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Executive Summary

Executive Summary

•	 Recent events in Ukraine and the Gulf have starkly brought into 
focus the growing threat from ballistic missiles, cruise missiles 
and UAVs. 

•	 On 27 January 2025, President Donald J Trump issued Executive 
Order 14186, ‘The Iron Dome for America’, which called for 
the development and deployment of a ‘next-generation missile 
defense shield’, known as ‘Golden Dome’ consisting of ground 
launched and space-based systems, to protect the United States 
from a limited attack by an adversary, such as North Korea, Russia 
or China. 

•	 This report considers the policy implications for the British 
Government in the event the US succeeds in developing and 
deploying ‘Golden Dome’, with particular focus on the implications 
for the UK Strategic Nuclear capability, which is based on a policy 
of minimum credible nuclear deterrence. 

•	 It argues that development and deployment of ‘Golden Dome’ 
•	 could fundamentally affect the present nuclear deterrence 

equation which developed throughout the Cold War. 
•	 has the potential to re-ignite an arms race, both defensive and 

offensive, which in turn could lead to a damaging split within 
NATO. 

•	 risks the diversion of US resources away from programmes 
of more direct benefit to European security, such as US in-
theatre conventional forces.

•	 If ‘Golden Dome’ is not extended to cover the UK, European and 
NATO allies, deployment:
•	 has the potential to remove the topmost rungs of the escalatory 

ladder, making lower-level conventional and theatre nuclear 
conflict more likely in Europe.

•	 risks the creation of differential levels of security, with the 
US protected by ‘Golden Dome’, freed from its longstanding 
vulnerability to attack from Russian ICBM and Cruise Missiles, 
while the UK and Europe would remain exposed to a range 
of Russian nuclear and conventional threats, reinforcing the 
perception of a growing US reluctance to defend, with nuclear 
weapons, if necessary, other Allies. 

•	 Russia is likely to use ‘Golden Dome’ as pretence/justification to 
continue its development of offensive nuclear weapons, and new 
missile defence systems.
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•	 Should Russia continue to increase the number of ground based 
Anti-Ballistic Missile defences around Moscow, or deploy a 
Russian equivalent to ‘Golden Dome’, on a scale to match the full 
weight of the US strategic ballistic missile inventory, the smaller 
UK Trident force might become incapable of either swamping 
Russian defences or effectively exploiting any leaks in the system.

•	 Given Russian and Chinese criticism of ‘Golden Dome’ and 
potential to both develop their own defensive systems and build 
up their respective nuclear forces, it is likely that the British 
Government will have to face up to the unpalatable and costly 
implications for the UK strategic nuclear deterrent.

•	 To prepare for this eventuality, the British Government should:
•	 offer to support and attempt to participate as fully as possible 

with the research and development of ‘Golden Dome’ to meet 
a UK requirement for a missile defense system to protect the 
United Kingdom and its overseas territories, to benefit from 
US research contracts, technological spin offs, insight into the 
‘Golden Dome’ development programme, and some of its 
weaknesses, and from joint experiments which are of value to 
the UK strategic deterrent.

•	 conduct a thorough assessment of potential Russian responses 
and intentions, along with a review of the UK Deterrence 
Criteria to take account of the changed post Ukraine, post Iran 
circumstances, which could then be applied to a redefinition 
of the Deterrence Criteria.

•	 reverse its previous commitment to only use eight of the 
twelve available missile tubes on the ‘Dreadnought’ class 
SSBNs, and increase the number of re-entry vehicles carried 
on each of the Trident D5 missiles in the ‘Dreadnought’ class 
SSBNs; and fully outload each ‘Dreadnought’ class SSBN with 
twelve operational missiles

•	 build on the pioneering work undertaken in the UK on 
Penetration Aids, Decoys and new Re-Entry Bodies during the 
Cold War as an insurance should a requirement to improve 
the Trident system and its penetration capability emerge over 
the course of its lifetime.

•	 undertake a study to determine the technical capacity of the 
‘Dreadnought’ force to keep two submarines on patrol from 
a fleet of four submarines to increase the number of available 
missiles and re-entry bodies.

•	 consider working with France, Europe’s other nuclear power, 
to discuss how to adopt a common UK-French approach to 
mitigate the impact of any Russian response to ‘Golden Dome’, 
by coordinating and integrating the UK nuclear capability with 
France, by harmonising SSBN patrols and nuclear targeting to 
increase the weight and diversity of attack.

•	 explore the acquisition of a complementary nuclear system 
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to supplement the Trident force, either a submarine launched 
or air launched cruise missile, to complicate an adversary’s 
defensive systems, and as an insurance should an effective 
defensive system nullify the Trident force.
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Introduction

On 27 January 2005, President Donald J Trump issued Executive Order 
14186, ‘The Iron Dome for America’, which called for the development 
and deployment of a ‘next-generation missile defense shield’ to protect 
the United States. Known as ‘Golden Dome for America’ (GDA), in 
May, the President announced that $25 billion had been allocated to the 
development of a layered missile defense shield, consisting of ground 
launched and space-based systems, which would be completed in around 
three years. According to President Trump, ‘Golden Dome’ ‘will be 
capable of intercepting missiles even if they are launched from other sides 
of the world and even if they are launched from space.’1 ‘Golden Dome’ 
is a ‘system of systems... designed to leverage some past investments’, all 
of which will be ‘seamlessly integrated’ and ‘fielded in phases, prioritising 
defense where the threat is the greatest.’2 In March 2026, the Department 
of War increased the program’s cost estimate to $185 billion.3 Initial 
estimates put the total cost between $542 billion to $831 billion over 
twenty years.4 However, a 2026 Congressional Budget Office report has 
estimated that costs could be as much of $1.2 trillion over the next 20 
years, though General Michael Guetlein, director of Golden Dome for 
America, has disputed this figure. ‘…they’re not estimating what I’m 
building’, he said in April 2026.5

The aim of this report is to review US plans for ‘Golden Dome’, explore 
how Russia and China might react to deployment, and consider the policy 
implications for the British Government, with particular focus on the 
implications for the UK Strategic Nuclear capability, which is based on a 
policy of minimum credible nuclear deterrence. Recent events in Ukraine 
and the Gulf, as well as growing Parliamentary and public interest in 
‘Golden Dome’, makes it highly desirable for the Government to define 
its position on the subject and to play a full and constructive role in the 
debate about the utility of air and missile defence, which is already under 
way in the US, Russia and China.

1.	 Arms Control Association, Arms Control To-
day, ‘China, Russia Sharpen “Golden Dome” 
Missile Defense Critique’, June 2025

2.	 Arms Control Association, Arms Control To-
day, ‘China, Russia Sharpen “Golden Dome” 
Missile Defense Critique’, June 2025

3.	 Executive Gov, ‘Gen. Michael Guetlein: DOW 
Boosts Golden Dome Cost Estimate to 
$185b, 18 March 2026

4.	 The Guardian, ‘Trump rolls out Golden Dome 
missile defense project and appoints leader’, 
20 May 2025

5.	 Congressional Budget Office, Non Partisan 
Analysis for the US Congress, ‘Potential 
Costs of a National Missile Defense Sys-
tem’, May 2026; For Guetlein comments 
see Defense One, ‘Golden Dome plan would 
cost $1.2 trillion CBO finds’, 12 May 20206; 
Guetlein said: ‘They are estimating the mod-
ernization or the continuation of the legacy 
systems that we already have, and they just 
take the cost of a legacy system, and they 
multiply it out and they get these really large 
numbers and they say, well, that must be it. 
That is not what Golden Dome is doing.’
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What is Golden Dome?

The capabilities, effectiveness, and cost of ‘Golden Dome’, and the 
implications for the UK, NATO and Europe, depend entirely on the type of 
system architecture adopted. While the ‘initial architecture blueprint’ has 
been finalised, details remain classified.6 In April 2026 a US Department 
of Defence Official stated that ‘due to operational security and the need to 
protect our competitive advantages, we will not provide details, specifics 
or timelines’.7 While it is not clear what final form ‘Golden Dome’ will 
take, according to the Presidential Executive Order, the system architecture 
is required to include, at a minimum, plans for:

(i)	 Defense of the United States against ballistic, hypersonic, advanced 
cruise missiles, and other next-generation aerial attacks from peer, 
near-peer, and rogue adversaries;

(ii)	Acceleration of the deployment of the Hypersonic and Ballistic 
Tracking Space Sensor layer;

(iii)	Development and deployment of proliferated space-based 
interceptors capable of boost-phase intercept;

(iv)	Deployment of underlayer and terminal-phase intercept capabilities 
postured to defeat a countervalue attack;

(v)	Development and deployment of a custody layer of the Proliferated 
Warfighter Space Architecture;

(vi)	Development and deployment of capabilities to defeat missile 
attacks prior to launch and in the boost phase;

(vii)	Development and deployment of a secure supply chain for all 
components with next-generation security and resilience features; 
and

(viii)	Development and deployment of non-kinetic capabilities to 
augment the kinetic defeat of ballistic, hypersonic, advanced 
cruise missiles, and other next-generation aerial attacks.8

According to an analysis by the Congressional Budget Office (CBO), 
a notional system is likely to consist of four interceptor layers: a space-
based layer, consisting of a 7,800 satellite constellation capable of 
engaging 10 ICBMs launched near simultaneously; an Upper wide-area 
surface, comprised of 2 new Ground Based Midcourse Defense sites, each 
equipped with a Long-Range Discrimination Radar and 60 interceptors, 
along with an existing Ground-based Midcourse Defense site at Fort 
Greely, Alaska; a Lower wide-area surface layer, comprised of four 
Ageis Ashore sites in the continental United States, each equipped with 48 

6.	 Executive Gov, ‘Gen. Michael Guetlein, Emil 
Michael Offer Update on Golden Dome, 24 
April 2026

7.	 National Defense, ‘Pentagon’s Flagship Gold-
en Dome Missile Defense Program Spinning 
its Wheels’, 10 April 2026

8.	 ‘The Iron Dome for America’, by Executive 
Order of the President, 2 March 2025
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interceptors, and a final Regional sector, comprised of 35 sectors, each 
with radars, interceptors, and command and control facilities, capable 
of operating independently.9 The system would also include numerous 
sensors, communication and battle management systems, and would be 
designed to provide a layered defense against ballistic missiles, hypersonic 
missiles, cruise missiles and other aerial threats, across the United States, 
Alaska and Hawaii.10 The goal is not a foolproof comprehensive defensive 
system, which is likely unattainable. ‘Golden Dome’ is only envisaged as 
a partial defensive system, capable of protecting the United States from 
a limited attack by an adversary, such as North Korea, Russia or China.11 

Fig.1 Congressional Budget Office Assessment of Notional Missile 
Defense System Capability.12

Despite considerable technical, cost, schedule and logistical challenges, 
the Administration is pressing ahead with development of ‘Golden Dome’. 
In July 2025, the Trump Administration’s ‘One Big Beautiful Bill’ Act, 
included around $25bn in development funding, and in February 2026, 
the Department of Defense released an unclassified spending plan which 
included a proposed $2 billion for air-moving-target indicator satellites; 
$7.2 billion for space-based sensors, and $800 million for next generation 
ICBM defense systems, and $400m for an expansion of the Multi-Service 

9.	 Congressional Budget Office, Non Partisan 
Analysis for the US Congress, ‘Potential 
Costs of a National Missile Defense System’, 
May 2026

10.	Congressional Budget Office, Non Partisan 
Analysis for the US Congress, ‘Potential 
Costs of a National Missile Defense System’, 
May 2026

11.	Congressional Budget Office, Non Partisan 
Analysis for the US Congress, ‘Potential 
Costs of a National Missile Defense System’, 
May 2026

12.	Congressional Budget Office, Non Partisan 
Analysis for the US Congress, ‘Potential 
Costs of a National Missile Defense System’, 
May 2026
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Advanced Capability Hypersonic Test Bed programme. A host of remaining 
items were listed as ‘available at a higher classification’.13 In April 2026, 
the United States Space Force Space Systems Command (SSC) awarded 
contracts of up to $3.2 billion to twelve companies: Anduril Industries, 
Booz Allen Hamilton, General Dynamics Mission Systems, GITAI USA, 
Lockheed Martin, Northrop Grumman, Quindar, Raytheon, Sci-Tec, True 
Anomaly and Turion Space, to support the development of a space-based 
missile defense capability for ‘Golden Dome’.14 ‘We are moving with 
purpose and urgency to forge a shield that its layered, integrated, and 
automated…’ said Guetlein, ‘this is not a future concept but a reality we 
must build now’.15 

At the end of May 2026, SpaceX was awarded a $2.29 billion contract 
to build a constellation of hundreds of satellites in low-Earth orbit to 
provide data and communications for ‘Golden Dome’, as well as a $4.16 
billion contract for a space-based senor layer designed to track and target 
global airborne threats.16 On 1 June, Lockheed Martin opened a new 
88,000 square foot advanced production facility in Courtland, Alabama, 
to produce the Next Generation Interceptor, a new missile capable of 
deploying ‘multiple-kill vehicles’ against incoming threats.17 ‘Golden 
Dome for America is real, and it is not theoretical. We are building it right 
now in Courtland’, said Guetlein.18 Officials insist that the programme is 
progressing ahead of schedule and within budget and that it is adaptable.19 
‘If any component of the architecture cannot deliver on time, we have 
pathways to pivot away from that and embrace different technology’, said 
Guetlein20

While it remains to be seen whether all the elements of ‘Golden Dome’ 
will be developed and deployed, given the pace at which the programme 
is moving it is prudent to explore the implications.

13.	National Defense, ‘Pentagon’s Flagship Gold-
en Dome Missile Defense Program Spinning 
its Wheels’, 10 April 2026

14.	Gov Con Wire, ‘SCC Awards Up to $3.2b in 
Space-Based Interceptor Contracts for 
Golden Dome Effort’, 27 April 2026

15.	Executive Gov, ‘Gen. Michael Guetlein, Emil 
Michael Offer Update on Golden Dome, 24 
April 2026

16.	United States Space Force, Press Release, 
‘US Space Force Accelerates Fielding Space 
Based Airborne Target Indicator Program’, 
29 May 2026

17.	Overt Defence, ‘Lockheed Martin Opens Next 
Generation Interceptor Production Facility’, 
3 June 2026

18.	Overt Defence, ‘Lockheed Martin Opens Next 
Generation Interceptor Production Facility’, 
3 June 2026

19.	Executive Gov, ‘Gen. Michael Guetlein, Emil 
Michael Offer Update on Golden Dome, 24 
April 2026

20.	United States Senate, Committee on Armed 
Services, Sub Committee on Strategic Forc-
es, Transcript, Monday 27 April 2026
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Policy Implications for His 
Majesty’s Government

The arguments for and against a partial missile defensive system are 
complex, speculative, open to criticism and dependent on judgements 
about the technical capability of untested systems, as well as an opponent’s 
offensive and defensive capabilities. Proponents argue that the dynamics 
of twenty first century deterrence are different to those of the twentieth 
century. ‘The strategic environment has changed dramatically since the end 
of the Cold War’, said Marc J Berkowitz, the Assistant Secretary of Defense 
for Space Policy, in testimony to the United States Senate, Committee on 
Armed Services Sub Committee on Strategic Forces, on 27 April 2026:

we are no longer facing just a single, monolithic threat. We are now facing 
multiple nuclear-armed rivals who have increasingly sophisticated missile 
and aerial capabilities… strategic stability cannot be based on U.S. societal 
vulnerability to assured retaliation… the Golden Dome is intended to be a 
complement to our nuclear deterrence because in conjunction with our nuclear 
triad a homeland missile defense capability will provide us both a sword and 
a shield that will have a synergetic benefit to strengthen deterrence, and should 
deterrence fail, it will provide a means to protect the territorial integrity of the 
nation and the lives of our citizens.21

Supporters also argue that the dynamics of deterrence against third world 
states are different from those in relation to Russia and that without a form 
of missile defence, the US might be deterred from taking conventional 
military action, and thus defending its interests. Advocates of a partial 
defensive system also argue that such a system would create sufficient 
uncertainty in the mind of a potential aggressor about the effectiveness 
of an attack as to deter the aggressor for embarking on a highly risky first 
strike, and that it would eliminate some options for a limited strike as 
it could neutralise such attacks. Such a system could also promote arms 
reductions by demonstrating to adversaries that their offensive strategic 
weapons could soon become obsolete. However, critics point out that an 
adversary could overcome uncertainty of a successful strike by enlarging 
their offensive arsenal to saturate and swamp any partial defensive system. 

In general terms, deployment of ‘Golden Dome’ has the potential to fuel 
an arms race, both defensive and offensive and it could affect the present 
nuclear deterrence equation which developed throughout the Cold War. 
While ‘Golden Dome’ may not undermine the ability of Russia’s strategic 
nuclear forces to achieve assured retaliation, some in Russia will suspect 21.	United States Senate, Committee on Armed 

Services, Sub Committee on Strategic Forc-
es, Transcript, Monday 27 April 2026
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that over time the US will deploy more comprehensive defensive systems 
to enhance the overall capability of ‘Golden Dome’. The diversion of US 
resources into ‘Golden Dome’ also has the potential to reduce the resources 
available for programmes of more direct benefit to European security, 
such as US conventional forces. From a moral perspective ‘Golden Dome’ 
could also undermine public support for nuclear weapons as a system 
based on strategic defences is arguably more defensible on moral grounds 
because it would not rely on the threat of mutually assured destruction. 

The implications for the UK, Europe and NATO depend on the type of 
system eventually developed and deployed and crucially whether the US 
offers to extend ‘Golden Dome’s coverage to European allies. The ’Iron 
Dome for America’ Executive Order states that following the submission 
of the ‘Golden Dome’ system architecture, ‘the Secretary of Defense shall 
direct a review of theatre missile defense posture and initiatives to identify 
ways in which the United States and its allies and partners can:

(a)	Increase bilateral and multilateral cooperation on missile defense 
technology development, capabilities, and operations;

(b)	Improve theater missile defenses of forward-deployed United 
States troops and allied territories, troops, and populations; and

(c)	Increase and accelerate the provision of United States missile 
defense capabilities to allies and partners.

It is not clear if ‘Golden Dome’ or its various systems would integrate 
into NATO’s Integrated Air and Missile Defence system (NATO IAMD). 
However, given concerns about US unreliability in many European 
capitals, and Europe’s own plans for a German led European Sky Shield 
Initiative (ESSI), to develop a multi-layered ground-based integrated 
European air defence system, with an anti-ballistic missile capability, 
it is possible that US allies might decline to come under the protection 
of a US controlled ‘Golden Dome’. In such circumstances, unilateral US 
deployment risks the creation of differential levels of security for the US 
and the rest of NATO, with the US protected by ‘Golden Dome’, and 
the rest of NATO left exposed to a multitude of threats. Once deployed, 
the UK and Europe would become a more attractive target to potential 
adversaries, as the US, safe under the ‘Golden Dome’, would be freed from 
its longstanding vulnerability to attack from ICBMs and Cruise Missiles, 
while the UK and Europe would remain exposed to a range of nuclear and 
conventional threats.22 This real or perceived transatlantic decoupling of 
the US from the rest of the NATO Alliance risks reinforcing the perception 
of a growing US reluctance to defend other Allies.23 ‘Golden Dome’ also 
has the potential to remove the upper echelons of the escalatory ladder, 
which could potentially make lower-level conflict more likely in Europe 
and it is conceivable that Russia might be less deterred than it is today 
from conventional conflict. 

Regardless of whether ‘Golden Dome’ is extended to cover the UK, 
Europe and/or NATO, deployment has potential implications for the UK 

22.	TNA/PREM/49/1202, UK Medium Term 
Strategy On National Missile Defence 
(NMD) Note by Officials, 5 November 1999

23.	TNA/PREM/49/656, Tebbit to Packenham, 
27 October 1999
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strategic nuclear deterrent. The size of the UK’s Trident force in terms of 
the number of submarines, missiles and warheads is dictated by the British 
Government’s concept of minimum credible deterrence, with the baseline 
criterion of ‘unacceptable damage’.24 To be effective in its independent 
and NATO roles the UK’s deterrent must be seen to be capable of posing 
a major threat. Throughout the latter period of the Cold War, successive 
British Governments judged that to pose an effective threat, the UK’s 
strategic nuclear capabilities had to be capable of overcoming Russian 
defensive systems and inflicting a prescribed level of damage on the 
Russian capital, Moscow. When, in the 1960s, the Soviet Union started 
to deploy Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) defences, the British Government 
respond by improving the penetration capability of its strategic Polaris 
system, through the development and introduction of a modification to the 
Polaris re-entry system, known as Chevaline, which became operational in 
1982. In the run up to the replacement of Chevaline with Trident, studies 
concluded that the UK’s deterrence criteria should continue to be based 
on the ability to threaten Moscow and the Soviet leadership. Possible 
improvements to the Moscow ABM system in response to Ronald Reagan’s 
Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) and related technological developments 
were important factors in the 1980 decision to acquire Trident, and later 
decisions about the optimum number of Trident missile numbers and 
warhead configurations. 25 

The British Government’s continuing ability to threaten Moscow is 
contingent on there being no widespread increase in Russian anti-ballistic 
missile defences. Should Russia view the aim of ‘Golden Dome’ as to 
neutralise the ability of the Russian strategic nuclear capability to achieve 
assured retaliation, Moscow may respond by continuing to increase its 
own missile defences. If a Russian equivalent to ‘Golden Dome’, with 
a space-based ABM system able to destroy incoming missiles before re-
entry vehicles are dispersed is deployed on a large scale this would have 
potentially serious implications for the UK’s Trident force because of its 
small size as it would be incapable of either swamping Russian defences 
or exploiting ‘leaks’ in the system.26 Since the current and future SSBN 
force is scaled on this assumption, the effectiveness of the UK’s strategic 
deterrent is much more vulnerable to small Russian improvements in 
defence capabilities than its US counterpart.27 A relatively small increase 
in the number of ground-based ABMs round Moscow could call in to 
question the UK’s ability to satisfy its deterrence criteria. 28

There are also political implications. The deployment of ‘Golden Dome’ 
could at best leave the British Government with reduced confidence in the 
probability of a successful Trident launch, and at worse an effective US 
veto over the UK strategic nuclear force as ‘Golden Dome’ could effectively 
reduce the UK Trident force to a dual key deterrent system.29 It is uncertain 
whether the US intends to employ command and control methods or 
launch characteristic identification to ensure that its own Trident missiles 
are not engaged by ‘Golden Dome’ and whether the UK Trident force 
would also be protected.30 Regardless, heightened public awareness of 

24.	TNA/AIR/8/4063, CDS 40/88, The Implica-
tions for the United Kingdom of Strategic 
Defences, 8 November 1988

25.	ibid
26.	ibid
27.	ibid
28.	ibid
29.	ibid
30.	TNA/AIR/8/4063, Part 1 to COS 13th Meet-

ing/90, 10 July 1990
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these implications could cause considerable political difficulties as the 
general public comes to understand that vast sums of taxpayers money are 
being spent on a capability which may no longer be independent.31

31.	TNA/AIR/8/4063, CDS 18/90, The Implica-
tions for the United Kingdom of Strategic 
Defences, Executive Summary, 17 July 1990
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Lessons from the Past

Britain has had to confront the prospect of both the US and Russia deploying 
missile defences before. The Soviet Union and the United States both 
started conducting research into strategic defences in the early 1950s and 
the Soviet Union deployed an ABM system to protect Moscow throughout 
much of the Cold War. To constrain the deployment of such systems 
on 26 May 1972, the US and the Soviet Union signed the Anti-Ballistic 
Missile (ABM) Treaty, which limited ABM deployment to two sites, 100 
launchers for the defence of the National Command Area (NCA), and 100 
launchers for the defence of an Intercontinental Ballistic Missile (ICBM) 
complex, with a single missile for each launcher and no reload capability. 
While the ABM Treaty did not rule out qualitative improvements to the 
Moscow based ABM system, such as the development of terminal endo 
atmospheric defences, and there was always the possibility that the Soviets 
might abandon it, and deploy ABM systems on a vast scale, the Treaty did 
remove some of the uncertainty about the development of Soviet ABM 
defences and clarified the requirement of the UK’s deterrent system to 
overcome the defences around Moscow. While Russia abided by the terms 
of Treaty, it also embarked on a series of improvements to the Moscow 
based ABM system, which forced the British Government to improve 
the Polaris system, with the Chevaline system. By the time Chevaline 
entered service in 1982, the British Government had already embarked 
on the replacement of Polaris with Trident. However, on 23 March 1983, 
President Ronald Reagan announced that he had asked the US scientific 
community to develop a ‘means of rendering’ attacks from ballistic missiles 
‘impotent and obsolete’ and issued a policy directive, NSSD 6-83, which 
directed the US and its allies to develop an effective defence against first 
strike from ICBMs. The Strategic Defense Initiative, (SDI), or Star Wars, as 
it became known, envisaged a leakproof multi-layered system of ballistic 
missile defence, using a variety of methods including new technologies 
and space-based components. 

The British Government was sceptical about the political, strategic and 
technical implications of SDI, particularly its impact on the ABM Treaty, 
the UK strategic deterrent and the Trident programme, and how the 
Russians might respond – an increase in Soviet ABM defences would have 
serious implications for the UK’s national deterrent. To prevent a second 
defensive arms race between the US and the Soviet Union, in December 
1984, the Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher, travelled to Camp David 
and had President Reagan commit to an agreed statement which included 
four points:
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(1)	The US, and Western aim was not to achieve superiority, but to 
maintain balance, taking account of Soviet developments;

(2)	SDI-related deployment would, in view of treaty obligations, have 
to be a matter for negotiation;

(3)	The overall aim is to enhance, not undercut deterrence;
(4)	East-West negotiation should aim to achieve security with reduced 

levels of offensive systems on both sides. This will be the purpose 
of the resumed US-Soviet negotiations on arms control, which I 
warmly welcome.

To demonstrate British support for SDI, the Prime Minister encouraged 
British universities and industry to participate in its development, 
though only a small number of contracts were ever secured. In 1987, the 
Prime Minister added to the four points by emphasising the desirability 
of pursuing SDI research to the point of establishing its feasibility and 
in January 1989, the Prime Minister, Defence Secretary and Foreign 
Secretary agreed to encourage the new Administration of George H.W. 
Bush to continue research development and testing of strategic defence 
systems, to ensure that the West maintained a technological edge; that the 
UK position remained that deployment would require negotiation under 
the ABM Treaty; and to conduct research into possible improvements to 
Trident as a hedge against possible Soviet deployment.

In the years leading up to the end of the Cold War, the US concluded 
that developing a comprehensive ballistic missile defence system was 
more difficult than first envisaged. When the Cold War ended the SDI 
programme was reconfigured away from a missile defence system capable 
of providing protection against large scale ballistic missile attacks on 
the US mainland, towards a smaller, less ambitious system, capable of 
providing protection against limited missile strikes (PALS), which then 
became the Global Protection Against Limited Strikes (GPALS). While 
the British Government welcomed these developments, concerns about 
the implications for Trident remained, and while discussions with the 
Bush Administration at both official and political level took place, as the 
November 1992 US election approached missile defence became caught 
up in US domestic politics. Following the election of President Bill Clinton, 
the GPALS system was placed under review. Congress eventually enacted 
the Defense Authorization Act FY 1993, which modified the 1991 Missile 
Defense Act, and stipulated that any ballistic missile defence system must 
‘comply with the ABM Treaty’ and reduced funding. The emphasis of 
the programme shifted to National Missile Defence (NMD) against threats 
from rogue states and throughout the early New Labour years the British 
Government attempted to prevent the US from proceeding with its NMD 
plans in a way which might collapse of nuclear arms control and non-
proliferation efforts.

Following the election of President George W Bush, in November 2000, 
the new Administration put forward new NMD proposals which envisaged 
the creation of a nationwide missile defence system and withdrawal from 
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the ABM Treaty. Following the terrorist attacks on 11 September 2001, 
which only reinforced the case for an NMD system, on 13 December 
2001, Bush announced that the US intended to withdraw from the ABM 
Treaty, and formally enacted the required six-month notice period. The 
British Government offered cautious support. The US officially withdrew 
from the treaty on 13 June 2002, thus leaving both the United States and 
Russia free to develop anti-ballistic missile defences. 

In the absence of the ABM Treaty, Russia continued to invest in ABM 
capabilities by modernising and developing new missile defence systems. 
As a 2024 paper from The Atlantic Council has shown the Cold War era 
A-135 system, which protects Moscow is being modernised with a three 
tier defensive system comprised of 1) A long range exo-atmospheric 
interceptor (replacing the 51T6) with a range of 1,500 km and altitude 
of 800 km; 2) a medium range interceptor with a range and altitude of 
1,000km and 120km; and 3) a short range interceptor, known as the PRS-
1M/53T6M with a maximum range and altitude of 350 km and 40-50 km, 
armed with a nuclear or conventional warhead. Russia has also developed 
and deployed the S-500 mobile air and missile defence system designed 
to complement the A-134 system and target IRBMs, early warning aircraft 
and satellites in low-Earth orbit. An upgrade to the S-500, the S-550 has 
also been proposed. There is also the S-300V, which potentially has a 
very limited capability against an incoming SLBM.32 According to one 
analysis ‘In the coming decade an increasingly robust BMD system around 
Moscow may emerge in the form of the A-235 and the S-500, which 
may form a layered defence’ and the 77T6 radar on the S-500 appears to 
provide ‘sufficient target discrimination’ which makes defeating defences 
via penetration aids ‘a less certain outcome.’33

Despite repeated assurances from Washington that US missile defence 
efforts in the aftermath of the demise of the ABM treaty were modest 
in scale and capability, and not designed to undermine Russia’s strategic 
nuclear capabilities, only to defeat limited strikes from rogue states such 
as North Korea and Iran, as well as accidental or unauthorised Russian 
and Chinese launches, Russia has also developed new offensive nuclear 
weapon systems, including new ICBMs, advanced cruise missiles and new 
hypersonic missiles, weapons Moscow claims it needs because of recent 
US missile defence developments. ‘We create state-of-the-art systems of 
Russia’s strategic weapons in response to the U.S. unilateral withdrawal 
from the ABM Treaty and deployment of this system both on the US 
territory and beyond its national borders’, said President Putin in March 
2018. ‘We considered that the 1972 Soviet-US treaty on missile defense 
was a cornerstone of the international security system… We stated that we 
would be forced to develop modern missile strike system to ensure our 
own security.’34 The US strongly rejects Russia’s rationale. ‘Objections to 
US missile defenses are not really about preserving strategic stability’, said 
Berkowitz. ‘They are aimed at weakening or constraining our own defense 
capabilities that would complicate their ability to use coercive threats to 
attack the United States. In short, what they have been doing is insisting 

32.	See Jacob Mezey, ‘Russian and Chinese Stra-
tegic Missile Defense: Doctrine, Capabilities 
and Development’, Atlantic Council, Issue 
Brief, August 2024

33.	Sidharth Kaushal, ‘Conventional Prompt 
Strike in European Military Power’, RUSI

34.	TASS Russian News Agency, ‘Buildup of US 
global missile system breaks strategic bal-
ance – Putin’, 1 March 2018
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that U.S. vulnerability is stabilizing while simultaneously rejecting such 
vulnerability for themselves.’35

35.	United States Senate, Committee on Armed 
Services, Sub Committee on Strategic Forc-
es, Transcript, Monday 27 April 2026
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How might Russia respond?

Russia claims that the development and deployment of ‘Golden Dome’ 
will further intensify its offensive and defensive developments. In January 
2019, during the first Trump Administration, the publication of the US 
Missile Defense Review, which called for a new array of US space-based 
sensors and other systems to detect and shoot down incoming missiles, 
caused Russia to warn that any expansion of US missile defenses would 
‘inevitably start an arms race in space with the most negative consequences 
for international security and stability.’ The Russian Foreign Ministry 
warned: ‘Contrary to what the Review’s authors say, the implementation 
of its plans and approaches will not strengthen security of the U.S. and 
its allies. Attempts to take that path will have the opposite effect and deal 
another heavy blow to international stability.’36

Russia and China, which is also concerned about the potential for 
‘Golden Dome’ and its technology, to provide a shield for US allies in the Far 
East, particularly Taiwan, have both strongly condemned ‘Golden Dome’ 
on the grounds that it would destabilise global security and turn outer 
space into a new arena for armed confrontation. In sharp criticism, both 
Moscow and Beijing have accused Washington of deliberately attempting 
to acquire a ‘first strike’ capability which creates ‘hardly surmountable 
obstacles to the constructive consideration of nuclear arms control and 
disarmament initiatives.’ In May 2025, President Xi visited Moscow to 
attend commemorations to mark the 80th anniversary of the end of the 
Second World War in Europe. In a joint statement issued at the end of 
the visit, the two sides described ‘Golden Dome’ as ‘Deeply destabilising 
in nature… a complete and ultimate rejection to recognise the existence 
of the inseparable interrelationship between strategic offensive arms and 
strategic defensive arms, which is one of the central and fundamental 
principles of maintaining global strategic stability.’ Russia and China also 
criticised ‘Golden Dome’ for providing ‘additional impetus to the further 
development of kinetic and non-kinetic means providing for the left-of-
launch defeat of missile weapons and infrastructure that supports their 
employment’, and accused the United States of developing the capability 
to use ‘high-precision conventional weapons or a combination of nuclear 
and non-nuclear weapon systems’ to launch strikes against Russian 
and Chinese strategic nuclear forces, with ‘Golden Dome’ enabling the 
interception of a ‘radically weaponed retaliatory strike with air and missile 
defense assets’ granting the US ‘overwhelming military superiority’ which 
‘fundamentally contradicts the logic underlying the maintenance of 
strategic balance.’37

36.	Associated Press, ‘Russia warns US missile 
defense plans will fuel arms race’, 18 Janu-
ary 2019

37.	Joint Statement by the Russian Delegation 
and the People’s Republic of China on Glob-
al Strategic Stability, 8 May 2025



	 policyexchange.org.uk      |      23

 

How might Russia respond?

Russia and China, which are both engaged in the development of space-
based weapons, were also highly critical of the spaced based elements of 
‘Golden Dome’ and US plans for the ‘significant strengthening of the arsenal 
of means to conduct combat operations in space, including the development 
of orbital deployment of interception systems, turning outer space into an 
environment for placing weapons and an area for armed confrontation.’38 
Both stated they opposed ‘the attempts of individual countries to use 
outer space for armed confrontations and’ pledged to ‘counter security 
policies and activities aimed at achieving military superiority, as well as 
at officially defining and using outer space as a “warfighting domain”.39 
While both Russia and China continue to develop missile defences, as well 
as space-based and counter space weapon capabilities, they want ‘to start 
negotiations on a legally binding instrument based on the Russian-Chinese 
draft Treaty on the Prevention of the Placement of Weapons in Outer Space 
and the Threat of Use of Force Against Outer Space Objects as soon as 
possible’ to ‘provide fundamental and reliable guarantees for preventing 
an arms race in outer space, weaponization of outer space and the threat 
or use of force against outer space objects or with their help.’ They also 
pledged ‘to safeguard world peace, ensure equal and indivisible security 
for all, and improve the predictability and sustainability of the exploration 
and peaceful use of outer space by all States’, by promoting ‘on a global 
scale the international initiative/political commitment not to be the first to 
deploy weapons in outer space.’40 Despite this, a Russian foreign ministry 
spokesman later stated that ‘Russia reaffirms its commitment to working 
with China by proactively coordinating our approaches and deepening our 
practical cooperation for ensuring global strategic stability and countering 
common challenges and threats in this sector.’41

From a technological basis there is little evidence to suggest that Russia 
has a programme of space-based strategic defence equivalent to that of 
‘Golden Dome’ and it is doubtful that Russia could afford to match US 
efforts given the state of the Russian economy and the capacity of its defence 
industry, which has struggled to meet delivery schedules.42 However, 
Moscow can undoubtedly pursue such a programme if it perceived it to be 
of vital strategic interest and it is conceivable that the US might attempt to 
resurrect a Cold War era proposal to buy off the Russians by helping them 
to develop a missile defence system of equivalent size to nullify Russian 
objections. Initially, it is likely that Russia would instead respond to the 
deployment of ‘Golden Dome’ by seeking to continue to both improve its 
existing air and ABM defences and restoring its offensive capabilities to 
blunt the effectiveness of ‘Golden Dome’ by the acquisition of additional 
new capabilities to disable or degrade the system by using ASAT systems, 
countermeasures such as signature or trajectory modification, measures 
to improve system effectiveness, and/or by increasing the number of 
offensive systems to saturate US defences. Alternatively, or in parallel, 
Moscow could continue to improve ABM defences by enhancing existing 
systems and extending coverage to other cities and important areas. In the 
longer term, if costs were tolerable, Russia could exploit its heavy lift-

38.	See Financial Times, ‘Inside China’s plans 
to fight in space’, 26 April 2026 for a good 
overview of China’s space-based and count-
er-space weapon capabilities. Also see Unit-
ed States Space Force, Space Threat Fact 
Sheet, April 2026 for a good assessment of 
Chinese and Russian space based activities.

39.	Joint Statement by the Russian Delegation 
and the People’s Republic of China on Glob-
al Strategic Stability, 8 May 2025

40.	Joint Statement by the Russian Delegation 
and the People’s Republic of China on Glob-
al Strategic Stability, 8 May 2025

41.	Briefing by Foreign Ministry Spokes-
man Maria Zakharova, Makhachkala, 
27 May 2025 https://mid.ru/en/for-
eign_policy/news/2020206/?TSPD_101_
R 0 = 0 8 7 6 5 f b 8 1 7 a b 2 0 0 0 9 6 a a 1 f -
6 f 5 5 e a 2 b c 2 0 5 1 4 a 0 5 5 8 7 7 b d -
76c25aa5e4840b3b7ff5d28326aa0b0e-
4f708ac86ebef143000c8e4da38eb-
2fa207974f26304b60678bfbc5a04d-
c314fd96aca167dcbdf552b6bed54bf-
1f68ae79d0ceb4651fceff983#Q12

42.	See Jacob Mezey, ‘Russian and Chinese Stra-
tegic Missile Defense: Doctrine, Capabilities 
and Development’, Issue Brief, August 2024, 
p.9
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to-orbit capability to deploy space-based interceptors, possibly utilising 
Directed Energy Weapons capable of destroying major components of 
ballistic missiles. 

The technology certainly exists to produce a capable missile defence 
system. On 31 October 2023, Houthi rebels from Yemen launched a 
medium range ballistic missile at Israel, which was intercepted by an 
Israeli Arrow 3 anti-ballistic missile, in what was the first example of 
an exo-atmospheric interception.43 The recent Iranian retaliation against 
the joint US-Israeli air campaign against Iran saw Tehran fire over 600 
missiles at Israel and more than 1,000 missiles and almost 4,000 UAVs at 
14 countries across the wider Gulf region. According to estimates, ninety 
percent of those fired at Israel were intercepted by Israel’s integrated air 
and missile defence systems: Iron Dome, David’s Sling, the Arrow system 
and the new Iron Beam laser, an improvement of at least five percent 
on the previous engagement between Israel and Iran.44 However, despite 
advances in sensors, materials and machine learning, ‘while technological 
advances are likely to improve performance and cost-effectiveness of 
ballistic missile defences… adversaries will also improve their ability to 
avoid, overwhelm or defeat… and they will not place a decisive role in 
limiting nuclear retaliation.’45 

43.	The Arrow missile was developed in the early 
1990s in response to the ballistic missiles 
launched against Israel during the first Gulf 
War. The first operational system, Arrow 2 
entered service in 2000. It was followed by 
the more advanced Arrow 3 in An Arrow 4 
missile is already under development. This 
technology is already proliferating. Israel has 
already agreed a $3.5 billion deal to sell the 
Arrow 3 system to Germany, with deliveries 
expected to start towards the end of 2025.

44.	Labour Friends of Israel, Policy Briefing, 
‘UK-Israeli Aerial Defence Collaboration: To-
wards a British “Iron Shield” 2026’, 15 April 
2026 

45.	Grego, Laura. 2025. “Do Technology Ad-
vances Allow Missile Defences to Make up 
Ground?”  Journal of Strategic Studies  48 (2): 
465–509.
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How should the British 
Government respond?

Given Russian and Chinese criticism of ‘Golden Dome’ and the possibility 
both might continue to develop their own offensive and defensive systems 
and build up their respective nuclear forces, the British Government is likely 
to have to once again face up to the unpalatable and costly implications for 
the UK strategic nuclear deterrent. There are several possible responses: 

1) Dissuade the US from deploying ‘Golden Dome’
The first option is to engage the US Administration in serious discussion 
about the implications of ‘Golden Dome.’ However, any attempt to 
dissuade the US from deploying ‘Golden Dome’ to prevent Russia and 
China responding by upgrading their missile defences would clearly be 
difficult. The success or failure of any political approach would depend on 
US/UK relations, Congressional attitudes, timing, and whether the British 
Government considered it could use US facilities based in the UK, such as 
Fylingdales and Menwith Hill, as leverage. Given the amount of money 
already committed to the development of ‘Golden Dome’ and the fact that 
the system has Presidential support, the British Government is unlikely 
to be able to shape US policy and delay development or deployment. 
Attempting to do so could jeopardise US/UK relations, particularly the 
critical US/UK nuclear relationship.46

2) Support the development and deployment of ‘Golden 
Dome’

The second option would be to offer support and attempt to participate as 
fully as possible with the research and development of ‘Golden Dome’ to 
meet a UK requirement for a missile defense system to protect the United 
Kingdom and its overseas territories, and to benefit from US research 
contracts, technological spin offs, insight into missile defence technology, 
and from joint experiments which are of value to the UK strategic 
deterrent. Existing British Integrated Missile and Air Defences are limited 
and recent events in Ukraine and the Gulf have starkly brought into focus 
the growing threat from ballistic missiles, cruise missiles and UAVs. Since 
the Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 Russian rhetoric against 
the UK has increased markedly, Iran has directly targeted UK interests 
in the Gulf, including a drone strike on RAF Akrotiri, in Cyprus, and a 
ballistic missile attack on the joint UK-US base at Diego-Garcia. 

46.	TNA/PREM49/1202, Sawyers to Blair, Na-
tional Missile Defence, 24 January 2000
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The UK is part of NATO’s Integrated Air and Missile Defence system 
(NATO IAMD), and is working with allies to integrate various Alliance 
air defence systems through the Delivering Integrated Air and Missile 
Operational Networked Defences (DIAMOND) Initiative, and the 
Government has signed a Letter of Intent to join the German led European 
Sky Shield Initiative (ESSI), to develop a multi-layered ground-based 
integrated European air defence system, with an anti-ballistic missile 
capability.47 The Government has also announced that it will cooperate with 
Poland ‘to explore the development and procurement of new capabilities to 
counter a range of air threats’ with the ‘British and Polish militaries training 
‘together in virtual environments to improve air defence coordination’.48 
The July 2025 Strategic Defence Review, recommended the Government 
initiate ‘investment in improving the foundations of the UK’s integrated 
Air and Missile Defence capabilities to bolster home defence.’ In response, 
the Government committed to ‘protect the UK homeland, with up to 
£1bn new funding invested in homeland air and missile defence’ and 
the ‘allocation of investment and timelines for Integrated Air and Missile 
Defence spending will be set out in the forthcoming Defence Investment 
Plan.’49

Should the US follow through with the ‘Iron Dome for America’ 
Executive Order and increase bilateral and multilateral cooperation on 
missile defense technology, development, capabilities, and operations, 
and increase and accelerate the provision of missile defense capabilities to 
allies and partners, the Government must set out what it should seek in 
return for supporting the development of ‘Golden Dome’ and for hosting 
any elements of the system in the UK. In return the Government should 
insist on a firm US guarantee of help if Russia ever built missile defences 
which threatened the credibility of Trident, and insist on full access to 
improved early warning data from Fylingdales and Menwith Hill, seek 
US agreement should the British Government conclude that there is a 
requirement for a UK ‘Golden Dome’ equivalent, the right to purchase US 
technology, and opportunities for UK industrial involvement. 

Supporting ‘Golden Dome’ might also help to resuscitate arms-control 
negotiations between the US, Russia and potentially China. The history of 
international arms control demonstrates that systems which are developed 
in isolation are harder to control at a later stage, but that the deployment 
of new systems can force adversaries back to the negotiating table. In 
the late 1960s and early 1970s, the US failure to engage in arms control 
negotiations with the Soviet Union over Multiple Independently Targeted 
Re-entry Vehicles (MIRVs) when the US maintained a technological lead 
proved counterproductive. President Reagan’s announcement of the SDI 
programme in 1983 was an important factor in the 1985 Soviet decision 
to resume arms control negotiations, which led to the 1987 Intermediate-
Range Nuclear Forces (INF) treaty, a critical arms control agreement 
which helped to end the cold war.50

47.	See House of Commons Library, ‘UK defence 
in 2025: Integrated air and missile defence’, 
13 June 2025; MOD Letter to Baroness 
Goldie, DEP2025-0107, 17 February 2025

48.	MOD Press Release, ‘UK and Poland agree 
enhanced missile defence and helicopter 
training cooperation’, 13 January 2026

49.	Strategic Defence Review, ‘Making Britain 
Safer: Secure at Home, Strong Abroad’, July 
2025; Hansard, Written Questions, UIN 
103978, Guided Weapons: Finance, 7 Jan-
uary 2026 

50.	TNA/AIR/8/4063, CDS 18/90, The Implica-
tions for the United Kingdom of Strategic 
Defences, 17 July 1990
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Options to Maintain the 
Effectiveness of the UK Nuclear 
Deterrent

1) Enhance the UK Trident Force
Given the uncertainty surrounding the development of ‘Golden Dome’, 
its cost and schedule, the Trident system is likely to remain the most 
appropriate solution for the UK’s nuclear deterrent requirements. The 
Trident strategic system has several distinct advantages compared to 
alternative systems, and the nuclear-powered strategic missile carrying 
submarine (SSBN) as a launch platform remains virtually invulnerable 
to pre-emptive detection and destruction. Determining the location of 
a firing submarine in advance and intercepting a submarine launched 
ballistic missile once it has been fired is complicated. Reaction times are 
short, with the time from the first ‘launch to the last missile completing 
the boost phase…as little as five minutes’.51 However, the UK’s current 
deterrent posture is not configured to exploit the maximum capacity of 
the Trident system. When the Royal Navy’s ‘Vanguard’ class SSBNs were 
designed in the early 1980s, they were equipped with sixteen missile 
tubes, each capable of carrying a Trident missile equipped with up to 12 
MIRVs. 

Following the end of the Cold War successive British Governments have 
steadily reduced the size of the British nuclear stockpile, and the number 
of deployed warheads and missiles. By the time the first ‘Vanguard’ class 
SSBN put to sea in 1994, the number of deployed missiles had been 
reduced from 16 to 12 and when HMS Vanguard first deployed in December 
1994 she was armed with ‘slightly fewer than 60 warheads’. By 1998 
‘Vanguard’ class SSBNs ‘typically deployed on deterrent patrol with 60 
warheads.’52 Following the election of the New Labour Government in 
1997, the number of warheads deployed on the ‘Vanguard’ class SSBNs 
was reduced to 48. In March 2009, Gordon Brown announced that the 
Government was keeping the requirement for the number of available 
operational warheads ‘under constant review. If it is possible to reduce the 
number of UK warheads further, consistent with our national deterrence 
and with the progress of multilateral discussions, Britain will be ready 
to do so.’53 In 2010, the number of deployed nuclear warheads on each 
submarine was reduced from 48 to 40 and the number of operational 
missiles to no more than eight.54 This reduction together with improved 

51.	TNA/AIR/8/4063, CDS 18/90, The Implica-
tions for the United Kingdom of Strategic 
Defences, 17 July 1990

52.	Hansard HC Debates, 30 July 1998, Vol.317, 
Col.449

53.	Gordon Brown, speech on nuclear energy 
and proliferation, 17 March 2009

54.	Securing Britain in an Age of Uncertainty: The 
Strategic Defence and Security Review, Cm 
7948 (Her Majesty’s Stationary Office, Oc-
tober 2010)
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stockpile management, reduced the requirement for operationally available 
warheads from fewer than 160 to no more than 120, which by the mid 
2020s, was expected to allow the Government to reduce the UK’s overall 
nuclear warhead stockpile ceiling from 225 to no more than 180.55 The 
Government also announced that it only intended to utilise eight of the 
twelve available missile tubes on the ‘Dreadnought’ class SSBNs.56

Following the Russian invasion of Ukraine, the deterioration in 
relations between Russia and the West and the almost total collapse of 
the arms control regime, in the March 2021 defence and security review, 
the Government, in response to the ‘deteriorating security environment’, 
announced an increase in the size of the UK’s nuclear stockpile from 225 
nuclear warheads to 260 nuclear warheads, a reversal of the 2010 decision 
to aim for a reduced stockpile of 180 warheads by the mid-2020s. This 
was in part a response to the continued development of Russian missile 
defences. As Ben Wallace, the Defence Secretary, explained, ‘It is my duty 
in that job in maintaining a credible deterrent to reflect and review what 
the Russians and others have been up to in the last few years. We have 
seen Russia invest strongly in ballistic missile defence. They have planned 
and deployed new capabilities and that means that if it [‘Trident’] is going 
to remain credible it has to do its job… you have to make sure they are not 
vulnerable to ballistic missile defence otherwise they no longer become 
credible.’57 The Government also extended its longstanding policy of 
deliberate ambiguity around the UK’s nuclear capabilities and announced 
that it would ‘no longer give public figures for our operational stockpile, 
deployed warhead or deployed missile numbers.’58 

The Government should go further and increase the number of re-entry 
vehicles carried on each of the Trident D5 missiles in the ‘Dreadnought’ 
class SSBNs and fully outload each ‘Dreadnought’ class SSBN with twelve 
operational missiles.

2) Improve the UK Trident force
The Trident system can be improved by the addition of countermeasures 
such as penetration aids, decoys, and/or advanced re-entry vehicles. While 
countermeasures would be expensive, their costs would be minor relative 
to the cost of developing a partially effective defensive system. The overall 
cost of a UK countermeasure programme would depend largely on the 
extent to which the US was prepared to embark upon efforts to maintain 
the effectiveness of its own Trident force, and to share the results of its 
work. While the UK has a close defence nuclear relationship with the US 
under the 1958 Mutual Defence Agreement, which during the Cold War 
included exchanges about anti-ballistic missile defences and penetration 
aid technology, even with US assistance, any improvement to the Trident 
system, along the lines of the Chevaline improvement to Polaris, would 
be costly, and possibly beyond UK resources.59 The cost of an independent 
UK countermeasure programme would also likely be vast, and potentially 
beyond UK resources. It is also possible that the US might not continue to 
support a modified UK Trident system.60 

55.	Securing Britain in an Age of Uncertainty: The 
Strategic Defence and Security Review, Cm 
7948 (Her Majesty’s Stationary Office, Oc-
tober 2010)
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tober 2010)
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Despite this, the Government should build on pioneering work in the 
Penetration Aids, Decoys and new Re-Entry Bodies undertaken in the UK 
during the Cold War as an insurance should a requirement to improve the 
Trident system and its penetration capability emerge over the course of its 
lifetime.

3) Explore if a modification to the UK deterrent criteria 
is required

Without such enhancements to counter modest improvements in Russian 
missile defences, the British Government would either have to reduce its 
deterrent criteria to a level which, according to historical judgements, 
would jeopardise the credibility of the force, or it would have to change 
the size or shape of the existing strategic nuclear force. Historically, it 
has been a requirement to meet the UK Deterrence Criteria from a single 
SSBN. This assumption could be reassessed, and a study undertaken to 
determine the technical capacity of the ‘Dreadnought’ force to sustain two 
boat patrols form a fleet of four submarines. As a first step, the Government 
should conduct a thorough assessment of potential Russian responses 
and intentions, along with a review of the UK Deterrence Criteria to take 
account of the changed post Ukraine, post Iran circumstances, which 
could then be applied to a redefinition of the Deterrence Criteria, perhaps 
leading to a focus on a less exacting group of targets.

4) Coordinate and Integrate the UK nuclear capability 
with France

Britain and France, as Europe’s two nuclear weapon states, should maintain 
a close dialogue on the impact of ‘Golden Dome. Despite some differences 
of approach, the UK and France share several fundamental common 
strategic interests when it comes to nuclear deterrence, international 
proliferation, and efforts to restart the international arms control regime. 
One way to increase the effectiveness and complexity of an attack at little 
or no cost, could be to collaborate with France by harmonising UK and 
French SSBN patrols and nuclear targeting, though this would require 
both a political commitment, and command and control coordination and 
integration. While Anglo-French nuclear collaboration has increased since 
the end of the Cold War, France’s longstanding position on independence 
makes this difficult. However, it should not be ruled out.61

5) Acquire a complementary system to supplement the 
Trident force

A sea or air-launched cruise or hypersonic missile system could complement 
the Trident force, or even replace it in the longer term should Russian 
missile defence developments nullify the effectiveness of the Trident 
system. Under current plans the Government has committed to construct 61.	TNA/AIR/8/4063, CDS 18/90, The Implica-

tions for the United Kingdom of Strategic 
Defences, 17 July 1990
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‘up to 12 new attack submarines’ as part of the US, UK, Australia AUKUS 
programme, each equipped with Vertical Launch Tubes. SSN AUKUS 
could at some point in the future be equipped with a new nuclear armed 
sea launched cruise missile, such as the US Submarine Launched Cruise 
Missile-Nuclear (SLCM-N), which is currently under development. The 
British Government has also announced that it intends to acquire twelve 
F-35A stealth fighters, armed with US B61 free fall nuclear bombs, under 
dual key arrangements, to enable the RAF to participate in NATO’s nuclear 
mission, returning the RAF to a nuclear role it abandoned in the early 
1990s. 

Acquiring a new independent air launched nuclear capability with the 
range and characteristics appropriate to a supplementary strategic role 
could be another option. France is currently developing a new nuclear 
armed air-launched ‘hypervelocity missile’, the Air-Sol Nucléaire de 4ème 
Génération, and a new TNA4G warhead, to replace its existing air launched 
nuclear missile, the ASMPA, in the 2030s.62 On 10 December 2025, the 
new UK-France Nuclear Steering Group met for the first time in Paris 
to discuss the UK and French ‘approach to strengthening deterrence 
in Europe and confirmed their ambition for bilateral co-operation on 
nuclear deterrence.’ UK officials and military personnel also became the 
first foreign nationals to observe Operation Poker, the highly classified 
French nuclear exercise held four times each year.63 On 26 April 2026, 
the Prime Minister, Keir Starmer, admitted that ‘We’ve been talking to 
the French about nuclear capability… It’s a question of whether there’s 
an opportunity to have more capability. That’s at the very early stages.’64 

62.	 Aviation Week, ‘France Plans New Warhead 
to Equip ASN4G Missile’, 6 May 2025

63.	https://www.gov.uk/government/news/
new-uk-france-nuclear-steering-group-
meets-to-advance-cooperation-under-
northwood-declaration

64.	 The Sunday Times, ‘”I can win the next elec-
tion”, says Kier Starmer’, 26 April 2026
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Policy Recommendations

Given the US commitment to deploy ‘Golden Dome’ and interest in a 
requirement for UK missile defence system, the Government should 
avoid attempting to constrain US efforts to develop missile defense 
systems, as happened during the Cold War, and instead actively support 
the development of ‘Golden Dome’ and approach the US Administration 
about possible involvement. In the event Russia and China respond, the 
Government should:

1.	 consider reversing its previous commitment to only use eight of 
the twelve available missile tubes on the Dreadnought class SSBNs, 
increase the number of re-entry vehicles carried on each of the 
Trident D5 missiles in the ‘Dreadnought’ class SSBNs, and fully 
outload each ‘Dreadnought’ class SSBN with twelve operational 
missiles

2.	 build on pioneering work into penetration aids, decoys and new 
re-Entry Bodies undertaken during the Cold War as an insurance 
should a requirement to improve the Trident system and its 
penetration capability emerge over the course of its lifetime.

3.	 conduct a study to determine the technical capacity of the 
‘Dreadnought’ force to sustain two boat patrols from a fleet of 
four submarines, increasing the number of available missiles and 
warheads at sea. The Government should also conduct a thorough 
assessment of potential Russian responses and intentions, along 
with a review of the UK Deterrence Criteria to take account of the 
changed post Ukraine, post Iran circumstances, which could then 
be applied to a redefinition of the Deterrence Criteria, perhaps 
leading to a focus on a less exacting group of targets. 

4.	 consider working with France, Europe’s other nuclear power, to 
discuss how to adopt a common UK-French approach to mitigate 
the impact of any Russian response to ‘Golden Dome’, which might 
undermine the ability of the UK and French nuclear deterrents to 
strike targets within Russia.

5.	 explore the potential to acquire a complementary system to 
supplement the Trident force, either a submarine launched or air 
launched cruise missile, to complicate an adversary’s defensive 
systems, and as an insurance should Russia develop an effective 
missile defence system.
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