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      In December 2014, at a Whitehall Christmas party, I found myself in conversation with a senior officer in the Royal Navy. We were discussing the multiple threats to national security that had emerged during the previous months – in Ukraine and the Middle East – and how the British government, despite these, appeared to be contemplating further defence cuts. ‘We need a Churchill,’ he said, looking into the middle distance, ‘but I don’t see any signs of one emerging.’

      Today, then, there are people high up in the government who believe the Western world is facing a situation comparable to that of the 1930s. Indeed, quite a few politicians from Nato and Nordic countries explicitly compared the actions of the Russian President Vladimir Putin in Ukraine to those of Adolf Hitler. Personally, I find this parallel unacceptably simplistic, and can see why it’s also very offensive to Russians. And if the situation really is as serious as what happened back then, why are so many Western leaders continuing to reduce their defences rather than launching the type of full-scale rearmament drive that the senior naval officer I spoke to at Christmas was longing for?

      Whatever the exact significance of the Ukraine crisis, some very serious changes are taking place in the international system, and it is the purpose of this short book to alert readers to the importance of this historical moment. Western countries, beset by economic woes, are continuing the post-Cold War process of disarmament at the very moment that many would say a new Cold War is starting, and, more widely, the balance of global power is tilting markedly away from them.

      There is a tangible sense of foreboding among many senior Western officials. Oddly, this concern about the broad trend of developments is being overlooked by much media reporting because of a preoccupation with the daily detail of the news agenda. But I have been hearing these views from a broad range of government practitioners for some time now. Some, like the naval man above, will not be named because they are still serving, but throughout this text you will find quotes from people who have until recently held top positions in the military, as well as some other thinkers and academics. They have agreed to my quoting our recent correspondence or conversations, even though some would usually be characterised as ‘media shy’. They are all, however, alive to the dangers of this moment.

      While the Western will to shape the world, as well as its capability to do so, ebbs away, growing nationalism is hampering international cooperation and fuelling conflict, while meanwhile newly empowered non-state groups (and indeed some governments) are tearing up many of the conventions of acceptable international behaviour. That, then, is my purpose: to show how rapidly the global balance of power is shifting away from the West, and to examine some of the implications.
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      The Spithead Naval Review of June 1977 was one of those ceremonial occasions at which Britain excels. Scores of warships anchored in the Solent, pennants flying and sailors cheering as the Queen cruised by in the Royal Yacht. Dozens of naval helicopters performed a fly-past, and those unable to attend the spectacle were treated to a full-scale BBC outside broadcast.

      The fleet lying at anchor was much smaller than that of the Coronation Review of the Fleet in 1953, and that of today hardly resembles the Royal Navy of 1977. Spithead, though, was a snapshot of British naval power as it drained away on an ebb-tide every bit as powerful and irresistible as those Solent currents feared by weekend dinghy sailors.

      As a sixteen-year-old anxious to see the spectacle, but without the Royal Yacht at my disposal, I reviewed the fleet two days before the Queen, from an Isle of Wight ferry. I had gone there to see the aircraft carrier HMS Ark Royal, rows of frigates with such names as Naiad, Euryalus and Ariadne, that evoked not just Nelson’s victories but also the classical era, and to see the sinister shark-like profiles of Oberon-class submarines like Ocelot and Osiris. I was spellbound at the scale of it.

      Today, Britain has no operating aircraft carrier, though it plans to get back into that business soon, and it has no diesel submarines like the O-class at all. Meanwhile its force of destroyers and frigates, the workhorses of the surface fleet, has shrunk from seventy at the time of Spithead to nineteen today.

      This story of disappearing naval power could just as easily be applied to the other armed services. A couple of years after Spithead, I signed up as a ‘gap year’ officer in the Royal Tank Regiment. For a short, heady time I was the commander of one of the British Army’s nine hundred Chieftain tanks. Now there are fewer than two hundred tanks in service.

      Britain’s post-war stepping back from global power was marked by a series of defence reviews – or cuts, in layman’s terms – in 1957, 1974 and 1981. Undoubtedly, though, the end of the Cold War gave the greatest impetus to this process, at least in my lifetime. The 1990 package of cuts, called Options for Change, came in the year after the fall of the Berlin Wall, and presented Britain with its long-awaited peace dividend.

      The ‘Soviet threat’, the driver for decades of defence spending, had collapsed and there could be no justification for the continued diversion of resources from the civilian economy. Like many other veterans of the Cold War, I embraced this wholeheartedly and was quite unsentimental about the disbandment or amalgamation of many regiments, including the one in which I had served. Such ebbs and flows in the status of great powers are familiar enough to students of history. While I might love reading about Nelson’s or Wellington’s victories, the harsh realities of ships paid off or officers put on half pay at the end of the Napoleonic Wars were an integral part of Britain’s national story. A child of the 1960s, I had absolutely no hankering after empire.

      There was a post-1990 demobilisation across Europe. France, always primarily a land power, took steps that would lead to its army shrinking from 548,000 to the current planned 213,000. The story was the same, whether for a national political elite labouring under the sense that preserving military power was part of preserving their ‘top table’ status as permanent members of the United Nations Security Council, or for a country in which a completely different history produced equally different attitudes to military power and its use.

      So Germany has also wielded the axe, bringing down the Bundeswehr from 545,000 soldiers and five thousand tanks to 180,000 and 250 respectively. And countries like Sweden, which as a neutral throughout the Cold War actually maintained one of the highest defence per capita budgets in Europe, slashed their forces mercilessly.

      As these organisations shrank, there were a number of consequences. One was that the forces each European country could deploy fell by a considerably greater margin than the remaining manpower might suggest. In each country the need to maintain a defence ministry, separate service HQs, training schools and all the rest meant keeping proportionately more people in non-combat roles.

      Another consequence of the post-Cold War cuts was that many countries gave up entire roles or capabilities. This meant, for example, getting rid of anti-aircraft artillery in one country or submarines in another. The recognition that a nation was not likely to go to war on its own again, and therefore require the full set of capabilities, was in some ways a smart policy that could do something to mitigate that falling ratio of combat to non-combat personal, since taking an entire type of weapon out of service usually carries big savings in terms of training and maintenance. Some reached for the golf-bag analogy in justifying such change, arguing that a full set of clubs was no longer affordable for small or medium-sized European countries. Of course, that’s all very well until a country finds itself metaphorically in the bunker with only a putter and a driving iron at its disposal.

      While the 9/11 attacks produced a short pause in the downward trend, it had resumed with a vengeance by 2009, as a response to the global financial crisis. Although the US and UK in particular spent colossal sums on their campaigns in Iraq and Afghanistan, this was largely financed by contingency funds and did little to reverse the long-term decline in defence spending. Across Europe, the further cuts to military spending in the five years since the financial crisis have been assessed at 20 to 25 per cent.

      The trend continued despite signs – for example the growing turmoil in the Middle East – that international security was deteriorating. From 2012 to 2014, thirteen of the twenty fastest-declining defence budgets could be found in Europe, a cut equivalent to $93 billion being diverted from Europe’s military coffers in just two years.

      Throughout the last decade, those who believe that there is still room for further defence cuts have looked at the forces that remain and pointed out that Nato, as an alliance, still spends more on defence than the rest of the world put together. But this too is changing.

      Behind the bald statistics of Nato’s major defence spending and millions under arms are certain realities that have long been understood by its decision-makers. The positions of the United States and its European allies are fundamentally different. In 2014, only four countries in the alliance met its target of devoting 2 per cent of their economy (or gross domestic product) to defence – and three of them are the UK, Greece and Estonia. It is the other, the American giant, that completely distorts the picture.

      However, the assumption that American taxpayers will subsidise everybody else’s security, footing three-quarters of the Nato bill, is no longer valid. While a couple of years ago the United States was spending 4.6 per cent of its GDP on the military, that has fallen to 3.9 per cent at the time of writing and the Obama administration has been trying to reduce that to 2.9 per cent by 2017. Along with this shrinking of the defence dollar (at least relative to the size of the wider economy) will come the inevitable further reduction in forces, for example a cut of one quarter in the number of brigades the army can deploy.

      In truth, when it comes to its major weapons the US armed forces have, at least since the 1991 Desert Storm campaign against Iraq, been living off the investment made in the late Cold War years by the Reagan administration. Many of the systems bought then, from M1 tanks to F-16 fighters and Los Angeles-class submarines have been soldiering on ever since (albeit with upgrades), leading to an ageing stock of weapons. And it’s not as if the Pentagon has been immune to post-Cold War cuts either.

      In 2014 the United States Air Force, for example, had two thousand fighter jets, whereas at the end of the Cold War it owned 4155. The specialist bomber force has also fallen by more than 50 per cent. The Ukraine crisis may once more have awakened interest in Nato plans for reinforcing vulnerable members to the east, but it arrived at a time when draw-downs to US combat forces had just removed the last American tanks from Europe. Two small brigade combat teams (one in Germany, the other in Italy, totalling thirty thousand troops with their enabling and HQ units) are all that now remains of a US Army force in Europe that twenty-five years ago numbered 210,000 and could field five thousand tanks.

      So while the public perception remains that the US is the last military superpower, when members of Congress and others called in the summer of 2014 for Poland and the Baltic republics to be reinforced with troops it prompted the question, which ones, exactly? A few hundred paratroopers were sent from the US to exercise in Poland, and any larger move to help a threatened European country would likely involve the airborne divisions that now form America’s contingency force for the entire globe.

      When one looks at the cumulative effect of all this trimming, particularly on the European countries that are much further down the road with it, it can be stark, even comical. General Sir Richard Shirreff, who, until the summer of 2014, was the senior non-American officer in Nato, puts it with brutal frankness: ‘European countries have effectively disarmed themselves.’ General Shirreff says there is no country in the alliance that could now assemble an armoured division (more than fifteen thousand troops and two hundred-plus tanks) for action in Europe in less than six to twelve months. To my surprise, he does not even think the US would be capable of doing it any faster.

      In terms of the number of people it has in the forces, the UK now ranks thirty-first in the world. For the Royal Air Force, a mission by six bombers (as flown by Tornados from RAF Marham in Norfolk to Libya in 2011) is about the limit of its long-range strike capability. For the ‘Submarine Service’, having two hunter-killer submarines at sea – to cover the entire globe – is now normal, and it could easily fall to a single boat in a few years’ time as older Trafalgar-class vessels are retired.

      With smaller European countries, the token nature of their deployable armed forces is even more obvious. Keeping several F-16 fighters in Kandahar to support the alliance in Afghanistan was pretty much the entire Belgian air force’s mission, and four Leopard tanks that of the Danish ‘armoured corps’. When one of those Leopards was damaged by an IED in Helmand Province, the Danish tank contingent suffered a prolonged 25 per cent reduction in capability.

      Going back to British power at the time of that Spithead Naval Review, the Royal Navy has fallen from third in the world in 1977 to a position somewhat further down the league table. Entire capabilities, many of which would be most useful to the defence of the British Isles, have been lost. There were nineteen diesel-electric submarines back then; there are none now. The maritime patrol air force, then made up of Nimrods, has been scrapped. Reshaping the UK armed forces for ‘power projection’ – or, to put it crudely, for the Bush/Blair wars – during the late 1990s has left them singularly ill-equipped to protect their own homeland now that the British public has apparently decided that it wants no more of this type of expeditionary warfare.

      As for the frigate and destroyer force, that basic yardstick of naval capability, the fleet of nineteen now run by the UK puts it behind China, France, India, Japan, and South Korea, and only just ahead of Germany and Italy. These were all nations whose naval power was eclipsed by that of the Royal Navy in 1977. Many may feel entirely unconcerned by the change. The contempt for Britain’s post-imperial delusions runs deep in the commentariat. If cutting the navy down to size is a good way of signalling that Britain is a different country, why not?

      Delighting, though, in the decline of a once-proud, world-beating organisation ignores both history and geography. If the UK, as the world’s sixth-largest economy, is heavily dependent on sea trade, should it not be protected? This is the first generation in centuries to step back from a commitment to sea power, a period of history that spans times when the nation was in imminent danger of invasion as well as those when Albion seemed impregnable, times when Britain stood alone and others when it had strong alliances. Yet through all those changing times, it maintained a powerful navy.

      The idea that it is safe to step back from this commitment rests on all kinds of assumptions: the protective power of the United States; the technological superiority of the West; and the absence of direct threats to the security of the British Isles. Yet global politics, tilted by economic crisis, radicalisation and the growth of new powers, is shifting very fast. And in this sense, the picture presented above of Britain’s declining defence capability, or even more specifically of the Royal Navy and its surface fleet, are simply examples of a much larger phenomenon concerning ‘the West’, which for the sake of argument I will use here simply as an alternative for Nato and its members.

      That fleet which I craned my neck to watch from a crowded ferry back in 1977 no longer exists. So far, so obvious. But the strategic assumptions that led politicians to send Leander-class frigates or the Oberon-class submarines to the scrapyard are now unsafe. And among these beliefs, one of the least safe is the idea that the West can keep an unassailable military edge for the foreseeable future.
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