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Introduction 

The United Kingdom (UK) entered the 21st century with a largely Cold War legacy 
doctrine and equipment inventory for the formation and use of its Armed Forces. It 
can be argued that since 2001, over two decades of counter insurgency (COIN) 
operations in Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya and Syria/Iraq has focused and reconsidered 
doctrinal thinking.

Politicians, military advisers and the media may have, until recently, been mesmerised
by COIN, largely to the exclusion of other potential military risks and tasks. This is not
to say that the British Armed Forces have been specifically configured for COIN, 
although Urgent Operational Requirements (UORs), and much of the equipment 
programme, for the 20 years have significantly increased the percentage of military 
assets towards this form of warfare. The 2021 Integrated Review and associated 
Command Paper identified that real time reporting of terrorism, especially 'the 
casualty' effect, has skewed Western (UK) foreign policy and spending priorities. 
Rightly this is being addressed and corrected. 

Perhaps what has not been so cohesively considered is that COIN has morphed over 
the years into an air-centric policy using a ‘no boots on the ground’ approach leading  
in the post Afghanistan era tackling the Daesh threat in Iraq/Syria at arms length. 
Where 'boots on the ground' do apply is in mentoring, advising and training to support
third party forces. This is fine if properly bounded within a defined and funded Military 
Task with agreed success factors. It does not work if unplanned operation specific 
expenditure and mission creep is introduced, adding yet more stress on the core 
defence budget. 

Realigning national strategy away from COIN requires a period of rebalancing and a 
focus on National and Allied defence aimed at re-establishing the Order of Battle 
(ORBAT) towards 'peer-on-peer' fighting capability and capacity. This focus being all 
the more urgent right now because of (a) a belligerent, revanchist Russia - the 
'Ukraine' situation having festered since 2014 is now delicately poised and (b) an 
increasing threat from Chinese autocracy. 

Sadly the IR must overcome the depletion and removal of essential military 
capabilities in SDSR 2010 which limited the UK Armed Forces at the conventional 
level. Ironically, these Forces are still being referred to by HMG as the UK having 'full 
spectrum capability': Nuclear, Land, Maritime, Air, Cyber and Space components 
able to project power with global reach. Alas – stand fast the Royal Navy's (RN) 
strategic Trident ballistic missile capability - the UK's conventional strategic military 
reach is in reality small scale and arguably no longer enduring. Indeed, it can be 
argued that the UK has not possessed conventional large scale 'full spectrum 
capability' for decades. And this requires immediate remedial action by 
HMG/MOD. 



Royal Air Force (RAF) 

The RAF no longer has combat aircraft with strategic range and arguably lacks 
dedicated close air support (CAS), true suppression of enemy air defence (SEAD) at 
the tactical level, and despite the introduction of the P-8 Poseidon long range maritime
patrol aircraft 9 is simply not enough, especially with a belligerent Russia and China 
seeking to exert their influence globally. The RAF front line fast jet combat strength 
has been reduced from 30 squadrons in 1991 (circa 360 Fast Jets) to just 7 squadrons
today – (circa 100 x Typhoon and 22 x F35B Lightning II) in the forward available fleet
(FAF). The introduction of a 10 MQ-9 Reaper long endurance UAVs being useful but by
no means sufficient. In all cases it is critical to remember that an aircraft can only be 
in one place at any one time, numbers really matter. 

Royal Navy (RN)/Royal Marines (RM)
 

The RN and RAF both lack sufficient logistic enablers to transport the ‘expeditionary’ 
British Army and Royal Marines (RM) at short notice in little more than Battle Group 
strength and in the case of the Army without its armour. To compound matters, the 
RN surface and sub-surface combat fleets are reducing in numbers before the 
promised fleet increase in the 2030s (2 carriers, 18 DD/FF and 6 SSN primary 
combatants with at least 3 T45 DD in long term maintenance for a power system 
upgrade)1 The RM has been steadily reduced in readiness from a Brigade to a Battle 
Group to individual packets and the current 2 x Landing Ships are not guaranteed to 
remain. As with the RAF it is critical to remember that a ship or submarine can only be
in one place at any one time, numbers really matter.

The British Army

The British Army is reduced to circa 73,400. These forces are to be rebrigaded into 
3rd (UK) Division which will hold the Army’s armoured forces and remain at the heart 
of the Army’s war fighting capability. This to be supported by 1st (UK) Division as the 
home of the Army’s light forces and the 6th (UK) Division as the home of our 
unconventional warfare capabilities. Deployable forces are being re-modelled around 
Brigade Combat Teams (BCTs), creating more self-sufficient tactical formations and 
providing more options for decision makers. BCTs integrate the full range of 
capabilities but at the lowest possible level including artillery, un-crewed aerial 
systems, cyber, air defence, engineers, signals and logistical support. New BCTs 
include 12 and 20 Armoured BCTs, the new Deep Recce Strike BCT, 7 Light Mech BCT 
and 4 Light BCT.
 • Land Regional Hubs have been established in Germany, Kenya and Oman. This 
persistent forward deployment in key strategic locations provides improved global 
access and enhanced interoperability, allowing our forces to respond rapidly when 
required.
 • The Army’s Global Response Force (GRF) built around 16 Air Assault BCT and 1st 
Aviation BCT is ready to respond to emerging crises from humanitarian relief through 
to warfighting. The GRF is being reinforced with an additional infantry battalion, 
combat engineer squadron and new Apache and Chinook helicopters. This will be 
joined by an additional artillery battery and close support logistics squadron to further
enhance the deployability and capability of the force.
 • Land Special Operations. The new Army Special Operations Brigade was established
on 31 August 2021. The Brigade will provide a Land Special Operations capability 
routinely deployed alongside partner forces around the world to counter Violent 
Extremist Organisations and hostile state threats. They will contribute to collective 
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deterrence by training, advising and if necessary, accompanying partner forces in 
support of our national interest. The Brigade will include the new Ranger Regiment, 
which reached Initial Operating Capability on 1st December 2021. 
• 11th Security Force Assistance Brigade (SFAB). The new SFAB will be persistently 
engaged across the globe. It will commission, design, deliver and assess security force
assistance activity to inform regional Defence strategies. It will reduce the likelihood 
of having to fight wars through its deterrent effect while retaining the ability to set the
conditions for the warfighting division to act, if necessary. Building on the Specialised 
Infantry Group model of regionally focused units, SFAB will operate with conventional 
partners in permissive environments. It will complement the discreet partnering that 
Army Ranger battalions will deliver in high-risk environments. 
• The infantry will be reorganised into four new Infantry Divisions, each with an 
affiliated Ranger Battalion. This will deliver a better balance of numbers and roles, 
providing a greater range of opportunities and supporting better recruiting and 
retention.2 

However mobile elements like 16 Air Assault Brigade (16AAB) circa 8000, inclusive of 
RAF and Army Air Corps (AAC) can only deploy rapidly by trading off troops, heavy 
armour, combat air support or logistic because of the limited number of available air 
enablers. In all cases it is critical to remember that a soldier or a vehicle can only be 
in one place at any one time, numbers really  matter if the UK is to have influence 
globally. 

To move these troops, we must have the aircraft to get them there together with their
equipment. It is always possible to move large numbers of troops with heavy 
equipment by sea (ships taken up from trade) but not in any hurry, or by air charter 
at a cost and reduced deployment flexibility. Hence declaring that the Britain has 'full 
spectrum capability' misleads the public as to our Forces' capabilities. It is the 
difference between what is promised by politicians and Ministry of Defence (MOD) 
leadership, and what can actually be achieved within a given time frame and threat 
environment.  It could well be argued that the government needs to face up to the 
fact that if they want to have genuine global influence confronting China and Russia 
numbers really matter.

UK MILITARY DOCTRINE IN A BUDGET CONSTRAINED AGE 

Who would argue that more cash in Defence would not be welcome? However, the UK 
had a £1.9tr national debt in 20193 which will have become much worse following the 
fiscal pain that COVID has inflicted upon the UK economy. Therefore, any extra cash 
as promised by the Prime Minister in 2020 (£16bn over 4 years) is most welcome. 
However, in view of the overall debt situation, the UK, and the MOD in particular, must
examine how to do more with the defence budget. To do that Her Majesty's 
Government (HMG) must unambiguously articulate its Grand Strategy for Defence and
Security, which in turn will define the MOD’s Military Tasks, doctrine and desired 
readiness criteria that drive the now classified defence planning assumptions (DPA). 

HMG must be clear about its Strategy and the Prime Minister must lead the way. For 
example if one were to consider the aspirations of a former PM in 2014, as given to 
the Parliamentary Joint Committee on the National Security Strategy (JCNSS) then the
major headings in a UK Grand Strategy might look something like this: 

1. To take all measures that maintain Britain’s economic strength through sound 
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financial and monetary measures allied to the maintenance of free international
trade. 

2.  To make full and proportionate contributions to those alliances that contribute 
to, and ensure, world peace; most particularly, the UK’s seat on the UN Security
Council must be retained and supported by a judicious mix of hard, soft and 
flexible (smart) power.

3.  To maintain and, where necessary, improve the living standards and security of
all UK’s people and make a valid contribution to the well-being of the same for 
the underprivileged in the wider world. 

4. To make a leading contribution to the search for the very best use of the world’s
and the Nation's energy and raw material resources. 

These must also then be aligned and prioritized with current Military Tasks and any 
Military Aid to Civil Authority (MACA) support the PM wishes the UK Armed Forces to 
provide to the nation. MOD activity must be viewed as part of a coordinated and 
coherent ‘National Smart Security Strategy' linking political, diplomatic, economic, 
development, internal security, and military activity. 

Such an approach, directed by a single full-time coordinating entity, (eg the National 
Security Council (NSC)) could identify, pressurize and engage an adversary's ‘centres 
of gravity’ and 'pain points' to influence and instil the required end effect or desired 
behaviours. From a National Security and Defence perspective there must be a clear 
and tangible ‘line of sight’ between the UK’s Grand Strategy defining its role in the 
world, its external and internal security and defence strategy, through to the required 
supporting Military Tasks and likely military planning scenarios and contingent 
operation assumptions.

These Military Tasks and operational assumptions drive the military capabilities and 
resources required - the equipment and people needed. This in turn determines the 
equipment procurement programme, military personnel recruiting, training and Force 
Elements at Readiness (FE@R) and Force Element Sustainability (FE@S) which 
ultimately define the Defence budget. 

Doctrine

Doctrine for the British Armed Forces must flow from these UK Grand Strategy aims. 
The strategy being the overarching higher-level focus for all government departments 
of which the MOD along with the Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office 
(FCDO) and SIS provide the external action service and the Home Office with MI5, the
MOD, Business and DEFRA provide the internal security and resilience action service. 

Realism must drive a revised Grand Strategy, the National Defence and Security 
Strategy and Defence doctrines to balance aspiration with ability as the Armed Forces 
reduce in personnel numbers, weapons platforms yet overseas support bases expand. 
The latter to include Gibraltar, Oman, Ascension Island, Falkland Islands and 
Singapore to name a few of the high profile sites. 

Tasks allotted to the MOD must be reduced or properly funded and the doctrine made 
more responsive to achieve realisable and measurable effect. For MOD the focus must 
be on reassessing the concept of 'full spectrum capability' as it is quite erroneous 
and dangerously misleading to suggest that with the budget restraints placed upon 
them, and with the Capabilities already removed, that UK's Armed Forces can continue
to meet every challenge in-line with the PM's aspirations or UK established Treaty 



obligations. 

Therefore, there must be a rebalancing within the defence budget to ensure that the 
primary national strategic priorities as outlined in a UK Grand Strategy are met. 

The logic of UK's position, in line with the National Security Strategy, is a focus on 
maritime/air/Cyber/Space-centric defence posture – a position that the political elite 
has been endorsing by default through their adherence to a 'no boots on the ground' 
policy preference. 

Maritime/Air Strategy: Put simply, without wealth creation there is no financial 
security or earned capital to spend on defence or to aid others. Therefore, at the heart
of an articulated Grand Strategy will be defence spending that ensures security and 
protection of the resources that underpin wealth creation. What the US Naval 
strategist, Alfred Thayer Mahan, might have described as a virtuous circle. For the UK 
in the 21st century this clearly points to security of the 'maritime/air commons' to 
protect the 90% of sea trade that ensures continuity of energy, raw materials and 
food within a well regulated internationally enforced trade environment. 

A Land/Air Strategy: However, existential forces often drive foreign policy and test 
our collective will to uphold international law. For example the NATO and EU response 
to the Russian incursion and threat to Ukraine and to the borders of Poland via 
Belarus. Although Ukraine is a non-NATO Treaty State the actions and subsequent 
belligerent rhetoric by Mr Putin have refocused NATO's attention to its Eastern frontier
and engendered a policy shift. Simultaneously, NATO strategists are having to respond
to the rapid emergence of the use of migrants as a tool of policy. Equally the threat 
from Islam State in the Levant (ISiL) in the Middle East (ME) arose rapidly and 
although being contained to a degree is a threat to NATO's South Eastern border and 
to regional stability generally, possibly to the European mainland itself. 

Maritime/Land/Air Strategy: There remain wider defence responsibilities that will 
require continued, or new, thought towards truly joint military strategies involving all 
three Services and Strategic Command. The Falkland Islands continue to receive 
Argentina's unwanted attention not least, like other nation’s such as those in the 
South China Sea region, where resources are the catalyst. Exploitation ambitions from
the Arctic to Antarctic - Northern to Southern hemisphere – abound. The UK’s balance 
of Forces must be optimised and funded to meet a number of priorities to operate 
independently or in a coalition/alliance - NATO is the bedrock but as important are the
UK’s UN Security Council seat, its place in the Five Eyes intelligence community and 
more recently AUKUS and our Commonwealth connections. 

UK’s strategic position – NATO Rebalancing.  A cursory look at the balance of 
forces in NATO Europe today indicates a relative abundance of fighter jets and ground 
forces spread across the various contiguous parts of the European mainland but a 
dearth of maritime and maritime/air logistic enablers. From Poland to Turkey armies 
and combat air predominate but are dispersed, whilst in the Baltic States armed 
forces are minimal. This imposes limitations on NATO’s ability to rapidly concentrate 
force unless those Forces can be moved from one region or flank to another, quickly. 
In this respect the USA provides circa 80% of the mobility and UK and France provide 
most of the remainder. 

Therefore, underpinning any UK doctrine must be Force Readiness and Force 
Sustainment, which might be defined as: Force Readiness is the time within which a
unit or formation can be made ready to perform unit-type tasks. This time is amplified



or measured by indicators of its current personnel, materiel and training state but 
does not include transit time (JWP 0.01.1). Sustainment is the ability of a force to 
maintain the necessary level of combat power for the duration required to achieve its 
objective (AAP-6). 

Failure to achieve this balance weakens UK's ( and NATO's) ability to provide adequate
Forces to counter an emerging threat or to concentrate Force in response to a surprise
attack upon a NATO ally or UK's overseas interests. UK home-based-Forces (in 
reduced numbers) are easier to sell to the voting public than justifying the expense of 
basing forces overseas in peacetime. Therefore it is encouraging that HMG have 
agreed to allow MOD to pre-position heavy armour and equipment back in Germany 
partially reversing the flawed policy which is to base UK Armoured Forces in the UK. 
Rapid generation of force ‘Capability packets’ for internal security, resilience and MACA
support are also essential: these have been used to support local communities and 
the NHS for flood and other extreme incidents not least during the current Pandemic, 
where the military has been extensively used. 

In current circumstances only a small proportion of the British Army's proposed 
73,400 regulars (and/or 30,000 Army reserve) and heavy equipment, the RM and/or 
RAF Regiment, can be rapidly moved in anything other than a permissive environment
and with several weeks notice. It took weeks to prepare and deploy a RN hospital ship
and 750 personnel for deployment to Africa in response to Ebola. 

The UK has already reaffirmed its commitment to NATO's Allied Rapid Reaction Corps 
(ARRC) - High Readiness Force (Land) (HRF(L)). So be it. But it is arguable that this 
Corps can neither react rapidly, nor is it at High Readiness as it has no full-time 
ORBAT beyond HQ elements. Prior to 2010 the UK offered the ARRC, a headquarters, 
1st Armoured Division, 3 Mechanised Division, 16 AAB, combat support (CS) and 
combat service support (CSS) totalling 30,000 to 40,000 personnel. Since then SDSRs
2010/2015 have changed the dynamics. This will have impacted the  DPA assumptions
and severely restricted the British Army's ability to contribute to operations within the 
NATO area of responsibility (AOR). Therefore, with an extremely tight defence budget,
the UK's contribution to NATO must be a candidate for reassessment on the basis that 
UK does not have 'Full Spectrum Capability'.

European NATO partners must be challenged to put in-place capable maritime, ground
and air forces for self defence, as well as contributing Forces and Capability to NATO 
communal defence. The UK's role must be to offer sophisticated and highly mobile 
niche capability - special forces (SF), sea and air combat and logistic enablers, etc, - 
in support of an Article V counter surprise operation. A full armoured division would 
need to be at longer readiness even with forward based pre-stocking. 

Furthermore, the nature and context of likely future operations must also begin to 
fashion the composition of Forces across the Royal Navy, Army and Royal Air Force 
affecting the utility of some current weapons platforms. Will they continue to be 
relevant in the 2040s and beyond if, as predicted, the climate changes and the 
operating environment changes in existing and new deployment areas? The MOD may 
need to consider the utility of the its Armour, Infantry Fighting Vehicles, Fast Jets and 
supporting Air Transports when defending the Arctic NATO flank if there is major loose
surface and sub-surface ice in the seas, and the thawing tundra makes the ground 
less able to take the weight of land based equipment?

Conclusion 



Without a UK Grand Strategy for Defence and Security (the ‘ends’), and the ability to 
map equipment and personnel (the ‘ways’ and ‘means’) to the required military tasks 
and Capabilities needed, the UK will continue to have incoherently assessed maritime 
and air logistic support and ill-defined UK military Force structure. 

The 2021 Integrated Review and Command Paper began the process of re-evaluation 
but there is much further to go. The UK Grand Strategy and Defence and Security 
Strategy must be realistically revisited with a pragmatic, rather than aspirational 
focus, and the Defence Planning Assumptions and Force compositions revised to 
ensure Future Force 2025 is properly designed, funded and delivered. 

Not least, that the UK must acknowledge that at current funding rates 'Full 
Spectrum Capability' is no longer affordable or achievable and that numbers 
really do matter. 


