations of international stability away, or the great
powers will once again be drawn into major global conflict.
The experience and habits associated with nuclear
deterrence continue to play a stabilising role, though with
some risk if any great power could still be tempted to see
strategic force as a means of achieving aggressive ambitions.
Other nuclear-armed states outside the NPT, in the process
of building up their arsenals, need to be brought urgently
into stable deterrence ways of thinking. 

It is unlikely, however, that we will succeed in holding the
line indefinitely as long as nuclear weapons continue to
play a major role in calculations of power. A world awash
with nuclear weapons in the hands of a larger number of
states is a highly dangerous one, a more volatile
international environment in which the use of nuclear
weapons would become much more likely. The control of
strategic relationships through careful diplomacy could
become even more challenging than it is today. 

The awareness of global dangers arising from the spread of
nuclear weapons has led many former statesmen and
strategists, several of whom were key architects or advocates
of the Cold War machinery controlling nuclear weapon
systems, to call for a much more serious multilateral effort
to achieve a world free of nuclear weapons, one that the
Commission fully supports.22 This has involved an appeal
to the nuclear weapon states to work together in a joint
enterprise to reduce the salience of nuclear weapons in
their strategic postures as a crucial step in addressing the
divisions between the great powers and to find
collaborative ways to move away from a dependency upon
nuclear deterrence. This could extend towards greater
strategic cooperation across the whole range of conflict,
nuclear and conventional, and other shared security
challenges.

Efforts to strengthen the global non-proliferation regime
and the multilateral nuclear disarmament agenda are
crucial in strengthening British national security. This is a
strong argument for showing strategic restraint when
renewing the UK’s capability in the next generation of
system and for indicating a clear intent to move towards
nuclear disarmament as part of a multilateral effort, rather
than as an autonomous step to abandon its nuclear arsenal.

The UK, balanced between the retention of a credible
nuclear capability and its responsibility to promote
international peace, should build upon its current position
of supporting the vision of a nuclear weapon-free world. It
should explicitly recognise the relevance of that vision to its
own nuclear arsenal, and the need for all nuclear-armed
states, including the UK, to reduce their holdings of
nuclear weapons over time, and to outline their
determination to contribute towards the conditions that
will enable nuclear armed states to relinquish them. 

In the post-9/11, post-7/7 interdependent world, threats to
national and international peace and stability can now
come from almost anywhere and affect almost anyone.
They are, consistent with the UK government’s view, also
best handled by a collective international response based on
universal values. This has meant a willingness to intervene
in certain dangerous conflict environments, such as those in
Sierra Leone, Kosovo, Afghanistan, Libya and, more
controversially, Iraq; while there is a reluctance to intervene
in others, such as Syria.  The UK upholds an explicit
commitment to international law, to the development of
international regimes that strengthen stability, security and
peace, and to prioritising human security and the
responsibility to protect.

Such is the UK’s commitment to this wider foreign policy
role that defence policy is now shaped to a considerable
degree by its requirements: to regional stability, counter-
insurgency, counter-terrorism and conflict stabilisation.23

The 2010 SDSR announced that in future the Armed
Forces as a whole would be sized and shaped to be able to
conduct interventions abroad, and would invest in flexible
and technologically advanced capabilities, precision
weaponry and unmanned and cyber capabilities, while
scaling back legacy capabilities less likely to be needed in
future conflicts.24 The Commission believes that these
particular challenges are not relevant to our possession of
nuclear weapons, except conceivably in respect of the
funding of the whole range of the MoD’s requirements (see
section below).
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Alliance relationships
The 2010 SDSR stressed the centrality of alliance
relationships and partnerships to the future of UK defence.
‘Internationally’, the government said, ‘we rarely act alone’,
and on that basis it set out five priorities for essential
international engagement to strengthen future UK
security:25

•  Our pre-eminent defence and security relationship 
with the United States;

•  NATO as the bedrock of UK defence;
•  New models of practical bilateral defence and security

cooperation with a range of allies and partners;
•  An outward-facing European Union that promotes 

security and prosperity; and,
•  An effective and reformed United Nations.

Burden sharing and the 
special nuclear relationship
NATO provides members the guarantee that an attack on
any one of them will be treated as an attack on all.26

Member states increasingly depend upon the Alliance for
their military defence, and perpetually high defence
inflation rates and shrinking defence budgets could speed
up joint ‘smart’ procurement and improve inter-operability.
However, the downside is that allies might not all pull their
weight.27

UK nuclear weapons still play a role in the UK’s formal and
informal alliance relationships. The original Polaris Sales
Agreement of 1963 with the United States explicitly made
reference to the purpose of UK nuclear weapons as
contributing to Alliance requirements.28 In the Cold War
it provided a second centre of nuclear decision making that
complicated Soviet calculations, and thus enhanced the
collective security of the Alliance.  How important this
would be in future is a matter for discussion. Successive
versions of NATO’s Strategic Concept in 1991, 1999 and
2010 have explicitly stated that the UK’s independent
nuclear forces contribute to the security of its allies.

The UK’s nuclear weapons might even have a potential
significance in the EU context, since the Lisbon Treaty
introduced a new EU provision on mutual assistance in the
event of armed aggression against a member state that
appears to be even stronger than NATO’s Article V.29

While such assistance would not necessarily include
nuclear weapons, the wording of the treaty does not rule
them out.

It is clear, however, that Alliance members value the US
nuclear contribution well above the UK’s, principally
because of its size and variety and because of the explicit
and well-established extended deterrent role frequently
referred to by representatives of successive US
Administrations and members of Congress. The UK is
bound to remain in the shadow of the United States in
terms of its provision of extended nuclear deterrence
towards Europe and further afield, and its strategic salience
is marginal. However, the UK nuclear deterrent is seen by
many within the United States and in the rest of the
Alliance as an important and highly symbolic contribution
to balancing the transatlantic nuclear burden. There is a
growing frustration within the United States with its
European allies and their shrinking military capacity to
operate meaningfully alongside them.

This debate is often expressed in terms of European
military spending, the quality of that spending and the
capabilities that are developed in practice. Some have
speculated that there may be a substitution to be had, and
that a higher level of conventional capability, particularly in
expeditionary or special forces, could be more useful to the
United States than an independent UK nuclear
capability.30 The United States might have been happy to
extend an effective nuclear umbrella to a UK that had
never possessed nuclear weapons, but if the UK renounced
its nuclear responsibilities to NATO this could have a
significant impact on US confidence in the UK and
Europe, and could undermine the cohesion of the Alliance
as a whole.

The UK and US nuclear weapons programmes have
developed together and, whilst the US Trident programme
dwarfs the British one, there would be a technical, scientific
and an economic impact on the United States were the UK
to pull out of the joint project. Aside from the loss of
collaborative projects, such as the Common Missile
Compartment, and the end of scientific and technical
exchanges, there might be a number of other political and
diplomatic consequences. 

The relationship with the United States operates at the
heart of the UK’s foreign policy. The UK would need to
consider very deeply any possible negative impacts upon it
from a shift in its nuclear weapons policy or procurement
choices.
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The UK as consumer of 
the US extended deterrent
If the UK were to face major strategic threats, going
beyond its capacity to respond with its conventional
capabilities, would it stand alone or could it depend upon
the US? Will the relationship with the US retain its
strength out to the mid-21st century, to the extent that the
UK can safely rely upon it for extended nuclear deterrence
against the emergence of any strategic threats? 

The US has developed sophisticated and multi-
dimensional extended deterrence with allies all over the
world. It has been the principal guarantor of strategic
security to many of its allies for seventy years. Talk of its
decline in the 21st century is almost certainly premature. In
the absence of some improbable, new, unpredictable
discontinuity, the US will remain a potent economic,
political and military force in global politics well into the
second half of the 21st century, capable of meeting any
strategic global challenge should it choose to do so. 

In a global strategic contest of wills, the United States
might very well continue to see its alliance relationships
cemented by extended deterrence as an important global
tool of diplomacy and continued power protection. Those
leading the nuclear debate in Washington today in defence
of the status quo cite as their principal reason for opposing
further reductions in US strategic forces the allies’ concerns
over going too far too quickly in efforts to pursue
disarmament with Russia.31

Whilst under President Barack Obama, US nuclear
weapons policy has undergone significant change. In
particular, in prioritising multilateral nuclear disarmament,
he has reiterated the US commitment to extended nuclear
deterrence. ‘Make no mistake: as long as these weapons
exist, we will maintain a safe, secure and effective arsenal to
deter any adversary, and guarantee that defence to our
allies.’ 32 This was later codified formally in the Nuclear
Posture Review and the 2010 National Security Strategy.33

The concept of US extended deterrence and associated
assurances to allies appears to be as politically strong in
Washington today as they ever were, even when there have
been withdrawals from the US arsenal of particular
associated weapon systems (most recently the nuclear-
tipped tactical naval cruise missiles previously allocated to
the Pacific theatre).34 The US might increase its military
presence in Asia in the future, but it seems highly unlikely
that this would happen at the expense of strategic nuclear
guarantees to its allies elsewhere.35

So far so good in the present, but can we rely upon the
United States to possess the capability and the will to
provide such an extended cover indefinitely, at least out to
the mid-21st century? Extended nuclear deterrence is
inherently problematic in any case, requiring the sponsor to
risk their own cities’ destruction to protect an ally whose
actions they may not agree with. It might be difficult today
to imagine circumstances where the United States would
cease to have a strong interest in the strategic survival of
Europe. Yet, to judge from Europe’s experiences at the start
of the first and second world wars, this doubt is related to
the possibility that isolationist tendencies that have always
existed within the United States could strengthen again.
US interests are different from British or European ones.
We cannot in the UK burden the United States with the
indefinite expectation of their role as godfather and
protector. 

The question of a continuing US commitment into the
indefinite future is ultimately unanswerable, and it is this
uncertainty that causes discomfort within the Commission
over the idea of relinquishing the UK’s nuclear arsenal and
relying heavily upon the US nuclear umbrella. Conversely,
to retain an independent UK nuclear deterrent on the basis
that we cannot trust the Americans to be there in the
longer term presents a signalling problem to other NATO
allies over the credibility of the U.S. extended deterrent, as
well as to non-nuclear weapon states within the NPT more
generally.

The independence of the UK arsenal
If the United States were to withdraw their cooperation
completely, the UK nuclear capability would probably have
a life expectancy measured in months rather than years (the
missiles in particular are part of a common pool of missiles
shared with, and maintained by, the United States
operating out of Kings Bay, Georgia). The United
Kingdom’s independence lies in its immediate operational
capacity (the ability to patrol and to launch the missiles)
rather than in its procurement and maintenance. But it
seems unlikely that the UK would contemplate or explicitly
threaten their use in a crisis without the support of the
United States. This opens up the question of what the
purpose of an independent deterrent is. Professor Colin
Gray stated in evidence to the Defence Committee in
2006: “I am not the least troubled by the American
connection, but for anyone who wishes to question the true
independence of the British nuclear deterrent I would
concede that it is… a hostage to American goodwill… the
dependency is critical and will continue.”36 We would tend
to agree with this sentiment. 



It is difficult to envisage a future where the relationship
with the United States was no longer central to British
strategy, and there does not appear to us any likely scenario
whereby the United States would see it as in its interests to
cease nuclear cooperation with the UK.

We believe it still makes sense for the UK to maintain and
operate a separate nuclear fleet because, whilst we will
remain dependent upon the United States for its long-term
maintenance, there could be future circumstances in which
we face a strategic threat where the extended US nuclear
deterrent is under question, but in which the United States
would not obstruct the UK exercising its independent
operation. 

Budgetary considerations
Although we believe they should not be determining
factors, financial and industrial considerations inevitably
weigh in on the calculations, not least because the costs
stem from developing capabilities in one area of defence
and security impact upon other alternatives. 
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This is particularly so in this age of austerity, when
government spending comes under detailed and continuous
scrutiny, and when other parts of the defence community
are experiencing heavy and controversial cutbacks. The
Treasury has insisted that spending on the Trident renewal
project come out of the defence budget, making those
opportunity costs all the more transparent. 

The challenges of financing the renewal project from
within the defence budget are considerable. The size of the
spending gap at the Ministry of Defence between the
equipment plan and the projected procurement budget
remains controversial; recent efforts to bring projected
spend under control have been only partially successful.37

An indicative spending profile for this particular round of
modernisation in the UK nuclear weapon system is shown
below. This does not include spending on subsequent
generations of submarines, missiles and warheads, nor
unanticipated investment in elements of the infrastructure
in the distant future. The figures here are gleaned from a
number of publicly available official sources, and are
outlined in greater detail in the supporting brief we are
publishing on the same day as this report (number 3).

Spending profile on current plans 38
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The heaviest capital spend on construction of the new
submarines falls largely in the 2020s, and in this period will
place a heavy strain on MoD’s capital budget: in the period
2018 to 2030, between 20 and 30% of the whole defence
capital budget shared between the three services will be
spent on Trident renewal. Doubts have been expressed
within the Commission, however, as to whether the
Treasury would allow redirection of these resources to
other defence projects were there to be a decision not to
proceed on this project.

The combination of cuts in the MoD capital budget and
the spend upon the Trident renewal programme mean that
the budget for non-Trident projects, under the assumption
of a 1% growth in the capital budget after 2015, hovers
between £6 and £7 billion from 2014 to 2028, significantly
lower than the £9 billion in 2011. Important defence
projects currently in the pipeline will surely suffer delay or
cancellation.

The Commission is aware of a number of headline figure
estimates for the costs of renewing the Trident system over
the lifetime of the project, but we believe the numbers
involved are difficult to attach meaning to because most
take no account of the time at which such spending is
projected and the discount factors involved. 

The current plans to construct and deploy four
replacement SSBN submarines with missiles and warheads
over the period 2016 to 2062 have a spending profile
outlined in the graph above, and amounts to an equivalent
annual cost (average net present value over the service-life
of the new systems) of £2.9bn in 2012 figures, or 9.4% of
the defence budget.39 In the 2020s the actual annual cash
cost will be a good deal higher than this (reaching a peak of
almost £4bn a year in the mid-2020s, in 2012 prices), and
later, once the investments have been made, will be lower,
around £2bn in 2012 prices.40

A nuclear deterrent of such capability may be worth the
cost, but in these times of high pressure on public finances,
and on the defence budget in particular, it would be
irresponsible to automatically assume it. We need to be
transparent about the cost to the public purse. Over the
next two decades the security and defence budget faces a
tough squeeze caused largely by a contraction in public
spending that looks long-term in nature, coinciding with a
procurement bulge forecast to build up over the next
decade and coinciding with the peak spending on the
Trident renewal project. Decision-makers will face difficult
choices of priority between defence capabilities. 

Trident renewal impact on the MoD capital budget 
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We have come to the conclusion, on the balance of
consideration, that the cost is not prohibitive given the
possible implications were the UK in future to face a
nuclear-armed aggressor.  But no-one should suffer any
illusion that this capability is cheap, and that there will be
few opportunity costs. Retaining the deterrent could
negatively impact on other valuable security and defence
capabilities.

Industrial considerations
The UK submarine industry depends heavily upon the
decision on Trident renewal, as do certain local
communities. Five communities in particular have varying
dependency upon economic activity associated with the
Trident programme:

Barrow-in-Furness, Cumbria, the location for BAE Systems
submarine integration;

AWE Aldermaston and AWE Burghfield, in Berkshire;
Derby, where Rolls Royce manufactures nuclear propulsion

systems;
HMNB Clyde, Faslane and Coulport, near Glasgow, for the

basing of submarines and storage and loading of
warheads; and,

Devonport, Plymouth, where submarines are repaired and
refitted.

The UK submarine industry accounts for 3% of
employment in the UK’s scientific and defence industrial
base. A replacement as currently planned could possibly
employ as many as 26,000 people at some point in the
process.41 Of course, if the number of jobs were the
principal concern, there would be more cost-effective
methods of creating them. 

As outlined in Professor Hartley’s report for the
Commission, this industry has just one customer (the
MoD) and now one major systems integrating contractor
(BAE Systems). Naturally, it thus incorporates several
inefficiencies, reflected in entry barriers, excess capacity,
duplication of competencies, lobbying distortions, price
opacity and supply chain management issues—a situation
exacerbated by its strategic sensitivity and there being no
international market. There are relatively few innovation
relationships that cross the industrial boundary. 

The submarine industry is therefore deemed fragile and
requires regular production orders. Its current ‘drumbeat’ is
for one Astute submarine construction every 18 months,
with the larger and more complex SSBN successor
expected to be 2-3 years. Falling below this drumbeat
would present major logistical challenges to the industry
that would affect its efficiency and threaten its viability.42

A follow-on submarine to the Vanguard class is therefore
deemed by many as essential to the on-going health of the
UK submarine industry, though it would not necessarily
need to be a ballistic missile submarine for this purpose
specifically.

The 2006 White Paper points out that ‘nuclear powered
submarines carrying ballistic missiles represent, in
engineering terms, one of the most complex and technically
demanding systems in existence.’43 Whilst there are likely
to be crossovers in some elements of marine technology (eg.
marine submersible technology, exploration, off-shore wind
farms), these opportunities will be limited in more specific
areas such as naval nuclear power generation and the
integration of ballistic missile technology. 

Activities at AWE Aldermaston are more closely associated
with contributions to the cutting edge scientific base,
specifically encompassing plasma physics, design physics,
hydrodynamics, materials science, systems integration and
supercomputing. Whilst these activities are specifically
geared towards supporting the production and
refurbishment of the UK’s nuclear warheads, and are highly
confidential in nature, there are technical and academic
outreach programmes that help to assist, to a certain
degree, spin-off for the broader scientific base. On the
other hand, resources tied up in this work (in particular,
highly-skilled scientists) are unavailable to other parts of
the UK scientific base with less control and more
possibility for positive externalities.

It is without doubt that several local communities are
currently dependent upon the submarine industry for their
viability, and that the UK scientific base also benefits from
it. However, this should not be a determining factor when
determining matters of national security, particularly
considering the capability of government to manage
economic transition, and the alternative economic and
scientific contributions that resources currently devoted to
nuclear weapons-related activities could bring.

In this chapter we have considered the case for and against
the UK retaining a nuclear arsenal, in the context of its
national security and its obligations to the international
community, with particular reference to the NPT. In
chapter 2 following this we consider the options facing the
UK in choosing its future nuclear weapon system and
posture, should it choose to retain an arsenal.
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The UK is due to take the main gate decision in 2016 on
constructing the next generation of ballistic missile
submarines, though it is possible that the final decision on
number of submarines will not be taken until later in the
procurement process. In theory, up until the main gate
decision, the UK could yet decide to opt for another type
of platform – a smaller submarine, an aircraft, a ship or
land-based missile launcher – possibly with another
delivery system, perhaps a cruise missile or a free-fall bomb.
The Commission has considered alternative options for
platforms and delivery vehicles, but is conscious that the
government's Trident Alternatives Review, published in
July 2013, was always going to be a great deal more
comprehensive.1 Whilst it avoided final conclusions and
recommendations, the Review has been generally
interpreted as rejecting any practical alternatives to the
SSBN system and has largely closed the political debate on
this issue. This was in part because of the claim that it
would take AWE Aldermaston 24 years to design, develop
and manufacture new warheads for any alternative delivery
system, and in part because alternatives had inferior
capabilities. The Commission tends to agree that
alternative platforms and delivery systems do not offer
sufficient benefits to merit serious consideration at this
stage.

In contrast, the Review was more ambiguous on the
question of whether the posture could change and still be
credible, depending upon the strategic circumstances, and
it is this question that has captured the Commission’s
attention.

We start by establishing the basis of our considerations.

Our criteria in judging platforms,
delivery systems and postures
UK nuclear doctrine and operational posture
Successive UK governments have taken decisions on the
size, scale and nature of the nuclear force deemed necessary
against a set of criteria that effectively define what this
‘credibility’ is seen to mean. These criteria are summarised
below:

•  Force invulnerability: The 2006 White Paper declared
that ‘a deterrent system must be able to function
irrespective of any pre-emptive action that might be taken
by a potential aggressor’;2

•  Minimum destructive capability: Minimum is defined
as the capability necessary to deliver an assured level of
destruction, sufficient to impact the decision-making
processes of any potential adversary and to overcome any
potential defensive measures they might employ;

•  Global Reach: Since there is increasing uncertainty
about the nature and likely source of future threats, and
because the nuclear force backs up the UK’s global role, it
is thought important to retain the capability to deter
threats anywhere in the world;

•  Force Independence: To be effective, the UK’s nuclear
forces must, the government has argued, remain fully
independent operationally, to provide total assurance and
credibility that such forces could or would be used to
defend vital UK interests, even when these were
threatened in isolation from those of other allies.3

It is the focus on the invulnerability, global reach and
independence of the UK nuclear force that has led, since
the 1960s, to the use of successive fleets of nuclear-armed
and nuclear-propelled submarines, each carrying ballistic
missiles with ranges that run to thousands of miles.4 

Chapter 2
Alternative platforms 
and postures for the UK
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To be more specific, since June 1969, the point at which
the Royal Navy took over primary responsibility for the
United Kingdom’s nuclear deterrent from the RAF’s V-
bomber force, invulnerability has been delivered through
ensuring that at least one of the submarines has been on
patrol in highly secret locations at any one time, in a
posture known as Continuous At Sea Deterrence (CASD).
CASD is justified on the basis that having at least one
undetected submarine out at sea at all times enables the
UK to guarantee a second-strike capability in any
circumstances, and therefore ensures an invulnerable
deterrent. 

Credibility
Credibility is crucial in judging alternative nuclear postures
and systems. Doubt over credibility can be very dangerous
for nuclear systems at times of crisis. The government’s
Trident Alternatives Review (TAR) states that in order for
the country to deter credibly, ‘a potential aggressor needs to
believe that the UK has the capability and resolve to deliver
“unacceptable loss” in response to an actual or imminent
attack’.5 The TAR used the following root definition for
any credible nuclear deterrent:

‘A minimum nuclear deterrent capability that, during a
crisis, is able to deliver at short notice a nuclear strike
against a range of targets at an appropriate scale and with
very high confidence.’ 6 (emphasis added)

The definition starts by highlighting the desirability of
staying at a minimum (sufficient) capability, to reduce the
risk of negative reactions from strategic competitors or of
downsides for nuclear diplomacy, as well as to ensure value
for money. 

The other dimensions are all interdependent, but add up to
a capability for striking back with high confidence of
success. It would be possible to achieve a level of deterrence
with a system that was not at a high level of alert if one
could be confident of its survivability. Similarly, the range
of targets might not actually be necessary, but a wider range
could indeed be a reason for greater pause on the part of
any aggressor.

It is often implied that if the capability of a nuclear system
falls below these criteria, it becomes unstable (inviting pre-
emptive attack from potential aggressors), and could thus
become worse than useless. If a posture relies upon visibly
surging capability in a moment of crisis in order to achieve
invulnerability it could inadvertently raise tensions at the
most dangerous point. In addition, it may appear to go
without saying that systems should be safe and secure, and
should be affordable in the long term. 

The Trident system is judged at present to fulfill these
criteria because of its stealth and mobility, its global range
and missile speed, the capabilities of the re-entry vehicle to
evade defences, the severe challenges adversaries have in
defending against ballistic missiles, and its readiness level. 

Scale, survivability/vulnerability and reach
For a second-strike capability, UK nuclear systems need to
have high confidence of surviving any first strike and then
being able to penetrate defences and have sufficient range
to hold at risk enough targets, with the destruction caused
of sufficient magnitude, to tip the scales for any adversaries.
If they believed this was not the case and the benefit
calculations were to tip in any crisis, they might have an
incentive to launch an overwhelming strike to neutralise or
reduce any threat. The deterrence relationship would then
be unstable. The range of the system bears upon both reach
and vulnerability. 

Readiness
The TAR states that ‘a potential adversary must believe that
the UK's nuclear weapons are available and ready for use’.7
This is the core reason behind maintaining a continuous-
at-sea deterrent (CASD). Readiness, though, is a secondary
objective, presumed essential to achieve the primary
objective, being survivability. If there were other means of
achieving survivability and reach with high confidence
without nuclear systems being at a high state of readiness
(even in times of crisis), then readiness would not be a
necessary criterion. Indeed, today the UK’s arsenal is said to
be at several days’ notice to fire. The government does not
require its patrolling submarine commander to be in a
position to launch his missiles with the short notice such
commanders were under during the Cold War. This can be
restored very quickly, and much of the time a commander
will in any case have the practical capability of responding
to such an order in as little as 15 minutes from receiving
the Prime Minister’s firing directive, when in range and in
the right part of the ocean. 

Resolve
For any deterrent to have the desired impact the adversary
needs to believe there is a high enough probability that the
UK government might use it. This involves political
statements (declaratory policy), posture, exercises and the
like, and is a good reason to reduce the level of ambiguity
involved. 
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Cost
Cost is a highly relevant, though not necessarily a
determining, factor. It would take a great deal of soul-
searching and justification for any government to choose an
alternative system that ended up costing more than the
current plans, unless there were very good reasons. Ballistic
missiles are generally the most expensive type of delivery
method, and nuclear-powered submarines the most
expensive type of platform, partly because this technology
is so complex and unique and is not traded internationally. 

However, the UK is not starting from scratch: the sunk
costs in the current system and the supporting
infrastructure will necessarily reduce the cost-saving from
switching to any alternative system. Also, the UK does not
bear the full cost of one component of the current system,
the Trident ballistic missiles – including their maintenance. 

Safety & security
Systems must not only be assured of working when they
need to, but also kept safe from unintended or
unauthorised use and from theft. We believe command and
control of the Vanguard fleet is robust right down the firing
chain; the Prime Minister’s instructions would be very
precise. However, it is impossible to remove risk entirely
from operations, as the collision between HMS Vanguard
and Le Triomphant in February 2009 demonstrated.
Signaling to opponents also remains problematic,
particularly as in a crisis it often becomes foggy and
imprecise, easily misinterpreted under rapid decision-
making and intense psychological pressure. The Cold War
period involved mistakes, near-misses and miscalculations.
Younger and potentially multipolar nuclear rivalries could
be even less stable. 

Independence and alliance          
In a world of increasing stress on defence budgets and on
smart defence within the Alliance, the contradiction
between independent forces and effective contributions to
Alliance security becomes more acute. This is particularly
so in the field of strategic defences, where interests are most
likely to align – a strategic territorial threat to the UK will
also be a major threat to European security, and to US
strategic interests. 

The TAR judged operational independence to be essential,
as have previous governments. Having the ability to operate
a credible deterrent fulfilling the criteria outlined here
independently of any allies insulates the UK from the
vagaries of future trends in international relations and the
health of NATO. We have already outlined in the previous
chapter our warning that current alliances cannot be wholly
relied upon in future. 

Nevertheless, independence is a long-term requirement,
and there may be a more immediate case for seeing UK
nuclear forces purely as an effective contribution to an
overall Alliance capability. For example, at present it may
be that the only nuclear forces to be operating continuous-
at-sea deterrence (CASD) are the three nuclear weapon
states in NATO, who between them have at least seven
nuclear submarines out on active nuclear patrol at any one
time.8 If we were able to have sufficient confidence in the
health of the Alliance moving forward into the future, it
would be possible to have fewer Alliance submarines out on
constant patrol to maintain an Alliance-wide CASD, were
that deemed to be necessary for a credible nuclear
deterrent. 

Contribution to the international 
security architecture
Another criterion that needs to be taken into account is
how a particular posture and weapon system will be seen by
other states, and how it might impact upon international
stability and the disarmament and non-proliferation
regime. The UK’s reductions in warheads and systems,
readiness and posture already made since the Cold War
have been broadly supported by the leaderships of all the
three main political parties, and have played an important
role in the UK’s reputation as the most progressive nuclear
weapon state.9 This is discussed in greater detail in 
chapter 3.

The choice of platform
and delivery system
The Commission has considered in detail a variety of
platforms and delivery systems. We were not convinced by
the advantages that might be associated with alternatives to
a Trident system: they are at best unproven and highly
speculative. Other systems have a major problem in that for
much reduced capability, often well below what would be
judged to be credible when considering the criteria above,
the savings to be had do not appear significant. 

Submarines remain the most stealthy platform, one that
when successfully evading detection is invulnerable to pre-
emptive first strike when at sea. This means they are
relatively stable in a crisis; the leadership does not face the
choice of using them or losing them.

Whilst originally based upon 1980s technology, Trident
ballistic missiles remain the most sophisticated, capable
nuclear weapon delivery system on the planet, and with life
extension and eventual replacement in the late 2030s are
likely to remain so. 
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Ballistic missile systems share a number of core advantages
over cruise missiles, namely their long range,10 high
accuracy, high speed and difficulty of interception. Trident
missiles have a range of 4230-6100 nautical miles and, with
a maximum speed of 13,000 mph, can take under an hour
to reach their objective, with a high confidence of landing
within tens of metres of their target. These are significant
capability advantages in themselves, but in combination
they mean that there is a strong case for choosing ballistic
missiles over cruise.

The range means that SSBNs do not need to patrol in or
near hostile waters, so they are less vulnerable and do not
result in unintended escalation, and do not need to travel
long distances themselves to achieve their targets. The fact
that such ballistic missiles only carry nuclear warheads
means that there is no strategic ambiguity when they are
launched.

It has been suggested that the UK could instead opt for a
basic warhead delivered as a free-fall bomb from the Joint
Strike Fighter or similar dual-capable aircraft.11 This would
have to rely on aged warhead designs if the system were not
to suffer the extra-long lead-times outlined in the Trident
Alternatives Review. More importantly, however, the
Commission does not believe this solution meets the
minimum standards of credibility against potential threats
that underlie the purpose of maintaining a nuclear
deterrent (in particular, the re-emergence of a massive
nuclear threat against the UK).

There was also a concern expressed within the Commission
that an option that sought nuclear weapons ‘on the cheap’
with little regard for capabilities or context would not only
fail in its purpose, but could also send a message to states
without nuclear weapons that they too could acquire
designer ‘pocket’ nuclear weapon systems, thus driving
proliferation.  

Number of warheads 
and submarines
Being a measurable quantity, the number of warheads has
in the past been seen by many as a yardstick of a state’s
commitment to the process of disarmament. Prior to the
2010 Strategic Defence and Security Review (SDSR), the
UK had fewer than 160 operationally-available nuclear
warheads, and a stockpile of 225 warheads. The SDSR
announced a reduction to fewer than 120 operationally-
available ‘over the next few years’ and the overall stockpile
to no more than 180 by the mid-2020s.12 Each submarine
now carries a maximum of 40 independently targetable
nuclear warheads on eight Trident II D5 ballistic missiles.13

In the 1970s, the stockpile amounted to some 500-600
nuclear weapons, of which approximately 450 were thought
to be operationally available, though figures were not made
public at the time.14 For much of the period up to the late
1980s, the British nuclear force consisted of three elements:
strategic, sub-strategic and tactical.15

The minimum number of warheads is based upon the
judgment of the level of high-confidence destruction
required to offer a credible deterrent. This involves an
assessment of key targets of value and the transparent
capability to destroy them. In the past it was thought that
there needed to be sufficient numbers of warheads to
guarantee penetration of Moscow’s defences and hit several
other targets, in what became known as ‘the Moscow
criterion’. The need for such a large surplus of warheads was
reduced with the advent of Chevaline and then disappeared
with the Trident re-entry vehicle (and its updates), as these
systems have a high confidence of penetration.
Nevertheless, it is believed that the Moscow criterion still
has influence over the judgments made in the Ministry of
Defence on how many warheads are required for minimum
deterrence.
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Further reductions in the ‘minimum deterrent’ to fewer
than 120 deployed warheads and 40 at sea may well,
therefore, be possible without compromising its credibility.
If so, they should be adopted. One concern, however,
might be that deciding on a further reduction without
corresponding reductions by other nuclear weapon states
might be seen as narrowing the room for flexibility or
influence in future negotiations. In any case, judgments will
need to be made on national security criteria in the context
of other nuclear weapon states that have, as we have already
noted, been modernising their nuclear arsenals and in some
cases increasing their capabilities.

Another concern could be that whilst a small number of
warheads might be sufficient for pure deterrence purposes,
it might send undesirable signals of weakness to allies. If
this is an active concern within the government, it should
not play a role in determining numbers because the
legitimate purpose of the UK’s arsenal is for strategic
deterrence. As discussed in chapter 1, we are not in the
business of providing primary extended assurance to allies. 

The other definitive number involved in the system is the
number of submarines. Currently the UK government is
formally committed to maintaining four on the basis of the
posture of continuous patrolling, an issue we come to later
in this chapter.

Adapting declaratory policy
UK Declaratory Policy
There is a tension at the heart of nuclear deterrence policy
between ambiguity about the circumstances of future use
and clarity of threat. If you are clear about your red lines
then an adversary will know that if they step over that line
they could face dire consequences. This is a strong position.
However, this boxes in future decision-makers and places
their credibility on the line, especially if it were at that
moment irrational and extremely costly to follow through.
Ambiguity, on the other hand, gives political and military
leaders far greater freedom of action to choose the
appropriate course of action at the moment of crisis, on the
basis of specific and rational calculations in that specific
instance. Crucially, it leaves potential adversaries in the
dark about postures and intentions, complicating their
strategic planning. But by definition it does not involve
clarity of signaling, and could lead to confusion or mistakes
and thus a failure of deterrence.

Clarity stemming from a tight declaratory policy addresses
some of the concerns about both the risks and the
legitimacy of nuclear weapons possession by focusing
purpose on a specific envelope of extreme threats. In
contrast, ambiguity exacerbates the threat other states
might feel even when there is no intention to threaten
them. This can create resentment, hostility and a significant
erosion of trust and goodwill, leading to international
pressure to give credible assurances about non-use. It also
suggests an unjust double standard – that some states enjoy
high levels of flexibility whilst imposing strict limitations
on those without capabilities. The need for tightly-defined
declaratory policies has played itself out within the broader
non-proliferation regime, in the establishment of nuclear
weapon-free zones that include protocols in which the
nuclear weapon states give negative security assurances
(promises not use nuclear weapons to attack NPT
members), and broader global negative security assurances
to non-nuclear weapon states that meet certain criteria and
therefore present no strategic threat.   

With regard to its potential use of nuclear weapons, the
UK’s long-standing position has been that it ‘would only
consider using its nuclear weapons in extreme
circumstances of self-defence, including the defence of its
NATO Allies’, but it has remained ‘deliberately ambiguous
about precisely when, how and at what scale it would
contemplate their use’.16 In 2010 the government re-
affirmed this position but also declared: 

‘We are now able to give an assurance that the UK will not
use or threaten to use nuclear weapons against non-nuclear
weapon states parties to the Non-Proliferation Treaty
(NPT). In giving this assurance, we emphasise the need for
universal adherence to and compliance with the NPT, and
note that this assurance would not apply to any state in
material breach of those non-proliferation obligations.’ 17

This was a stronger UK security assurance offered to non-
nuclear weapons states than previously, dropping the
exception previously applied to states allied to a nuclear
weapon state (applying to the Warsaw Pact). However, the
exception for states in material breach appears to be based
on the belief that these states do not deserve the assurance
because of the harm their activities do to the integrity of
the NPT or because states might believe they can
contravene the NPT with impunity, rather than on any
significant direct threat of nuclear attack on the UK. In
adopting these positions, the government brought UK
declaratory policy very close to the changed declaratory
policy of the United States, as articulated in the 2010 US
Nuclear Posture Review.18 The United States and UK have
achieved some credit within the international community
for tightening up their declaratory policies recently. 

28
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The government also recently sought to clarify its position
with regard to the possible non-strategic role of UK nuclear
weapons. In February 2012, Foreign Secretary William
Hague confirmed that: 

‘Since 2007 the British Government has ceased to refer to a
sub-strategic capability in relation to Trident. This is for
the simple reason that we believe any use of our deterrent
would be strategic in intent and in effect’. 19

Reducing ambiguity?
Declaratory policy has always suffered in the final analysis
from the burden of credibility. What is said in times of
peace can easily be forgotten or put aside in the heat of
conflict or crisis when the supreme interests of the state are
on the line. Current leaderships cannot bind future
leaderships, the pressures of grave crisis can be impossible
to predict, incentives to switch will arise in the moment,
and there may even be no intention of following through
on a declared posture. This is a key concern for
Commissioners – that a declaratory policy that goes
significantly further than international partners and
potential adversaries is one that will not be seen as credible
and will have few benefits, whilst weakening clarity and
authority. 

Nevertheless, declaratory policy can constrain doctrine and
operations, and impact upon training, legitimacy and
accountability within the chain of command, relations with
allies and moral restraint in moments of crisis. These can be
reinforced through protocols governing the handling,
maintenance and release of nuclear weapons and the
conduct of military exercises. It is clear that public
statements of policy are valued by non-nuclear weapon
states and strengthen particular norms around the
responsibilities states with nuclear weapons have. A
declaratory policy also clarifies that the state in question is
mindful of its international legal responsibilities and
upholds the rule of law. The UK has explicitly accepted the
1996 Advisory Opinion of the International Court of
Justice that includes the opinion that the only conditions in
which the threat or use of nuclear weapons may be judged
lawful is the extreme circumstance of self-defence in which
the very survival of the state would be at stake (and even
then the Court might not judge these conditions
definitively to be sufficient).20 The general global trend
towards clarity in posture should be actively encouraged
through negotiation amongst the nuclear weapon states,
action that would have value in increasing the
understanding between weapon states of each other’s
posture. We consider a number of possible ways this could
be done.

Chemical and biological weapons
There has in the past been some deliberate ambiguity over
the possible use of the UK’s nuclear weapons in the event
of a chemical or biological weapons attack by another state.
Currently, the policy as stated in the 2010 Strategic
Defence and Security Review is:

‘While there is currently no direct threat to the UK or its
vital interests from states developing capabilities in other
weapons of mass destruction, for example chemical and
biological, we reserve the right to review this assurance if the
future threat, development and proliferation of these
weapons make it necessary.’ 21

Chemical weapons have recently come to public attention
through their use in Syria; and though they have not yet
been used in quantities that cause mass casualties of
anywhere near the scale of a nuclear attack, they do have
some potential for significant local impact. Beyond
political signaling, chemical attacks are not directly
relevant to nuclear deterrence. The bar for a credible
nuclear deterrent in such circumstances is quite high; it
would not be credible to threaten a nuclear response if the
UK’s armed forces were to come under attack from
chemical weapons, for example. 

While the biological weapons field remains under-
developed up to now and is beyond the scope of this
report, there is the possibility of major threat from
biological agents emerging in the future with potential
casualties on a similar scale to a limited nuclear exchange.
This is all the more worrying for the fact that the rapid
development of biochemistry and related technologies
brings such a capability into much wider reach.
Nevertheless, many of the same challenges associated with
using nuclear deterrence to deter state-sponsored terrorism
referred to earlier apply here. The level of proof required
for attribution for bio-attacks is likely to be extremely
challenging (it is highly unlikely that the method of
delivery would be by conventional military means).

It might therefore at this time be possible for the UK to
give a less ambiguous assurance that it would not use
nuclear weapons in response to a chemical or biological
attack, without this reducing credible deterrence, but
adding that this would be subject to reconsideration were
circumstances to change in regard to the biological weapon
threat to the UK. We should in any case be investing in
measures to develop resilience to such chemical or
biological attacks. The problem with explicitly referring to
the possibility that nuclear weapons could in future be
relevant to the deterrence of chemical and biological
weapons is that it weakens the international standards for
negative security assurances.    
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Sole purpose
During the debates over the US Nuclear Posture Review in
2009 and 2010, a core proposal seriously considered by the
Obama Administration was to state categorically that the
US nuclear arsenal existed only to deter the use or threat of
use of nuclear weapons against the United States or its
allies. This was not adopted in the final text. One of the
principal concerns in the United States was the message
this might send to US allies, who might lose some level of
reassurance around US nuclear resolve. 

But the UK does not have the same degree of responsibility
for extended deterrence to allies. It has also specified that
its nuclear weapons will always ‘remain a political tool of
last resort rather than a war fighting capability’.22 If the UK
were to determine that the only relevant reason for
planning the use of British nuclear weapons was to deter
nuclear use or threat, then there would be a strong case for
working with fellow nuclear weapon states within the ‘P5
process’ to establish a mutual sole-purpose declaration, in
answer to the Chinese demand that the NWS agree a no-
first use collective position (see below). This would help
develop an international norm and send the message to the
non-nuclear weapon states that they were not targets for
nuclear attack and thereby help to build greater confidence
in the NPT.

A sole purpose declaration is to be contrasted with a sole
use. Sole purpose would in essence communicate that the
intention, the training and posture would be geared only
towards deterring use or threat of nuclear weapons, and
therefore does not suffer from the same credibility problem
as sole use. It would not be specified that the actions of a
state in a crisis would be completely restricted to such
threats. Sole purpose could be seen as a step in the direction
of sole use.

No-first use of nuclear weapons
Whilst there might be highly unlikely scenarios in which
the UK wished to threaten the use of nuclear weapons first,
they would be highly controversial. UK planning revolves
around maintaining a confident second-strike capability. A
no-first use declaration might therefore appear attractive.
There remains scepticism within this Commission,
however, for all the reasons outlined earlier, over the
credibility of declaratory policy that would be very
different from other weapon states’ posture. If the UK were
facing a massive and overwhelming attack from a state with
superior capabilities backed up by a nuclear weapon
capability, a future British leader would want to have the
freedom to threaten a nuclear first strike to prevent this.

There might instead be a case for the UK to discuss the
possibility of such a conditional declaration in the NATO
context instead, or to work alongside colleagues within the
nuclear weapon states to negotiate and reinforce a
multilateral no-first use international norm.    

Options for patrolling 
Current policy requires a high confidence of having at least
one nuclear ballistic missile submarine (SSBN) at sea at all
times. This policy is seen as meeting the criteria outlined
above on credibility, survivability and readiness.
Continuous-at-Sea Deterrence (CASD) generally requires
two submarines to be available at any given time for
operational patrols – one out at sea and the other in port
being prepared for its next patrol. Typical patrols generally
last two to three months, and overlap by a few days at least,
as submarines are more vulnerable to detection and attack
when entering or leaving port. This therefore leaves a
couple of months for the submarine in port to undergo any
minor maintenance and to prepare to receive their crew.
The third and fourth submarines are generally required to
cover periods of longer-term maintenance and overhaul,
training and any unexpected catastrophic event that could
damage or destroy a submarine. 

The Ministry of Defence assumes that the UK will still
require a four submarine fleet to have a high confidence of
maintaining an indefinite CASD posture, though decisions
on this will be taken later.23 This is because, even with the
modernized PWR3 reactor that no longer requires mid-life
refuelling, the new submarines are still expected to need
complex mid-life overhauls for other components that
could last several months. We do not have sufficient
information to come to a definitive view on whether three
submarines would be sufficient for a CASD posture, or
whether replacing the four existing Vanguards with four
successor submarines represents an increase in patrolling
capabilities because of the higher reliability of new
technology.

There are a number of reasons for the UK to maintain a
CASD posture:

•  Dependence upon a single system: the UK is the only
nuclear weapon state with a single delivery system. Any
uncertainty over the ability of this system to deliver
warheads translates to an uncertainty over the whole
deterrent. 

•  Vulnerability to surprise attack: any moment that the
UK does not have a submarine out at sea makes it more
vulnerable to a first strike that could render it unable to
respond with a second strike. This is not currently a live
concern, but could again become so in future.
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•  Vulnerability in port or approaches: Submarines can be
attacked when in port and are exposed to blockades,
detection and attack when in the approaches to port.

•  Crisis decision-making: a future UK political leadership
might fail to read a crisis correctly and not deploy a
submarine in time, or be unable to respond quickly
enough because of disagreement or fear of inappropriate
signalling.

•  Crisis instability: deploying a submarine in a crisis could
inflame rising tensions still further in ways that were
undesirable. The fear that such a deployment could
indeed raise tensions might operate as a disincentive to
doing so, and lead to a future UK leadership risking
failure to field an active nuclear deterrent in a moment of
crisis.

•  Efficiency and training: We have to keep the level of
training and personnel cohesion high, an issue of
particular importance in the context of a highly complex,
specialist mission. Savings to be had from dropping
CASD while retaining the capability of ramping up
patrols in a crisis are not proportionately substantial, not
least because of industrial constraints, economies of scale
and the need to maintain core infrastructure and
equipment.24

•  Morale: Morale is crucial to the effective and safe future
operation of the deterrent. CASD is seen as important for
motivation and retention of the naval personnel involved,
largely because the continuing relevance of the mission is
explained to them in terms of the need for CASD as an
acting operational posture (as opposed to training). The
challenge of maintaining morale for nuclear missions in
peacetime has been highlighted recently by several lapses
of procedure in the United States, and by the challenge of
recruitment and retention of crews.

•  Diplomatic relevance: CASD may be important for
retaining the UK’s credibility within the group of nuclear
weapon states as a full player and for encouraging them to
engage in multilateral disarmament.

With a very low probability of a relevant crisis emerging in
the foreseeable future, there has been some debate over
whether the current CASD posture could be replaced with
a requirement to have the capacity to move into a period of
back-to-back patrolling, for a period of time or indefinitely,
were the strategic situation to deteriorate or a crisis to
develop. There are a number of reasons for the UK to
consider relaxing the CASD requirement:

•  Minimum deterrence: CASD is seen by some as being
well above a minimum requirement in the current
strategic environment. The UK’s contribution to the
health of the NPT may require a series of moves towards
disarmament and some believe this may now need to
translate into a move away from the current CASD
posture.

•  The Alliance context: CASD could be seen not as a
national but as an alliance-wide requirement; any
potential aggressor would be deterred by the uncertainty
surrounding the total alliance response, particularly if
there were advance and explicit public commitments.
This would entail relying for periods on the extended
nuclear deterrence afforded by allies.

•  Supporting the NPT: relaxing CASD shows
responsiveness in the UK’s posture and negotiating
position in future global nuclear disarmament talks.
Whilst the direct impact on the global debate might be
small, it could weigh positively on the diplomacy
underpinning the development of the NPT regime.

•  Crisis stability: any crisis serious enough to involve the
possible future use of nuclear weapons would already
involve the engagement of other forces and might merit
the immediate deploying of one or more submarines as a
precaution, itself a strong and possibly desirable message
of intent. 

•  Cost: maintaining CASD is expensive in a period of
scarce resources (including volunteer submariners). There
may be significant marginal savings with credible
alternative postures that ensure an effective contribution
to Alliance capabilities with fewer submarines and crews.

•  Efficiency, training and morale: a high military
capability requires constant training and a high
operational tempo of deployment undermines it. The
message to crew that a patrolling submarine could
determine the fate of UK security in a crisis applies
whether or not CASD is maintained in peacetime.

As a Commission looking ahead into what may be a rapidly
changing future, we believe there are further steps that
could be considered between the current posture and full
disarmament, when the strategic conditions allow, with
relaxed CASD as one of those steps. We are, however,
divided over whether the UK could take this step now
independently, or multilaterally with other nuclear weapon
states. Some Commissioners believe that CASD should be
sustained for the foreseeable future. 



Trident Commission Final Report July 201432 www.basicint.org/tridentcommission

They believe that the UK should wait for improvement in
the security environment, specifically a reversal of the
current trends in the modernisation of nuclear arsenals
elsewhere and stronger indications of a matching intent to
disarm, bearing in mind that the UK is the only nuclear
weapon state relying on a single platform. Others believe
that the strategic environment today, which does not
involve a current or near foreseeable strategic military
threat to the UK and its vital interests, enables us to drop
continuous patrolling and retain instead the capacity to
ramp up patrols should crisis threaten, and that we need to
take this step to achieve a minimum nuclear deterrent
posture commensurate with the threat we face. 

Either way, the UK could initiate a conversation with our
Alliance partners on the conditions that could facilitate
greater coordination of Atlantic patrols, an action that
could send desirable signals to allies of the UK’s willingness
to place greater faith in the cohesion of the Alliance. 

If the current requirement for high-confidence CASD were
relaxed, there would be several options available on a
sliding scale of requirements.  We review two below.

Near-CASD
The UK could adopt a posture involving a continuation of
day-to-day continuous patrolling, but at a lower confidence
level in times of no strategic threat (unplanned random
breaks in patrol, or patrolling combined with training). In
other words, there could be occasions when the UK might
not have a submarine out at sea when there are no crises on
the horizon, but retained a high confidence of being able to
launch a boat at very short notice. 

This would allow the navy to take a higher risk in running
the current submarines longer into the future (pushing all
the replacement costs off to the right and thereby reducing
the current value of the capital costs), to widen the
drumbeat of production for the new SSBNs (from two to
perhaps three years), to reduce the readiness of submarines
in port preparing to relieve patrolling boats (both current
and future systems) and thereby to reduce operating costs
and possibly crew numbers. It would also be possible to
maintain such a posture with three rather than four boats,
according to the TAR saving between £1.5bn (Net present
value) and £4bn (in cash terms) in capital costs. This policy
could end up giving average savings of the order of £200m
a year over the operational life of the system when
compared to current plans.

Maintaining a continuous patrolling capacity
An alternative would be to introduce a policy of
maintaining an SSBN fleet with the capability of ramping
up to a continuous patrolling posture for a limited period
during temporary crises, but otherwise being out on patrol
on occasion for purposes of training and exercises, with or
without nuclear weapons. This might require two or three
boats, depending upon the level of certainty required to
maintain capacity for continuous patrolling over limited
periods, and is the policy position agreed by the Liberal
Democrats in their Autumn Conference of September
2013.

Savings in annual running costs could be realised from
reduced crews and from contingency protection forces. It
might also be possible for warheads to be deployed rarely
for the purposes of testing confidence in the firing chain,
enabling further reductions in the number and costs of
warheads, as well as a reduced requirement for new missiles
in the mid-2030s. This could yield savings of several
hundred million pounds a year over current plans, possibly
well over £500m and up to £1bn.

The Timetable for replacement
The present timetable for replacing the Vanguard
submarines, with the Main Gate decision in 2016, has been
presented by the government as already stretching the
current systems to the limit of safety and reliability.
Practitioners generally assume that the extension
programme already takes the Vanguard into unforeseen and
unknown realms. To extend the timetable further could
present substantial risks to the mission in the final years of
the Vanguard submarines before their replacements are
ready for deployment; it could also entail significant costs
in keeping them fully and reliably functional. Some
Commissioners accept that such risks require taking the
Main Gate decision in 2016 and no later.   

This urgency is, however, based on a set of assumptions
notably about the service life of the current submarines, the
length of time taken to build replacements, and the
maintenance of the existing posture. The background to
the judgments made by the authorities on these points has
never been fully made public. It is questioned by a number
of independent experts who point out, for example, that
the nearest equivalent to the Vanguards – the US Ohio-
class submarines – have had their planned life extended to
44 years (a full decade longer than the Vanguards’ extended
life). In response, the government asserts there are
differences in safety standards, in the Vanguard design and
in specified limitations on the expected life-span of some
components, such as the submarines’ reactors.
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The official timetable is also designed to keep the
submarine fleet on continuous patrol at present levels.  If a
different judgment was made on CASD, this would open
up other options for staged replacement, with consequent
delayed and reduced expenditure. Any revised time-plan
would, of course, have other implications to be looked at
seriously, including the impact on the industrial base.  

The government has a responsibility to assess the timing
issue soberly with a keen eye on impacts to national
security. If it came to the view that further delay in the
Main Gate decision and/or the rest of the replacement
schedule was acceptable in this light, there would be
evident benefits in terms of reduced near-term expense, and
more time and flexibility for finding optimal solutions.

Greater transparency, within the frame of what security
allows, would help in the understanding of this important
practical issue both at home and abroad. The Commission
urges the government to provide a detailed technical public
assessment and rationale covering the timing factors
mentioned above, and any others relevant, before the time
of the currently planned Main Gate decision in 2016. 

Cooperation with the 
United States and France
Greater nuclear weapon cooperation with France and the
United States, whilst retaining a British nuclear arsenal,
holds several attractions, not least the opportunity for
substantial financial savings, buttressing alliance
relationships, and opening possibilities for reduced national
patrolling and reductions in overall holdings. 

United States
Mutual trust and operational frequency of engagement over
secret material between the US and the UK is intense and
has deep roots, though concerns are expressed from time to
time that such trust is easily weakened. A great deal of
attention is thus given to maintaining this relationship on
the grounds of its mutual benefit. US-UK cooperation has
lain at the heart of the UK’s foreign policy, and looks set to
remain so for the foreseeable future.25

John Simpson’s briefing for the Trident Commission
explains how the evolution of the UK’s nuclear weapons
programme was deeply entwined with the Americans, in
the context of the commitment to NATO, as a means of
ensuring that the Americans would not face the simple
choice of risking their cities or losing Europe, a
commitment that continues today.26

The briefing points out that the UK is dependent upon
procurement from the United States, which heavily skews
the design of UK systems when requirements are different,
and underlines the NATO commitment. The relationship
also involves a level of operational co-ordination between
US Commanders in NATO and the British SSBN
submarines, and the possibility of a request by such
commanders in a future conflict for British submarines to
be involved in a nuclear strike. 

There are close scientific exchanges of personnel and data
between the two countries, and in the past exchange of
materials has taken place, including of plutonium and
tritium. The British Trident warheads are assumed to be
very close to the US W76 warhead for the Trident I and
Trident II systems. The UK is dependent on the United
States for many component parts of the guidance and re-
entry vehicle, and for the Trident ballistic missile system
itself.27 The United States has provided the UK with so
much technological assistance that, at least in the opinion
of a declassified CIA report, for the UK to pass on much of
its nuclear knowledge to another country would require
express US permission.28 In effect, the United States has a
veto on cooperation between the UK and France.

France
Recent years have seen qualified and limited success in
attempts to build nuclear weapons cooperation between
the UK and France, for a variety of reasons outlined in the
Trident Commission’s briefing authored by Bruno
Tertrais.29 This briefing gives an excellent in-depth analysis
of the history and nature of the bilateral nuclear
relationship. There are many reasons why the two
countries, of similar size and approach to military security,
with very close vital interests, should attempt to cooperate
more closely in this area. 

In a treaty on nuclear cooperation signed in November
2010, the two parties agreed to cooperate, including
through the exchange of classified information, in the areas
of:

•  The safety and security of nuclear weapons;
•  Stockpile certification; and
•  Countering nuclear or radiological terrorism.30

They also agreed to build and jointly operate radiographic
and hydrodynamic facilities used in stockpile stewardship
activities. More ambitious collaboration might face
constraints, not least in the form of potential opposition
from the United States.
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Writing in his Trident Commission briefing, Bruno
Tertrais claims that ‘UK and French nuclear policies and
postures are largely similar, more so than they were during
the Cold War, a product of convergent policy outlooks and
of bilateral dialogue’.31 The French and British not only
share a strategic environment but also their strategic values,
along with their nuclear doctrine and posture.

Nevertheless, the historical significance and national status
attached to the French deterrent is of a different quality
from the UK’s, a reaction to the memory of the German
invasion in 1940 and a legacy of Gaullist approaches to a
strong independent state rooted in an integrated Europe.32

France will find it extremely difficult to dilute its nuclear
autonomy.33

The obstacles are not one-sided. With recent economic
troubles in Europe, resistance within the UK to integration
into Europe appears as strong as ever, and though this may
not amount to opposition to a bilateral military
relationship with France, it still presents an obstacle to
extended cooperation. Prime Minister David Cameron has
explicitly ruled out any talk of joint nuclear submarine
patrols with the French for the foreseeable future.34

Obstacles to further operational cooperation
At first glance there ought to be scope for greater
operational collaboration with either or both the United
States and France. All three states are within NATO and
depend upon continuous submarine patrolling for their
nuclear posture and are stretched financially.35 With
similar threat environments, joint patrols with France
would seem a logical solution, leading to significant savings
without sacrificing the principle of continuous
deterrence.36 Bruno Tertrais has argued previously that
‘both countries would have to agree that their “vital
interests” are completely identical, to the point that either
of the two could theoretically exercise deterrence in the
name of the other’.37 Sovereignty instincts make this
problematic. It would not be possible to share a firing chain
that depends upon a single Prime Minister or President (or
his/her alternate) initiating it.

On the other hand, such an arrangement would require less
mutual trust than that currently demanded of those states
dependent upon extended deterrence, because each state
would still possess the capability of sailing its own
submarines as a crisis emerged. Extended deterrence does
not demand identical vital interests, but rather overlapping
interests and expressions of alliance commitment.

Media reports suggest that in 2010 French President
Nicolas Sarkozy reached out to the UK with a view to
considering a shared nuclear deterrent, but was rebuffed by
Prime Minister Gordon Brown, citing domestic political
concerns and the upcoming general election.38 The
prevailing view in the British political mainstream is that
the relationship with the United States cannot be risked by
getting too close to the French.39 But in the long run, in
the timescale of the next generation of nuclear systems,
closer cooperation with the French should not be
discounted, and could even be welcomed in Washington
for strategic and financial reasons.   

So much for the bilateral relationship, but what of the
European Union and the joint deterrent operating as part
of its Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP)? The
French have always been interested in the possibility that
their nuclear arsenal could form the basis of such an
arrangement.40 This would demand a complex negotiation
to come to a joint doctrine for minimum nuclear and
conventional deterrence, much as has evolved under
NATO over the decades of the Cold War and since.41

Given the current state of the UK political debate over
European integration in other, far less contentious areas,
this possibility does not seem likely in the near future. It
has taken many years of proposals and initiatives to develop
a weak form of defence procurement collaboration that has
seen as many failures as successes. The European defence
industrial base remains fragmented.

The NPT commits nuclear-weapon states ‘not to transfer
to any recipient whatsoever nuclear weapons or other
nuclear explosive devices or control over such weapons or
explosive devices directly, or indirectly’. This has been
interpreted to include warhead technology. Because the
Mutual Defence Agreement between the UK and the
United States predates the NPT, it has been interpreted by
the two governments as being a legally acceptable
exception, though this is contested.42 There has been less
controversy over the Teutates agreement with France,
largely because of the limits to the programme. 

The choice of system and posture must be credible when
considering national security and alliance relationships. But
it also must consider the impact on the UK’s non-
proliferation objectives, critical themselves to the UK’s
national security interests, and the UK’s responsibilities to
the wider international community. In the next chapter we
consider these responsibilities in more detail.
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Introduction
The spread of nuclear weapons is one of the most worrying
threats facing current and future strategic planners in the
UK.  Efforts to restrict both ownership of them and their
overall numbers have to be a primary policy priority.
Britain’s choices over its national nuclear posture will have
little direct impact upon the choices of potential
proliferators, which are largely determined by regional
circumstances on which Britain has scant influence.1
Where the UK does carry weight is in its involvement at
the global level in non-proliferation and disarmament
diplomacy and through its advocacy of measures to limit
and safeguard all weapons of mass destruction. With a
stronger regime, and with nuclear weapon states clearly
abiding by their international obligations, most
governments are more willing to abide by the agreed
constraints on their activities and find security without
seeking nuclear weapons. At the same time it becomes
more difficult for either state or non-state proliferators to
acquire nuclear weapons without detection.

Successive British governments have seen the Non-
Proliferation Treaty (1968) as the cornerstone of
international efforts to curb the spread of nuclear weapons:
‘the NPT has helped ensure that fewer states have acquired
nuclear weapons than many predicted, even if the number
of nuclear armed states has slowly increased’.2 They have
explicitly accepted the core bargain at the root of the
Treaty that the NPT must be strengthened across its three
pillars of disarmament, non-proliferation and the
controlled promotion of civil nuclear technology. 

While the NPT has been generally successful in limiting
nuclear proliferation over its 44 years in force, it has
suffered several significant challenges to its efficacy.

These include the explicit testing and deployment of
nuclear weapons by India and Pakistan, the deployment of
nuclear weapons by Israel in a region characterised by
instability, the exit from the Treaty and nuclear testing by
North Korea, the ambiguous nature of Iran’s nuclear
programme and its defiance of international attempts to
control its development, the failure of member states to
progress on the commitment to negotiate on a WMD-Free
Zone in the Middle East and the entrenched positions of
those states that have stayed outside of the treaty. They also
include the widespread perception amongst non-nuclear
weapon states that the nuclear weapon states have not
moved far and fast enough on their commitments to
disarm. Many believe that the regime is fraying at the edges,
and that the positive outcome to the 2010 NPT Review
Conference will be hard to repeat in future Reviews. The
NPT needs to attract much greater confidence from all its
members, and this will require stronger measures to control
proliferation, and stronger evidence amongst nuclear
weapon states of their sincerity in negotiating disarmament.

Non-proliferation 
and disarmament
There is therefore a strong UK interest in helping to sustain
momentum in the NPT process and in taking decisions in
the UK national security framework that do not carry
negative implications for NPT diplomacy. 

The UK government has focused a good deal of energy on
developing the verification and enforcement of non-
proliferation norms. We have come to live with the
uncertainty created by the possession of nuclear weapons
by some of Britain’s competitors and by unstable states, but
the further spread of nuclear weapons is seen as highly
dangerous. Equally importantly, it is clear that a
comprehensive, stable approach to achieving multilateral
disarmament requires strong confidence in the architecture
of the non-proliferation regime.

Chapter 3
Diplomacy, non-proliferation 
and the disarmament ladder
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Creating the conditions 
for disarmament
Beyond the more immediate choices for the UK in
responding to the current situation, what conditions would
need to pertain for a world free of nuclear weapons? In a
particularly forward-looking official document in 2009,
'Lifting the Nuclear Shadow: Creating the Conditions for
Abolishing Nuclear Weapons', the Foreign Office identified
a number of necessary conditions:

•  positive relationships between the big powers, with trust
high enough and interdependence clear enough to show a
strong mutual interest in stability;

•  credible controls on other forms of technology that could
be used to gain military advantage;

•  robust collective security arrangements to generate
confidence in the detection of challenges or cheating on
the international system, agreement on handling
challenges to international peace and security in the UN
Security Council, and cooperation over the means of
enforcement; and

•  stronger, more cohesive global governance across the
board and particularly in the field of international
security.

These factors are highly desirable in their own right, and
describe well the conditions conducive to global nuclear
disarmament. Nevertheless, to condition all progress in
disarmament on the basis that the security conditions need
first to improve dramatically would be to deny the progress
that was achieved in arms control between the superpowers
locked in strategic competition throughout much of the
last century. Disarmament is a process that interacts with
stronger international relations and mechanisms for
managing them. Multilateral disarmament and associated
verification and confidence-building mechanisms can play a
proactive role in improving trust and security relationships
between states, as well as being an expression of that
improvement.

There has been vigorous debate about the effectiveness of
nuclear deterrence in maintaining stability and global
security, and our understanding of the dynamics has
evolved with that debate and the experience of the last 70
years. States’ attachment to nuclear deterrence could
weaken in future as social and commercial networks
become more global and if societies continue to mix with
less clear-cut single national identities and allegiances. 

They are likely to develop alternative technologies or
methods to manage and contain their disputes and the
forces of instability, without necessarily escaping them.
This is all the more likely as globalised social and
commercial networks become more global based upon
information and communication, nano and bio
technologies deepen, and if societies continue to mix
together with less clear-cut single national identities and
allegiances.

Ambitious as they appear, the four conditions outlined by
Lifting the Nuclear Shadow form the basic mutual
objectives for a plan of action the international community
needs to evolve. The UK could propose an international
initiative involving the ‘P5 process’, NPT Review
Conferences and the United Nations machinery for states
to develop and commit to such a plan of action with these
objectives. It would be inappropriate for us, the
Commission, to come up with our own plan, but we are
clear that this is a responsibility of all members of the
international community, particularly those governments
that wield greater institutional and political influence, such
as the UK.

If the British government’s policy of promoting, in the
longer term, a world free of nuclear weapons is to be
pursued effectively, we need to be clear about its
relationship to our national security decision-making.3 The
ideal world, where all states have abandoned their nuclear
arsenals, where we look ahead with confidence three to four
decades into the future, and where power is clearly in the
hands of allies and institutions in which we can trust, will
not be achievable in the foreseeable future. Are there less
rosy possibilities that could enable us to move further down
the disarmament ladder without compromising our
security? 

Lifting the Nuclear Shadow outlined options for
promoting progress on the three NPT pillars:
disarmament, non-proliferation and peaceful uses of
nuclear energy. The document stated that the UK would
'continue to work towards the total elimination of our own
nuclear arsenal and all others through multilateral, mutual
and verifiable agreements'. Furthermore, when 'useful', the
government would willingly include in any negotiations
'the small proportion of the world’s nuclear weapons that
belong to the UK'.4
The paper went on to acknowledge that the nuclear
weapon states have a 'special responsibility' to lead on
eliminating nuclear weapons, but that this first requires
certain 'political and security conditions' to be met, via 'a
co-operative project with the active engagement of the
entire international community'.5
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It suggests a number of short-term multilateral steps to
address nuclear dangers, constrain development, and
encourage further reductions in arsenals, including: 

•  strengthening non-proliferation measures;
•  a much greater capacity for the International Atomic

Energy Agency (IAEA) in ensuring nuclear expansion
occurs in a well-controlled manner with high standards of
safety, security and safeguards in mind;

•  further bilateral reductions between the US and Russia,
and other states freezing their numbers and planning for
reductions too;

•  the entry into force of the Comprehensive Test Ban
Treaty (CTBT);

•  the conclusion and verification of a fissile material cut-off
treaty (FMCT), and potential controls on the stockpiles
of civil and military fissile material;

•  a nuclear weapons control treaty, focused on safety and
security involving international inspectors;

•  a further expansion in the number of scope of nuclear
weapon free zones, with particular reference to the
Middle East WMD Free Zone proposal; and,

•  redoubling efforts to address the many complex political,
military and technical issues that drive strategic conflict
between states.

The Commission sees this list as having important value
within the international non-proliferation debate, though it
is not exhaustive. The final point in particular deserves
some attention - it is easily said but very complex. It would
involve serious attempts to form regional security structures
to manage conflicts between states, ideally drawing in those
states that currently see themselves as isolated or that have
little investment in international structures; or, if necessary,
more effectively containing such states to minimise the
threats they present. It would also help a great deal if the
larger powers, particularly those on the UN Security
Council, made a greater effort to reach a common
understanding of the importance of unified action in these
areas, and of the consequences for regional security.

Some non-nuclear weapon states contend that a continued
and apparently undiminished commitment to nuclear
deterrence sits in sharp contrast to multilateral
commitments to nuclear disarmament. The Commission is
conscious of the need for the UK to minimise any harmful
impact on international efforts to prevent proliferation
arising from a decision to renew Trident.

The ‘P5 process’
The ‘P5 process’, launched by the UK in September 2009,
came out of the government’s attempt to achieve a balance
between the renewal of its Trident programme and a
renewed push for multilateral disarmament. It holds
important promise for confidence-building between the
nuclear weapon states and for coordinating their
contribution to the strengthening of the NPT. It presents
the best opportunity for a multilateral disarmament forum,
though it still has a long way to go before such talks can
begin in earnest. The five are currently focusing their
attention on agreeing early steps to achieving greater
transparency, for example.6 They would do well to reflect
collectively on how core concepts like ‘nuclear deterrence’
should apply in the 21st century context. 

Up until now treaties limiting the numbers of warheads
held by nuclear-armed states have been bilaterally agreed
between the holders of the two largest nuclear arsenals, the
United States and Russia (formerly the Soviet Union). The
latest agreement, the New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty
(START), concluded in April 2010 and ratified some
months later, involves a maximum number of operational
warheads (1550 after 2018) and delivery vehicles (700
deployed), along with clear counting rules and an active
inspection regime (focused upon the facilities and delivery
vehicles). This agreement and its related verification
processes help establish a level of confidence in the
numbers and posture deployed, and limit the possibility of
rapid upload and destabilising rearmament. As the UK
considers multilateral arrangements with other nuclear
weapon states, it may be the right time now to consider
voluntarily taking part in some of the transparency and
inspection measures associated with the New START
process, whilst not becoming a formal party to the Treaty.
These would not expose secrets about the warheads, but
could involve both tagging missiles that are part of the
common pool with the Americans, whose missiles are
already tagged, and challenge inspections involving
particular missiles. British entry into this system without
any reduction in the number of warheads or missiles
deployed would demonstrate an important step by the UK
into a verification system and a readiness to join
multilateral treaty limitations when the time is right
(perhaps after the United States and Russia take the next
step in reducing warheads). 

The ‘P5 process’ also holds potential for establishing a
dialogue between member states on how their strategic
relationships, including but also going beyond the nuclear
realm, can better contribute to international stability as we
approach likely stress points. This would include stronger
cooperation in resisting the proliferation of sensitive
strategic technologies. 
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Legal responsibilities
The UK, recognised under the NPT as a nuclear weapon
state, has responsibilities shared with all members of the
Treaty (under Article VI) to participate in negotiations to
bring to an end the nuclear arms race, to engage in
multilateral disarmament negotiations, and to fulfill a
number of commitments made at successive NPT Review
Conferences. It has been suggested that the renewal of
Trident is contrary to the UK’s treaty obligations and
international law, by committing us to possession of nuclear
weapons into the second half of this century.7 We do not
accept this argument, for while there exists a clear
obligation to make progress towards these aims, there is no
commitment to a timeline for their achievement. Nor is
there an insurmountable barrier to disarmament before
that, even if a new system gives the UK a capability to
deploy weapons for many decades. The fundamental fact is
that Britain is not obliged to disarm unilaterally, and a
decision not to renew systems when other states are
modernising theirs would amount to such an action.

Britain’s record, both in reducing its own arsenal and in
initiating international processes to consider collective steps
down the nuclear ladder, fully meets current international
legal commitments.  Nevertheless, with momentum hard to
sustain in the NPT Review process and with the
geopolitical environment threatening instability in a
number of regions, further and stronger proactive efforts
are required by the nuclear weapon states to chart the glide
path towards disarmament and achieve the conditions
necessary for global stability.  The UK’s decisions on
Trident will be seen to have a bearing on this.  Some
members of the Commission believe that a decision to
renew the Trident submarine system on a like-for-like basis
would detract from the perception of the UK as a strong
contributor to the momentum towards the global
reduction of nuclear weapons holdings and make it more
likely that the NPT process will lose credibility, and harm
prospects for the UK’s national security.  Other
Commissioners regard the UK’s lone impact on the process
as too slight to override more immediate considerations of
UK military capabilities.  This remains an important area
for further public debate.

Reputation with the broader
international community
If Britain were to break ranks with the rest of the nuclear
weapon states, it might diminish the strength of its leverage
on the other four, but strengthen its reputation amongst
much of the international community, even including some
of its non-nuclear NATO allies looking for progress on
disarmament. 

It might also help to breathe new optimism into the NPT
agenda. So far the 2015 review cycle has appeared stymied
by differences between the nuclear and non-nuclear
weapon states and by perceptions of a lack of progress in
key commitments. This argument, however, depends on
positive assumptions about other states’ reactions to such
moves. 

A more sceptical view holds that a decision by the UK to
relinquish its nuclear arsenal could simply reflect or speed
up a process of UK adjustment to a role as a middle-
ranking power alongside other European powers, relying
more on diplomacy and cultural and economic influence
than on membership of an elite hard-power group.

Either way, decisions over Trident have to take account of
the seriousness of the proliferation threat.  Whatever
dispositions we make for our national security hardware,
the UK has a strong interest in creating a global, multi-
dimensional process which strengthens the non-
proliferation regime, provides tighter safeguards and other
cooperative arms control processes, and builds confidence
in practical and verifiable moves towards a world free of
nuclear weapons.

More advanced steps down the
ladder: threshold status
Later stages of the ‘disarmament ladder’ involve moves by
nuclear-armed states from the realm of minimum
deterrence to constructively adopting threshold status on
the way to a more permanent and stable global zero. In this
interim phase, states would retain their capacity to
reconstitute their nuclear arsenals should the necessary
conditions arise. The Commission received a briefing on
the issue of threshold status, which we publish alongside
this report as supporting brief number 4.

The Commission does not consider this to be the time to
be making such moves unilaterally. Nevertheless, we believe
that it would be beneficial to initiate studies into the
conditions that would facilitate a safe move to threshold
status, and its associated technologies. 
This could be an important confidence-building
contribution to the global process of multilateral nuclear
disarmament, taking further the current official research
work with Norway on nuclear warhead dismantlement. It
could assure other nuclear weapon states currently unable
to imagine the transition to a world unambiguously free of
nuclear weapons that there are way stations that offer
security against reversals in the process. 
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We are living through a period of dramatic change in international affairs with new
powers emerging, stubborn nuclear proliferation risks both within the community of
states and potentially amongst terrorist groups, renewed commitments to multilateral
nuclear arms control and disarmament, and growing financial pressure on defence
budgets. The UK has to decide priorities as we simply cannot afford to keep high-cost
legacy systems that have little relevance to emerging new threats, or old ones that
stubbornly reappear. Does the renewal of Trident fit the bill?

This report arises from a three year review of
Britain’s current nuclear weapons policy led by Sir
Malcom Rifkind, Lord Browne and Sir Menzies
Campbell. It met at this most critical of moments
making use of the opportunities afforded by the
government’s decision in 2010 to delay the
construction of the replacement submarines until
after the next election. 

The Commission comprised eminent members of
the British political, security, diplomatic and
scientific community, and this report has been
agreed by consensus. It has been long-awaited as an
expression of informed opinion approaching the
critical strategic issues associated with nuclear
weapons from a national security perspective. 
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The report attempts to answer the three
key questions:
•  Should the United Kingdom continue 

to be a nuclear weapons state?
•  If so, is Trident the only or best 

option for delivering the deterrent?
•  What more can and should the United 

Kingdom do to facilitate faster progress 
on global nuclear disarmament? 

Crucially, these three inseparable questions do not
lend themselves to simple, easy answers.
Nevertheless, this report summarises the extensive
work of the Commission, and presents its answers in
an accessible manner.

For more on the work of the Commission, back ground papers, previous briefings 
and written evidence please visit its website at:  www.basicint.org/tridentcommission


