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The Challenge

The challenge for an incoming Labour government 
in 2020 will be how to ensure the safety of the 
British people and contribute to global peace 
and security in a rapidly changing international 
environment. The Conservatives have too often 
prioritised spending cuts over national security, 
whilst undermining Britain’s international standing 
by failing to take the lead in tackling shared global 
challenges. 

By 2020, global geopolitics will be markedly 
different to when Labour left office in 2010. 
Political, economic and demographic changes are 
leading to shifts in power and influence. Disputes 
over territory and sovereignty, whether in eastern 
Europe, the Middle East and North Africa, the 
South China Sea or elsewhere, are creating 
instability and prompting some countries to 
rapidly increase their defence spending. Beyond 
the referendum on Britain’s membership of the 
European Union, Europe itself faces a number of 
major challenges over the coming years, not least 
responding to the current refugee crisis. Around 
the world, the potential of food, water and energy 
scarcity to exacerbate tensions or even trigger 
conflicts is being further amplified by climate 
change. 

Meanwhile, technological developments, whether 
in terms of military equipment or cyber warfare, 
are changing the ways conflicts play out, while 
global communications and social media are 
being exploited by militant groups looking to 
mobilise support or carry out acts of terror. And 
the continuing development and proliferation of 
chemical, biological and nuclear weapons, and 
their threatened use, pose a constant threat to 
international security. 

In these circumstances, it is clear that we will 
need more co-operation, not less. Yet despite 
the increasingly complex and interconnected 
nature of the challenges we face, the international 
institutions which have helped to underpin 
stability for the past 70 years are under growing 
strain. 

Not only will the international context in 2020 be 
different, the tools and capabilities at Britain’s 
disposal are also changing, and Labour must 
consider what we will inherit. 

Since 2010 the Ministry of Defence (MoD) has 
lurched from crisis to crisis, and the 2015 Strategic 
Defence and Security Review (SDSR) failed to 
adequately address the damage done by the 
last one. The 14 per cent real terms cut to the 
MoD’s budget over the last Parliament has had a 
serious and sustained impact on the UK’s military 
and strategic capabilities. Britain’s army is now 
at its smallest size since the Napoleonic wars, 
having been cut by a fifth since Labour left office. 
After redundancies and years of pay restraint, 
morale amongst our Armed Forces personnel has 
plummeted. A further 30 per cent cut to the MoD’s 
civilian headcount over the coming Parliament 
means it will have been reduced by almost half 
over a ten-year period, with implications for 
project delivery and possibly frontline service 
personnel. 

By 2020, some of the gaps left by the 2010 SDSR 
will have been corrected. The Government 
has committed to spend £178 billion on new 
equipment over the next decade, much of which 
will either have been delivered or will be under 
construction. But there will still be deficiencies and 
shortages of kit in certain areas. 



The make-up of the Armed Forces is also changing 
– through the Future Force 2020 plan the shape, 
size and structure of the Army, Royal Navy and 
Royal Air Force are being significantly altered. 
Taken together, these changes mean the next 
Labour government will face significantly different 
circumstances to when we left office, not only 
internationally but also domestically, in terms of 
military equipment, personnel and civilian staff. 

The defence industry has a vital role to play as 
part of an active industrial strategy for Britain. 
Under the Conservatives, procurement decisions 
have too often focused on cost-cutting and buying 
equipment off the shelf, often from overseas and 
at the expense of British jobs and skills. A crucial 
question for the next Labour government will 
be how to reverse this trend with a new Defence 
Industrial Strategy which, while accepting the 
importance of value for money, aims also to 
safeguard Britain’s industrial base, secure high 
quality jobs throughout the supply chain, and 
protect our national sovereignty.

An important decision is coming up on the 
renewal of the UK’s current fleet of nuclear-
armed submarines. Therefore, the role of the 
independent nuclear deterrent in Britain’s future 
defence, and how the UK can move the process 
of multilateral disarmament forward, are also 
important issues for debate. 

The first duty of any government is to defend 
the British people and keep the country safe. In 
thinking about how the next Labour government 
will approach this, it is right that we draw on the 
Party’s values of solidarity and internationalism, 
and our beliefs in tackling inequality and 
defending universal human rights. This is not only 
intrinsically the right approach, it is also in the 
British national interest, because only by fostering 
a more secure and prosperous international 
community can we continue to guarantee the 
security and prosperity of the British people.

The Issues

Keeping Britain safe

In order to keep the British people safe and 
contribute to international peace and security we 
must understand the security challenges we face 
today, and try to anticipate those of the future. 

Whether in dealing with the threats of inter-state 
conflict, terrorism, developments in cyber warfare 
and nuclear proliferation, or responding to climate 
change, resource scarcity, technological change, 
humanitarian crises and mass migration, it is clear 
that the range of challenges we face is rapidly 
evolving and increasingly complex.

Capabilities, spending and choices

To be able to respond effectively to threats to 
Britain’s security, our Armed Forces must be 
properly equipped for today’s challenges, and 
prepared for those of the future. Important 
decisions will have to be made about defence 
spending and resource allocation. 

A future Labour government will need to decide 
what level of defence spending is required to 
keep Britain safe, how best to allocate the defence 
budget, and how to ensure there is coherence 
between military, diplomatic and international 
development spending. In this context it is right 
that we consider the role of Britain’s nuclear 
deterrent, and ask how Britain can best contribute 
to international nuclear disarmament. 

Questions

What are the biggest security challenges facing 
Britain today?

What will be the key emerging threats and 
challenges over the coming decades, and 
what are the implications for Britain’s national 
security?



Britain’s place in the world

The changing and often volatile international 
environment will present challenges for a future 
Labour government seeking to uphold its values 
around the world. The UK will continue to work 
with international partners through our existing 
treaty alliances, including NATO and – it is hoped – 
through the European Union. 

Whether seeking to uphold international law, 
protect universal human rights, promote nuclear 
disarmament or contribute to international 
peacekeeping, new alliances and forms of 
multilateral co-operation will be important. 
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Questions

How can we ensure that Britain’s military 
capabilities and our Armed Forces are fit to meet 
the challenges we will face?

Will renewal of Britain’s nuclear deterrent help 
us protect Britain’s security?

How can we best contribute to international 
efforts towards nuclear disarmament?

What would be the implications of giving up 
Britain’s nuclear deterrent for British jobs and 
industry, and are there ways in which any 
problems could be alleviated?

Questions 

What should be the values, objectives and 
principles that drive Britain’s strategic defence 
policy?

How can Britain best contribute to the UN, EU, 
NATO and other international institutions?  

In your view which defence and security policies 
and key messages in the last manifesto most 
resonated with voters? Which policies did not 
resonate so well? Was there anything missing 
from our policy offer to voters on these issues?


