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Rt Hon Lord Case CVO PC

No-one can or should be gleeful that we are having to talk about nuclear
weapons again. Yet, the facts of geopolitics are what they are, and we
find ourselves as both a sovereign nation and NATO member having to
think once more about what role nuclear weapons play in our individual
and collective defence. This latest paper, part of the canon of work
being produced by the Policy Exchange’s nuclear commission, provides
both analysis of the history of the United Kingdom’s nuclear policies
and programmes, as well as discussion of future options that we might
consider.

The significance of nuclear weapons in our modern national arsenal
has now been properly recognised politically, first by Rishi Sunak’s
administration and that renewed focus has continued under Keir Starmer’s
leadership. After decades of underinvestment and dither, money and talent
are flowing back towards our nuclear programme. There is an awful lot of
ground to make up.

The United Kingdom's nuclear programme has not been as busy as it is
now for many decades. Under fresh and determined military, civilian and
industry leadership, we are engaged in building three classes of nuclear-
powered submarines, two warhead programmes are running, critical
infrastructure is being renewed, and we are desperately trying to close the
gap between the skills we need and skills we currently have.

There are uneasy consequences that flow from this activity. One is
that the proportion of our defence budget that is being devoted to our
nuclear programmes has been increasing, which currently means squeeze
elsewhere. Let us hope that further increases in the overall defence budget
will mean that, as a nation, we are able to see the necessary recapitalisation
of both our nuclear and conventional forces. The two go together. The
impact of conventional forces in a state-on-state conflict is increased by
the presence of nuclear weapons as the ultimate guarantee of national
protection. Likewise, a nuclear force is more credible when we possess
the necessary conventional capabilities to respond effectively and
proportionately before a nuclear threshold is reached.

Given the global context in which we now live and the state of affairs
that we must anticipate in the decades ahead, we must also put effort
into what this paper calls our “intellectual rearmament”. Ignorance of the
issues and choices we face ahead should not be accepted. Automatically
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accepting inherited philosophies and methodologies without rigorous
reassessment in our current and future context is dangerous. Assigning
nuclear thinking to only a small group of people is naive, given that the
consequences of the decisions made about our nuclear weapons affect a
whole nation and our allies.

Deterring our adversaries is not just the job of a select few. Effective and
credible deterrence is the work of very many people, across government,
the Armed Forces, industry, Parliament, public life and the whole of
society. Whilst the ultimate guarantee of our nation’s security might rest
in the missile tubes of our submarine on patrol and, in future, also in
the bomb bay of an RAF jet, creating the necessary doubt in our enemy’s
mind that stops them seeking to threaten our interests depends too on an
educated and determined collective understanding of what it takes and
what it means to be a nuclear-armed state. We hope that this paper is a
contribution to that understanding.

policyexchange.org.uk



Nuclear weapons have returned to the forefront of the security
agenda after a period of post-Cold War neglect.

Renewed great-power competition, heightened nuclear coercion,
proliferation and adversarial coordination coincide with the rise
of China as a peer nuclear competitor to the U.S., its subsequent
pivot to Asia and wider concerns regarding the durability of U.S.
commitments to Europe have left Britain’s deterrent posture
misaligned with the present threat environment.

Despite the change in strategic circumstances, Britain’s nuclear
posture and doctrine remains defined by key post-Cold War
assumptions: unipolarity, assured U.S. commitment to European
NATO, and the continued viability of arms control agreements.
Simultaneously, the UK has allowed the steady erosion of
institutional focus, expertise and strategic seriousness regarding
nuclear deterrence.

This report traces the basic history of the British state’s engagement
with the question of nuclear weapons as an aide to current
policymakers grappling with similar questions and crises.

It follows the evolution of British nuclear strategy through three
distinct nuclear ages: 1945-1991, 1991-2014 and from 2014
to the present, setting out how Britain’s deterrent posture was
formed, narrowed and is now being tested — and the need for a
fundamental rethink of how the UK approaches its deterrent.

In the first nuclear age (1945-1991), Britain’s pursuit of nuclear
weapons was driven by the need to deter an aggressive Soviet
Union, insure against potential U.S. isolationism, and preserve
Britain’s ability to shape the international order.

During the early Cold War, Britain and Western Europe were
exposed. They hosted U.S. nuclear forces which made them a
primary Soviet target, but were dependent on U.S decision-making
in potential crises.

The UK initially assigned its nuclear arsenal to RAF bombers ,
the so-called ‘V-force’, yet submarine-borne alternatives were
increasingly seen as the preferred option as bombers became
more vulnerable to Soviet air defences. The 1962 Skybolt crisis
underscored the dangers of overreliance on the U.S., yet ultimately
accelerated the acquisition of a submarine-based system.

The 1963 Nassau Agreement, and subsequent adoption of Polaris,



marked a decisive moment for the British deterrent by establishing
the CASD, which has provided a survivable second-strike capability
since 1969, and allowed Britain to retain operational independence
despite significant technical assistance from the U.S.

This strategic capability was paired with a deliberately limited
arsenal, rejecting numerical competition in favour of minimum
force requirements calibrated to ensure credible devastation of
Soviet centres of power. This was encapsulated in doctrine, which
established Britain’s role as the ‘second centre of decision’ within
NATO, and operationalised through the ‘Moscow Criterion’.
Cold War British deterrence also relied on distinct sub-strategic
nuclear systems, such as the WE.177 free-fall bomb, designed
to deny adversaries escalation dominance by preventing the
exploitation of gaps between conventional conflict and full-scale
strategic nuclear exchange.

The end of the Cold War marked the transition to the second nuclear
age (1991-2014), characterised by American primacy, growing
momentum behind arms control and the belief that existential
nuclear confrontation in Europe had receded indefinitely.

During this period, Britain retired its separate sub-strategic
capabilities, such as the WE.177’s, and re-tooled CASD to provide
both strategic and sub-strategic options. It also reduced its overall
warhead numbers, de-targeted missiles and lengthened the notice-
to-fire period.

These changes reflected not only a benign strategic environment
but also a broader cultural ambivalence about nuclear weapons,
with Britain positioning itself as a reluctant nuclear power
committed to promoting disarmament.

These reductions hollowed out Britain’s institutional capacity
for nuclear thought and confined expertise to a small cadre of
specialists. This allowed nuclear doctrine, education, and strategic
literacy to atrophy across government and the armed forces.

The declining importance of nuclear strategy, and concomitant
reduction in capabilities, were the result of the unique geopolitical
environment of the post-Cold War period.

The third nuclear age (2014 onwards) has shattered these
assumptions, demanding serious re-evaluation of British deterrence
doctrine and posture.

The return of great power competition and subsequent collapse of
the arms control regime, the increasing use of nuclear coercion,
and enhanced adversarial collusion intersect with declining U.S.
engagement with Europe, as its priorities shift toward China.
Russia’s use of nuclear threats during the war in Ukraine, its
significant advantage in — and expansion of — sub-strategic nuclear
forces, and its doctrinal willingness to employ nuclear weapons



to offset conventional weakness directly challenge the gaps in
Britain’s deterrence spectrum.

Simultaneously, China’s rapid nuclear expansion has forced the
United States to prepare to deter two nuclear peers at once, driving
a structural pivot toward the Indo-Pacific and raising doubts about
the durability of U.S. extended deterrence in Europe.

Britain now faces a strategic environment reminiscent of the early
Cold War: potential exposure to nuclear coercion at the sub-
strategic level, uncertainty over U.S. priorities, and adversaries
willing to probe gaps in NATO’s deterrence architecture.

These significant geopolitical and cultural shifts have left Britain
vulnerable, lacking a coherent theoretical framework for thinking
about nuclear deterrence in an increasingly complex and multipolar
environment.

Rebuilding credible deterrence, therefore, depends on intellectual
rearmament as a pre-requisite, reversing decades of post-Cold War
drift toward disarmament mindsets, reduced nuclear expertise and
institutional neglect. Britain can no longer rely on a narrow cadre
of specialists or under-trained officers; instead, it must rebuild a
standing body of strategically educated nuclear policymakers and
commanders, akin to the U.S. model, and explicitly revive Britain’s
historic role as NATO’s second centre of nuclear decision-making.
One pathway is to place greater emphasis on CASD by enhancing
its flexibility, perhaps through a fifth Dreadnought-class SSBN
or similar platform, which would enable simultaneous strategic
deterrence and sub-strategic options. This could allow one boat
to conduct signalling missions armed with lower-yield warheads,
while another preserves CASD through a strategic second-strike
capability.

A second pathway lies in deeper European nuclear cooperation,
particularly with France, addressing growing European unease
about reliance on a continental nuclear power outside NATO's
Nuclear Planning Group. Closer Anglo-French cooperation, as
seen through the recent Northwood Declaration, could strengthen
the European pillar of NATO deterrence and hedge against U.S.
uncertainty.

The most far-reaching option is the development of a separate
sub-strategic nuclear system, sovereign or co-developed with
allies. This would reopen foundational questions: purpose,
targets, command arrangements, cost and NATO versus national
role, but could reinforce Britain’s autonomy, enhance its influence
in alliance nuclear planning, and deny adversaries coercive space
below the strategic threshold. The recent decision to procure
F-35A aircraft and return to the NATO nuclear sharing mission
underscores these dilemmas.

Regardless of which options the government does or does not
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explore, there is a need for a serious, ‘first principles’ level rethink
of what British sub-strategic capabilities have historically been for,
what role they played in British and allied security architecture,
and the relative need for them today in a more complex and
challenging geopolitical environment.

The third nuclear age poses significant questions for Britain’s
deterrence doctrine and capability requirements: questions which,
while not novel in isolation, present new challenges when taken
together. In a world where the U.S. faces a two-peer nuclear threat,
Britain must re-acquaint itself with nuclear strategic thinking, and
consider how to deepen its own sub-strategic capabilities for a
more uncertain world.

12

policyexchange.org.uk



Nuclear weapons have returned to the forefront of British national
security thinking. In recent years, several interlocking security challenges
have posed acute questions for British, U.S., and allied NATO thinking
in the nuclear realm. First among these is the rise of China, and the
corresponding decision by the United States to draw down its extensive
commitments to European defence and bolster its position in the Pacific.
This necessary move for allied security nevertheless poses fundamental,
long-term changes to the posture and policy of U.S. allies, chief amongst
which is the United Kingdom. Britain now confronts a threat environment
defined by nuclear multipolarity, renewed great-power competition,
growing nuclear coercion, and a proliferating number of nuclear aspirants.
Although the U.S. is shifting its attention away from Europe, Britain’s
nuclear posture remains configured for an era of unipolarity, arms-control
optimism, and a major U.S. commitment to the Euro-Atlantic.

Are Britain’s current nuclear forces, configured to deter adversaries in
the post-Cold War era, capable of providing this deterrence in a more
multipolar world? Since 1945, British nuclear strategy has evolved across
three distinct nuclear ages, each defined by distinct strategic conditions
rather than chronology alone. The first nuclear age, the Cold War (1945-
1991) was shaped by bipolar confrontation and existential threat,
which necessitated the UK to build a nuclear arsenal centred on assured
retaliation, minimum force requirements, constructive ambiguity,
and scalable options within NATO. The second nuclear age, following
the contours of the post-Cold War period (1991-2014), enabled by
unipolarity, arms control and sustained U.S. primacy. The second age
reduced the salience of nuclear weapons, encouraging cuts to forces
both conventional and nuclear alongside doctrinal narrowing. The third
nuclear age (2014-present) has disrupted these strategic assumptions:
nuclear multipolarity, coercion, adversarial collaboration and eroding
confidence in the US nuclear umbrella have generated questions about the
foundational assumptions underpinning British deterrence.

Britain’s nuclear capabilities are currently provided by a single system:
tour Vanguard-class Royal Navy nuclear-powered submarines (SSBNs), armed
with Trident-II D5 missiles, fitted with Holbrook nuclear warheads.!
This is known, collectively, as the Continuous at Sea Deterrent, or CASD.
An extremely capable system, CASD remains in the first rank of nuclear
capabilities possessed by states around the world. Designed as a ‘strategic’
system, it has also provided ‘sub-strategic’ capabilities since 1999, taking
over from Britain’s previous stockpile of low-yield, air-dropped warheads

. To be replaced, in the 2030s, by the As-

traea A21/Mk7, which is being developed
alongside the U.S. W93/Mk7. Ministry of
Defence (2024) ‘Delivering the UK'’s Nucle-
ar Deterrent as a National Endeavour’ CP
1058 link


https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/671b8641956d9b52e8c6d276/Defence_Nuclear_Enterprise_Command_Paper.pdf
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and nuclear artillery systems. However, given the significant shifts in the
strategic environment, questions have been asked about the requirement
for CASD to provide the full spectrum of Britain’s nuclear deterrence
capabilities. In the third nuclear age, might Britain at some stage need to
consider replacing U.S. nuclear capabilities in the European theatre? If so,
based on the history of its own nuclear weapons programs, how might it
go about it? By examining the development of British nuclear theory and
practice during the first and second nuclear ages, we can better grasp the
dynamics of this emerging, uncertain era, and even consider whether the
reintroduction of a separate system is necessary for British and European
security. This paper revisits the three nuclear ages and the development of
Britain’s nuclear weapons programs, providing new pathways, options,
and strategies for deterring adversaries in an era of multipolar competition.

14

policyexchange.org.uk



The ‘Three Ages’ of British Nuclear Strategy

The ‘Three Ages’ of British
Nuclear Strategy

The First Nuclear Age, 1945-1991

Britain’s path to becoming a nuclear power emerged from the complex
geopolitics in the wake of the Second World War. As the conflict drew to
a close, Britain decided it needed its own nuclear weapons program, and
set up an independent atomic agency in October of 1945. When the U.S.
abruptly cancelled nuclear cooperation the following year, the UK began
developing a sovereign atomic weapon, which was test-fired for the first
time in 1952. Ernest Bevin, the Atlanticist Foreign Secretary in Clement
Attlee’s Labour Government, was frank in his reasoning, stating baldly
that “We've got to have this thing [nuclear weapons] over here whatever
it costs. We've got to have the bloody Union Jack on top of it’. Bevin
cited many reasons for pursuing an independent nuclear capability, many
of which still resonate today. Three stand out: first, the need to deter an
aggressive Soviet Union with designs on Western Europe; second, a fear
that isolationism would re-emerge in the United States, leaving Britain
exposed and undefended; third, the belief that Britain still had a normative,
global role to play, and that without its own deterrent it would be unable
to shape international institutions for the better. These remain the core
reasons that Britain retains its submarine-borne CASD, and the capabilities
to support it, to this day.

The emergence of a British nuclear weapon was somewhat fraught
from the outset. Following the Quebec Agreement of 1943 Britain was
jointly involved in the American nuclear program, which merged the
British MAUD Committee with the Manhattan Project.” However, they
soon found themselves shut out of the U.S. nuclear program altogether, as
just three years later Congress passed the 1946 McMahon Act, cutting off
British nuclear cooperation with the U.S.*> The loss of access to American
nuclear research led British policymakers to pursue an autonomous
nuclear weapons programme. Policymakers and military officials deemed
it a strategic necessity against the backdrop of European and international
politics, with the weakened states of Western Europe unable to stand up
to the expansionism of the Soviet Union.

This was only heightened after the USSR’s first nuclear test in 1949,
which erased the brief monopoly the U.S. had enjoyed on these arms.
Clement Attlee, who took a keen interest in nuclear affairs after becoming
Prime Minister in 1945, was determined that Britain should have the bomb,

2.

3.

Office of the Historian, ‘Memorandum by the
Special Assistant to the Secretary of State
for Atomic Energy Affairs (Arneson)’, Foreign
Relations of the United States 1952-1954,
National Security Affairs, Volume 2, Part 2,
On the political dynamics of Quebec, see
Kevin Ruane, Churchill and the Bomb in War
and Cold War (London, Bloomsbury, 2018)
Ch.4, link

Gill Bennet, ‘What's the Context? The deci-
sion to build a British atomic bomb, 8 Janu-

ary 1947’, The National Archives, 7 January
2022, link
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https://history.blog.gov.uk/2022/01/07/whats-the-context-the-decision-to-build-a-british-atomic-bomb-8-january-1947/

. John Bew, Citizen Clem: A Biography of Clem-

ent Attlee (London, riverrun, 2017) 367-36

. Kevin Ruane and Matthew Jones, Antho-

ny Eden, Anglo-American relations, and the
1954 Indochina Crisis, (London: Bloomsbury,
2021); also Matthew Jones, Great Britain,
the United States, and Consultation over
the Use of the Atomic Bomb, 1950-1954
The Historical Journal, 54, 3 (2011), pp. 797-
828; Kevin Ruane, ‘Anthony Eden, British
diplomacy and the origins of the Geneva
conference of 1954’ Historical Journal, 37,
1994, pp. 153-72

. Hans Morgenthau, ‘The Four Paradoxes of

Nuclear Strategy’, The American Political Sci-
ence Review, vol.58, no.1, (March 1964), link

. Michael Quinlan, Thinking About Nuclear

Weapons: Principles, Problems, Prospects,
(Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2009), p.9

. Ibid, p.5

and even ran down other military capabilities to ensure the program bore
fruit. Attlee viewed a ‘British Bomb’ as a necessity, and one that would
secure Britain’s political and military influence in the face of a worsening
post-war economy, and permit Britian to draw down troops commitments
in the Middle East and other far-flung theatres.* ‘Deterrence’ thus became
the posture of post-war Britain, centred on a new conception of strategy
in a nuclear-armed age.

However, this strategic and cultural pivot underwent difficult moments
during the early Cold War, before sovereign systems were stood up
amongst the Europeans. Britain and Western Europe’s exposure to nuclear
coercion was demonstrated repeatedly during early conflicts, such as the
Korean War and the 1954 war in Indochina. At the time, nuclear-armed
Soviet bombers could not reach the U.S. mainland, and its strategic missile
capabilities were not yet fully developed or operational. If these conflicts
had escalated, European cities would have faced the very real prospect of
nuclear attack from Soviet bombers.® This constituted a major strategic
concern for Britain, which had agreed to host U.S. nuclear weapons at
British airbases as a deterrent threat to Soviet nuclear coercion or attack.
However, this made Britain a major nuclear target if a war did break out,
without sovereign control, or even influence, over the levers which might
bring a war about: they relied solely on American retaliatory guarantees.
Britain’s vulnerability to bombing had been clearly demonstrated during
the Second World War, and remained a powerful memory in the mind
of the British public. The development of British nuclear weapons was
therefore the only answer to this problem, however reluctantly this was
acknowledged.

Early exposure to nuclear coercion without its own sovereign nuclear
forces, in a situation of U.S. ambivalence to escalation, conditioned
British nuclear theory and practice. From here on in, British nuclear
theory during the ‘first nuclear age’ recognised that nuclear weapons
now existed, and the technological developments which brought them
into being could not be undone. They had become entrenched elements
of the international system, and if a war broke out, they would likely
be used. Coupled with developments in missile delivery, this ushered in
a novel, qualitatively distinct era® of competition. Sir Michael Quinlan,
Britain’s foremost strategic thinker and practitioner throughout the latter
stages of the Cold War, noted that nuclear arms “carried the potential of
warfare past a boundary at which many previous concepts and categories
of appraisal...ceased to apply, or even to have meaning.”” To his mind,
all forms of warfare were now unthinkable and unviable, as they were the
surest means by which conflicts would escalate into nuclear confrontation
between great powers. The destructive ability of nuclear arms had exposed
the ‘reductio ad absurdum of all-out warfare’.® Deterring conflict, therefore,
became the necessary condition for international stability and security.


https://www.jstor.org/stable/1952752

Sir Michael Quinlan G.C.B. was one of the foremost British nuclear
strategists of the Cold War. For several decades he served as the in-house
authority on deterrence within the Ministry of Defence. He devoted a
significant portion of his career and later life to theorising the strategic,
political and moral implications of nuclear weapons at a time when
their use appeared to be a real possibility. His central contribution lay
in articulating a conception of deterrence that treated nuclear weapons
not as instruments of warfighting, but as tools whose sole legitimate
purpose was to prevent war by confronting adversaries with the prospect
of intolerable costs. His emphasis on Britain’s role as a ‘second centre
of decision-making” within NATO — and on the cognitive dimension
of deterrence — helped frame the nuclear deterrent as a limited yet
indispensable means of complicating an adversary’s decision-making,
reinforcing alliance stability under conditions of extreme uncertainty.

Long before Quinlan began his eloquent expositions on deterrence
theory,” American thinkers such as Bernard Brodie were grappling with
what these weapons meant for strategic practice. As many historiographical
analyses note, the evolution of nuclear strategy remained as much a
product of the pragmatic practitioners in the military and national security
establishment, and their innate cultures and concerns, as it was driven
by the abstract theorising of academic strategists.'” Nuclear arms were
therefore required to provide a credible deterrent vis-a-vis the Soviet
empire,'' imposing unacceptably high costs on an expansionist adversary
considering first use. Though prohibition, disarmament and arms control
would always remain a core pillar of British foreign policy, the imperative
was to provide credible and robust nuclear response options to counter
massive Soviet conventional superiority, especially in land forces.

Despite the U.S. having severed nuclear cooperation, Britain test-fired
her own thermonuclear weapon in 1957, proving to the United States and
the Soviet Union that it could independently join the nuclear club. This
success came as the Soviet Union launched Sputnik 1, which demonstrated
missile capabilities which could strike the U.S. homeland. This led to the
U.S. immediately rescinding the McMahon Act and negotiating the 1958
Mutual Defence Agreement (MDA) between London and Washington. This
bilateral agreement, renegotiated every five years, remains the bedrock
of Britain’s nuclear weapons capabilities, providing the legal basis for
shared nuclear technology and capability. Initially, it permitted the U.S.
to supply dual-key nuclear weapons for use on British Canberra bombers
under Project E, and to restart the sharing of nuclear secrets, enabling the
development of a larger British arsenal. The Royal Air Force was assigned
the nuclear role, and throughout the 1950s outfitted its Valiant, Vulcan,
and Victor bombers into the nuclear-capable ‘V-bomber force’, taking
over from the Canberra."V-force’ was designed to ensure Britain retained
a survivable rapid retaliation capability in the face of the looming Soviet
threat, provided by squadron dispersal and quick reaction arrangements.'?

Well before the Berlin and Cuban Missile Crises of the early 1960s,

10.

11.

12.

On this, it is encouraging to see practitioners

advocating a dose of ‘Quinlanism’ in the
United States. See Gregory Giles (July 5
2023) ‘Michael Quinlan Was Right: The
Enduring Relevance of Nuclear Deterrence’
War on the Rocks

Lawrence Freedman and Jeffrey H. Michaels
‘Britain’s ‘Independent’ Nuclear Deterrent’,
In: The Evolution of Nuclear Strategy (Lon-
don, Palgrave MacMillan, 2019) pp.343-344

George Kennan, ‘The Sources of Soviet Con-
duct, Foreign Affairs, (1947), link

The force was backed up by the first U.S.
made, U.K. operated dual-key missile sys-
tem, the Thor ICBM, in 1958. The strategic
element of the force has been provided
solely by the submarine-launched Polaris
system since 1968, with one SSBN contin-
uously at sea since 1969. See work on ‘Proj-
ect E’ and the extent to which the MBF was
‘operationally independent’ in practice, from
as early as 1957. Justin Bronk (2014) Brit-
ain’s ‘Independent’ V-Bomber Force and US
Nuclear Weapons, 1957-1962, Journal of
Strategic Studies, 37:6-7, 974-997


https://www.foreignaffairs.com/russian-federation/george-kennan-sources-soviet-conduct
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13. Justin  Bronk, ‘Britain’s  ‘Independent’
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H.M.G. had realised a more enduring platform than V-force was needed.
The vulnerabilities of airborne nuclear capabilities became increasingly
clear as Soviet air defences improved, straining the viability of the V-force
towards the end of the 1950s. Indeed, given the effectiveness of Soviet
SAM launchers, some estimate that by 1959, as few as five V-force
delivered warheads could have been expected to reach their targets."
This presented serious strategic choices for HM.G. One solution was
the Blue Streak ground-launched, intermediate-range ballistic missile,
originally ordered in 1955. However, the time taken to fuel these missiles
made them unusable in a rapid crisis, leaving them vulnerable to a swift
Soviet strike. The cancellation of Blue Streak, itself an expensive program,
placed an emphasis on Britain’s air-launched cruise missile, Blue Steel,
operational from 1961-1969. The primary role of Blue Steel - initially
designed as a stopgap measure until Blue Streak entered service - was to
counter improved Soviet air defences. However, the system did not enter
service until 1963, by which time advances in SAM launchers had eroded
its standoff advantages.'*

Figure 1: An RAF ‘V Force’ Vulcan Nuclear Bomber

(Sgt. David S. Nolan, US Air Force, Link)

Given these improvements in Soviet air defences, Britain cancelled its
replacement standoff nuclear missile, Blue Steel II, and — in an effort to
keep V-force viable into the 1960s — procured an American alternative: the
Skybolt air-launched cruise missile. Attempts were also made to counter
the threat of pre-emptive strikes on V-force, such as scramble improvement
for pilots," and placing at least one V-bomber from each squadron on
Quick Reaction Alert. The aim of these measures was to provide a more
credible and survivable nuclear force, ensuring aircraft armed with Blue
Steel were airborne within four to fifteen minutes.!* However, these were
not watertight solutions. Coupled with Soviet placement of low-trajectory
medium-range ballistic missiles'” in Eastern Europe, despite the Ballistic
Missile Early Warning System and Missile Defence Alarm System Britain
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The ‘Three Ages’ of British Nuclear Strategy

could receive as little as four minutes warning of an incoming nuclear
strike.'®

Figure 2: Harold MacMillan and John F. Kennedy at the Nassau
Conference
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(Cecil Stoughton. White House Photographs. John F. Kennedy Presidential Library
and Museum, Boston, Link)

It would take a major diplomatic crisis to force the vulnerability of
bomber-borne nuclear weapons to the fore of alliance politics. Toward the
end of the 1950s, Washington had recognised the problems just as London
had. The steps it took in response would have serious repercussions for the
British nuclear force. In 1962, the Kennedy administration controversially
and abruptly cancelled the Skybolt program. The rationale was that, given
the vulnerability of the bomber force, it was no longer worth investing
in systems such as Skybolt — sea-borne SLBMs, such as the Polaris missile,
could perform this task far better. This logic, whilst sensible, left London
out on a limb. Britain’s entire future nuclear force had been based around
the idea that, following the failure of Blue Streak and the cancellation
of Blue Steel, Skybolt would provide a new lease of nuclear life to the
V-force. Its cancellation threatened to leave Britain without the means to
sustain its nuclear forces, provoking a serious crisis between the two allies
at the heart of the NATO alliance.

In response, Harold Macmillan made a high-profile trip to the Bahamas

to discuss the future of Anglo-American nuclear cooperation, and the 18.CJ Bartlett, Long Retreat: A Short History
. . .. L1 . . of British Defence Policy, 1945-70, (Bas-
continued independence of the British nuclear force within allied strategic ingstoke: Macmillan, 1972), p.151-3

planning."” The resulting Nassau Agreement, signed with President 19. DR. Thorpe, Supermac: The Life of Harold
Macmillan (London, Chatto and Windus,

2010), pp.534-536
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Kennedy in 1962, was another significant diplomatic achievement for the
United Kingdom in the realm of nuclear weapons. Building on the MDA,
the terms of Nassau allowed Britain to acquire the U.S. Polaris missile
system — which, as noted, was a far superior system to Skybolt — to be
placed on U.S.-manufactured, UK-operated Resolution-class submarines
(SSBNs). Polaris-armed submarines entered service in 1968, providing
Britain with a credible second-strike capability: submarines hidden in
the ocean’s depths anywhere around the globe were highly survivable
and capable of inflicting devastating retaliation. Since 1969, the UK has
operated such a system as its CASD. Under CASD, at least one British SSBN
has remained on patrol 24 hours a day, every day, since 1969.?° Unlike
bombers, SSBNs operating covertly at sea could not reliably be detected
or destroyed. This would give Britain — and NATO, to which her nuclear
capabilities and forces were assigned — a secure retaliatory second-strike
capability that could not be pre-empted, enabling London to act as the
‘second centre of decision” within the alliance.

London’s policy around CASD strengthened this further, ensuring
at least one SSBN was always on patrol, guaranteeing an uninterrupted
second-strike capacity. By adopting a platform that was both continuously
deployed and extremely difficult to locate and destroy, Britain translated
its doctrinal requirements into an operational reality, one which it enjoys
to this day. The Trident-II D5 missile and the Vanguard-class submarines that
carry them have always been — and remain, despite scare stories emanating
from atypical test firings — superbly capable weapons systems operated by
first-class crews.

In parallel, British nuclear strategists developed the belief that this
survivable second-strike capability did not require a large arsenal, and that
numerical parity with superpowers was as costly as it was improbable.
Instead, Britain developed a deterrent no larger than necessary to guarantee
that it could impose. These minimum force requirements did not imply
a static nor a minimal investment, but rather a constant calibration of
capability to ensure that the threat of retaliation remained unquestionable.
Britain aimed to pose intolerable damage to major Russian centres of
power, even when the reliability of the U.S. was in doubt.?!

Alongside Quinlan, major strategists included Bernard Brodie, William
W. Kaufman, Andrew Marshall, Thomas Schelling, Albert Wohlstetter,
Henry Kissinger, Glenn Snyder, and Herman Kahn.

For more detail, see Eric S. Edelman ‘Chapter 27: Nuclear Strategy in
Theory and Practice’ In: Hal Brands (Eds.) The New Makers of Modern
Strategy (Princeton NJ: Princeton University Press, 2023) especially
pp-679-686

This theory was operationalised through Britain’s targeting doctrine,
particularly to the so-called ‘Moscow Criterion’, which held that Britain
must be able to strike Moscow — and, implicitly, other population
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centres, given Russia’s heavy population density around Moscow and
St. Petersburg — with relative certainty.”” This formed the benchmark for
Britain’s minimum credible deterrence posture.”* While the precise scope
of targeting fluctuated, by 1962 it had settled on targeting fifteen Soviet
cities, and would only be replaced with the advent of the more advanced
Trident system, whose precision made striking non-city targets possible
without undermining credibility or lethality.**

As a result, Britain never attempted to match U.S. or Soviet stockpiles.
It only developed a force capable of inflicting unacceptable costs on an
adversary with sufficient resilience and precision. This approach was well
demonstrated in the 1970s Chevaline upgrade programme. Rather than
expand the Polaris arsenal, which was never considered a viable option by
policymakers, Britain improved the missile’s penetrative ability to counter
the improved Soviet anti-ballistic missile defences around Moscow.

During the Cold War, British ‘sub-strategic’ capabilities* were developed
to guarantee proportionate options for this challenge, foreclosing options
for nuclear coercion in the space between a more ‘strategic’ level system and
high-end ‘conventional” systems, such as cruise missiles. Weapons such
as the British-designed WE.177 free-fall bomb, which entered service in
1966, were intended to fill this gap. These capabilities denied adversaries
the option to exploit gaps in the sub-strategic space, on the understanding
that this space could be pursued without substantial risk of retaliation.
This was particularly important because of the pronounced asymmetry
between the arsenals of the Warsaw Pact and NATO, particularly in sub-
strategic nuclear weapons. This created the credible threat that Moscow
might attempt limited nuclear use, under the assumption that Western
European allies lacked proportionate retaliatory options.

From a NATO perspective, sub-strategic weapons such as the U.S.
B61 or the WE.177 were vital to deterrence. British weapons formed an
important, though smaller, part of the NATO arsenal and its strategy of
‘flexible response’. The rationale for these weapons, although clear, is
not obvious with hindsight. Politicians seriously considered replacing the
WE.177 class of weapons in the late 1980s and early 1990s, with military
chiefs and policymakers developing arguments for retaining this separate,
sovereign capability. However, the government ultimately compromised,
dispensing with these weapons in favour of adjustments to Trident.
Although designed as a strategic system, H.M.G. modified an unspecified
number of Holbrook warheads, enabling them to be used with a lower-
yield.*® Britain therefore retained its sub-strategic and tactical capability,
even after the retirement of the WE.177’s and other low-yield systems in
1998.

These changes were made due to the significant change in the
international threat profile and attendant defence spending cuts, but
also because the rationale behind a separate lower-yield weapon, such
as WE.177, was by then questionable. As such, although options were
explored with the U.S. and the French, no replacement was procured. The
last of the WE.177’s were retired in 1998, making CASD responsible for
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delivering all levels of Britain’s nuclear capability, from tactical to strategic.

Given this, it is important to recall Ernest Bevin’s assessment in 1945
— and reiterated by Churchill in 1955 — that one’s nuclear security should
never become overly dependent on the United States. After 1989, when the
threat of nuclear coercion appeared largely theoretical, it was reasonable
to contract out this element of our deterrence. But the lesson remains. In
each era, we must assess the strength of these basic calculations, ensuring
Britain is not overly dependent on a single source or state.

The collapse of the Soviet Union between 1989 and 1991 presaged the
end of the first nuclear age, and the beginning of the second. During this
period, British and NATO nuclear planning shifted markedly. With the
removal of an existential threat to the alliance, the old arguments about
nuclear disarmament, and the UK polity’s somewhat uniquely ambivalent
relationship to being a nuclear power, could resurface.

The second nuclear age was to be characterised by these two mutually
reinforcing trends: unipolarity and disarmament. The collapse of the USSR
left the U.S. as the preponderant power with a drastically reduced need
for massive nuclear deterrence in Europe. While Russia remained the
theoretical adversary for Britain and Western European states,” the dramatic
shift in the global balance of power led to a ‘golden age’ of nuclear arms
control, counter-proliferation efforts, and disarmament. Western nations
now wished to signal something very different on the international stage,
and Britain became an almost reluctant nuclear power — subliminally, it
began rehearsing the Aldermaston anti-nuclear marches which took place
between 1958 and 1965. Though nuclear weapons were still deployed as
Trident replaced Polaris, Britain began reducing its nuclear posture to the
minimal viable strategic deterrent, seeking to signal reluctant ownership
on a path to multi-lateral disarmament.

While a shift toward greater arms control had begun after the SALT I
talks in 1969, the most momentous shift occurred in 1982, when Ronald
Reagan declared that “a nuclear war cannot be won and must never be
fought.”?® Five years later, Reagan signed the 1987 Intermediate-Range
Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty with the USSR, which banned an entire
class of nuclear weapon, kick-starting a series of strategic arms reduction
agreements between the U.S. and USSR (and its successor, the Russian
Federation). The Strategic Arms Reduction Treaties (START) I and II, signed
in 1991 and 1993 respectively, capped the number of deployed warheads,
intercontinental ballistic missiles and bombers, while the Comprehensive
Test Ban Treaty (1996) banned nuclear weapons test explosions. By
1996, the American enduring stockpile contained approximately 9,250
warheads,”” down from the Cold War peak of 31,255 in 1967.>° By 2023,
it had been further reduced to 3,748.3!

Similarly, as has been noted, the UK implemented major reductions to
its nuclear arsenal, embracing formal commitments to arms control. The
1998 Strategic Defence Review (SDR) reduced the stockpile of Trident


https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/radio-address-nation-nuclear-weapons?
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/00963402.1996.11456646
https://fas.org/publication/the-history-of-the-u-s-nuclear-stockpile-1945-2013/
https://www.energy.gov/sites/default/files/2024-08/U.S.%252520Nuclear%252520Weapons%252520Stockpile%252520Transparency%2525207_22_24.pdf

missiles maintained to 200 from 300°* while cancelling the procurement
of 58 new missiles. It also committed to reducing the number of warheads
aboard patrolling CASD boats and eliminated Britain’s remaining tactical
and air-delivered nuclear weapons.*’ The dual-key U.S. warheads mounted
on British Lance missiles and nuclear artillery pieces were retired, and by
March 1998, thelast WE. 177 free-fall bombs had also been withdrawn from
service, and Britain’s sub-strategic nuclear capabilities were transferred to
Trident.** From this point onward, the UK'’s nuclear deterrent has rested
entirely on its fleet of four Vanguard-class SSBNs.** Britain was signalling
its shift to fit into a safer, more normatively girded world, maintaining a
minimum credible nuclear force as a last resort.

The primary aim throughout the 1990s was therefore to reduce costs,
whilst preserving an independent nuclear capability in extremis. This
was not an abandonment of deterrence, but a recalibration to meet the
post-Cold War strategic environment. The conditions of unipolarity, a
maintained American commitment to NATO, and the diminished Russian
threat reshaped British posture. Simultaneously, the UK presented itself as
a responsible nuclear state by supporting global non-proliferation efforts.
Central to this was its adherence to the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty
(NPT), committing it to non-proliferation, peaceful use of nuclear energy,
and explicit pursuit of eventual disarmament.’® In 1996, the UK became
a signatory to the Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty (CTBT),
becoming one of the first nuclear states to do so. By ratifying the CTBT,
the UK committed to never conducting nuclear-weapon test explosions,
reinforcing the then-growing norm against nuclear testing.*” The UK also
incorporated the treaty’s prohibitions into its domestic law via the Nuclear
Explosions (Prohibition and Inspections) Act 1998. By affirming non-
proliferation, banning testing and pledging to pursue arms control and
disarmament under the NPT framework, Britain positioned itself as a state
that accepted legal and normative constraints on nuclear weapons.

The operational character of CASD was also reshaped. In 1994, the
Government announced Trident missiles would be de-targeted, meaning
submarines would no longer hold preset aimpoints in peacetime.’® The
1998 SDR committed Britain to longer notice-to-fire periods of “several
days”,”” and a reduced alert state for submarines on patrol.*” These
policy changes transformed CASD from a high-alert Cold War capability
to a system which was deliberately de-emphasised, operating under a
constrained posture for the more benign strategic environment. The de-
prioritisation of nuclear issues in Britain, even CASD, was demonstrated
in the decision to cancel the Nimrod MRA4 Maritime Patrol Aircraft in the
2010 Strategic Defence and Security Review. The decision, controversial at
the time and vocally opposed by many former military figures, left Britain’s
nuclear SSBN fleet exposed, further reducing anti-submarine warfare and
long-range aerial patrolling capabilities.*' Indeed, this was perhaps the
only decision from the review that the U.S. took major umbrage with, as it
reduced an already shrunken nuclear capability while increasing Britain’s
reliance on U.S. assets to function effectively. In addition to the scaling back
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of Britain’s tactical and sub-strategic capabilities in the 1990s, decisions
such as the Nimrod cancellation further undermined U.S. confidence in
Britain’s high-end deterrent capabilities.

Britain was not alone in reducing its arsenal. Norms of non-proliferation
were advanced by both non-NATO and post-Soviet nuclear states, with
Ukraine, Kazakhstan and Belarus transferring their inherited Soviet
arsenals to Russia under the 1991 Lisbon Protocol. France and China also
undertook unilateral reductions in their arsenals. Both ended nuclear
testing in 1996, with France dismantling its ground-launched capabilities
entirely*’, and China supporting the Fissile Material Cut-Off Treaty.*’
Despite India and Pakistan conducting nuclear tests in 1998, both signed
the Lahore Declaration in February of 1999, reaching an understanding on
avoiding the expansion of nuclear stockpiles and preventing accidental or
unauthorised deployment of such weapons.** Yet, while Britain’s decision
to cut back on nuclear capabilities must be seen within this context, there
does appear to be something qualitatively different in the UK approach,
especially when one compares it to other declared nuclear powers. The U.S.
maintained its high-alert nuclear triad and a whole Combatant Command,
Strategic Command, dedicated to the command of the nuclear triad and its
use in escalation management and dominance globally. Russia, despite its
significantly reduced circumstances, always managed to find the means to
maintain a nuclear triad that could compete with that of the U.S.

However, this impetus behind this era of non-proliferation was not
felt equally, or by all nations. Indeed, despite this trend, Britain’s P5 peer
nations — the U.S, Russia, China, and France —invested significantly in their
own nuclear arsenals. China has continued to make massive investments
in its nuclear forces since the end of the Cold War, investments which
are continuing to accelerate — like the United States and Russia, China
now operates a triad and shows no embarrassment in becoming a nuclear
superpower. Similarly, France remains a sovereign nuclear power in its own
right, advertising its know-how and large civil and nuclear programmes.
French military officers are also educated with an understanding that
French military power starts with, and flows from, its nuclear forces.
Only Britain appears to have taken an equivocal position. Until recently,
the most senior Professional Military Education course for aspiring British
generals did not even mention nuclear weapons.

In Britain, those who did look after the nuclear-related capability formed
a secretive sect of autodidact specialists, almost exclusively comprised of
Royal Navy submariners and policy officials in the MOD. As a result, Britain
has degraded its official-level nuclear thinking outside of this specialist
group, overlooking key developments in the nuclear doctrine of both its
adversaries and allies. No other major nuclear power sees their strategic
nuclear forces as the sole guarantor of their security, nor have they removed
the nuclear question from battlefield operations. Indeed some, such as
Russia, have actively developed doctrines to expressly consider altering
the conventional correlation of forces through their nuclear arms, either
to coerce an adversary or maintain battlefield momentum. The reasons
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behind this shift in British strategic culture are moot. However, a sense
of national embarrassment regarding nuclear possession is palpable, even
amongst those who support nuclear ownership. It is a continuation of an
attitude that forced such a wedge between the civil and military nuclear
efforts in the 1950s, and which was even enforced by statute.

Britain’s nuclear policy was profoundly shaped by the political
momentum of disarmament during the second nuclear age. Yet the erosion
of physical capabilities forms only part of the problem. Nuclear policy fell
far down the Ministry of Defence’s institutional priorities, withering its
institutional capacity to think coherently about deterrence: a small and
overstretched cadre of officials were left to grapple with these problems,
problems whose complexity was rapidly outpacing the resources available
to address them. In this environment, Britain is not only facing a shortfall
in its capabilities, but a deeper epistemic challenge: Britain must construct
an entirely new theoretical framework to meet the transformative
circumstances of the third age, much like Bernard Brodie in the wake of
the first atomic bomb. This theoretical problem set has only grown as the
U.S. distances itself from NATO, and the ties between Britain’s nuclear
adversaries have deepened. The reasons for this distancing, and broader
geopolitical shifts, form the core problem set for theorists and practitioners
of British deterrence theory in the third nuclear age.

I. The Collapse of the Post-Cold War Order

The relative geopolitical stability of the second nuclear age was not to last.
Even towards the mid-2000s, the momentum of disarmament was already
waning, as the global balance of power began to shift. U.S. withdrawal
from the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty in 2002 was among the earliest
signals that this order would not last. Withdrawal prompted harsh criticism
from Moscow, and Russia began building nuclear systems designed to
balance against improvements in American defensive capabilities.*’
Simultaneously, concerns emerged over Russian non-compliance with
the INF Treaty. Development of a prohibited ground-launched cruise
missile, the SSC-8,* was documented in successive U.S. compliance
reports, contributing significantly — alongside multilateral process failures
— to the treaty’s collapse in 2018.* Discussions within the Conference
on Disarmament regarding a Fissile Material Cut-Off Treaty reached an
impasse as its 65 member states were unable to reach an agreement —
highlighting the growing paralysis of global arms-control diplomacy. As
a result, only one treaty has been signed in the last twenty years which
limits nuclear arsenals. The ‘New START’ Treaty, ratified by the U.S. and
Russia in 2011, was intended to continue the work of its two predecessor
treaties. It will expire 5" February 2026. Recent Russian attempts to
rekindle START negotiations as its nuclear modernisation suffers a series
of setbacks and it seeks a more favourable Ukrainian settlement*® have not
received a formal response from Washington.*” The collapse of START,
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INF and the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty marked the end of the reciprocal
restraint which defined the second nuclear age, and formed a path into the
foothills of the third. As of February 2026, the NPT Review Conference
(RevCon) has still not reached consensus on the NPT’s future and faces a
major review in the spring.

The fragmentation of the arms-control regime and the subsequent
institutional collapse is the result of the steady erosion of political will
among key actors to engage seriously with these challenges. Agreements
and international legal accords did not fail on their own terms. They
have merely proved as durable as the political conditions which made
them possible. As great-power relations have deteriorated and strategic
pressures have mounted, the commitment to reciprocal restraint has
given way to expediency, neglect, and, at times, deliberate abandonment.
The breakdown of the START and INF treaties®® reflect not only the
disappearance of formal mechanisms, but a deeper unwillingness to
confront the underlying issues.

This unravelling of the nuclear disarmament apparatus must be
viewed within the re-emergence of great power competition. The unique
optimism and stark power disparity of the 1990s buoyed disarmament.
However, just as existential competition engendered nuclear invention
in the 1940s, growing hostility between nuclear states has reinvigorated
appetites for nuclear weapons across the board, even among states that
had long eschewed them, and greatly deflated non-proliferation. From the
British perspective, this era has been characterised by the return of a highly
aggressive Russian threat and a novel Chinese challenge. The competition
is not just military; it spans technology, trade, energy, critical minerals,
infrastructure, information and norms.

A potent example of the return to great power competition can be
found in comparing Britain’s national security priorities in its 2010
National Security Strategy (NSS) with later iterations. The tier one
threats listed in the 2010 NSS of terrorism, cyber-attacks, major natural
hazards and international military crises’' stand in stark comparison to
the 2015 NSS’s commitment to “respond robustly to the re-emergence
of state-based threats”, particularly increasingly aggressive “Russian
behaviour.”** The 2021 Integrated Review asserted that “Russia remains
the most acute threat to our security” while designating China as a
“systemic competitor.”** The 2023 IR Refresh characterised China as an
“epoch-defining challenge”,** while Russia is described in the 2025 NSS
as menacing the European continent, leading to intensitying strategic
competition.’® Britain is now firmly in competition with these states, and
without appropriate adjustments to its deterrence posture, it will carry a
considerable nuclear and non-nuclear vulnerability. Just as nuclear issues
were deprioritised after 1991, the dialling up of great power competition
since 2014 has necessitated a similar shift in nuclear policy.
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Il. Shifting Geopolitical Trends: The Challenge from Russia, China,
and Third States

The most significant challenge in the third nuclear age, in a geopolitical
sense, is the primary and second-order effects of China’s rise as a major
military and economic power. Historically, China’s nuclear capabilities
were limited. Following its first successful nuclear test in 1964, Beijing
procured a small nuclear arsenal, whose purpose was rooted in a strategy
of retaliation, for use only in extreme circumstances. This “handful
of unfueled intercontinental ballistic missiles” and separately stored
warheads, coupled with an “arrangement that required hours, perhaps
days, to prepare...for launch”, negated any real prospect of Chinese
nuclear coercion.*

This has now changed. Over the last decade, President Xi has embarked
on a rapid programme of Chinese nuclear expansion, diversification and
modernisation. As of mid-2024, the U.S. Department of Defense estimated
that China possesses an operational stockpile of over 600 warheads,
projected to reach over 1,000 by 2030.*” China is estimated to be producing
somewhere in the region of one hundred nuclear warheads per year®®
while diversifying and modernising its delivery systems: expanding and
hardening its ICBM silo fields,*” diversifying into a more survivable and
flexible arsenal,® investing in strengthening its aerial delivery options®’
and developing its submarine-launched ballistic missile capabilities.®*
This is underwritten by an increasingly complex command and control
architecture. As a result, Washington must ensure that it can minimise or
substantially limit the scale of damage China is able to inflict on the United
States. This challenges previous assumptions and is forcing the U.S. to
recalibrate its longstanding focus on Russia and develop a more resilient,
regionally distributed force. As a result, the U.S. is preparing plans to deter
two nuclear peers simultaneously by 2030.

This ‘two peer’ concern must be seen alongside the increasing alignment
of Beijing, Moscow, Pyongyang and Tehran — termed the “Two-Peer Plus’
problem® - whereby U.S. deterrence doctrine is further complicated by
deepening collaboration between Washington’s adversaries.®* The rapid
expansion of China’s nuclear arsenal underpins this ‘two peer problem’,
yet a range of complicating factors arise from Moscow and Beijing’s
deepening relationship, and their bilateral engagement with North Korea
and Iran. The core of this adversarial axis centres on the Sino-Russian
“no limits” partnership, announced by Putin and Xi in 2022, which has
deepened nuclear material transfers. This has now been developing for
some decades. In 1992, Russia and China signed a technical cooperation
agreement for fast-breeder reactor cooperation, and in 1999, Russia started
to supply highly enriched uranium (HEU) to China for this purpose.®
While this programme of nuclear material transfers is long-standing, there
are signs that it is increasing and being used toward military ends. In
2019, Russia sharply increased nuclear material transfers for China’s two
CFR-600 fast reactors, which can produce weapons-grade material,*® and
are thought to be “capable of producing enough plutonium for dozens of
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nuclear warheads annually.”” A further report from the U.S. Department
of Defence estimated that “the quantity of HEU transferred from Russia
to the PRC for its CFR-600 reactors is more than the entire amount of
HEU removed worldwide under U.S. and IAEA auspices in the last three
decades.”®® In March 2023, both states signed an agreement for extended
cooperation over the coming decades, encompassing not just materials
transfer but also fast reactor and reprocessing technology development.
Russia and China have deepened collaboration in weapons research and
advanced military technology, particularly in the missile and air defence
systems. Moscow and Beijing have signed multiple space and missile
defence technology transfer agreements since 2017, with Russia helping
build China’s missile defence system.’® China’s new Type 096 nuclear
ballistic missile submarine was developed with Russian support,”’ and
Putin is seeking closer cooperation across nuclear enabling technologies,
describing cooperation on “high-orbit assets, and new prospective types of
weapons” as a “serious factor in stabilising the international situation.”’*
Moscow and Beijing have conducted over ninety joint military exercises
since 2003, aimed at boosting interoperability. Nearly a third of these
have occurred since the invasion of Ukraine, including joint nuclear
bomber exercises over the Sea of Japan in November of 2024 — a clear
signal of growing strategic alignment.”” Furthermore, programmes of
nuclear modernisation are not just a matter of enlargement and technical
upgrades, but also diversification. Russia has invested in their sub-strategic
nuclear capabilities, most notably the Iskander-M’*, a dual-capable, road-
mobile short-range ballistic missile, whose tactical role was underscored
during Russia’s joint tactical nuclear drills with Belarus in 2024.”° A
concern that has been further demonstrated by the inclusion of the nuclear-
capable hypersonic Oreshnik IRBM in a recent round of Russian strikes on
Ukraine.”® China has also expanded its theatre-range forces via the DF-
21 dual-capable missile and the H6-N bomber, capable of carrying air-
launched ballistic missiles which can be outfitted with nuclear warheads.”’
Russia and China are not the only nuclear states modernising their
forces or seeking to break their ‘nuclear aspirant’ status. North Korea has
also significantly accelerated its nuclear weapons programme to build as
many as 70-90 warheads, though actual assembled warheads may number
around 40-50.”* Pyongyang has improved its delivery systems, adding
solid-fuel long-range missiles,”” sea-based options®* and a new uranium
enrichment facility.®' This expansion reflects a shift from a rudimentary
deterrent toward a more credible and diversified nuclear force, capable
of regional and intercontinental strikes. There is an additional problem
here of technological ‘leakage’ from Russia to states such as North Korea,
with whom it has deepened military and technological ties since 2022:
Pyongyang has supplied Russia with between $9.6 and $12.3 billion worth
of arms®* and 12,000 soldiers® for the war in Ukraine, and in exchange,
Moscow has transferred advanced military and dual-use technologies.®*
Russian military support, particularly on missile technology, has the
potential to bolster North Korean development of nuclear-related
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capabilities, such as ICBMs, SLBMs, nuclear-powered submarines and
low-yield nuclear weapons.® * These technology transfers do not stop
at the DPRK. Through its deepening ties to both Russia and North Korea,
China may indirectly benefit from or facilitate the spillover of sensitive
capabilities.

Similarly, Iran remains an additional complicating factor in the third
nuclear age. Prior to the U.S. strikes on Iranian nuclear facilities, the Islamic
Republic had markedly accelerated its nuclear modernisation, expanding
both the scale and sophistication of the programme. According to the
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), as of May 2025, Iran had
accumulated over 400 kg of uranium enriched to 60 per cent purity, a
near-weapons-grade level and a 50 per cent increase since early 2025.%
In the years preceding this, Iran installed advanced centrifuge cascades at
Natanz and Fordow, enabling faster enrichment and therefore reduced
breakout time.*® This occurred alongside the hardening of nuclear facilities,
in an attempt to enhance resilience against airstrikes.*” Iran appears to still
maintain some nuclear facilities,” which are being actively reconstituted
and hardened against potential future strikes.”’ These developments
suggest Iran’s nuclear enterprise has matured beyond being a bargaining
chip; it now constitutes a concrete ambition to become a nuclear-armed
state. Finally, proliferation by other nuclear states and nuclear aspirants
generates additional concerns. Long-standing competition between
India and Pakistan is driving nuclear expansion in both states, with both
modernising their arsenals, the latter with China’s support.”> Turkey, Egypt,
the UAE and Saudi Arabia have taken steps that, while nominally civilian,
carry clear implications for potential nuclear weapons development: the
Saudis have stated clear intent to develop nuclear weapons if Iran were to
achieve its own bomb.”?

All of this is conditioning strategic thought in Washington, with knock-
on effects in London and other European capitals. Strategic alignment
amongst adversaries is not limited to technology transfers. Several states
are now reintegrating nuclear threats into the dynamics of regional
conflicts, lowering the threshold for use and testing the credibility of
Western deterrence. Foremost among the practitioners of this posture is
Russian Federation, which has aggressively leveraged its nuclear arsenal
in recent years. This is driven by factors both perceived and real, as well
as broader ideological concerns.”* The overriding aim of Russian grand
strategy since the end of the Cold War has been regaining great-power
status, despite its relative weakness compared to the Soviet Union. Russian
political and military elites understand this weakness as an existential
struggle in both material and ontological terms” for the survival of the
Russian state and the “Russkiy Mir” (the Russian sphere of political,
cultural and security influence) against the West and ‘collaborationist’
states.”® This has frequently led Moscow to employ asymmetrical means,
including repeated threats of nuclear escalation. This can be traced back
to the 2000 Military Doctrine of the Russian Federation, which permitted
nuclear weapons to be used “in response to large-scale aggression utilising
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conventional weapons in situations critical to the national security of the
Russian Federation.””’ This belief that nuclear arms could be used to deter
Western intervention was also demonstrated in the Zapad exercises a year
prior, which simulated using nuclear weapons against NATO targets.”®

However, toward the end of the 2010s, the limits of Russia’s
conventional modernisation and growing disparity with new NATO
systems re-exposed Moscow’s vulnerabilities. This promoted a renewed
emphasis on nuclear deterrence, resulting in the formal codification of its
conditions of use in the 2020 Basic Principles of State Policy on Nuclear
Deterrence. The Basic Principles did not remove or narrow Russia’s flexible
nuclear options; rather, it codified them through a list of explicit conditions
under which nuclear use might be justified. For the first time, Moscow
articulated specific indicators that could precipitate nuclear use. This shift
from ambiguity to enumerated triggers did not signal doctrinal restraint.
Instead, it reflected Russia’s deepening anxiety over its vulnerability to
American counterforce, precision-strike and missile-defence capabilities.
This doctrinal reassessment formalised a relatively permissive posture
driven by Moscow’s conventional vulnerabilities.

Since its invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, Moscow has put this
into practice on the battlefield, attempting to use nuclear coercion to
intimidate its neighbours and deter Western intervention. Within hours
of the invasion, President Putin warned that “any potential aggressor will
face defeat and ominous consequences” and that “No matter who tries
to stand in our way...the consequences will be such as you have never
seen in your entire history” — a broadly applied and thinly veiled nuclear
threat against Western intervention.”” Three days later, he moved Russian
nuclear forces onto a heightened status of alert.'” This pattern of coercive
nuclear signalling has continued throughout the war, with Russian state
media amplifying discussions of potential nuclear strikes against European
capitals. The Russian Defence Minister, Sergei Shoigu, also oversaw
strategic missile exercises in October 2022 simulating a retaliatory nuclear
strike, and in 2023, Russia deployed tactical nuclear weapons to Belarus
for the first time since the Budapest Memorandum.'’' Nor is Moscow
alone in its increasing use of nuclear coercion. North Korea has also
continued to issue a series of nuclear ultimatums, while Iran had hoped
its race for the bomb would insulate it against Israel’s response to October
7™ and is reluctant to reverse its nuclear ambitions. Though less overt than
some, China is becoming increasingly comfortable with nuclear coercion
— particularly regarding Taiwan.'’*

All these factors point to an erosion of norms around nuclear coercion,
which is compounded by intensified cooperation between Britain’s
nuclear adversaries. While the extent of cooperation between these states
should not be overstated, nor their considerable divergences overlooked,
the active strategic coordination from these four states compounds the
difficulties thrown up by the Two Peer challenge. In recent years, Russia
and China have pursued an increasingly close relationship, evolving from
a transactional marriage of convenience to an ambitious alignment across
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domains — including nuclear development. This alignment is likely to
condition British and NATO nuclear thinking throughout the third age.

Ill. The U.S. Strategic Pivot: Causes and Implications for Britain
This shifting geopolitical landscape has forced NATO allies to reassess
their deterrence postures and strategic priorities, foremost amongst which
is the United States. Washington now faces a profound threat from China,
leading U.S. strategists, policymakers, and military personnel to consider
how to reduce commitments in Europe and the Middle East and pivot
their attention toward the Indo-Pacific. While this shift has been both
highlighted and exacerbated by current U.S. policies, it is predicated on
long-term strategic pressures that predate, and will outlast, the second
Trump Administration. As a result, British and European policymakers
now face the possibility that the U.S. may not provide a comprehensive
nuclear and conventional umbrella to Europe. This raises fundamental
questions for NATO regarding deterrence posture, declaratory policy,
force structure, planning, and strategy. Absent active policy planning,
British adversaries — most obviously Russia, but also Iran, North Korea,
and even China — may use the gap between U.S. and European NATO
posture to exploit and undermine deterrence. The changing character of
U.S. nuclear posture in response to these challenges is therefore essential
for understanding how British and NATO deterrence doctrine must adapt
to shifting geopolitical concerns.

The challenge posed by Sino-Russian nuclear expansion has been
met by oscillating responses from several U.S. Administrations. The
Obama Administration’s nuclear policy emphasised arms controls
in the pursuit of “a world without nuclear weapons”'®, embodied in
the 2010 Nuclear Posture Review, which held that strategic stability'**
could be maintained even with reduced quantities of nuclear weapons.'?®
The 2018 Nuclear Posture Review (NPR), published during Trump I,
highlighted the Obama-negotiated START’s omission of non-strategic
nuclear weapons (NSNWs) and Russia’s ten-to-one lead in NSNWs. It
concluded that the U.S. required a “robust triad, greater force diversity,
and an expanded role of nuclear weapons” in U.S. defence strategy.'*® The
Biden Administration swung the pendulum back, emphasising through
the concept of “integrated deterrence” — a coordinated strategy that drew
together “capabilities across all tools of national power.”'’” This resulted
in President Biden’s attempted'*® cancellation of the SLCM-N program and
the W76-2 low-yield SLBM, and subsequent criticism from the Strategic
Posture Commission that the U.S. needed a large, diversified nuclear force
to address two nuclear peers.'?”

The present administration appears, from the perspective of some
defence analysts, focused on rectifying its perceived financial and
geopolitical fragility: an almost Nixonian concern about America’s relative
weakness compared to its main strategic rivals, and a need to drastically
scale down many of its current commitments to focus on a long-term
confrontation with the People’s Republic of China. Unlike the Obama or
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Biden administrations, President Trump is pursuing a dual-track approach,
modernising foundational offensive nuclear capabilities, developing
additional nuclear options, and restarting nuclear testing on par with those
of U.S. adversaries, while investing heavily in a ‘Golden Dome’ space-
based missile defence system. Inspired by Israel’s Iron Dome system, the
Golden Dome more closely resembles the Strategic Defence Initiative of
the Reagan Administration, becoming a focus in the White House from
early 2025. If the system goes ahead, the American pivot to Asia may not
be as acute as some European leaders have feared. The Dome is intended to
protect the U.S. from long-range and hypersonic missile threats. It would
use space-based sensors to detect launches and track missiles connected
to the ground-based layer, which would intercept incoming missiles. By
combining space-based sensors, interceptors and ground-based layers into
a single integrated architecture, the Golden Dome attempts to provide
comprehensive protection against ballistic, cruise and hypersonic threats.
It is estimated to cost in excess of $175 billion'"* to develop and may be
ready for demonstration in 2028.""

Despite the significant cost and development timeline, such a system
could significantly alter deterrence calculations and the American shift to
the Indo-Pacific. If the Golden Dome provides the U.S. with enhanced
homeland protection against nuclear and conventional missile attacks, it
could partially offset the structural strains of tripolar nuclear competition.
This would shift deterrence from retaliation to denial, potentially reducing
the extent of reorientation away from Europe. At the same time, however,
it is worth noting that there are differing architectural alternatives to the
Dome under consideration that would affect how the U.S. approaches
Europe.'"”” At one end, an “Accelerated Homeland Defense”, which
roughly corresponds to the present ballistic missile defence (BMD),
relying mainly on systems already in production or development and
is focused on defending against a small number of strategic threats.'"’
This would be better suited to defending against limited strategic-level
attacks from Iran and North Korea, rather than large salvos from Russia
or China. At the other end, “Robust All-Threat Defense”, aspires to be
something akin to comprehensive protection against ballistic, hypersonic,
and advanced cruise missiles. Between these lies a series of intermediate
options, designed for different scenarios. Together, these illustrate that the
Golden Dome could range from a modest enhancement of existing limited
BMD to an ambitious, all-threat shield.

The Golden Dome is not yet at a point where one can trace definitive
outcomes. As such, any attempt to assess its operational utility at this early
stage would be highly speculative and likely to bear little fruit. As with the
Strategic Defence Initiative during the 1980s, the realities of development
and deployment are likely to cause problems. Golden Dome will likely take
several decades to develop, present unforeseen technical and operational
challenges, and costs much more than first assumed.''* Even Israel’s Iron
Dome, a highly effective system, does not provide full coverage for a state
but a fraction of the size of the United States. Iron Dome is selective and
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discriminatory in its targeting, and while its success rates are high, they
are highest against relatively simple short-range ballistic rockets of Hamas,
not hypersonic glide weapons. Yet given the level of political and financial
capital the White House is expending on its development, the system must
be taken seriously, particularly as it affects the deterrence posture of the
United Kingdom and core European allies. For the purposes of this paper,
however, we consider any putative ‘Golden Dome’ to provide an arbitrary
level of damage limitation, and do not expect it to fundamentally alter the
requirement for a proper deterrence posture.

Golden Dome to one side, the most significant short-term shift in
U.S. deterrence posture comes not from new systems, nor even doctrinal
developments, but the overarching context of U.S. foreign policy priorities.
The recent U.S. 2025 National Security Strategy indicates a significantly
deeper unwillingness to support European security than almost any prior
Administration. President Trump, in his first and second terms, repeatedly
called on European states to increase defence spending and has previously
proposed reducing the number of conventional American forces in Europe.
This approach, while uncomfortable for many Europeans, was taken to be
a readjustment of the status quo toward burden-sharing. Indeed, since the
summer of 2025, ‘burden-sharing” has become the explicit policy of the
United States.

The 2025 NSS introduced further caveats to this, shifting Washington’s
rhetorical and political emphasis toward ‘cultivating resistance to
Europe’s current trajectory’, characterised by the current administration
as self-imposed ‘civilisational erasure’ through the institutions of liberal
multilateralism.'"® Specific policy issues, such as immigration and freedom
of speech, are couched within broader concerns, such as the perceived
‘loss of self-confidence’ amongst European states. ''® These stand in stark
contrast to the primacy afforded to Euro-Atlantic security in previous
National Security Strategies. The overriding emphasis on altering Europe’s
domestic political landscape works in tandem with the aim of negotiating
an “expeditious cessation of hostilities in Ukraine” and the need for
Europe to “stand on its own feet.”'"’

The approach in the 2025 NSS, supplemented by the 2026 National
Defense Strategy (NDS), is tangibly different from encouraging greater
European defence spending as outlined under the Hague Commitment; it
is a desire for European defence self-sufficiency, which provides room to
accommodate Russian interests. Moscow has described the NSS as ‘largely
consistent’ with its vision of world order.''® While it is possible to read the
NSS as imposing stronger expectations on U.S. allies, rather than complete
European self-sufficiency in defence matters, it poses clear and significant
challenges for European security. Rhetoric concerning European cultural
“erasure” and demographic decline aside, the transactional tone of the NSS
makes one question whether Washington would truly ‘swap Baltimore for
Berlin’, let alone ‘Norfolk for Narva’. That the U.S. is openly being discussed
as an unreliable ally by many European capitals is itself detrimental to
deterrence. In the context of emergent nuclear multipolarity, the 2025 NSS
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raises the prospect of precisely the scenario that British planners outlined
during the first nuclear age: the possibility of a disengaged U.S. and the
necessity of Britain deterring adversaries alone. The fact that German
Chancellor Merz and other major European politicians are debating such
issues indicates that, in the minds of the ‘deterees’ — the circle around
Putin — are likely to sense that the previous compact has shattered. And if
that is what they think, then in practice, it already has.

Britain has responded to this new era through a range of policy tweaks,
some more subtle than others. The 2021 Integrated Review, for example,
increased the cap on the UK’s nuclear stockpile from 225 warheads to 260
warheads.'"” Although it can seem more marginal with hindsight, at the
time this marked a significant reversal of Britain’s post-Cold War antipathy
toward its nuclear arsenal.'* Similarly, the 2023 Defence Command Paper
committed to bolstering the UK’s conventional and nuclear capabilities,
explicitly in response to the growing number of nuclear threats, primarily
from Russia.'”! The same document stresses the importance of economic
security, control over vital infrastructure, technological leadership and
supply-chain security. These changes appear insufficient to meet the
current threat environment. Successive defence reviews and strategies have
not engaged with Britain’s nuclear strategy in depth. At one level, this is
understandable - these areas are highly classified, and the government is
often reluctant to speak about them openly. However, it may also reflect
a lack of detailed political engagement with the government’s nuclear
deterrence doctrine, indicative of the kind of psychological disarmament
that has left Britain slow to recognise the decline of bipolar stability, or the
U.S. pivot to the Pacific.

Regardless, the government must significantly improve its intellectual
capacity for thinking about nuclear weapons in a multipolar nuclear
world. For while the 1958 Mutual Defence Agreement and 1962 Nassau
Agreement did not affect operational independence, they did facilitate
Britain’s technical dependence on the U.S. Britain relies on America
for its Trident-II D5 missile bodies, shared design data, and aspects of
servicing.'”” As the U.S. pivots to the Pacific and focuses more sharply
on concerns within the Western Hemisphere, Britain may be required to
reconceptualise the role of its nuclear forces within its broader deterrence
posture, and the depth of its sovereign nuclear arsenal. The most pressing
question concerns the development of a stronger European pillar within
NATO, and how to tailor British posture and capabilities to that end.'”’

In 1911, the English naval historian Sir Julian Corbett wrote that ...
whatever advantages lie in defence they depend on the preservation of
the offensive spirit’. This dictum is worth recalling today. In the first
nuclear age, Britain’s nuclear arsenal and deterrence doctrine were clearly
underpinned by an ‘offensive spirit’. In the second, it shed its intellectual
seriousness, refusing to engage in an offensive doctrine of nuclear thought.
This absence of a coherent strategy stems from degraded institutional
expertise and a lack of political will at senior levels of government. '**
While the early stages of the third age appear to mirror those of the first,
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The ‘Three Ages’ of British Nuclear Strategy

there are some important caveats. Aggressive, expansionist powers are
challenging the nuclear primacy of the United States and the NATO alliance,
with Russia and China lowering the acceptable threshold for nuclear use,
engaging in nuclear coercion, and cultivating a group of states to challenge
Western primacy in the international system. The rise of China is forcing
the U.S. to retrench and pivot to the Indo-Pacific, drawing resources away
from the European continent. At the same time, the continental powers,
Britain included, have let capabilities atrophy, as well as their capacity
for independent action. At root, this is a psychological and cultural issue.
We have lost the ‘offensive spirit” which was once central to preserving
deterrence, peace, and security.
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‘Intellectual Rearmament’ in
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Sub-Strategic Options in a
Changing Security Environment

How, then, might Britain go about re-acquiring its ‘offensive spirit’ in
cognitive terms? This rests on one prerequisite and three options. The
prerequisite is intellectual and doctrinal in nature, rooted in processes
and practices.'” Having become locked in a mindset of disarmament,
rather than deterrence; posturing, rather than peace-making, intellectual
rearmament is a prerequisite for reestablishing credible deterrence. Britain
can no longer depend on the small number of policy experts who remain
in the Ministry of Defence, nor on officers without sufficient training on
the relevant issues. Here, the United States provides a model. The U.S. has
long maintained a “cadre of strategically educated and trained nuclear force
commanders and staff”, with deep expertise on the specifics of nuclear
policy well after the end of the Cold War.'** Re-establishing an equivalent
intellectual foundation — supported and sustained by an academic
ecosystem — within the British government is an essential first step in
constructing a credible response to the transformed nuclear environment,
ensuring deterrence rests on a coherent intellectual framework. Recalling
Britain’s role as the ‘second centre of decision’ within NATO goes hand in
hand with this, and the government should consciously aim to revive this
concept in its deterrence doctrine. However, there are broader questions
at play here: why, for instance, did Britain maintain its own sovereign
sub-strategic capabilities during the Cold War, given the preponderance
of U.S. sub-strategic options in Europe? There were serious reasons for
this during the 1960s, such as non-NATO out of area operations in
southeast Asia. These sorts of ‘first principles’ questions are at the core of
the rationale behind adopting a second separate system, and must be asked
and answered by HMG if the UK seeks to reacquire a second sub-strategic
system.

Beyond intellectual rearmament, how can Britain recapture this
‘offensive spirit’ and deepen its capability to resist nuclear coercion? The
first and most obvious option would be to place greater emphasis and
reliance on its Trident-armed SSBN fleet. This could take the form of a fifth
Dreadnought-class submarine.'” However, with careful signalling, a fifth
boat would provide optionality for Britain’s nuclear force.'*® For those
who support the use of CASD in a sub-strategic role, a fifth Dreadnought
would permit the SSBN force to put two boats to sea at once, a posture
which would currently stretch the Royal Navy beyond most reasonable
limits.'*” A second boat at sea would permit one to be used in a sub-
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strategic ‘signalling’ role, perhaps declared, at an appropriate moment, to
be armed with lower-yield warheads, whilst another remains submerged
to maintain the strategic, second-strike capability of CASD. This would
follow current U.S. signalling doctrine, which was used to respond to
Russian threats of nuclear escalation in October 2022."°

Enhancing the strategic system would not provide an answer to all of
Britain’s present nuclear concerns. Without a sub-strategic option separate
from Trident, Britain lacks a meaningful ability to signal with its nuclear
forces. Critics argue that this is a major risk for allied security in the third
nuclear age, as sub-strategic nuclear weapons provide an additional means
by which Britain can communicate strategic priorities to adversaries and
allies.””! Many argue that signalling with a Vanguard or future Dreadnought-
class boat would remove the primary effect of CASD, whose role is to
provide the risk of an overwhelming nuclear strike from a sea-based
asset.’’> However, advocates of Trident’s sub-strategic role suggest it
could perform this function ably itself, so long as the necessary steps were
taken to tailor the CASD boats and nuclear arsenal for this role."** Assessing
the viability for assigning Trident a more pronounced sub-strategic role
in British nuclear doctrine is therefore one avenue for research when
considering potential systems, as are sea-borne sub-strategic capabilities.

A second option would be for the UK to deepen cooperation with
European allies on nuclear issues, foremost amongst which is France. This
merits close examination. Inrecent years, some have begun to argue that the
lack of a separate British sub-strategic option has reduced the operational
independence of a British deterrent guarantee to allies in Europe. Given
its reliance on CASD and the inability to signal with this system, Britain
has inadvertently ceded de facto nuclear primacy to France. This has made
European states increasingly reliant on the French President’s guarantee to
extend France’s sovereign nuclear shield."** There is some truth to this, as
noted above. However, beneath this lie broader political concerns. Many
states in Europe are uncomfortable with leaving France as the sole nuclear
power on the continent, given its historical ambivalence — even hostility
— toward NATO nuclear cooperation. France is not a member of either the
Nuclear Planning Group (NPG), NATO'’s principal decision-making body
for nuclear matters, nor the High-Level Group (HLG), which supports
the NPG and acts as the senior advisory group on planning and posture
issues.'”* French absence from the NPG and HLG, coupled with a long-
standing, post-Suez culture of self-sufficiency on defence matters, has
left many uneasy about France’s current and future reliability as the main
nuclear power in Europe, despite recent French overtures to the contrary.

Britain, meanwhile, has been a long-standing nuclear guarantor for
European security, even when the U.S. has wavered in its commitments,
and many welcome Britain retaining and strengthening its arsenal.
Cooperation between Britain and France on nuclear issues, including the
coordination of their nuclear arsenals, would be a positive political and
strategic step for enhancing European security and hedging against U.S.
uncertainty. Here there have been positive developments, which may
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signal closer alignment between the British and French nuclear arsenals.
The recent Northwood Declaration on nuclear cooperation may well
prove a forum where post-Suez rivalries can begin abating, and could
even provide a forum in which to explore new language for European
nuclear communication. Although more meaningful Anglo-French nuclear
cooperation will likely suffer from the same drawbacks as it has in the
past, Northwood represents a positive step for creating a more coherent,
European option for nuclear deterrence.

Here, there is some overlap with option three: the development of a
separate, second nuclear system, either sovereign in nature or co-developed.
The lack of a non-U.S. tactical or sub-strategic option in Europe, coupled
with broader European anxieties about U.S. retrenchment or even, in
some cases, hostility, may open the door to reviving an Anglo-French
nuclear weapons program.'*® Some proposals for this have already been
advanced, such as co-financing with Germany and other European states,
either to support CASD or a future sub-strategic system."*” If developed,
these weapons could be shared with allied nations involved in co-financing
these systems, as the U.S. currently does via dual-capable F-35As. While
this pathway is fraught with difficulties and would take years to bear
fruit, it certainly merits further consideration given London’s return to
the sub-strategic club. Such a system would likely take the form of an air-
launched standoff missile, armed with a lower-yield warhead than CASD,
and primarily be designed for ‘sub-strategic’ use, although a ‘strategic’
option akin to the yield of the U.S. B61 may be worth debating.'*® This
would provide a more visible system, which is more capable of signalling
to prevent coercive measures short of invoking CASD.

However, when considering this option, some foundational questions
must be answered. First, what would be the purpose of this system? During
the Cold War, the original rationale for Britain’s WE.177 class of weapons
was built around a nexus of concerns, of which the overwhelming factor
was Britain’s contribution to the NATO dual-capable airborne nuclear
forces. This existed alongside London’s innate, low-level distrust of U.S.
security guarantees in a crisis scenario: a perceived necessity for Britain to
retain a sovereign sub-strategic system regardless of America’s vast arsenal.
This was despite the relatively close alignment of Anglo-American interests
throughout the Cold War, and the resumption of nuclear cooperation in
1958."% Furthermore, Britain maintained sizable imperial commitments
during the 1960s, such as in Southeast Asia and the Persian Gulf, which
were beyond NATO's sphere of interest. These were thought to require a
limited nuclear toolset. This, coupled with the sunk costs of developing
the weapon itself, meant WE.177 was retained throughout the Cold War
and developed into three variants, which survived until 1998.'*°

This historical foray opens up a broader debate on the conceptual
purpose of a second separate system. What is it trying to achieve, and
for whom? Is it primarily a NATO-based weapon, assigned under NATO
command and control architecture, oris it an independent system designed
to support wider British foreign policy interests? Is it intended for war-
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fighting purposes, or for signalling purposes? If the former, is it for use
‘in theatre’ on a European battlefield, in an out-of-area context, or on
targets inside Russia? Perhaps even all three? The answer will determine
the system procured: a free-fall bomb, or a cruise or hypersonic missile
capable of penetrating defences. The answer to this question will also play
a significant role in determining how much the system costs. Indeed, cost
requirements and financial feasibility have often been the major hurdle
for British nuclear development, far more than technical concerns, and
played a strong role in scrapping a proposed air-launched replacement in
the 1990s.

A lower-yield sovereign system, most likely carried by the Royal Air
Force'*'would provide the ability to signal and communicate through
the deployment — and exercising — of dual-capable aircraft.'** This could
potentially foreclose another gap in the deterrence architecture.'** When
supplemented by other strategic non-nuclear systems designed specifically
to deter in a range of scenarios, including precision-guided cruise and
hypersonic missiles, drones, and cyberattacks, this would provide far
greater flexibility to Anglo-European defence priorities independent of
U.S. strategic interests.

Not only would this strengthen and complement the excellent ‘last
resort’ option currently provided by CASD, but it would also provide
additional complicating factors through Britain’s philosophical role as
NATO’s ‘second centre of decision’. Through dual-key arrangements,
this could potentially create further ‘centres’ of decision, be that through
French or European means, which align with British interests. This may
create the further potential benefit of enhancing Britain’s influence in
NATO nuclear policymaking and European security. Such a system could,
subject to the specific technical details, reinforce Britain’s status as Europe’s
preeminent nuclear guarantor and ensure that British strategic priorities
are more deeply embedded in Alliance nuclear planning.

These three options must be seen alongside the recent procurement
of the F-35A dual-capable strike fighter aircraft, and what this means for
British deterrence. The 2025 Strategic Defence Review expressed the need
for amore serious public conversation on the possible acquisition of tactical
nuclear weapons, and on the 25" of June 2025, the British government
announced its decision to procure at least twelve F-35A aircraft by 2030,
for explicit participation in the NATO nuclear mission.'** It can therefore be
expected that U.S.-made B61-12 gravity bombs will also return to nuclear-
capable RAF bases, such as Marham and Lakenheath. This acquisition,
if it goes ahead, heavily implies the government is conceptualising a
separate airborne system as a pure NATO commitment, rather than as
an independent system with uses outside of a NATO role. This would
make sense: the logistical and political constraints on air-dropped B61’s
alone renders their use in support of British interests non-credible. The
aircraft, its software, and weapons systems all remain controlled by the
U.S., making Britain operationally and politically dependent on America
for this capability in practice. As such, this intended F-35A purchase is not
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in itself a sufficient guarantee of this strategic autonomy.'**

This leaves one questioning the precise purpose of this purchase.
By extending British reliance on U.S. equipment and weapons, it does
not improve Britain’s ability to act independently or to shape European
deterrence in a manner qualitatively distinct from the United States.
Nor will it operate under the same level of independence as CASD. If
anything, the purchase of the F-35A increases British exposure to U.S.
foreign policy decisions, in exchange for at best marginal improvements
in NATO nuclear posture. On the other hand, the political and rhetorical
signalling behind this purchase is itself significant, and perhaps sufficient
to warrant the purchase alone, given the vocal backing of the White
House and other NATO allies. Furthermore, acquiring a nuclear-capable
aircraft and tactical or sub-strategic weapons system would allow the RAF
to relearn the processes required to maintain an airborne sub-strategic
nuclear capability. Such processes would be crucial if Britain were to
revive a credible sovereign system in the future.

An additional benefit is that Britain would re-acquire capabilities which
allow it to practice nuclear signalling against adversaries in the sub-strategic
space.'*® The merits and drawbacks of ‘signalling’, beyond the existence
of a secure second-strike capability such as CASD, are much debated, and
will be the subject of future research notes by the Commission. However,
it is worth noting that this is one potential capability that a second system
would provide, the value of which must be carefully discussed if London
were to proceed with this procurement. After all, the political dimension
of deterrence operates by demonstrating resolve through competence
and combined exercises and signalling manoeuvres, up to and including
nuclear weapons.'*’

This was true of the WINTEX-CIMEX exercises conducted throughout
the 1980s at the height of the Cold War. However, NATO’s European
forces presently ‘do not conduct the necessary national and multinational
formation training at the higher tactical and operational levels, particularly
in the land domain’."*® Through its purchase of the F-35A, Britain will soon
be able to engage in European training exercises amongst allied nations
with its own lower-yield nuclear component, along the lines of WINTEX.
This, in turn, would engage serving political leaders in the realities of
conducting large-scale combat operations with the possibility of nuclear
escalation. The training of politicians and officers is central to ensuring
the use of force (up to and including nuclear force) is credible, ensuring
conflicts are deterred, or at least kept below the nuclear threshold. Exercises
reduce the risk of nuclear escalation by making the idea of nuclear use
credible and visible to an adversary. In turn, the practice of nuclear use in
advance of a crisis by political actors helps preserve Corbett’s ‘offensive
spirit’ for deterrent ends.'*” The purchase of the F-35A will provide
London with the ability to signal openly with sub-strategic weapons, even
it it is not a sovereign warhead or aircraft."’

All of this is unclear from the government’s pronouncements, leaving
us somewhat in limbo. What, precisely, are we to make of this? On the one


https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-to-purchase-f-35as-and-join-nato-nuclear-mission-as-government-steps-up-national-security-and-delivers-defence-dividend
https://policyexchange.org.uk/publication/the-deterrence-theory-of-sir-michael-quinlan/

hand, London has strongly indicated it wishes to reacquire the ability to
signal in the sub-strategic space. On the other, its reasons for doing so are
mixed at best, and lack strong theoretical foundations. Does this decision
indicate the long-term desire to stand up a sovereign second system in the
British arsenal? If so, what is the government’s specific reasoning behind
acquiring the F-35A? London was unable to settle on a jointly procured
sub-strategic system in the 1990s, either with Washington or Paris:
without a clear rationale, it may be found wanting again. Is the intention
perhaps more long-term, perhaps, designed to shift the burden away from
the U.S. in Europe by standing up our own dual-capable force with lower-
yield warheads, either alone or in concert with other European powers,
such as France? An option of this kind has been floated numerous times
throughout prior nuclear ages. The truth is presently unclear, as are the
tull implications of the F-35A decision for British deterrence doctrine.
Some clarity from the government would be welcome on this front.

Given the scale of the challenges NATO faces in the third nuclear
age, all four of these options - doctrinal re-evaluation, enhancing CASD
to fulfil a more explicit sub-strategic role, the potential for an Anglo-
French partnership to co-develop a separate sub-strategic system, and the
development of a sovereign second system - are worth considering. Future
papers under the Nuclear Enterprise Commission will examine these
issues in greater depth, alongside more fine-grained analyses of specific
issues, such as signalling and communication, British strategic theory in a
multipolar world, force posture or arms control.



Britain developed its nuclear arsenal in an age of bipolar stability, before
reducing it to a credible minimum in the wake of the Cold War. In an
age defined by multipolarity, coercion, adversarial collaboration and
U.S. uncertainty, Britain requires a far deeper intellectual reassessment
of its strategic priorities and partners. This requires, at a minimum, re-
engaging with deterrence theory and increasing the resources dedicated
to nuclear strategy with the Ministry of Defence. Second, it requires a
thorough reassessment of Britain’s sub-strategic capabilities and the means
by which Britain might enhance them. This may involve reinforcing its
existing strategic system and its sub-strategic role, or even reconsidering
the development of a second system, separate from Trident, to provide
a more visible sub-strategic nuclear option. Given the acquisition of
F-35A, the government has indicated there is scope for discussing the
long-term reintroduction of a separate sub-strategic system to the British
arsenal, either air-launched or air-dropped, or perhaps even through a
second submarine-based system, as was floated in the 1990s. If this were
deemed necessary in addition to CASD, such a system could be procured
as a sovereign capability, jointly procured with the French, or even co-
financed and shared with European allies through a common strategic
nuclear shield fund. If this were pursued, articulating a clear rationale for
this system as it relates to existing NATO structures would be vital to its
success.

The evolution of the British arsenal through the three nuclear ages
presents one clear lesson for the government today. Britain must take its
deterrence commitments seriously, or it will cease to be a meaningful actor
in the nuclear space. The government is clearly committed to strengthening
Britain’s position as a nuclear power. Putting this into practice will involve
a healthy dose of realpolitik from Britain and her allies, be they in Europe,
the Commonwealth, or beyond. In an age defined by uncertainty, allied
security rests not on inherited architectures or assumed guarantees. It rests
on London’s willingness to think seriously, decide independently, and
deter credibly: to be capable of acting alongside its allies, and, if it must,
act alone.
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