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The Strategic Defence and Security Review
SDSR15 – STRATEGIC OR SUPERFICIAL?
By Air Commodore Andrew Lambert, Professor Andrew Roberts and Allen Sykes

FOREWORD
By Air Chief Marshal Sir Michael Graydon
It is not an exaggeration to suggest that this year’s Strategic Defence and Security Review
(SDSR) is the most important in four decades.
In terms of numbers of surface fleet combatants, combat aircraft and Army manpower, the
Armed Forces of the United Kingdom are at their lowest levels since the 1920s; moreover,
whole capabilities are missing and we have been unable to perform certain crucial military
functions. And all this has occurred in the face of a world that is widely recognised as
increasingly dangerous.
Furthermore, the period of austerity which has affected Western nations – and much of the
world – has brought into sharp relief the imbalance between the United States contribution to
NATO’s collective defences and that of America’s European partners.
Britain’s Defence Secretary, Michael Fallon, in his recent blog (15th June), indicated that the
Government would conduct a thorough, analytical, transparent and consultative SDSR; if so
this will be in contrast to the review undertaken in 2010. The nation must hold the Defence
Secretary to his promise.
In this paper, the authors suggest a number of steps that should accompany the work; if
followed they would undoubtedly give confidence to the nation, the Armed Forces and our
allies that SDSR 15 was indeed on track to be both credible and responsive to our security
needs. Crucially, it would send a powerful signal of intent to those who may wish us harm.

The Current Scene
The last Strategic Defence and Security Review, SDSR10, written for the Coalition Government on taking
office, was designed to save money rather than to reset strategy. It was overtaken by events even before its
ink was dry by the 2010 Arab Spring. The next review, SDSR15, rushed to meet timescales set by the
Chancellor’s October Comprehensive Spending Review (CSR), faces similar dangers.
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The threats facing Britain and her allies in 2015 are growing in magnitude and complexity. At the same
time US support seeps away. The limited intervention operations envisaged in SDSR10 are now a world
away from what may well be required in the face of renewed Russian threats on the continent of Europe
against states with whom we have the most solemn treaties as part of the NATO Alliance. Such a threat, so
close to home, was not remotely contemplated when SDSR10 was drafted. Meanwhile, in the Middle East
the ongoing chaos of the Arab Spring, the barbarous extremism of ISIL, the widening of the schismatic
Sunni/Shia conflict across the region, the anarchy in several failing, or failed, states, and the rise of a
potentially hostile nuclear Iran, threaten terrorism against Western homelands and oil supplies on which
all Europe depend. During the last 5 years the defence budget has been cut by 9% and military capacity
reduced much more substantially. Since SDSR 10’s Force 2020, the geo-strategic landscape has changed
dramatically, making that plan inappropriate. Further, hopeful American presidential candidates are
increasingly asking why US taxpayers should pay to defend Europe, while Europe spends on social
programmes the US cannot afford.
It also needs to be appreciated that the US, similarly budget constrained, will find it more difficult to retain
its military pre-eminence unless it spends more on high technology weapons. Russia and China, both
spending heavily on weapons, are catching up.1 To keep its fighting edge “America needs to spend more
on technology. The military playing field is more even than it has been for many years.” If America must
now spend much more on very advanced technologies it will expect its allies, Britain and NATO Europe,
to play a larger role in providing current force.
The record of the last 30 years shows yet again that most wars catch us by surprise. The new Russian
assertiveness and the rampages of the Islamic State arose only in 2014. Whilst it is as yet unclear how
aggressive Russia may become, there is most certainly a new level of threat. The unexpected nature of
such events means that a nation like Britain should retain significant general capabilities. The costs and
perils of neglect can be huge. It is always cheaper to deter wars than to fight them. The complacency
engendered by the seeming dominance of the Western Alliance in 2010 can no longer be the background
to SDSR15.
The instability which could result if Russian adventurism goes unchecked would severely damage the
European economy on which 44% of our exports depend and our own economic growth with it. At the
recent G7 conference, when discussing the threats of potential Russian actions with President Obama, the
Prime Minister stated the need for “both prosperity and security”. Both these could be put at risk if we,
and our European allies, do not provide adequate deterrence to Russian miscalculation and maintain our
ability to support global stability and trade. Paying the extra security premium for adequate defence is
overwhelmingly in the national interest. Any proper cost/benefit calculation would show this.
A key component of national security is having the best possible understanding of world trends and events.
This is the traditional role of the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) and the intelligence agencies.
The FCO in particular has suffered major funding cuts which now need to be made good; as Major General
Jonathan Shaw, a former Assistant Chief of the Defence Staff, has written 2 :“The FCO, once renowned for its understanding of the world, is a shadow of its former self.
Slaved to pursue millennial goals under New Labour or economic regeneration under the
Coalition, it has lost the ability to explain the world to Whitehall, and the UK has lost a significant
competitive advantage. It is hardly surprising that the government is caught unawares.”
1 ‘Military innovation – a shaper blade’ and ‘Weapons technology – Who’s afraid of America’, The Economist, 13th June 2015.
2 ‘Adapt to Survive: the key to our safety in a changing world’, The Tablet, 6th June 2015.
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This, together with severe cuts to the renowned BBC World Service – saving a mere £250m a year – are
the falsest of economies. Britain is missing out on priceless intelligence and influence to save petty cash.
Given the growing threats to Britain and its allies it is vital to give the FCO and intelligence agencies the
funds they need for their vital and irreplaceable responsibilities.
The Government’s parsimony towards national security may have seemed justified five years ago when
the public sector deficit was out of control but this should be the case no longer. Five years after entering
office, the Conservatives can take heart that, while the annual deficit is still high, the British economy is
growing at 2½% a year or more, providing substantial extra revenues towards the elimination of the deficit
in 3 to 4 years time. It is time to restore defence spending to the priority it deserves.
America, our irreplaceable ally, has warned that Britain’s failure to commit to a defence provision of at
least the NATO 2% of GDP will imperil both the Special Relationship and the US commitment to NATO
Europe. This would bring unacceptable consequences for the United Kingdom.
What is urgently needed is an SDSR15 grounded in a realistic appreciation of the state of the world,
considering the role the UK should play, and what this implies in terms of defence policy and resourcing.
If, on costing this, it is judged unaffordable, then the policy conclusions must be openly revisited. Such an
analysis needs to be publicly transparent. Only thus can it command full Parliamentary and public support
and regain the confidence of the Armed Forces. We therefore take considerable heart from the recent blog
and article by Michael Fallon 3 that he intends to conduct just such a thorough, analytical, transparent and
consultative SDSR; it will readily be apparent from the outcome whether or not he has met this commitment.
We set out six essential steps the Government should now take to discharge those responsibilities and
ensure that they command national confidence.

The Essential Steps
1 It is the responsibility of the National Security Council (NSC) to provide the Government’s agreed
long-term global strategy, the National Security Strategy (NSS) on which SDSR15 is to be based.
Ideally this should be published in advance of the SDSR but at least the relationship must be clear and
specific. A debate now on our strategic intentions would ensure that the most important single
consideration in national life, on which all else depends, is grounded in realism. It would also reassure
our key allies, America and NATO Europe, and send the necessary tough message to our opponents.
2 The affordable commitment which would do most to reassure our allies would be to retain the NATO
defence budget minimum target of at least 2% of GDP, so strongly urged by the Prime Minister at the
Newport NATO conference. Such a move would send a strong signal to friends and foes. It is wholly
unreasonable to expect American taxpayers to continue to fund 70% of NATO’s defence provision
unless all the major West European nations commit to the 2%. President Obama has made it abundantly
clear that if even Britain, its most dependable and militarily credible ally for over 70 years, will not
commit to the 2%, then America must reconsider its position.
3 Many commentators have been bewildered when they contrast the ring-fenced 0.7% of GDP for Foreign
Aid with the non-ring fenced defence budget. The former is primarily intended to provide aid to unstable
nations to reduce the chances of future security threats. But given the many serious gaps in British
defences capabilities the Government should, at least for a few years, reconsider its commitment
to 0.7% of GDP to foreign aid if it makes adequate defence otherwise unaffordable. National
security must be its top priority.
3 https://modmedia.blog.gov.uk/2015/06/15/defence-secretary-michael-fallon-discusses-the-need-for-a-full-and-thorough-sdsr/

and ‘Why we are not feeble’ by Michael Fallon, Sunday Telegraph, 21st June 2015.
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4 The Government should also address the serious problem of Service morale. Defence expenditure
cannot safely be turned on and off at will. SDSR15 must address the need to restore confidence amongst
service personnel. A body which has remained heavily tasked yet seen capabilities reduced year on
year, its numbers whittled down and career prospects steadily diminished, cannot have confidence in
its future. If it is true as reported in the media that one in four service personnel wants to leave this
must be a matter of great concern. Government has to make a long-term commitment if it expects
talented servicemen and women in turn to make that commitment which modern Armed Services
need. In business, a CEO who was told that a quarter of his staff wanted to leave would make the
reversal of this his top priority.
5

The public has the right to hear from its senior servicemen. Serious thought should be given to enabling
the Chiefs of Staff to testify, as they do in the United States, before the elected politicians so that both
Parliament and the public are fully informed on this most vital of all subjects.

6 There should be a commitment to the maintenance of the defence budget once approved on the basis
of SDSR15. No business can be efficient and cost effective if the funding upon which its medium to
long term strategy, purchasing and operational plans are based is constantly changed. It should be a
fundamental principle of the quinquennial SDSR that funding, once promised, is maintained until at
least the following review.
For all these reasons we urge the Government to announce, before the budget on 8th July, and the mid-July
summer recess of Parliament, its commitment to adequate defence, to reassure America and NATO Europe,
and to send an unmistakable message to Putin and the Islamic State of NATO’s unity and resolve. This
gives the best chance of maintaining peace and with it prosperity.
A recent public opinion poll by ABF The Soldiers’ Charity shows a sharp increase in public concerns about
the impact of cuts to the Forces, with almost half of all respondents saying they thought the reductions to
the Army had made it less able to provide the UK with effective defence. 4 There seems little if any public
appetite for further defence cuts and, indeed, a genuine and justified fear that military capabilities are
already being unnecessarily depleted.
The British people, the most responsive and responsible in the world when the need for sacrifice is
explained to them, will accept a brief delay in eliminating the deficit if national security requires it,
as it most certainly does.

4 ‘Army is no longer able to defend UK properly, say 1 in 2’, The Independent, 23rd June 2015.
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