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Foreword

Foreword

By Franklin C. Miller

For decades the overarching question facing British national security 
officials has been how to prevent a nuclear armed opponent from 
conducting aggression, either using those weapons directly or using them 
as cover to carry out conventional attacks. Two answers are advanced 
traditionally: one easy and superficial, the other, difficult but absolutely 
central to achieving the goal.  The easy answer is simply to possess one’s 
own nuclear weapons, but that approach conceals multiple weaknesses 
which actually undercut the policy goal.  Daniel Skeffington’s new essay 
“Restoring Deterrence Credibility” examines the responsible path to 
preventing nuclear aggression and war and sets forth a series of important 
recommendations which Whitehall needs both to take seriously and to 
implement.

Thiry years ago, when the Cold War ended, officials and academics who 
had successfully guided the United Kingdom and its allies through the epic 
nuclear confrontation with the USSR took an intellectual holiday.  Nuclear 
weapons and nuclear deterrence were no longer deemed important.  The 
threat was thought to have disappeared.  Even the very continuation of 
Britain’s independent deterrent was hotly debated and then, under the 
Coalition government, delayed (leading to the challenges facing the 
Royal Navy today as it maintains the CASD mission).  Sadly for us all, 
that holiday did not occur in Moscow and Beijing.  Beginning in the early 
2010’s, Vladimir Putin inaugurated a massive modernisation of Russia’s 
intercontinental and sub-strategic nuclear systems; similarly, Xi Jinping 
began what has been described as a “breathtaking” buildup of China’s 
nuclear forces.  Putin (overtly) and Xi (more subtly) have been engaging 
in nuclear coercion by threatening their neighbours with nuclear strikes.   
These challenges cry out for a renaissance in Western thinking about 
the concept of nuclear deterrence and how it is successfully practised.  
Skeffington charts a path to this end.

At the outset, Skeffington reminds us that if a deterrent is to be deemed 
credible by three crucial audiences – prospective opponents/aggressors, 
our own publics, and allied governments and populations – five interwoven 
lines of efforts must be pursued successfully and simultaneously:  deterrent 
capability (i.e. the nuclear force); the “eco system” which maintains the 
force (e.g., logistics, supply chains, communications); demonstrations 
of government will to carry out the deterrent threat if attacked; alliance 



8      |      policyexchange.org.uk

 

Restoring Deterrence Credibility

commitments; and clear communications to adversaries and friends alike. 
We used to know how to do all five; today we struggle to carry out only 
the first, with the others largely having fallen by the wayside.  His essay is 
a timely reminder to recover lost skills and put them into practice rapidly, 
indeed even urgently.

Britain’s last several governments commendably have made major 
changes by focusing renewed and significant attention and resources to 
modernise and sustain the submarine build base and the Atomic Weapons 
Establishment.  The creation of the powerful Defence Nuclear Enterprise 
and the First Sea Lord’s laser focus on maintaining CASD are laudable. But 
this is not enough. As Skeffington makes clear, for Britain’s nuclear deterrent 
to be regarded as credible, much more needs be done.  Furthermore, given 
the lamentable (and one hopes only temporary) unsteadiness in America’s 
commitment to NATO, Britain, as NATO’s only other nuclear weapons 
state (France having deliberately and continuously absented itself from 
Alliance nuclear coordination and planning), needs to assume a greater 
leadership role within the Alliance.  Doing so requires reminding the three 
crucial audiences that London is NATO’s second centre of nuclear decision 
making, that the Prime Minister has control of autonomous nuclear forces 
not subject to U.S. veto, and that any potential adversary can assume that, 
if (for whatever unimaginable reasons) the American government chose 
to stay on the sidelines in a crisis, NATO still has a nuclear deterrent to 
counter threats.

While not a focus of his essay, Skeffington also points to an issue which 
deserves immediate attention at very senior levels.  During the Cold War, 
faced with a Soviet nuclear threat consisting of intercontinental, mid-
range theatre, and short-range tactical systems, NATO fielded its own set 
of nuclear deterrents of all ranges.  The United Kingdom, in addition to 
its Polaris and then Trident SLBMs, had a sovereign mid-range nuclear 
capability in the WE-177 bomb. Given the optimism created by the end 
of the Cold War and the various US-Soviet and Russian arms control 
agreements then in place (subsequently violated by Moscow), the WE-177 
was retired in 1998; its role was assumed by a number of reduced yield 
Trident warheads on the CASD submarines.  Today, given the obvious 
uncertainties associated with American attitudes, the time has come to 
examine seriously whether, in the face of Russian mid-range and tactical 
systems, Britain (and by extension the entire NATO alliance) requires a 
sovereign mid-range nuclear system of its own. Whilst Skeffington does 
not provide a definitive answer, Whitehall and the various Parliamentary 
committees charged with overseeing the defence of the realm should take 
this issue up as a matter of importance.  

I am honoured to have been asked to contribute this foreword to my 
friend and colleague’s essay.  I recommend the essay to anyone who is 
thinking seriously about how the United Kingdom’s nuclear deterrent 
sustains Britain and NATO in an increasingly dangerous world and what 
must be done to ensure it continues to do so.
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Executive Summary

•	 Credibility is central to deterrence and forms the main conceptual 
component in deterrence theory, yet it is rarely defined or 
explained. 

•	 Credible deterrence involves making an adversary believe you 
will act on a threat if they cross a certain threshold. This requires 
military capabilities – to carry out the threat – and the resolve to 
follow through with it. 

•	 These two factors, capability and resolve, can be further broken 
down into five constituent parts:

•	 First, the possession of capabilities, both nuclear and non-
nuclear, built around a clear sense of the UK’s political purpose 
and priorities, driven by a coherent notion of statecraft and 
the national interest, to ensure rhetoric is backed by force. 

•	 Second, the provision of a ‘deterrence system’ – secure 
logistics, supply chains, resources and communications – 
to ensure that this system is operational and can serve the 
national interest. 

•	 Third, that demonstrable resolve and political will to think 
about and, if necessary, use these weapons is held by the 
political leadership, and that this will is linked closely to one’s 
actual hard power capabilities. 

•	 Fourth, the predictability of alliance commitments, 
especially those with a nuclear dimension, which are built to 
shape world order in a manner acceptable to the allied states. 

•	 Fifth, clear strategic communication through declarations 
of posture and intent, including a calibrated reassessment 
of nuclear ambiguity and clarity over declared red lines on 
nuclear use. 

•	 ‘Credible deterrence’ relies on shaping the perceptions of an 
adversary through the complex interplay of these factors. 

•	 Based on these five tenets, this note concludes with several 
suggestions the UK must consider to strengthen and deepen the 
credibility of its nuclear deterrent. 
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Recommendations

Capability

•	 The government already possesses an extraordinarily capable and 
credible system in the form of its operationally independent, 
Trident-armed nuclear submarine force. The planned purchase 
of 12 F-35A aircraft and the UK’s return to the NATO nuclear 
sharing mission also has the potential to expand its nuclear role 
within the Alliance, strengthening its role as the ‘second centre of 
decision-making’.

•	 However, the government should also explore additional strategic 
systems to bolster the UK’s sub-strategic nuclear forces. HMG 
should seriously consider purchasing a larger fleet of F-35As to 
support the NATO Dual Capable Aircraft (DCA) mission. 

•	 This should be augmented by additional capabilities, such as 
Deep Precision Strike weapons, and perhaps even an additional 
sovereign or jointly developed sub-strategic nuclear system to 
enhance the DCA mission.

The Deterrence System 

•	 The 2025 Strategic Defence Review recommended investing in 
upgrading additional airfields to disperse its conventional and 
nuclear-capable aircraft in a crisis. This must be a priority for the 
government, and funding must be given to stand this up quickly. 
It is a simple solution but an absolute necessity, especially given 
the UK’s return to the NATO DCA. 

•	 The government must also ensure that sufficient number of airbases 
are reactivated and upgraded to provide options for dispersal in a 
crisis. 

•	 The UK must ensure that the production line at the Atomic 
Weapons Establishment remains uninterrupted and consistent 
beyond the life of the new Astraea warhead, akin to the continuous 
build program for Royal Navy’s nuclear submarines, and that 
key personnel and skills are not lost upon the warhead entering 
production. 

•	 The government should also consider licensing additional 
dockyards to conduct nuclear submarine maintenance and refits, 
ensuring that there is sufficient dockyard capacity as the nuclear 
enterprise expands. 

Resolve

•	 The UK must consider strengthening its standing policy of nuclear 
ambiguity. At present, the UK does not specify exactly when or 
where it would use nuclear weapons against an adversary. This 
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prevents an adversary from exploiting the precision of these ‘red 
lines’, as occurred, for example, in the 2013 conflict in Syria. 

•	 The UK must ensure that it has a range of policy options for what 
happens when this ambiguity is tested, and when specificity, 
rather than ambiguity, is what will deter an adversary. The UK 
government must therefore ensure that its targeting plans are 
clear, coherent, and internally understood for a range of scenarios, 
and are ready to be communicated in a crisis if necessary, through 
the appropriate channels.

•	 To ensure the political element of the deterrent is credible, the 
UK should conduct large-scale nuclear exercises involving senior 
politicians, including the Prime Minister, Defence Secretary, and 
Home Secretary, actively rehearsing nuclear operations with field 
forces. 

•	 The government must also recognise that political education on 
nuclear issues is essential for civil servants and political elites. 
Deterrence theory raises hard, practical questions of an inescapably 
moral, political, and historical nature, and the government 
should encourage deterrence thinking at the university level. The 
government should actively support deterrence education through 
programmes such as the new Defence Universities Alliance and 
the UK Deterrence and Assurance Academic Alliance, and develop 
more formal academic exchange networks and partnerships on 
nuclear matters between the UK and key allies, such as the U.S. 
and France.

Alliances

•	 The UK’s close partnership with the United States remains pivotal 
to its nuclear defence and strategic security. However, the UK 
must plan for a long-term U.S. pivot to China and accept a greater 
leadership responsibility for NATO security. In taking a greater 
leadership role in NATO, the UK reduces the likelihood that the 
U.S. will dramatically withdraw its support from the European 
theatre. Taking an active leadership role in the Alliance is therefore 
directly in the strategic interests of the UK.

•	 The credibility of UK deterrence relies on navigating the current 
instability in the geopolitical environment, whilst recognising that 
the UK-U.S. nuclear relationship is unlikely to change substantially 
over the medium or long-term. As such, any deepening of UK 
and European strategic capabilities must take place in close 
collaboration with the United States, ensuring the U.S. is bought 
into the security architecture on the European continent as it faces 
a rising challenge from China.

•	 However, Deep Precision Strike is one area where the UK must 
ensure it has a range of options available in a crisis, providing it 
autonomy on the escalation ladder. The UK should work closely 
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with allies, specifically Germany, with whom it shares strategic 
priorities on this front, to develop systems that allow it to take a 
leading role in future crises. This must not, however, be seen as 
a substitute to nuclear capabilities, but an augmenting feature to 
increase strategic options in a crisis.

•	 Beyond this, the UK must identify and prioritise alliances which 
give the UK a clear edge in hard power and lethality, and centre 
all core UK strategy around these gravitational points which shape 
world order: The Five Eyes defence and intelligence partnership, 
the AUKUS agreement on next-generation submarines and 
emerging technology, and the Joint Expeditionary Force (JEF). 

•	 The UK should enhance the Joint Expeditionary Force (JEF) into 
a coherent strategic entity, operationalising a UK-led, artificial-
intelligence-enabled command and targeting structure. This 
should learn lessons from the wars in Ukraine and Iran with 
regards to AI-enabled targeting and target-effector choices. 

•	 This would greatly increase the deterrent power of this alliance 
in the key regions the UK has responsibility for in a nuclear crisis 
– the Baltic, the High North, and the North Atlantic – and bears 
directly on the credibility of its nuclear and strategic forces. AI is 
an area where the UK can and must be a leading state, enabling 
greater lethality for its armed forces and ensuring interoperability 
with its allies, both the U.S. and in the JEF. 

•	 The UK government should also seriously consider expanding 
JEF membership to Canada, either directly through a renewed 
membership offer or through a separate framework, such as a 
‘High North Coalition’. This would demonstrate deterrence by 
signalling that an efficient, credible institution underpins Atlantic-
Arctic-Baltic security, a key region for deterring Russian aggression 
against the NATO allies. 

Communication

•	 On the complicated subject of nuclear communication and 
signalling, the UK must continue to ensure it conducts regular 
Trident missile test-firings to demonstrate the weapon’s credibility 
and communicate this to the UK’s allies. 

•	 At the political level, there is a strong case for publicly restating 
and refining the purpose of the UK nuclear arsenal as a second 
centre of decision-making within the Alliance. This is clear from 
NATO documents but is not understood beyond a relatively small 
group of experts and civil servants. 

•	 Restating the operational independence of the British arsenal 
is a key corollary of this. The value of the deterrent must also 
be recognised amongst the wider public. President Macron has 
realised this and made it a core theme of his address to the nation 
on March 2nd, 2026. A similar public-facing approach should be 
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adopted by the British Prime Minister. The aim should be to raise 
the profile and restate the purpose of the British nuclear arsenal 
and its role in securing European security, clearly articulating 
the UK’s nuclear deterrence doctrine and making the case for 
the deterrent to the British public. Doing so would also raise the 
profile and purpose of British nuclear forces within Moscow’s 
scenario planning. As Macron’s address has shown, publicly 
stating the sovereign purpose of the deterrent provides the core 
political rationale for its existence, despite the support provided 
by Washington.
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Introduction

“…any force that has such characteristics that it cannot be thought of as an 
operating force cannot serve as a deterrent, and therefore unless one has a force 
that has capabilities for actual operations and a force for which one has an 
operational plan, one, in my opinion, does not have a credible deterrent.”

Robert S. McNamara, to the Senate Armed Services 
Committee, 1963.

Today, significant geopolitical shifts are unfolding around the world that 
will reshape the security environment of the twenty-first century. From 
the UK’s perspective, the central challenges concern the renewed Russian 
threat in Europe and the challenge to U.S. authority in the Pacific. Both 
place pressure on the NATO alliance, either directly or indirectly, and 
require European states to do more for their own collective security. The 
rise of China poses a serious challenge to the U.S. and may impact both its 
ability and its willingness to take lead in future European security crises.

In this changing world, the UK can and must take up an expanded 
leadership role in the Alliance, both on nuclear and non-nuclear matters. As 
a nuclear alliance, NATO’s collective security rests on a credible, effective 
nuclear deterrence strategy to deter aggression against its member states. 
As a result, the credibility of the UK’s nuclear capabilities is critical to the 
future of the Alliance and provides London with a powerful opportunity 
to take up and expand its leadership role in Europe. As the U.S. takes on 
increasingly important responsibilities beyond the Euro-Atlantic theatres, 
the credibility of the UK’s nuclear capabilities and supporting nuclear 
infrastructure will be increasingly pivotal for the Alliance as a whole. 

The UK also plays an important role in preserving the unity of the 
Alliance, which has been strained in recent months, with sharp disputes 
between the U.S. and some European states driving support for ideas of a 
‘Eurodeterrent’ and discussions of alterative sovereign European nuclear 
weapons. Taking steps to enhance the UK’s credibility today would 
demonstrably improve the reliability of the UK as an ally to European 
partners tempted by one of these solutions. Somewhat counterintuitively, 
strengthening the credibility of the UK’s nuclear capabilities would reduce 
the likelihood of the U.S. rapidly withdrawing its military forces from the 
European theatre, as the present administration has repeatedly threatened 
to do. There is therefore a clear need for the UK to enhance the credibility 
of its own sovereign nuclear forces and, by extension, improve the overall 
deterrence of the Alliance.

But what exactly makes a nuclear deterrent ‘credible’, and how can 
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the credibility be improved? These are more granular questions that dig 
into the roots of deterrence theory and link concepts back to practical 
problems of resource, communication, and deployment. Credibility is a 
central concept in deterrence theory, but it is rarely defined or explained. 
At its core, it revolves around a simple question: how do you ensure that 
an adversary takes your threats to coerce them, either through deterrence 
or compellence, seriously?1 Typically, deterrence has focused on several 
‘C’s’: that is, credibility, capability, and communication, and, less usually, 
comprehension and competition.2 This basic formulation is sound, although it 
tends to downplay the role of alliances and the wider logistics system in 
supporting credible threats.3 The following explores the role of credibility 
in ensuring that deterrence is effective and what factors go into making 
deterrence credible. 

Making Deterrence ‘Credible’
Credibility is the idea that a ‘threat would actually be executed if certain 
redlines are crossed’.4 It exists in the mind of the opponent, but is often 
explained in terms of capabilities – the systems needed to ensure you 
can follow through on threats, combined with demonstrated resolve. 
Credibility, therefore, derives from the ability to impose unacceptable 
costs on an adversary through capabilities, including one’s nuclear arsenal, 
supporting logistics, supply chains, and demonstrable resolve, expressed 
through communication and signalling of intent, troop deployments, 
alliances, exercises, and wargaming. However, credibility is not a static 
concept. As Wirtz notes, ‘[w]hen it comes to credibility, context and 
the particular deterrent strategy employed tend to shape opponents’ 
perceptions of the credibility of deterrent threats’.5 In other words, 
credibility is context-specific. This has important corollaries, particularly 
when it comes to nuclear ambiguity, which will be touched upon later in 
this paper. 

In seeking credibility, a state must match capabilities and communications 
with its interests – what the state hopes to achieve as a political unit. 
Such interests are determined by one’s approach to statecraft – how to 
prioritise and make trade-offs to achieve political advantage given certain 
constraints.6 Hard power capabilities tend to overshadow political resolve 
in this process, yet both are integral to maintaining a credible deterrent. 
Possessing nuclear forces means little if an adversary does not think that 
you will use them. 

Equally, to make an adversary think that you will use your forces, you 
must be able to communicate how you will use them. This can either be 
ambiguous or it can be specific. UK nuclear doctrine is currently ambiguous, 
which means the UK does not spell out under which exact conditions 
it would use nuclear weapons, to prevent those conditions from being 
used against it in a crisis by an adversary. Specificity becomes relevant 
during a crisis, when it may be vital that UK policy priorities are known 
to an adversary to convince them not to act, lest they trigger a response. 
Communication can involve a number of different elements, including 

1.	 See Tami Davis Biddle (2020) ‘Coercion The-
ory: A Basic Introduction for Practitioners’ 
TSNR 3(2) pp. 94–109 link

2.	 Wyn Bowen (10 October 2021) ‘A New De-
terrence Playbook? Continuity and Change 
in the UK’s Approach to Deterrence’ King’s 
College London link

3.	 John Stone (2012). Conventional Deterrence 
and the Challenge of Credibility. Contem-
porary Security Policy, 33(1), 108–123. 110 
link 

4.	 James J. Wirtz (2018) How Does Nuclear 
Deterrence Differ from Conventional De-
terrence? Strategic Studies Quarterly, 12(4), 
pp. 58-75. 59; Lauren Sukin, ‘How Credi-
ble Nuclear Security Guarantees Backfire: 
Evidence from a Survey Experiment in 
the United Kingdom’ In: Atomic Backfires: 
When Nuclear Policies Fail (Cambridge MA: 
MIT Press, 2025) link 

5.	 James J. Wirtz (2018) How Does Nuclear 
Deterrence Differ from Conventional Deter-
rence? Strategic Studies Quarterly, 12(4), pp. 
58-75. 64

6.	 Joint Warfare Publication 0 – 01: British De-
fence Doctrine, (HMSO, 1996), 1.8; Joint 
Doctrine Publication (JDP) 0-01, UK De-
fence Doctrine (UKDD), 6th Edition

https://tnsr.org/2020/02/coercion-theory-a-basic-introduction-for-practitioners/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/13523260.2012.659591
https://direct.mit.edu/books/oa-edited-volume/6076/chapter/5924489/How-Credible-Nuclear-Security-Guarantees-Backfire
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the placements of troops or ‘tripwire forces’, or political statements to 
demonstrate intent. This also extends to include allied predictability: does 
an allied nation have the same level of risk tolerance as the UK when it 
comes to nuclear threats, and will they act as you want them to, when 
you want them to, in relation to a nuclear threat?7 All of these factor into 
a credible deterrent.

It is notable, particularly in the post-Cold War period, that credibility has 
often been redefined by governments based on affordability or technical 
capability. In the lower-threat environment of the late-1990s, Britain’s 
nuclear and conventional arsenals steadily declined, and adjustments were 
made to what constituted a credible arsenal, such as the UK’s capacity 
to build and sustain warheads. However, the annexation of Crimea in 
2014 and the invasion of Ukraine by Russia in 2022 demonstrated that 
post-Cold War analyses of Russian military capabilities needed a rapid 
reassessment. Most Western leaders were reluctant to conceive of a world 
where Russia went to war over Crimea, and were caught unprepared when 
it did precisely that.8 With Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022 
and its explicit plans to restore the Russkiy Mir beyond the borders of its 
own state, the UK and its NATO allies must re-examine what constitutes a 
credible deterrent to avoid a Ukraine-style scenario from unfolding in the 
Baltic or Nordic states.

To that end, this paper explores what makes deterrence ‘credible’ 
today. There are five general principles for credible deterrence: the UK’s 
hard power capabilities, the ‘deterrence system’ underpinning these 
capabilities, H.M.G.’s political resolve to use nuclear weapons, the UK’s 
alliance commitments, and the strategic communication of resolve and 
intent. Taken together, these form the basis for how the UK should 
conceptualise the credibility of its nuclear forces. By examining each of 
these in depth, this paper draws together conclusions and recommendations 
for the government to improve the UK’s nuclear credibility in this rapidly 
shifting environment. 

7.	 Lauren Sukin and Nicola Leveringhaus (21 
October 2025) ‘Emerging Challenges in 
Global Nuclear Security Policy’ TSNR Horns 
of a Dilemma link ~31:00-32:30

8.	 Andrew Monaghan, Blitzkrieg and the Russian 
Art of War (Manchester, Manchester Univer-
sity Press: 2025) xi-xii

https://open.spotify.com/episode/6LNnCzwclIMKtuV8mhluFQ?si=9UvEzoY2Q0Wc-j6Gvm5d-g&t=1075&pi=Bjtrld6gRNuVm
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Capability
For the United Kingdom, credible hard power in the nuclear realm 
primarily concerns its operationally independent, Trident-armed ballistic 
missile submarine force. Trident is a highly credible system: a top-of-
the-line capability which can be employed in a wide range of scenarios. 
The credibility of this system is underpinned, first and foremost, by its 
operational independence.9  This means that the UK Prime Minister has 
the sole authority to authorise a nuclear strike. The U.S. does not have 
a ‘veto’ over the use of Trident during a crisis. Although Trident is a joint 
UK-U.S. system, with a shared pool of missiles maintained in King’s Bay, 
Georgia by the United States, the UK alone has launch authority over its 
nuclear weapons. 

This ensures the UK operates, in practice, as an independent threat to 
adversaries such as Russia when they calculate operational and strategic 
risks, creating what is known as the second centre of decision-making 
within the NATO Alliance. This means that, even if Russia is relatively 
certain that the U.S. would not launch a nuclear strike in response to an act 
of aggression, it can never be sure that the UK would not choose to do so 
itself. By virtue of its independence as a weapons system, Trident increases 
the complexity of Russian – and, increasingly, Chinese – decision-making 
in nuclear crises. This is the core reason why the UK retains a nuclear 
deterrent which, for cost and efficiency reasons, is closely linked to the 
United States, and yet which is functionally independent in practice. 

Operational independence is further enhanced by the survivability, 
availability, and lethality of Trident. As a submarine-based system, it is highly 
survivable, and according to the policy of continuous at-sea deterrence 
(CASD), it must also be operational 24/7, 365 days a year. Its lethality is 
determined by its armament, which must be able to hold at risk all major 
centres of power of the UK’s adversaries, primarily Russia. This has been 
a longstanding trait of British strategic nuclear weapons. When the UK 
procured the Polaris ballistic missile system in the 1960s, it was deemed 
‘credible’ because it threatened the ‘simultaneous destruction’ of ‘thirty 
major cities in Western Russia’.10 This credibility relied ‘on the system 
being able to get through Soviet defences’ – that is, targeting policy and 
the survivability of a critical number of warheads to ensure the target’s 
destruction. 

It is notable that the UK does not currently exploit the full potential 
of the Trident system: as a matter of policy, between 1998 and 2021, the 

9.	 Ibid.
10.	Richard Maguire, “‘Never a Credible Weap-

on’: Nuclear Cultures in British Government 
during the Era of the H-Bomb.” The British 
Journal for the History of Science, vol. 45, no. 
4, 2012, pp. 519–33.
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UK only ever had a maximum of forty-eight warheads aboard a patrolling 
submarine. This was deemed the necessary number of warheads required 
to hold an adversary’s key assets at risk, as a very limited number of nuclear 
strikes can hold at risk an intolerable number of key assets of state power, 
without which an adversary would cease to function. As of 2021, the UK 
does not publicise its operational stockpile of nuclear weapons, nor its 
deployed warhead and missile numbers, so the precise capability of each 
SSBN is deliberately ambiguous; yet it is assumed these numbers have not 
changed significantly.11 Bringing Trident up to full operational capability by 
increasing warhead stockpiles and warheads aboard British SSBNs would 
be one means of increasing its credibility as a weapons platform.

Furthermore, the UK’s SSBN force was built for an era of reduced 
geopolitical competition and may no longer be sufficient for deterring 
Russia’s vast arsenal of sub-strategic nuclear weapons. The government has 
admitted, at least tacitly, that Trident is necessary but no longer sufficient, 
and that in the current environment the SSBN force must be complemented 
by non-independent B61 gravity bombs assigned to 12 RAF F-35As. 
Yet the credibility of this DCA force is itself questionable based on the 
mathematics underpinning it. During the Cold War, for example, RAF 
Bruggen had four squadrons of twelve aircraft each, which would also 
provide conventional operations for SNOWCAT and close air support, as 
well as the nuclear strike role. The planned DCA force structure – just 
twelve F-35As – is extremely limited in this regard and should probably 
be complemented by a significantly larger F-35A force, as it once was 
at Bruggen. Consider the alternative: if the force is not credible then it 
will not meaningfully enhance NATO’s deterrence capabilities or Britain’s 
global standing. Rather, if we over-promise and under-deliver, we could 
actually undermine our deterrence credibility, which would be far worse 
than not doing anything in the first place. We will be seen to have acted 
and not delivered. Given the UK has now committed to the DCA mission, 
it must find the resources necessary to conduct it, taking up a leadership 
role once again in the NATO sub-strategic realm. In the long run. this will 
require far more than just twelve F-35As.

Finally, credible hard power today centres not just on platforms, but 
delivery vehicles: specifically, NATO aircraft’s penetrability of Russian 
air and missile defence systems. According to H.M.G., there are no plans 
to actively pursue an air-launched nuclear capability. However, given 
the preponderance of Russian sub-strategic weapons in Europe, there is 
a clear, present, and enduring requirement to respond to this level of 
coercion with systems of equal or asymmetric effect.12 Currently, only 
France possesses a nuclear-capable air-launched cruise missile, the ASMP, 
and this is not assigned to the defence of NATO. Given this, the UK should 
consider developing a system capable of penetrating Russian air defence, 
either alone or with allies such as the U.S., France, or perhaps Germany.13 
The ability to strike deeper into an adversary’s territory and overcome their 
air defence systems, such as with an air-launched standoff cruise nuclear 
missile, would greatly improve the credibility of the NATO DCA mission. 

11.	By way of example, U.S. Ohio-class subma-
rines are armed with up to twenty Trident-II 
missiles, each with eight re-entry bodies, 
while the Royal Navy’s Vanguard-class sub-
marines are armed with sixteen Trident-II 
missiles, each with up to twelve re-entry 
bodies, although far fewer than this are 
typically carried at any one time. This is 
still more than a sufficient payload to fulfil 
the UK’s deterrent needs. The number of 
missiles per boat and re-entry vehicles per 
missile reflect the limitations agreed under 
the late-Cold War arms control agreements 
and extended under the New START agree-
ments, which expired on February 5th, 2026. 
The expiration of New START would tech-
nically permit the US to reactivate the four 
additional missile tubes aboard Ohio-class 
submarines.

12.	This likely involves some mix of Deep and 
Long-Range Precision Strike systems, inte-
grated air and missile defence, and a stand-
off nuclear strike capability. European NATO 
states have moved forward at pace on the 
first two but have hardly discussed the third.

13.	Given the complexities of this question, this 
present paper declines to take a stance on 
whether this would be appropriate course 
of action, but strongly suggests it is worth 
examining, in line with previous papers by 
the author for the Commission, such as The 
Deterrence Theory of Sir Michael Quinlan and 
Intellectual Rearmament in the Third Nucle-
ar Age. The merits of developing a second 
sub-strategic nuclear system will be ex-
amined by the Commission in forthcoming 
work. 
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Relying on U.S.-made free fall B61-12 gravity bombs is not a long-term 
solution, even if they remain sufficient for the immediate future. 

Taken as a whole, the UK’s hard power capabilities are clearly credible, 
yet perhaps not sufficient to meet rising geopolitical challenges. Trident 
remains a potent system in its own right, which, even in its under-utilised 
state, provides best-in-class strategic deterrence and an assured second-
strike capability. This is an essential capability for NATO, which, when 
combined with the UK’s operational independence from the United States, 
makes the UK of pivotal importance in the Alliance. However, more can 
be done regarding the UK’s planned re-entry into the sub-strategic realm 
via the NATO DCA mission, ensuring the fleet is capable of executing this 
task alongside bolstering the UK’s non-nuclear strategic capabilities.
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II

The Deterrence System
The mere possession of nuclear and strategic capabilities is only one 
element of ensuring credible deterrence. The provision of a ‘deterrence 
system’ for these capabilities – including secure logistics, supply chains, 
basing, resources, and patrol patterns – is equally vital, ensuring that the 
whole deterrence ecosystem is operational and can serve the national 
interest.14 The inability to put a boat to sea due to a lack of up-to-date 
parts or insufficient crew is a critical point of weakness, especially one 
reliant on the policy of CASD. The reliable drumbeat of operational 
deployments, which ensures an SSBN is operational twenty-four hours 
a day, seven days a week, has been integral to British deterrence since 
the first Polaris-armed boat put to sea in 1968, and it remains so today. As 
such, the deployment schedule and logistics, which enable the UK to keep 
capabilities operational, form a core part of credible deterrence. Indeed, 
they form a much more crucial part of the British deterrent than that of 
any other nation, given the reliance the UK places on CASD alone. 

The recent decommissioning of the USS Boise offers a stark and 
cautionary tale of what happens when the deterrence system is not seen 
in the round. Boise was an attack submarine scheduled for refit by the U.S. 
Navy in 2016, but remained pierside for the next eight years awaiting its 
refits. Little progress was made over this time, yet the project consumed 
hundreds of millions of dollars whilst the boat awaited its overhaul. 
Boise was eventually decommissioned in 2026 after it was deemed not 
worth repairing, having cost $1.6 billion with only one fifth of its total 
works completed. These are the perils of an under-resourced deterrence 
system. Without sufficient capacity to repair the fleet, capabilities remain 
idle, consuming resources better directed at other assets. Logistics and 
dock capacity are essential to maintaining a credible deterrent and the 
supporting systems which enable it. It is encouraging to see significant 
investment in UK submarine production facilities through both the 
AUKUS and Dreadnought programs, but more can be done to ensure the 
UK remains on target for delivery of future boats and keeps up capacity 
in its yards. Nuclear submarines are currently repaired at two facilities, 
Devonport and Rosyth, the latter of which also handles the submarine 
decommissioning programme, so anything that can be done to free up 
capacity at these yards by moving projects elsewhere would be welcome. 
Throughout the Cold War Devonport was only one of several repair and 
maintenance facilities, including Rosyth, which handled refits until 2003. 

14.	See Eyck Freymann and Harry Halem The Ar-
senal of Democracy: Technology, Industry, and 
Deterrence in an Age of Hard Choices. (Stan-
ford CA: Hoover Institution Press, 2025) 
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Both were augmented by the significant facilities at Chatham Dockyard 
until its closure in 1984. As the submarine fleet expands, the government 
should explore whether there are other yards where repair work can be 
conducted on nuclear submarines. This work naturally requires a nuclear 
licence for the facility to conduct it. However, given that nuclear licences 
are issued by the government, it would be worth exploring what other 
yards might be nuclear-capable to reduce the strain on those whose work 
cannot be done elsewhere.

Equally, the build rate of warheads at the Atomic Weapons Establishment 
has long been a constraining factor for the UK arsenal, and this must be 
addressed if the UK is serious about stepping up its nuclear role in Europe.15 
The UK has made significant investment in both skills and infrastructure 
at AWE in recent years as it ramps up production for the new Astraea 
warhead – the first new warhead produced in the UK in decades. The UK 
must make sure it develops an ongoing production line for warheads over 
the coming decades, avoiding the stop-start development cycle which 
ended in the drain of technically experienced engineers in the mid-2000s 
before the UK began rebuilding its skilled workforce in preparation for 
the Successor programme. One way of modelling this is to base the future 
of AWE production line on the continuous build programme for the 
Royal Navy’s nuclear submarines, with several decades of assured orders 
and production lines developed to service this. This would retain the key 
personnel necessary after the production of Astraea who are integral to the 
design process of new warheads, ensuring these skills are not lost upon 
the warhead entering production, and enable the capacity to develop a 
second warhead if required. The government must ensure these skills 
are not lost once Astraea has been designed and provide a programme of 
work for warhead design engineers to remain part of the Defence Nuclear 
Enterprise.

Additionally, procurement timelines and investment decisions are a 
critical means of signalling long-term credibility and resolve, indicating 
that sufficient logistics – shipyards, skills and manpower, and basing 
requirements – exist to support core capabilities and carry out the 
required. This is a key reason why the long-running delays to the Defence 
Investment Plan, which was supposed to have been published at the end 
of 2025, are so deleterious to the UK’s defence and security.16 Kicking 
the procurement can down the road can undermine the coalitions and 
alliances on which credible deterrence is based, whilst delaying or even 
cancelling critical investments in the UK industrial base. It is vital that 
the procurement delays caused by the DIP’s numerous postponements are 
resolved with immediate effect.

Moreover, basing and the resupply of forces are also critical enablers 
which permit the projection of power to necessary locations. For 
submarines this concerns the ability of the fleet to call and resupply at the 
ports required to carry out their mission at all relevant areas of the globe, 
and ensuring their survivability in a world of ever more ‘transparent 
oceans’.17 For aircraft, this concerns their rapid dispersal to nuclear-

15.	James Jinks (2026) ‘Resolutions Tempered 
with Restraint: Lessons from the Cancelled 
WE-177 Replacement Programme’ Policy 
Exchange

16.	Andrew Dorman (16 March 2026) ‘Will Brit-
ain face up to its huge new defence bill?’ 
Chatham House link

17.	On this, see Roger Bradbury et al. (2020) 
‘Transparent Oceans? The Coming SSBN 
Counter-Detection Task May Be Insupera-
ble’  National Security College, The Australian 
National University link 

https://www.chathamhouse.org/publications/the-world-today/2026-03/will-britain-face-its-huge-new-defence-bill
https://openresearch-repository.anu.edu.au/server/api/core/bitstreams/bffc315d-b59c-4ec7-8de3-5e5c9021efba/content
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capable bases during a crisis or stationing them at bases on allied territory 
to close the distance to strike targets, ensuring coverage of all relevant 
options across an adversary’s territory. The government should explore 
which RAF bases from the Cold War can be reactivated and reestablished 
to house aircraft in the case of a crisis.

Finally, an undervalued but vital part of the deterrence systems is 
the nuclear command and control functions. Command and control 
links space, air, and ground-based communications assets with sensors, 
intelligence, and the nuclear firing chain, and enable these weapons to be 
used. Taken together, command and control is the most vital element for 
assuring the credibility of the deterrence system, ensuring that a strike can 
be carried out by the Prime Minister at any time. Ensuring this is the single 
most important element of the deterrence system, given that the Prime 
Minister has the sole authority to launch a nuclear strike. Indeed, a well-
functioning nuclear firing chain – defined as the sequence of decision 
from the Prime Minister down to the launch controls aboard a Trident-
armed submarine – is key to the credibility of a deterrent. Maintaining and 
exercising the decision-making processes to ensure they work efficiently 
and effectively is an important element of the deterrence system and 
helps bolster political resolve. If the mechanisms work smoothly and are 
continuously practised by those within the chain, they are less prone to 
stresses during a crisis, further increasing the credibility of the deterrence 
system. 

The UK has a comparative advantage here in that its nuclear firing chain 
is extraordinarily simple, relying on a single system whose authority for 
use rests on the Prime Minister communicating intent to the submarine 
commanders, who are then authorised to act. In an event where the Prime 
Minister is incapacitated or eliminated, the ‘letters of last resort’ issued 
to the SSBN commanders function as an insurance policy, enabling a 
response based on the orders delegated to them in advance. In addition, 
while technologies such as AI do not play a major role in the British nuclear 
firing chain, they have the potential to assist decision-makers in ‘when, 
where and whether to use them’.18 This is a crucial point which must be 
handled carefully, for human decision-makers have often been the most 
important element within the nuclear firing chain, especially in decisions 
not to use nuclear weapons. This was seen throughout a range of Cold War 
crises where the decision to launch came down to a judgement call, often 
involving relatively junior personnel within the firing chain.19 Ensuring 
that the firing process remains clear, accountable, and centred around 
human decision-makers is an absolute priority for UK foreign policy. AI 
can and will play an important role in increasing conventional targeting 
effectiveness, but it must play no role in nuclear decision-making in the 
United Kingdom. 

18.	Nathan Orlando (2026) ‘Salvific User Error: A 
Classical Take on AI and Nuclear Deterrence’ 
Survival link 

19.	Ibid.

https://www.iiss.org/online-analysis/survival-online/2026/04/salvific-user-error-a-classical-take-on-ai-and-nuclear-deterrence/
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Resolve
To translate capability into credible threats, one must possess the 
demonstrable resolve and political will to think about and, if necessary, 
to use these weapons. Resolve is clearly linked to hard power capabilities, 
yet it rests on entirely different criteria: is the government willing to use 
nuclear weapons if it came to it, and is the threat of their use believable to 
our adversaries, ourselves, and our allies? 

Resolve can be a slippery term that is difficult to capture. We cannot 
say with complete certainty whether a given Prime Minister would or 
would not launch nuclear weapons. As such, resolve is as much found 
in the demonstration of intent as the actual willingness of an individual 
to use these weapons. On this basis, it is normally indicated through 
predictable behaviour and statements, either directly communicated by 
the political elites or indicated through military exercises and procurement 
programmes. In general, it can be said that actions that ‘demonstrate 
political, strategic, and operational commitment to executing threats 
should deterrence fail increase credibility, but actions that reduce actual 
flexibility when it comes to executing a deterrent threat send a message 
that is difficult to ignore’.20

This bears directly upon a central question in the UK’s own declaratory 
policy, which remains ambiguous. That is, the UK does not specify exactly 
when or where it would use nuclear weapons, to prevent an adversary 
using this very specificity against it. Spelling out red lines in advance is 
generally unadvisable, as an adversary will walk as close to these lines 
as possible so they can extract the maximum concessions before action 
is taken against them. This was seen during the now-infamous ‘red-line 
incident’ under President Obama when the Syrian government used 
chemical weapons during the Syrian civil war in 2013. Obama’s specificity 
in his red lines boxed him and allied nations into a corner when Syria 
was found using chemical weapons against its own people and severely 
curtailed his political room to manoeuvre. In general conditions of peace, 
therefore, ambiguity can serve deterrence well. This is why it remains a 
cornerstone of UK deterrence doctrine. 

However, ambiguity is only useful up to a point. Once an adversary has 
set a course of hostile action and is actively looking to extract concessions 
and make unacceptable demands, you must be able to specify when and 
where you would conduct a retaliatory action to dissuade them from 
advancing. This is the sharp end of deterrence theory. In the event of a 

20.	James J. Wirtz (2018) How Does Nuclear 
Deterrence Differ from Conventional Deter-
rence? Strategic Studies Quarterly, 12(4), pp. 
58-75. 66
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crisis, the United Kingdom must be clear on its own internal red lines for 
nuclear threats and nuclear use. Furthermore, it must have clarity on what 
specific scenarios would cause a response. This involves clear targeting 
plans – plans which go well beyond the obvious static targets and reach 
deep behind enemy lines, holding strategic assets such as oil facilities at 
risk. The UK must be capable of demonstrating its ability to hit a range 
of targets with different escalatory effects, so it does not immediately 
reach for the most high-value target, overreacting to a serious – but not 
existential – threat. The message to adversaries must be clear – the UK will 
strike targets of value and has the means to do so if necessary.

It is not possible to accurately set out these targets without access to 
classified information. However, the core message is clear: an ambiguous 
deterrence policy serves the UK well, until that policy is tested by an 
adversary. If tested, the UK must be prepared to strike. A decision must 
be made on the acceptable response and the kind of targets which are 
legitimate to strike. For instance, certain strategic targets must be held 
at risk, but they will not be appropriate choices in response to a lower 
escalatory threat. This is the kind of threat that is likely to occur in the 
Baltic states and trigger the scenario of trading London for Narva. To avoid 
being boxed into a corner in a crisis of this kind, the UK government 
should ensure that its targeting plans are clear, coherent, and internally 
understood, and are ready to be communicated in a crisis scenario, if 
necessary, through the appropriate channels. 

Linked to this is perhaps the cheapest and most effective way of 
improving allied deterrence posture, which involves improving practices 
and processes. For this reason, it is encouraging to see the UK rejoin 
the NATO DCA mission and enhance nuclear cooperation with France 
through the Northwood Declaration. Much more can be done to enhance 
the credibility of the UK’s deterrent through these instruments, such 
as through joint training and rotational deployments in one another’s 
submarine services. An under-discussed aspect of the practices and 
processes is making sure the UK has prepared bilateral channels with the 
major states – the United States and France – with whom it will coordinate 
during a crisis. NATO is a strong instrument, and the UK must be at the 
leading edge of any NATO response, but the realities of power dictate that 
much allied coordination will occur on a bilateral basis and not necessarily 
through the NATO processes. 

One final, under-discussed element of political will and resolve is the 
education of the general population – not just MPs and Ministers – on 
deterrence. Reviving the study of Cold War nuclear and conventional 
deterrence, the study of doctrine, warfighting, and its links to political, 
social, economic and geographic factors in the UK, would be an important 
way of regenerating many of the practices and understandings which 
conditioned Cold War thinking. We must move beyond narrow post-Cold 
War arms control thinking and get back into the business of thinking 
seriously about nuclear weapons. Programmes such as the KCL Nuclear 
Deterrence Network indicate the government is interested in exploring 
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this question, but this is aimed at regenerating nuclear deterrence thinking 
and capacity in the expert community, not the general public or the 
civil service. It is a much broader question which must be dealt with by 
educational institutions directly. University departments in history, war 
studies, international relations, and politics should be thinking through the 
question posed in previous papers and public panels for the Commission: 
how can the UK develop ‘the next Michael Quinlan’ through rigorous study 
of historical episodes and dilemmas from a distinctly British perspective. 
Recent announcements, such as the creation of the Defence Universities 
Alliance, are an encouraging sign, and these can be built upon.21 Equally, 
academic groupings such as the Deterrence and Assurance Academic 
Alliance provide a means of stimulating wider discussions on defence 
within and between academic institutions.22 

21.	Ministry of Defence ‘Apply to become a 
founding member of the Defence Universi-
ties Alliance’ 21 April 2026 link.  

22.	Defence Science and Technology Laboratory 
‘UK Deterrence and Assurance Academic 
Alliance’ 4 November 2024 link 



26      |      policyexchange.org.uk

 

Restoring Deterrence Credibility

IV

Alliances
Credibility, of course, is about more than pure capability and resolve; 
as the nuclear scholar Lauren Sukin notes, it often boils down to core 
questions about allies and alliances. Specifically, will allies act as you 
want and need them to in a crisis? Ideally, an alliance system such as 
NATO provides the assured means of deterrence through cooperation on 
planning, exercises, weapons sharing, basing, command and control, and 
intelligence, underwritten by the political will to act together when under 
threat. As a result, allied nuclear warfighting strategies, including targeting 
plans, form part of the intellectual infrastructure that supports strategic 
signalling and communicates intent – for an adversary must believe an 
arsenal is credible for it to pose sufficient potential threat. This alliance 
system also prevents proliferation by other allies who see their guarantors’ 
nuclear capabilities as reliable and credible.

Since 1949, the credibility of the UK’s system of alliances has rested 
on NATO, supported by a network of regional organisations outside of 
the European theatre. Yet as the world order shifts to accommodate rising 
Chinese power and more assertive forms of power projection by both 
Russia and the U.S., states have been reassessing their security architectures. 
The UK must ensure it has a coherent policy for how to ensure NATO 
credibility even in the absence of a credible United States, and for what to 
do if Washington’s credibility declines further in the minds of its allies. 
The UK must plan to lead the Alliance in nuclear signalling and deterrence 
if the U.S. refuses to act in a crisis. This is most important in a contingency 
scenario in the Indo-Pacific. This is closely linked to points made earlier 
in this paper regarding red lines and nuclear ambiguity. The UK must be 
certain as to how its nuclear forces fit into an Indo-Pacific contingency, 
and how it plans to deter Russian aggression in this event. If a war breaks 
out in the Pacific, the U.S. may choose to follow a policy of restraint in 
Europe, inhibiting the actions of allies and partners. This may involve 
restricting the use of, for example, deep precision strike capabilities, ISR 
and targeting, and the DCA force authorisation, all of which are central 
to holding strategic targets in Russia at risk. This is likely to prove an 
unacceptable constraint for the United Kingdom, and the UK must ensure 
appropriate plans are in place to prevent allied coercion during a crisis. This 
could prevent key deterrence functions that the UK is called to perform 
in the High North and the Baltic, and risk a long ground war scenario 
developing on the eastern flank.
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The United Kingdom has already begun to adapt its alliance structures 
to take account of the changing geopolitical landscape. On the one hand, 
it has doubled down on its traditional nuclear alliances through U.S.-
focussed partnerships such as the Mutual Defence Agreement and AUKUS, 
which maintain the UK as a bridge between the U.S. and Europe. Yet the 
UK is also leveraging strong coalitions on the European continent, such as 
the more flexible and robust Joint Expeditionary Force for Eastern Flank 
defence and ‘Atlantic Bastion’ to guard the North Atlantic and the High 
North. The JEF itself is reliant on several bilaterals, such as the Lunna 
House agreement with Norway and the UK’s strategic partnerships with 
Sweden and Finland. This will allow the UK to gradually increase its role 
in providing deterrence in NATO whilst European allies remain focused 
on conventional rearmament. This two-track approach is central: the UK 
must actively prepare for a world in which the U.S. no longer plays as 
strong a role in NATO security over the coming decades, shouldering a 
greater burden of Alliance security, particularly in the Baltic, Arctic, and 
High North. Ironically, by strengthening its position in these regions and 
doubling down on its role as the second centre of nuclear decision-making 
within the Alliance, the UK stands a far better chance of preventing the 
unilateral disengagement of the United States. Preparing for a future in 
which the U.S. plays a less active role in NATO may, paradoxically, be 
the key to preserving meaningful U.S. participation in the Alliance for the 
decades to come, even as it pivots to the Pacific.

On this, it is surprising that the UK has not taken a more active lead 
in shaping the JEF, particularly its approach to artificial intelligence and 
command and control. For AI does not need to be introduced into the 
nuclear command chain at all to increase the UK’s overall deterrent effect23: 
operationalising the JEF as an AI-enabled conventional warfighting unit 
centred around U.S.-UK technology would provide the step change in 
capability needed to deter in the UK’s theatre of responsibility, working 
closely with the incredibly proficient Nordic and Baltic national militaries. 
As demonstrated in the recent conflicts in both Ukraine and Iran, AI-
enabled targeting has been central to both U.S. targeting and target-effector 
selection, enabling a far greater range of targets to be hit, more quickly, 
by the right kinds of munitions. This is a step change in how Ukrainian 
and U.S. military perform targeting, and has significantly compressed the 
kill chain, demonstrating how integral these systems are to contemporary 
operations. 

The UK government must actively learn the lessons that the Ukraine 
and Iran conflicts have had on these specific issues and implement them at 
scale to its targeting and warfighting concepts, or risk getting left behind 
by its core ally in how it approaches high-intensity modern warfare. The 
UK plans to develop its AI-enabled warfighting capabilities, with London 
as the centre of NATO’s European AI-enabled warfighting capabilities. The 
government must actively pursue this as the lead nation in developing a joint 
system with its JEF allies, specifically the Nordic countries, who are doing 
so much to bind their forces together into an integrated structure. The JEF 

23.	In no way should AI be integrated into the 
nuclear decision-making apparatus of the 
United Kingdom or other nuclear-armed 
nations. The point here solely concerns in-
creasing conventional force lethality.
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is the model through which the UK must look to operationalise this, with 
the UK as the hub for centralising modern AI integration practices. The aim 
should be to build an AI-enabled ‘brain’ for the JEF to massively increase 
its lethality and deterrence in the High North and the Baltic. The UK ought 
to recognise that, while the leading AI-enabled targeting platforms are 
U.S.-owned technologies, many of these companies have sizeable offices 
and skills bases in London which can be used to generate capability for the 
JEF. Furthermore, close cooperation with states with an immediate and 
vital interest in regions where the UK takes a lead, such as Canada, would 
prove vital for enhancing deterrent credibility, especially given the latter’s 
strong economic power, large reserves of critical minerals, expertise in 
artificial intelligence, and Arctic warfare capabilities, coupled with the 
common UK-designed Type 26 advanced ASW frigate being built for the 
Royal Navy, the Royal Canadian Navy, and the Royal Australian Navy.
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Communication and Signalling
Finally, credibility rests on clear communication through declarations 
of posture and intent. This is a complicated element of nuclear weapons 
ownership and requires a more detailed exploration than can be given 
here. However, it generally takes the form of demonstrating operational 
capability and resolve to both allies and adversaries. In recent years, the bold 
decision to send the commander of USCENTCOM to the USS West Virginia 
while it was surfaced in the Arabian Sea alongside a host of command-
and-control aircraft at the height of the autumn 2022 nuclear crisis was 
an effective and credible signal to Russia.24 It clearly demonstrated a U.S. 
commitment to execute a threat, and the ability to do so if Russia initiated 
a limited nuclear strike on Ukraine, as it had indicated it would, based on 
a false-flag premise that Ukraine was about to detonate a ‘dirty bomb’.25 
As the UK needs to maintain a policy of CASD, it is extremely unlikely to 
conduct similar manoeuvres, especially during a crisis, yet this provides a 
powerful example of how to indicate resolve. 

The dynamics of this crisis are interesting from the perspective of 
resolve and communications. Consider that, after a Nuclear Planning 
Group meeting on the 13th of October, 2022, French President Emmanuel 
Macron stated publicly that if ‘there were a ballistic nuclear attack in 
Ukraine, in the region’ then French interests ‘wouldn’t be directly affected 
at all’.26 Contrast this to the ambiguous rhetoric from Jens Stoltenberg, 
then NATO Secretary-General, who spoke of ‘severe consequences’ for 
Russia if any type of nuclear weapon was used; or the robust rhetoric of 
the EU’s foreign policy spokesman Josep Borrell, who announced Russian 
forces would be ‘annihilated’ by NATO conventional forces if they used 
nuclear weapons in Ukraine.27 Leadership statements during this crisis 
demonstrated clear ruptures in allied policy.

Credible communication is also ensured by having a defined, although 
not necessarily clear, policy on nuclear use and escalation. The UK has 
long maintained a policy of ambiguity over its nuclear weapons, a policy it 
maintains to this day.28 The UK will only use nuclear weapons in extreme 
situations of self-defence and the defence of its NATO allies. This policy 
does not imply a no-first-use doctrine, meaning the UK reserves the right 
to launch a nuclear strike before an adversary has used nuclear weapons. 
The purpose of this policy is to demonstrate to adversaries and allies that 
no hostile actors could launch a conventional or non-nuclear strikes, such 
as with biological weapons, on a NATO ally without the possible use of 

24.	Sean M. Maloney, The Cool War: Nuclear 
Forces, Crisis Signalling, and the Russo-Ukraine 
War, 2014-2022 (Annapolis, MD: Naval In-
stitute Press, 2025) 255

25.	One might quite reasonably question the 
degree to which the Russians actually con-
sidered using nuclear weapons during this 
crisis, yet the communication point stands 
regardless.

26.	 Soraya Ebrahimi (13 October 2022) ‘France 
will not trade nuclear strikes with Russia 
over Ukraine’ The National News link

27.	Jens Stoltenberg (13 October 2022)   ‘Press 
conference by NATO Secretary General 
Jens Stoltenberg following the meetings of 
NATO Defence Ministers’ NATO link; Joe 
Middleton, Martin Belam and Samantha 
Lock (13 October 2022) ‘Russian forces will 
be ‘annihilated’ if Putin uses nuclear weap-
ons in Ukraine, says senior EU official – as it 
happened’ The Guardian link

28.	Lord Coaker reaffirmed this to the House of 
Lords in January of 2025. 

https://www.thenationalnews.com/world/europe/2022/10/13/france-wont-retaliate-with-nuclear-weapons-if-russia-uses-them-in-ukraine/
https://www.nato.int/en/news-and-events/events/transcripts/2022/10/13/press-conference
https://www.theguardian.com/world/live/2022/oct/13/russia-ukraine-war-kyiv-region-hit-by-drone-strikes-putin-to-meet-turkish-president-erdogan-live
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nuclear weapons by the UK.
Communicating credibility relies on coherent messaging from the 

government on the policy priorities of the state, and the impact and 
reach this has on allies and adversaries. Politically erratic actors are 
often perceived to be less credible by allies and adversaries, even if their 
force postures do not change. A change in tone can alter credibility of 
alliances even if the hard power foundations do not meaningfully change. 
Consistent and coherent messaging is therefore vital, and this is an area 
where the UK could step up, matching recent statements by France by 
articulating a nuclear vision for European deterrence and security from 
London’s perspective. The Prime Minister should make it a priority to 
orchestrate a major foreign policy speech outlining the UK’s deterrence 
posture today, with reference to the core elements that make the UK’s 
deterrent a credible, dependable, and lethal weapons system.

A further means of enhancing credibility through nuclear 
communications beyond declared policy and doctrine is to routinely and 
successfully test-fire nuclear weapons systems, demonstrating operational 
capability to adversaries and allies. However, Britain’s test-firing of Trident 
missiles has been intermittent and, in recent years, unsuccessful.29 The 
salience of this is political rather than functional, but it bears heavily upon 
the credibility of the system. Functionally, the failed test-firings are of 
marginal importance to the effectiveness of the system.30 The UK’s Trident 
II missile bodies come from a shared pool of missiles which are used on 
both U.S. and UK submarines – there is no distinction between the missiles 
used for different boats. This means that Royal Navy test-failures are not 
indicative of a UK-specific issue. The shared missile pool has a success rate 
of over ninety-six per cent, making it one of the most reliable weapons 
systems ever produced.31 Yet while this is true at a technical level, and 
this statistic is well known among experts, it has not received political or 
popular recognition. Specifically, the UK government has done a poor job 
of communicating this to allied publics and their political elites.32 These 
tests are only typically conducted after a submarine has gone through a 
deep refit, completing what is known as Demonstration and Shakedown 
Operations to test its weapons systems.33 Continuing to conduct successful 
Trident missile tests would be a good way to restore political confidence 
in allies and avoid embarrassment at the hands of our adversaries. This 
is particularly resonant for allies who have begun considering their own 
sovereign deterrents, such as Poland.

29.	William Alberque (28th March 2024) ‘The 
UK’s Trident launch failure: a cause for con-
cern?’ IISS link

30.	The UK test-failure in 2024 was attributed to 
a specific testing kit applied to the missile, 
and not the missile system itself.

31.	The most recent test-firings of UK missiles 
occurred in 2024 and 2016. Both resulted 
in failures. Marion Messmer (24 February 
2024) ‘The failed Trident test highlights an 
imbalance in UK defence strategy’ Chatham 
House link

32.	The UK has only conducted twelve Trident 
tests since the first took place in May, 1994, 
half of which were this century: missiles 
were fired in 2000, 2005, 2009, 2012, 2016, 
and 2024, the last two of which were fail-
ures. William Alberque (28th March 2024) 
‘The UK’s Trident launch failure: a cause for 
concern?’ IISS link

33.	The common pool model was deliberately 
(and wisely) constructed during the ear-
ly stages of the development of Trident in 
the 1980s, specifically to ensure the UK 
would not have to conduct its own regular 
missile tests. Testing Trident missiles is ex-
pensive, so a common pool model ensures 
that the effectiveness of the system is not 
determined by the individual success rate of 
either nation. This means that the same mis-
sile will serve on a patrol for a US Navy Ohio-
class boat, such as the USS Rhode Island, 
before being transferred to a Royal Navy 

Vanguard-class boat, such as HMS Victorious. 
The missiles are fully interchangeable with 
all UK and US ballistic missile submarines 
and there is no set group of missiles that are 
set aside for either nation. It is unfortunate 
the two failed tests by UK submarines, one 
due to a faulty test-firing measurement kit, 
have caused a popular perception that the 
system is somehow defective. However, this 
does not reflect on the reliability of UK mis-
siles in any sense, as the missiles themselves 
are commonly owned and operated. There 
is therefore no distinction between Brit-

ish and American Trident missiles, and the 
system’s operational effectiveness is based 
on the common success rate of the entire 
pool. Whilst a successful Trident II launch 
during the next UK DASO operation would 
be most welcome for the political message it 
would send, this has no real bearing on the 
effectiveness of the system. Dispelling this 
popular misperception of the UK’s Trident 
system is an urgent and necessary task for 
the British public sphere.
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Ensuring a Credible UK Nuclear Deterrent
How can the UK ensure its deterrence remains credible, both now and into 
the future? This paper has argued that credibility is premised on five major 
composite factors. First, the possession of capabilities, both nuclear and 
non-nuclear, built around a clear sense of the UK’s political purpose 
and priorities, driven by a coherent notion of statecraft and the national 
interest, to ensure rhetoric is backed by force. Second, the provision of 
a ‘deterrence system’ – secure logistics, supply chains, resources and 
communications – to ensure that this system is operational and can serve 
the national interest. Third, that demonstrable resolve and political 
will to think about and, if necessary, use these weapons is held by the 
political leadership, and that this will is linked closely to one’s actual hard 
power capabilities. Fourth, the predictability of alliance commitments, 
especially those with a nuclear dimension, which are built to shape world 
order in a manner acceptable to the allied states. Fifth, clear strategic 
communication through declarations of posture and intent, including a 
calibrated reassessment of nuclear ambiguity and clarity over declared red 
lines on nuclear use. 

What does this mean for the United Kingdom today? On Capability, 
the government already possesses an extraordinarily capable system 
in Trident, which will remain the backbone of its strategic systems well 
into the latter half of this century. However, recognising the trends in 
the future of European nuclear security, the UK must also explore what 
additional strategic systems can bolster its flexible options below the 
threshold of strategic nuclear use. If it is serious about returning to the 
DCA mission, it must acknowledge that a greater number of F-35A aircraft 
will be needed, and plan to order a substantially larger fleet to account for 
this. This must be complemented by fully funding additional capabilities 
such as Deep Precision Strike (DPS), and perhaps even an additional, 
sub-strategic nuclear system. However, to properly assess whether this is 
apposite would require a far more detailed study into the feasibility and 
rationale of a second nuclear capability and the relative advantages of such 
a system compared to non-nuclear systems capable of producing strategic 
effects. For the purposes of this paper, the UK’s nuclear credibility can 
be enhanced, at the hard power level, by making full use of the Trident 
system and a larger fleet of F-35As to support the DCA mission, alongside 
significantly expanding its DPS capabilities, as outlined in the 2025 
Strategic Defence Review.
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On the ‘Deterrence System’, the SDR rightly recommended investing 
in upgrading additional airfields to disperse its conventional and nuclear-
capable aircraft in a crisis. This is a simple solution, but an absolute necessity, 
especially given the UK’s return to the NATO DCA. The government must 
ensure that a sufficient number of airbases are reactivated and upgraded 
to provide options for dispersal in a crisis. Furthermore, the vulnerability 
of the UK’s Sovereign Base Areas in Cyprus was exposed in the U.S.-
Israeli war with Iran, and greater air defence systems must be developed 
and deployed to prevent cheap drone attacks from disrupting critical 
nodes in the UK’s deterrence system. The UK must invest in counter-
drone technologies at its airbases with immediate effect. Together, these 
measures would serve an additional purpose of enhancing options if the 
UK redevelops a sovereign air-launched nuclear capability in the future. 
Most crucially, however, the UK must ensure that the production line at 
the Atomic Weapons Establishment remains uninterrupted and constant 
beyond the life of the new Astraea warhead, akin to the continuous build 
program for Royal Navy’s nuclear submarines, retaining key personnel 
and skills are not lost upon the warhead entering production.

On Resolve, there is no alternative to conducting large-scale nuclear 
exercises involving senior politicians, including the Prime Minister, 
Defence Secretary, and Home Secretary. This must clearly include actively 
rehearsing nuclear operations with field forces, which can be further 
enhanced by ensuring the reliability of the nuclear firing chain and 
demonstrating its operational capacity. Yet political education on nuclear 
issues is also vital to assuring credible national resolve, reestablishing 
deterrence thinking at the university level, and ensuring that students 
studying history, politics and international relations get a good grounding 
in this sort of thinking, both at the practical and the theoretical level. There 
is much that could be done to develop wargaming networks between 
universities and establish programmes to engage students in the hard 
questions that deterrence theory raises – questions that are inescapably 
moral, political, and historical, and which require hard choices to be made 
in both procurement and, at the sharp end, about warfighting.

On Alliances, the UK’s close partnership with the United States remains 
pivotal to its nuclear defence and strategic security. The credibility of its 
deterrent rests on navigating the changing strategic environment whilst 
recognising that the UK-U.S. nuclear relationship is unlikely to change. 
Any exploration of deepening UK and European strategic capabilities must 
take place in close collaboration with the United States, ensuring the U.S. 
is bought into the security architecture on the European continent as it 
faces a rising challenge from China. 

However, this cannot come at the expense of the strategic systems 
necessary for the UK’s core defence priorities. The UK should also develop 
the capabilities and partnerships which enable it to act and lead the Alliance 
independently during a crisis, chiefly by threatening strategic effects against 
an adversary. Deep Precision Strike is one area where the UK can develop 
a range of options available to it in the event of a crisis which provide it a 
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degree of autonomy on the escalation ladder. Cooperation with Germany 
would be particularly fruitful on this front, as they are investing heavily 
in DPS capabilities and are eager to expand their options on this front. 
The UK must ensure it delivers on the promises of the Strategic Defence 
Review, which articulated the case for these weapons at pace and at scale, 
and properly fund offensive options premised on core, non-U.S. strategic 
alliances.  

Beyond this, the UK would do well to identify and prioritise those 
alliances which give it a clear edge in hard power and lethality, maximising 
these for impact. This goes well beyond its pivotal alliance with the 
United States regarding nuclear technology and special forces. The Five 
Eyes defence and intelligence partnership and the AUKUS agreement on 
next-generation submarines and emerging technology, such as quantum 
positioning, navigation, and artificial intelligence, provide the tip of the 
spear for the key capabilities the UK brings to NATO forces. These must be 
preserved and built upon. The UK should enhance the Joint Expeditionary 
Force (JEF) into a coherent strategic entity, operationalising a UK-led, 
artificial-intelligence-enabled command structure for the JEF, learning 
lessons from the wars in Ukraine but also Iran with regards to AI-enabled 
targeting and target-effector choices, which would greatly increase the 
deterrent power of this alliance. The government should also seriously 
consider expanding JEF membership to Canada, either directly through 
a renewed membership offer or through a separate framework, such as a 
‘High North Coalition’. This would demonstrate deterrence by signalling 
that an efficient, credible institution underpins Atlantic-Arctic-Baltic 
security. 

Finally, on Communication, this is the area where the UK has more 
to offer, especially given the move towards acquiring conventional 
capabilities with strategic effect. The Commission will have more to say on 
this in a subsequent paper that deals specifically with the issues of strategic 
signalling and communication. However, to ensure a minimum credible 
deterrent, the UK should continue to conduct regular Trident missile test-
firings to demonstrate the weapon’s credibility and communicate this to 
the UK’s allies. At the political level, there is also a strong case for publicly 
restating and refining the purpose of the UK nuclear arsenal as a second 
centre of decision-making within the alliance. This is clear from NATO 
documents, but it is poorly understood beyond a relatively small group 
of experts and civil servants. Restating the operational independence of 
the British arsenal is a key corollary of this. The value of the deterrent 
should also be recognised amongst the wider public. President Macron 
has realised this fact and made it a core theme of his address to the nation 
on 2nd March 2026. A similar public-facing approach should be adopted 
by the British Prime Minister, with the aim of restating the purpose of the 
British nuclear arsenal and raising its profile, both in European security and 
in Moscow’s scenario planning. For several decades the UK government 
has failed to engage the British public, or the publics of its close allies, on 
the purpose and nature of its nuclear forces. The government ought to 
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explicitly articulate the purpose of the UK’s nuclear arsenal, and the role 
it plays in defending not only the UK but the Alliance as a whole, to the 
British public. 
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