
 

Royal United Services Institute    - 1 - 

Defence in the Round1 
Malcolm Chalmers      November 2008  

 

For several decades, UK defence planning has been primarily contributory, concerned with 

how the armed forces should contribute to collective responses to shared threats, organised 

either bilaterally with the US or multilaterally through NATO.  This contributory defence policy 

in turn fits within an overall grand strategy – the UK's policy for the integration of military, 

political and economic capabilities in order to achieve national objectives – that is itself 

heavily collectivist in nature.  Across a wide range of issue areas, the Government emphasises 

the importance of international cooperation as the primary means through which to achieve 

its foreign and security policy objectives.  

National purposes retain an important residual role in UK defence policy, including the need 

to plan for the eventuality that today’s alliances might one day prove unreliable. But the 

working assumption is that these alliances – and in particular the close defence relationship 

with the US – are deeply embedded in the domestic politics and cultures of the states 

involved. As a result, both the UK's security policy, and most of the military operations in 

which it has taken part over the last decade, can only be understood in the context of the 

interplay between national purposes and collective military efforts.  

This alliance-focused approach to defence has its origins in structures of imperial defence, as 

well as in the central role that coalition warfare played in both of the last century’s world 

wars. Most of all, it is rooted in the closeness of its security ties with the US, forged in World 

War Two and continuing through the Cold War. This ‘special relationship’ proved bitter sweet 

for some, associated as it was with the end of Empire and the drawing down of Britain's role 

as an independent Great Power. But it also helped soften this transition, preserving key 

                                                                    
1 A shorter version of this paper has been published as ‘A Force for Influence: Making British Defence Effective’, RUSI Journal, 
December 2008.  
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elements of that role (such as the permanent seat on the UN Security Council and its 

possession of nuclear weapons), as well as helping to secure the US’s commitment to 

European (and therefore to British) territorial defence. 

 

Three phases  

Within the broader stability provided by US hegemony, British defence policy since NATO’s 

formation in 1949 can be divided into three distinct phases. In the first phase, from the 

outbreak of the Korean War in 1950 until the late 1960s, policymakers sought to maintain a 

wide range of imperial, NATO and nuclear commitments, maintaining defence budgets at 

levels that were unprecedented (as a proportion of national income) for peacetime. This 

imposed a considerable burden on the domestic economy, and was widely thought to have 

contributed to Britain's relative economic decline. Over two decades, therefore, successive 

governments sought, through a series of Defence Reviews (notably in 1957 and 1966), to 

maintain these multiple roles even as they limited overall budget growth.  

In 1967-68, however, the intensified economic crisis that accompanied sterling devaluation 

brought this balancing act to an end, and a rapid withdrawal from remaining bases ‘East of 

Suez’ (in the Gulf and South-East Asia) was announced.2 A second phase in defence policy then 

began, in which military planning was focused primarily on supporting the UK’s commitment 

to NATO’s collective defence of Western Europe. Defence of national territory helped 

determine the particular place that the UK played in NATO’s division of labour. The maritime 

effort was focused on the task of countering possible Soviet advances through the north-east 

Atlantic, complemented by defence of the UK against air attack. The scope for reducing the 

size of UK ground and air forces in West Germany was limited by the 1954 Brussels Treaty, and 

by concern that UK withdrawal might lead to an unravelling of commitments from other 

                                                                    
2 Malcolm Chalmers, Sharing Security: The Political Economy of Burden sharing, Macmillan, 2000, pp. 25-27. See also Malcolm 
Chalmers, Paying for Defence: Military Spending and British Decline, Pluto Press, 1985. 

http://www.pdfcomplete.com/cms/hppl/tabid/108/Default.aspx?r=q8b3uige22


 

Royal United Services Institute    - 3 - 

member states.3 But the commitment of forces to the northern sector of the NATO’s Central 

Front also served specifically national purposes, protecting the approaches to Belgium and the 

Netherlands, and thus to the UK itself. After a period of uncertainty in the mid 1970's, linked 

to the severe economic crisis of that time, defence planning settled into a period of relative 

stability.    

The most significant military engagement for UK forces during this period - the campaign to 

recapture the Falkland Islands from Argentina in 1982 – was itself arguably a result of this 

approach. For one of the costs of the decision to adopt a NATO-centric approach, and to 

downgrade ‘out-of-area’ commitments accordingly (specifically, to withdraw patrol vessels 

from the South Atlantic), was to undermine deterrence, encouraging Argentina to believe that 

the Islands were no longer a vital national interest for the UK, and its invasion would not be 

challenged.4   

The third phase in post-war defence policy began in 1990, with the end of the threat of major 

war in Europe. In July 1990, within months of the fall of the Berlin Wall, the government 

announced the outcome of its ‘Options for Change’ review, starting a process of significant 

rundown in UK commitments to NATO territorial defence. The size of the armed forces fell by 

almost a third, from 306,000 in 1990 to 211,000 in 1997.5  Between 1987/88 and 1997/98, the 

proportion of national income spent on defence was reduced from 4.4% of GDP to 2.6%, and 

spending in real terms fell by more than a quarter (see Table 1). Ground and air forces in 

Germany were reduced to less than half of their previous level. The Royal Navy’s commitment 

to anti-submarine warfare was also scaled back significantly, with both its submarine and 

surface fleets incurring significant cutbacks.   

                                                                    
3 John S. Duffield, ‘NATO force levels and regime analysis’, International Organisation, 46, 4, Autumn 1992. 

4 Lawrence Freedman official history. Check reference.  

5 UK Defence Statistics 2008, Table 2.7. 
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In past centuries, a receding threat of general European war has typically led to a renewed 

military engagement in national expeditionary warfare further afield, most recently in the 

period after World War One. With the demise of Empire, however, a similar pattern has not 

emerged during this latest period of relaxed European tension. Instead, the latest phase of 

defence planning has been shaped, most of all, by an increased frequency of contributions to 

collective operations outside the NATO area.  During the Cold War, the UK's main military 

engagements outside Europe (Suez, Kenya, Malaysia, Aden) resulted from its prolonged 

withdrawal from Empire, or (in the case of the Falklands) from defence of the right to remain 

a UK dependency.6  During this new phase, by contrast, UK armed forces engaged repeatedly 

in coalition operations in countries in which it had neither a specific national responsibility nor 

a disproportionate interest. The UK was a major contributor to UN and NATO forces in the 

Balkans, providing both peacekeeping and war fighting forces. It is second only to the US in its 

military commitment to Afghanistan, which is now the primary operational focus of its armed 

forces. Most of all, the UK has been involved in a succession of military operations in and 

around Iraq, including participation in Kuwait’s liberation in 1991 and in the subsequent no-

fly-zones and air offensives, as well as the provision of a major contingent for the 2003 

invasion, and subsequent stabilisation. The main exception was the deployment of a 4,500 

strong national force (including ground, air and sea components) to Sierra Leone in May 2000 

in order to evacuate non-combatants, defend the elected government of that country, and to 

protect the beleaguered UN forces deployed there. 7 

 

 

 

                                                                    
6 The main exception to this rule was UK contribution to the UN force in the 1950-53 Korean War.. 

7 Andrew Dorman, ‘The British Experience of Low-Intensity Conflict in Sierra Leone’, Defense and Security Analysis, 23, 2, June 2007, 
pp. 185-200. 
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Table 1 

 1987/88 1997/98 2007/08 

Defence Spending (as a per cent of GDP)  4.4% 2.6% 2.4% 

Defence spending in real terms (2007/08 

prices) 

£37.8 bn £27.7 bn £33.6 bn 

Total strength, UK regular forces 

(thousands, 1 April) 

319.8 210.8 190.4 

Naval Services 66.5 45.1 38.9 

Army 159.7 108.8 106.2 

Royal Air Force 93.6 56.9 45.4 

 

Sources:  HM Treasury, Public Expenditure Statistics, 2008; MoD, UK Defence Statistics 1993, 

HMSO, 1993; MoD, UK Defence Statistics 2008, Stationery Office, 2008.  

 

The UK has been much more active in coalition missions during this period than most of its 

NATO European allies.  It has made, and continues to make, the largest allied contributions to 

US-led missions in both Iraq (where few other European states have been represented in 

strength) and Afghanistan. As of October 2008, the 8330 UK troops assigned to NATO’s ISAF 

mission in Afghanistan were equivalent to the combined contributions from France, Germany, 

Italy and Spain.8 France deploys roughly as many forces outside Europe as does the UK, but 

                                                                    
8 ISAF website, October 2008.  
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most of these are deployed in national deployments (in Africa, the Indian Ocean, the 

Caribbean and the Pacific).  

Most of Europe’s largest economies have reduced defence budgets by as much as the UK in 

the aftermath of the end of the Cold War. As a result, the UK's relatively high rate of economic 

growth during this period, together with the significant real increase in its defence budget 

since 1997, has consolidated its position as Europe’s leading military power. In 2007/08, the 

UK's defence budget was £33.6bn, equivalent to €42.6bn at November 2008 exchange rates. 

By comparison, the defence budgets of France, Germany and Italy were €30.4bn, €24.3bn and 

€15.4bn respectively.9 The Government’s 2008 National Security Strategy estimated that the 

UK now had the world’s second largest defence budget in cash terms, and the fifth-largest 

(after the US, China, India and Russia) in purchasing power terms.10  

Doing more 

Why does the UK give a higher priority to defence than its European allies? The explanation 

does not lie in particularly onerous national commitments. The rationale for the nuclear force 

is predominantly national, but it consumes less than 10% of the total defence budget.11 And 

both national extra-European commitments (the Falklands) and internal counter-insurgency 

(Northern Ireland) have fallen to relatively low levels. Most of the explanation for the UK's 

higher level of spending, therefore, lies elsewhere.  

                                                                    
9 These figures are drawn from national statistics, and exclude military pensions and gendarmerie forces. As a result, figures 
reported to NATO for these countries do not correspond to the figures given here. Sources include Defense et Securite nationale: Le 
Livre Blanc, June 2008, p. 289; Pierre Tran, ‘French Military Budget Law to be presented October 29’, Defense News, 23 October 
2008; Tom Kington, ‘Italy Plans 6.9% Defense Budget Cut’, Defense News, 13 October 2008; German Federal Ministry of Defence, 
The 2007 Defence Budget, April 2007.  France and Italy have declined to provide data to NATO on the basis of its agreed definition of 
defence expenditure, which makes published NATO comparisons misleading.  

10 Cabinet Office, The National Security Strategy of the United Kingdom: Security in an Interdependent World, Cm 7291, March 2008, 
p. 46.  

11 In-service costs of the nuclear deterrent, including AWE costs, are around 5-6% of the defence budget. In addition, around 3% of 
the annual budget is likely to be spent on procurement over the main period of the Trident replacement programme. Ministry of 
Defence and FCO, The Future of the United Kingdom’s Nuclear Deterrent, The Stationery Office, Cm 6994, Dec 2006, p. 27.  
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The primary argument in favour of Britain maintaining a greater defence effort is that, by so 

doing, it is able to exert a degree of influence on the objectives and nature of coalition 

operations that other, less committed, allies are unable to do. During the Kosovo conflict, for 

example, it was able to back up its efforts to threaten the use of ground forces with credible, 

and large, commitments of UK forces, and subsequently played a lead role in the first troops 

to be deployed in that territory. In Iraq in 2003, it provided 15% of the invasion force, and 

subsequently took responsibility for security in the south of the country. In Afghanistan, it 

provided the first commander, and associated headquarters, for ISAF in early 2002. 

Subsequently, with the US’s forces severely overstretched in Iraq, it took on lead responsibility 

for Afghanistan’s Helmand province, reinforcing this presence in response to an intensifying 

Taliban counter-offensive.  

Strong defence contributions are part of a wider UK commitment to influencing multilateral 

efforts. The aid budget has tripled since 1997, and in 2007 it overtook the US as the largest 

contributor to the World Bank’s International Development Association facility.12 It is active 

within multilateral organisations and donor consortia in development of what the UK sees as 

best practice. Through its permanent membership of the UN Security Council, and its strong 

diplomatic links with the US and EU, the UK can further exploit the synergies between its 

defence, development and diplomatic efforts.  

Rather than being seen as competing with other assets for scarce budgets, therefore, the 

different components of Britain's external effort are complementary parts of a wider effort to 

increase the UK's influence over multilateral efforts. A recent, albeit controversial, example of 

this was the UK's success in persuading the Afghan Government to reject aerial spraying of 

poppy crops, despite the efforts of the US Ambassador to pursue such a policy. Both the UK's 

lead military role in Helmand (the country’s largest poppy producing province) and its lead 

role in counter-narcotics assistance helped weigh the argument in the UK's favour.  

                                                                    
12 Anthony Faiola, ‘US now no. 2 donor to fund for poor nations’, Washington Post, December 2007.  
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Finally, the UK's close defence relationship with the US has, at least in some cases, given it 

more influence than other allies over decisions as to whether or not to intervene militarily in 

particular crises, as well as on wider debates on liberal interventionism. Thus Prime Minister 

Blair’s 1999 Chicago speech detailing a new ‘doctrine of the international community’ was 

designed to put pressure on President Clinton to consider the threat of ground forces in the 

Kosovo war. But it also added weight to wider international calls in favour of a right to 

intervene militarily in cases of extreme repression, even when there was no direct threat to 

international peace and security. This doctrine was later to form the basis for the UN’s 

adoption of a ‘Responsibility to Protect’.  

Yet the influence that the UK can exert over global US policy should not be overstated. The US 

now spends $570 billion per year on defence, around ten times as much as the UK. While the 

US supplementary budget for the Global War on Terror (mainly Iraq and Afghanistan) in 2008 

totalled $190 billion, the UK’s equivalent budget was only £1.7 billion in 2006/7, rising to £3 

billion in 2007/08.13 The result of this disparity is that, when the US becomes fully engaged in 

a conflict, the relative importance of the UK effort declines sharply, and with this comes a 

reduced ability to influence coalition policy. This point was reached some time ago in Iraq: by 

late 2006, the size of the UK troop presence in Iraq was only around 4% of that of the US.14 It 

also means that there are key regions in which the US is strongly engaged, but where UK (and 

European) armed forces have been only sporadically represented, notably East Asia.  

It is also important to ask what the UK is planning to achieve by exercising increased influence 

over multilateral operations. There may be cases where UK influence can be brought to bear 

to ensure that its distinct national security interests are taken into account (for example in 

relation to terrorist networks in Afghanistan that are targeting the UK). But UK influence is 

most likely to be nationally productive where there is a strong national interest in the success 
                                                                    
13 UK Ministry of Defence, UK Defence Statistics 2008, 2008, Table 1.19.  

14 In late 2006, UK forces in Iraq totalled 7,100 compared with US forces of 165,700. IISS, The Military Balance 2007, Routledge, 
2007, Table 34.  
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of a coalition effort, and where a failure to provide a substantive contribution would 

substantially damage its chances of success. This in turn is most likely to be the case in 

circumstances where the UK constitutes a relatively large part of the potential coalition, and 

where the US (for whatever reason) is reluctant to provide the forces necessary for a 

particular task. On this basis, arguably the strongest case for a UK ‘surge’ in Iraq was in the 

initial months after the 2003 invasion, when US deployed forces were well below the levels 

necessary to restore stability, especially given its commitment to dissolution of Iraq’s own 

security forces. If the UK had been prepared to deploy a battalion to Baghdad in summer 

2003, for example, it might have helped mitigate the disastrous results of – and perhaps help 

to challenge - the Pentagon’s unwillingness to deploy adequate, or appropriate, US forces.15   

Similarly, the UK's willingness in 2006 to be the first coalition nation to deploy in force in 

Helmand helped to belatedly fill a gap that had been left by the US military’s focus of 

resources on Iraq. Once the US becomes more fully committed to Afghanistan, however, the 

case for an increased UK military presence is lessened. As a result, while UK force levels are 

likely to remain at or near current levels for some time to come, the UK's proportional 

contribution may begin to decline. Perhaps counter-intuitively, the UK’s ability to be a ‘force 

for good’ may be greatest when the US is less convinced that a particular mission is a 

sufficiently high priority for its own forces.   

The costs of failure 

As these two examples illustrate, the UK's ability to exert influence can sometimes be greatest 

when it is pushing against the policies, or at least the priorities, of its main ally. Yet such an 

approach can often be problematic, deepening the UK's level of commitment while increasing 

the risk of operational failure. And challenges to overall coalition policies are inevitably limited 

                                                                    
15 This argument was made by John Sawers, the PM’S Special Envoy in Iraq, in his initial report from Baghdad. The Guardian, 14 
March 2006.   
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by the disparity in military resources between the US and its European allies, and by the 

political consequences for the relationship with the UK's most important ally.  

This highlights one of the central problems facing UK defence planning during its third, post-

1990, phase.  By being the US’s most important junior partner, the UK has had more influence 

than any other medium power on the US-led interventions of this period. But it has also had 

to take a full share of political responsibility for the conduct and outcome of operations, often 

against considerable international and domestic opposition.   

Mobilising political support at home can be particularly difficult in cases where the rationale 

for intervention is not directly related to uniquely national responsibilities and interests. These 

political difficulties are further intensified when operations last longer, and involve greater 

loss of life, than had originally been envisaged, and when the Government is unable to 

articulate consistent and convincing justifications for action. 

Multiple and evolving rationales for military action are not uncommon; and the objectives of 

military action are, rightly, modified in response to both new opportunities and unanticipated 

difficulties. What distinguishes the main interventions of the last decade, however, is that 

they are widely perceived as wars of choice, in which military action was ordered proactively, 

rather than something that was forced upon the US and the UK. With the partial exception of 

Afghanistan, none were launched in response to an attack on the forces or territory of the 

main protagonists. Nor were they launched, in contrast to the 1990-1 Kuwait war, in response 

to territorial aggression against third parties. As a result, the decision to pursue a military 

course of action was always bound to be subject to particular scrutiny. This was particularly 

the case for Iraq, where the US and UK lacked UN support for their action, and where the 

mostly widely employed rationale, Iraq’s WMD programme, was rapidly discredited in the 

aftermath of invasion.  

Finally, controversy over the wisdom of the UK's decision to take part in military operations in 

Afghanistan and Iraq has been fuelled by their apparent contribution to the threat that the UK 
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homeland faces from AQ-inspired terrorism. In the long term, both operations were thought 

to be necessary in order to remove ‘safe havens’ which could be used to launch attacks 

against the UK and its allies. Yet the UK's participation in these two conflicts is also widely 

believed to be one of the reasons why it now faces a greater threat from Islamist terrorism 

than other European countries. Between the beginning of 2007 and October 2008, there were 

81 convictions for terrorist offenses, in 33 major cases. At least in this regard, the UK is paying 

a higher price than is the US, which has been relatively more successful in containing 

recruitment of its own residents and nationals to terrorist networks.   

Change We Can Believe In? 

Given the centrality of its relationship with the US for the UK's defence policy, the election of a 

new President is always a time of both risk and opportunity. Barrack Obama enters office at a 

time when the US is more divided in its approach to foreign and defence policy than at any 

time since the 1970's, and with a strong appetite for change from the policies of President 

Bush. This could present a new opportunity to heal the rifts created by Iraq, helping to forge a 

new trans-Atlantic defence consensus. But there is also a risk of a period of indecision, in 

which others could seek to take advantage of perceived American weakness or indecision.  

Old hands in the business of handling US Presidential transitions will doubtless argue that 

changes of personality at the top often do not make as much difference as the lessons learnt 

from experience on the ground. Certainly the US’s approach to military intervention has 

evolved significantly since the triumphalism that characterised Bush’s first term, with the 

appointment of Bill Gates as Defense Secretary widely praised on both sides of the party 

divide. And a staged withdrawal from Iraq was in any case inevitable even under a McCain 

presidency, not least because of the increasing Iraqi pressure for this to take place. On the 

other hand, the George W Bush Presidency has demonstrated that the personal instincts and 

ideology of the President do make a real difference (for good or ill) to the nature of national 

responses in times of crisis.  
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A President Obama will face unprecedented challenges across the range of policy areas. There 

are some broad similarities with the situation in 1993, the last time that a new Democratic 

President entered office with a pledge to focus on the domestic economy, having defeated a 

Republican who had been perceived as mainly concerned with foreign affairs. By comparison, 

however, Obama faces a much more serious economic situation, with both the US and global 

economies now facing the most severe recession since the 1930's. In 1993, the only significant 

operational commitments that President Clinton inherited were ‘no fly zones’ in Bosnia and 

Iraq, along with the deployment (at its peak, and including naval units) of 25,000 troops to 

Somalia.16 Clinton was able to use this period of relative peace, together with the end of Cold 

War commitments, to reduce the US defence budget sharply, thereby making a major 

contribution to his programme of budget deficit reduction. In 2009, by contrast, Obama is 

inheriting two major wars, involving the deployment of almost 200,000 troops in combat 

operations. At the same time, total defence spending has risen sharply (from $335 bn to 

around $695 bn in 2008). There are already strong indications of a slowdown in ‘baseline’ 

defence spending growth.17 Even after some transfer of resources to Afghanistan, moreover, 

there is a strong expectation that spending on operations in Iraq will soon fall sharply. But the 

pressure on the Democrats to deliver on promises for increased social spending, even in the 

context of economic recession, will add to the pressure for further reductions.   

Never-ending intervention?  

After the Al Qaeda attacks on the US on 11 September 2001, the Bush administration argued 

that a new era in international security had begun. The UK's commitment to use its armed 

forces as a ‘force for good’ in response to humanitarian emergencies (as in the Sierra Leone 

and Kosovo interventions) was now supplemented, and indeed largely supplanted, by their 

role as part of the ‘global war on terror’, now sometimes known in the US as the ‘war on 

                                                                    
16 IISS, The Military Balance 1993-1994, Brassey’s, 1994, p. 14.  

17 IISS, The Military Balance 2008, p. 19. 
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radical Islam’. Leading conservative intellectuals, both American and British, pronounced on 

the need for a new ‘democratic imperialism’ that would help speed the Middle East’s 

transition from authoritarian dictatorship to pro-Western democracy. Their main doubt was 

whether the US had the political will to take on the imperial mantle that the UK had 

abandoned after World War Two.18    

In one of his last speeches on defence as Prime Minister, Tony Blair made clear that he 

concurred with this analysis, and went on to argue that the new threat that became apparent 

after 9/11 would have profound implications for the future of the UK armed forces. He 

characterised the new threat as ‘akin to revolutionary communism in its early and most 

militant phase’, and emphasised that, for the armed forces, ‘the battle will be long. It has 

taken a generation for the enemy to grow. It will, in all probability, take a generation to 

defeat.’19  

The commitment to this struggle, conceived primarily in military terms, has imposed severe 

strains on the armed forces of both the US and UK. In both Iraq and Afghanistan, apparently 

decisive military victories were soon followed by sustained insurgencies, forcing fundamental 

changes in coalition strategy. With the forces of both countries facing repeated operational 

deployments, and with casualties and costs mounting, the strain on their armed forces has 

increased to dangerous levels, with particular concern over retention of key personnel. In the 

case of the UK, the 2006 decision to deploy a large force into Helmand, before a 

commensurate reduction in the commitment to Iraq could be made, has been the focus of 

widespread criticism. These strains should ease somewhat during 2009 and 2010, however, 

with both countries planning to make sharp reductions in the size of their forces in Iraq. It 

appears that these will be only partially offset by increased deployments to Afghanistan. But 

                                                                    
18 Niall Ferguson, Colossus.  

19 ‘Our Nation’s Future – Defence’, speech by Prime Minister Tony Blair, Plymouth, 12 January 2007. 
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this could change, especially in the event of a further deterioration in the security situation in 

that country.  

Most of all, the change in US administration is likely to see a far-reaching review of the 

direction of US intervention policy, and of policy in Afghanistan and Iraq in particular. The 

results of these deliberations could have as profound an effect on UK defence policy as any 

decisions made in London. It is already clear that the Obama administration will not rule out 

the possibility of military operations in the wider Middle East. US forces will continue to play a 

key role in deterring interstate aggression, defending shipping routes and reassuring 

important allies. But there is likely to be considerable scepticism about initiating operations 

that could risk a repeat of inconclusive Iraq-style ‘stabilisation’ missions.  An Obama 

administration is more likely to resemble those of Reagan, Clinton or George G W Bush in this 

respect than that of George W Bush. 

A more radical change in direction is possible, as occurred in the US Army’s disavowal of 

counter-insurgency capabilities in the 1970's after the humiliation of Vietnam.20 But such a 

change is likely to be strongly resisted, both in the US and in the UK. Military interventions 

played a positive role, albeit belatedly, in ending the conflicts in the Balkans in the 1990’s.  

UK policy may also be shaped by its growing political and financial commitment to sub-

Saharan Africa. Over the last decade, European and UN interventions helped terminate or 

dampen several conflicts on the continent; and the UK will continue to be called upon to 

contribute to capacity building, stabilisation and peacekeeping efforts. Indeed, if UK 

commitments in Iraq and Afghanistan can be drawn down, its armed forces’ ability to respond 

to such requests should increase. Moreover, because US leadership is less assured, the onus 

on the UK and France to form the core of any international military support for African 

peacekeeping efforts will be greater.  

                                                                    
20 Richard Lock-Pullan, US Intervention Policy and Army Innovation: from Vietnam to Iraq, Routledge, 2005. 
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Yet many of the same political factors that limit the value of military intervention in the wider 

Middle East also apply in Africa. Anti-colonialism plays too central a role in the founding myths 

of most African states for European armies to be welcomed back with open arms. There is also 

a risk, in cases such as Sudan and Somalia, that Western military intervention would fuel 

support for Al Qaeda – inspired insurgencies, further worsening the extent of the 

humanitarian crisis in these countries.  

UK military forces can play other, more limited, roles in Africa. In some cases, they may be 

able to help guarantee the security of weak regimes against the risk of military coup of 

insurrection.  They may play critical roles in providing ‘back office’ support (transport, 

communications, intelligence, training, maintenance, etc) for African and Asian-led 

peacekeeping forces that lack the resources to provide these capabilities for themselves. 

There is also a good case for providing more UK resources to support of security sector reform 

for African forces, drawing on some of the positive lessons from its experience in Sierra Leone.  

Together, these various roles are unlikely to become a major driver for UK force capabilities. 

Given the growing importance of African security for UK foreign policy objectives, however, 

there is a strong case for giving these roles a higher priority than they have had in the last 

decade.  

 

The return of Great Powers? 

One of the weightier criticisms of US-led interventions in the Middle East has been that it has 

diverted attention from the need to prepare for the possibility of future conflict with other 

major powers, including Russia and China. This critique has gathered momentum since 

Russia’s intervention in Georgia in August 2008. The stabilisation of Central and Eastern 

Europe was one of the greatest foreign policy successes of the post-Cold War period. But this 

success did not extend to Russia, Europe’s largest power, which has become increasingly 

alienated from European political and military structures.  The very efforts that helped 
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